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Beth: Hello. This is Beth Brodovsky from Driving Participation am here today with Micheal 

Bellavia who is the CEO of an organization called HelpsGood. Michael was introduced to me 

by Abigail Quensinberry who you may recall from Episode 17 of the podcast. If you haven’t 

had a chance to listen to Abigail, she was terrific and we talked about social media. After 

Abigail and I talked, I said “is there anyone that I really, really should get on this show” and 

she said “you have to talk to Michael.” Michael thank you so much for joining me today.

Michael: Thank you and Abigail is a genius for saying that!

Beth: Of course she is. She was fabulous and it’s just been fascinating the people that I’ve 

gotten to know through other guests. You do some work that when people hear a little 

bit about your background, in the beginning they may be surprised.  You have such a 

different profile than many of the people that I talk to. You come to this concept of Driving 

Participation from an area that we haven’t talked about before, from world entertainment. Tell 

me a little bit about your work in entertainment and how that brought you to the nonprofit 

side of your life.

Michael: Sure, it’s now been about fourteen years ago, I first started after graduating from 

business school, came out to Los Angeles with a focus on the entertainment sector so I 

started working with a company called Animax Entertainment and what that was doing was 

really as it name kind of sounds like is anything that was animated, animation video, anything 

with gaming, any kind of fun entertainment website. We did a lot of work for Disney initially, 

like MickeyMouse.com, WinnieThePoo.com, a ton of games for Sesame and for all the 

different entertainment studios and toy companies. Then is was going back about eight years 

ago, we started doing some work with the AdCouncil. It was just a one-off project where they 

just really wanted a website targeting kids to help them understand about keeping oceans 
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clean.  And then there was another one about energy efficiency that was all with animated 

characters and stuff. From that we just started doing more work with them because it seemed 

I personally had an interest in doing good in the stuff that we were doing and entertainment 

stuff is fun, but sometimes it can be kind of vapid to be honest. We started growing that out 

more to the extent that it just felt like the right time to spin out this other company called 

HelpsGood, which really has it’s focus on using content strategy and content marketing to 

amplify nonprofits, government organizations, government agencies, MGOs, amplifying their 

marketing, communication and fundraising efforts. It’s a little different that way.

Beth: It is a little different in that way and it’s also different that you use the term “content 

marketing”. I think many people think of content marketing as blogs and a lot of written 

work and there’s so much more to it with visual aspect of the web. Your experience in content 

marketing from the highly visual side is an important part that I think we need to talk about. 

Michael: We come from this heavy duty content production side of things where we won the 

first Emmy award out there for Broadband series and we won that for a series we produced for 

ESPN. That was all video, had good entertainment bits in it, we made games that had video 

inside of it, but to me, content is much more than just visual, it’s much more than a blog. 

Content is really anything that you’re trying to put out there so now we talk to the different 

clients that we have where they’re almost needing to become like a mini production studio, 

their own mini entertainment studio because it’s not enough just to send out your end of year 

mailer appealing for fundraising dollars. It’s everything from your granular conversations you 

have with somebody on the phone or you meet on the street or what your business card looks 

like. That’s part of the whole content spectrum so when we say content strategy, we try to go 

at that broad spectrum and then how you then market that content in particular ways is you 

may activate different channels to activate that content. Entertainment is a component of that. 

It’s not necessarily appropriate for every single client and it’s not appropriate for every single 

moment, but entertainment is also a broader word because that could be fictional content as 

well as non-fictional content too.

Beth: I think that an important point is that entertainment doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s 

funny or silly. It means engaging. Lots of drama is entertainment too and so it’s easy to think 
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of entertainment and the cartoon characters and some of the things you’re working in as it’s 

too light for us, but it’s not what it means at all.

Michael: There are organizations that definitely leverage funny and just being broad 

and being absolutely over the top and ridiculous as part of who they are so they are an 

organization “F” Cancer. Fill in the rest of that. November uses fun inside of it so there are 

organizations that go down that path, but entertainment again is a prospect and there can 

be these - like even how you use documentary video, like how invincible children was able 

to leverage themselves just by offering a huge community from some of these kind of videos 

that they made and that’s the whole world of participant, media and take part with what they 

have done with making feature film documentaries that then activate communities in different 

ways so those are on the big scale, but it could be just even like a little conversation you’re 

having on the phone with somebody, it could be a podcast and it could be even the way and 

the tone that you approach any of your lowliest of tweets to an email that you send out to 

people.

Beth: Absolutely. You have a foot in each field. You’ve got the corporate work and the media 

work that you’re doing and now you’re working in this nonprofit world. How have you seen 

this idea of entertainment and as far as it goes to participation, how is it mattering? How 

would you define that participation, what it means and how it’s mattering in the worlds that 

you’re working in

Michael: Well for us, a lot of the work that we do does leverage social media just because 

some budgets are sometimes constrained with clients, social is an easier way to produce 

content and get it out there because the hurdles for producing content and the quality 

expectations are usually lower and so for smaller organizations it’s easier for them to manage 

that stuff. One of the campaigns that we work on is the Smokey Bear campaign and that’s 

something that frankly, he has always existed and he is the longest running PSA in American 

history. He’s been running for 70+ years and so all that time you can engage with him through 

the PSAs, all those ads that you see on TV, you might see billboards out there and everything 

and then he’s at events in public, but when he’s at events, he doesn’t talk, but he does have a 

voice when he’s on social media and that’s something that we’ve been working with now with 
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The AdCouncil and the Forrest Service now for the past four years so the only way that really 

people can participate in conversation with Smokey is within social media. You can tweet to 

a bear, you can connect with him on LinkedIn professionally if you’d like to. He’s basically 

everywhere all with the goal and gain of getting out that wildfire prevention message. 

Participation, we really try to look at it across a variety of channels because that participation 

might change based on the channel and the expectations around that participation also 

change based on the target community that you’re trying to engage with.

Beth: You’re doing lots of different media. I know you say you work on all screens. What 

are you seeing that is really working? What are the techniques or strategies or messages, in 

general, what are you seeing in your world that is really getting people to engage these days?

Michael: Honestly it really depends on who you are as an organization because although 

ratings are going down, people are still watching TV. Not everybody is on Twitter, but people 

will be on Twitter. Not everybody is on Facebook all the time and all of that stuff ebbs and 

flows, but what we try to get clients to realize is just what is it that you can do? What is going 

to be your piece of the pie? What can you own and what channels can you kind of master? 

If you have in house production capabilities and you’re able to do video, great then let’s see 

how we blow that out. If you don’t have those capabilities and you don’t have the budget to 

work with an outside vendor, then let’s lower the hurdle. Maybe we’re doing something with 

photos and try to generate that from your community of people that you already have and 

you’re leveraging that to apply entertainment to participation. It really kind of depends on 

the kind of resources of an organization are. It’s not a one size fits all thing, but certainly if 

you’re an organization targeting young people, I would say you should be trying to play in the 

YouTube space in some way, you should try to look at some of these channels that are right in 

line with the demographics out there.

Beth: It’s so funny. With YouTube what I always try to remind people is that it’s the number 

two search engine in the world. Not the number two video search engine, but literally the 

number two search engine and I was just talking about the things that people are watching 

on YouTube. My father is a woodworker and had to get his television set up for YouTube so 
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that he could watch woodworking tutorial videos. I would have had no idea that that kind of 

thing was even on YouTube, but there is a niche for everything and it’s amazing that if you can 

create interesting, engaging content people will seek it out in all forms.

Michael: I mean just even kind of the examples of the kinds of things that we’re working 

on now, like just generated a site and a series of infographics were found. Another set of 

infographics that are interactive we’re working on now for a partnership for drug free kids, 

there’s a video that we’re producing for adopt us kids. It really runs a gamut of things. We’ve 

made games in the past that have kind of educational and communication messaging that 

are centered around nonprofits and one of the clients that we have been working with has a 

huge event that they do. New York Collaborates for Autism, a huge event that they do with 

Comedy Central “A Night of Too Many Stars”. That is not just a regular traditional gala, but 

that’s something that goes on TV and has all these different celebrities in it. It’s a huge event 

so those can be big, things like that, but then you can go to like on the Smokey campaign we 

leveraged a moment, a real time moment in social during the Grammys during this past year 

when Pharrell wore that goofy hat. You know about it?

Beth: Oh yeah!

Michael: Arby’s jumped on it and in that moment live during the show, Smokey jumped on it 

and that led to something like a reach of 65 million people that were engaging around Twitter 

and Facebook, which is not something that Smokey gets on an average basis. That was just 

literally in the midst of that show, totally unplanned. We saw it and I had a graphic designer 

and had the graphic designer whip up kind of a mocked up image of Smokey with Pharrell 

and then send out this tweet right in that moment and it got more impressions than a lot of 

the regularly traditionally produced commercials do. So that bar was like maybe an hour and a 

half of work and having a graphic designer who is able to do some Photoshop. I want to make 

sure that when people hear entertainment production, I have to be my own entertainment 

studio, the bar for that entertainment stuff can be really low.

Beth: Right. It’s about what’s entertaining to your audience. I was actually at a conference a 

week and a half ago and I had seen something that I hadn’t seen before at a conference. I 
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know a lot of nonprofits run conferences or programs, they do lots of event type things and 

they a bunch of different speakers throughout the day. I was watching the Twitter feed and, 

someone was taking quotes that people are saying live on stage and graphically putting them 

on a background, saving them as a JPG and posting them into the Twitter stream. For every 

event and every conference, people are hashtaging now so people are following this hashtag 

that the person actually used a graphic that was the organization, like the event’s graphic so 

it had the big logo behind it. He took that logo and put it behind different quotes. I don’t 

know whether this was planned or if he did it on his own but it was brilliant. Every time you’re 

at a conference or an event everybody is capturing what someone is saying on the stage and 

typing it into a tweet and posting it out there with the hashtag, but this was a big shift to 

going visual in real time. Seeing someone do that visually instead of just in text was a really 

big change and to be able to do that in real time was really interesting and amazing. 

Michael: That’s the thing now.

Beth: It’s interesting.

Michael: It’s so much easier to, like I said we used a graphic designer for this thing, but there 

are so many times where I feel like I’ve turned into a Swiss army knife because there are so 

many tools out there that you can use. Any iPhone or Android device now, there are ump-

teen different photo editing tools that make you look like a graphic designer and all you’re 

doing is taking text and you plug it in there with a fancy font over a nice background that they 

give you and that’s it and that could be the basis of a whole content production mechanism 

that you’re using. There are some campaigns that we’ve worked on for nonprofits that that’s 

what we’re doing since they don’t have big budgets to produce content on a regular basis. 

Lowering that kind of bar that you think you need in order to enter, just again referencing the 

YouTube thing, look at what some of the largest YouTube channels look like where it’s just 

somebody talking into a screen, but it’s all about how you are communicating that story so not 

coming across as let’s say a traditional flat public service announcement just saying this is the 

messaging and they’re trying to relate it back to a story and creating a narrative out of it so 

really turning it into some authentic human level experience that someone wants to engage 

in.
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Beth: That’s a really good question. You’re doing a lot of things for these bigger events. What 

sort of media are people using on-site at events that you notice is really connecting with 

people?

Michael: Twitter is something in that live moment. I think that’s still the best resource tool to 

use. Whenever we’re at galas that we’re participating in, anything of that nature or when we’re 

looking at these big tent pole events that are unassociated to us like the Grammys or the 

Oscars, we’re looking for real time moments in that time. Usually Twitter is the best place to 

activate something like that because you can kind of jump into real time conversations there, 

but again we are seeing Instagram getting used more for those live events and opportunities 

also. That’s a huge component and we’ve used that on a number of different campaigns that 

we’re working on. That surprisingly activates on the younger age range of the spectrum also. 

If kids and teens are in your world of things they are actively using Instagram for sure.

Beth: Absolutely. It’s a huge, huge medium for them. I have college aged kids so it’s very easy 

to track where they are and where they’re not anymore. Once the over forty year olds took 

over Facebook, they bolted.

Michael: There’s also opportunities around using existing apps that are not meant for a 

particular purpose, but in an entertaining way. I’ve heard about opportunities where they’re 

using Tinder to post pictures of dogs to say wouldn’t you like to adopt this one. Isn’t this a 

cutie? Kind of setting up an animal’s profile with Tinder to then use it as a means to promote 

an adoption campaign.

Beth: Okay, make sure you tell people what Tinder is.

Michael: Tinder is a dating app where literally you just swipe left or right over someone’s 

profile. To that, we’ve kind of gotten inspired. A few months back we participated in a cause-

a-thon. We never did something like this before. It was like a hack-a-thon which is basically 

staying up twenty-four hours with a developer and you just concept something out of thin air 

and in this case we got assigned a project with Rock the Vote and so we were thinking “what 

are some big ideas that we can do to engage young people in the political process and in 

voting”. In that case, we came up with a Tinder-like application that’s called candidate [http://
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helpsgood.com/candidate-app-coming_11_3_14/] that’s basically a free app in the Android 

store that will use your politics and your political leanings on a variety of subjects and connect 

you to another user like that, but in order to be able to see that other user profile, you need 

to ask if you’re registered to vote or not yet. Very different, entertaining approach to an age 

old problem of getting young people where more than 50% of them who are eligible to vote, 

aren’t registered, which was a way to engage them in a very different kind of means in the 

terms that they’re already using. Sometimes you create that entertainment approach, but 

sometimes you try to piggy back on environments that are already out there and platforms 

that are already out there and just maybe use them in a different way.

Beth: I definitely encourage nonprofits to use what they have. To really figure out what is it 

that their audiences are interested in. What do they know? What research have they done? 

What knowledge base do they have inside that their audiences want and to use that to create 

a piece of content that then really inspires somebody to give them their real email address. 

So many people either forget to put an email collection method into their site, into their 

homepage, into their way of thinking about things. The idea is having something that you 

can say “here’s this really cool thing for you. Just give us your email address and we’ll send 

it right to you”. Every organization has something about them that may not be a fun style of 

entertaining, but is still really incredibly interesting to their audience.

Michael: That’s the thing. It’s one of the best social channels to leverage because it can be 

social. You send out that email with the hopes of activating somebody to do something, write 

you a message back or engage in a campaign in a deeper way, but I would say the same 

thing. Every little thing that you’re doing is an opportunity for social interchange, for some 

type of opportunity for participation and engagement with one of your community members 

so looking at your business card, is it just your stead information or is there something on 

there that also makes somebody get inspired along the way about your campaign or about 

your cause or about what you’re doing so I would look at all the little elements and make sure 

that they’re all aligned for a fully integrated approach to the way that you’re trying to engage 

somebody.
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Beth: I love how you said that. You said the word “social” to literally mean social. We all have 

the tendency to think social and automatically think that that now only means social media, 

Facebook, Twitter and all that stuff.

Michael: I look at social channels as they could be experiential. It really is how I’m 

communicating with somebody on, how does my entire staff know how to communicate 

about our organization? When they go out there, because when they’re at a bar talking to 

their friend about what they do or they’re on a date, you want to make sure that they’re 

talking, you can’t just get them to talk necessarily all on the same script, but you can infuse an 

attitude into them about how you want them to talk about this brand and your cause and your 

campaign, so all of that really goes into, that’s part of content in the whole content umbrella. 

It isn’t just what’s your Facebook post going to look like and how do you wordsmith 140 

characters for your tweet? It really is getting to what does that whole messaging strategy look 

like for you and do you have all content confused with that messaging strategy.

Beth: Right and that’s such an important point because a lot of people, especially when it 

comes to the social, you just want to jump in and do it or you want to capture that kind of a 

thing and it’s hard to take that time.

Michael: It takes time to do that. It also it takes a little listening and research so we don’t just 

say, even if somebody is saying “we wanted to do something, make a video or something like 

that”, what we try to do is take a pause and actually do some listening first so a little bit of 

research and even if you’re doing that in your social channels, see how other people out there 

are talking about you before you start talking about yourself because even though you may 

want to talk about yourself in one way, all these other people may perceive you in a different 

way so you may need to align yourself in some communications in a given population within 

a given community in a particular manner or make sure that you’re talking to those different 

communities in a different way based on what they’re saying so I’d say even though it may 

seem like it’s not what you would do, a lot of times before we’re going down a path of using 

entertainment content within a strategy, we are doing market research in order to make sure 

that we’re on point with that.
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Beth: Another thing that I wanted to talk to you about is that social media is changing and 

it’s more of effort to get both views and engagement now. It’s not enough any more to just 

put up a post and have someone read it and think it’s an interesting post even though I have 

to say personally for me there are many organizations that I follow that all I really want to do 

is read their post and I’m really glad to see it, but these days unless you comment and like 

and engage on the post, you’re less likely to actually see content from that organization in 

the future, which sometimes leads people to feel like “I just need to be putting stuff out there 

that people are going to comment on”. I call this the cats versus causes debate. Do you just 

put up pictures like cats in boxes just to get people to say “oh how cute”? Its totally unrelated 

to what you’re doing but it gets tons of comments…

Michael: We kind of refer to it as whenever we’re looking at the content that we’re putting 

out there, try to simplify it down into like the meat and potatoes and that’s coming from a 

vegan here. Call it the meat and potatoes or the tofu and potatoes or whatever versus like 

dessert posts because it’s probably the easiest one to look at. We could post every single 

little memorabilia and that would get so much interaction around it and yes, that has kind 

of a tertiary feedback into his only you can prevent wild fires messaging, but then we also 

want to make sure people understand how do you build a campfire appropriately? How do 

you make sure that it’s put out properly? What do you need to do before you start burning 

leaves on your front lawn? Those aren’t necessarily fun and entertaining posts, but you look 

for ways to make them a little more engaging, but you do need to strike that balance in 

things. I do think this world is also in a state of flux right now. I recently had come across this, 

I think I might have talked to you about this pre-call, but I’d come across this company called 

PetFlow and they basically sell pet food and it’s not even their own brand. They just sell pet 

food, which is like an un-fun category. If you look at their content marketing and content 

production and content strategy, it’s kind of odd. I don’t know what my final analysis is on this 

yet, but if you take a look at PetFlow’s Facebook page, over 3 million followers or something 

crazy like that and it’s all over the place. It’s not just pet food. They are descending into what 

seems like active social conversations that are going on that are not directly in their space, 

just participate in that conversation so that people, so that an angel fraction of those people 

might back flow into PetFlow itself and start following them. I think that’s a big kind of broad 

swing to get to hit like a little miniature golf ball, but it is kind of an interesting approach 



www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

that I myself had not considered prior. I don’t want to recommend that, but that’s kind of an 

interesting one to me.

Beth: That’s a lot of resources to put into just getting this little thing. If someone wants to 

get into doing entertainment, do you have to have a quarter of a million dollars to even start 

thinking about this or are there ways for people to get into this at all different levels?

Michael: it really is all different levels. I mean, we’ve held an iPhone camera and pointed it 

in a room and moved it around the room and that was our content production budget for 

something. We’ve done games that have been a few hundred dollars. We’ve made videos 

that have been anywhere from a few thousand dollars up to ten thousand dollars, but we’ve 

also built up experiences that have been a couple hundred grand. Really your budget 

level determines things, but it’s also your content production quality level needs, like some 

organizations are just everything needs to be polished and pretty and that’s it, but if you take 

a little more casual attitude, especially with some of these social channels where a social 

attitude is what’s needed, you can see in Instagram they’re just starting to experiment with 

advertising units inside of it and any time that there’s an ad that looks like an ad, that thing 

just gets the worst kind of interaction around it and so we were working with the AdCouncil. 

We were one on the Smokey campaign again and actually that was one of the first campaigns 

that was nonprofit related on that was inside of Instagram and you could tell just by the 

nature of the comments. Most of the reception to it was positive. That’s not always the 

case for brands going in there because of the attitude and the tone so for us, considering 

entertainment strategy, ultimately we feel like the tone that you’re willing to take and you 

maintain is a pretty key one to wordsmith that out ahead of time or figure that out.

Beth: That’s actually perfect because the next thing I want to talk to you about was exactly 

that, the tone and the risks of going into entertainment. I think one of the things we were 

talking about pre-call is one of my favorite nonprofit PSAs is the Dumb Ways to Die video. 

I will put a link to in the show notes for anyone who hasn’t seen it yet, but it’s an animated 

video that has an incredibly I don’t know if I’d call it a catchy song, but you’ll never get it out 

of your head. I have a little bit of a dark sense of humor and I think it’s hilarious, but when I 

was doing some research on it, I looked at some of the places where there were forums and 
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looked at some of the posts on it, there’s actually quite a bit of backlash because, for anyone 

who hasn’t seen it, it’s these little cartoon characters that pretty much get mauled in a variety 

of different colorful ways and at the very end it leads towards people saying these are all 

avoidable accidents that can happen around trains.

Michael: It was produced by a transit system though.

Beth: It was produced by Metro Trains of Melbourne in Australia.

Michael: Beyond saying mind the gap and looking at all those signs that are probably on that 

that people probably ignore, here’s a very disruptive way of approaching it. Yes you could say 

“is it somewhat callous the way they’re doing it”?

Beth: People said that.

Michael: I can see that perspective, but the thing is also much of life is about taking a step 

forward and boldly and sometimes there will always be somebody writing a comment about 

what you’re doing and yes you do need to take into account certain sensitivities. I’m assuming 

no matter what you do out there, if there is any kind of light-hearted approach and in this 

case somebody’s been impacted by a loss around a transit accident, that’s not going to be 

something that they’re going to take lightly. That said, the message of that one commercial 

has gone global, which is nutty in terms of a safety message overall, that’s now turned into 

a revenue stream for all these safety efforts because they now sell merchandising around it. 

There’s an app that they have around it. There’s the song and new revenue stream that your 

cause is actually not one that just has to look like needy hand outstretched saying please 

give us, there’s a way that if you’re creating some of this content around that, there are new 

revenue streams that you can generate from that. That’s the same thing with an icon like 

Smokey Bear where you have where people want to have that thing on other things and that’s 

a new revenue stream that you might be able to activate versus just having your logo on a 

water bottle.

Beth: How is Smokey the Bear doing just that because I think the whole idea that you can 

create a piece of media that is entertaining and brings people to you and then somehow 
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make money off of that seems like okay, how’s that going to happen? How’s that happening 

with Smokey?

Michael: It’s not always like take these three easy steps and move forward like that.

Beth: And we’re going to sell stuffed animals now and there you go.

Michael: Again, it just depends. I think you start taking a small approach. I see in addition to 

Smokey, there are a lot of like characters that are used in the world of fire prevention across 

other countries, within NYC there’s a fire department dog in particular, I know that there’s 

Sparky from NFPA so there’s animals in all different organizations, but do all of them have 

the same benefits of being able to have a whole licensing merchandising plan around them? 

No, but it does give an opportunity when you start going down that path to think about there 

might be a new revenue stream here that we could use. I think it goes into looking at your 

organization as a whole world into itself of like what is our iconography, our whole design 

mechanisms that we’re using, our visual identity. Does it lend itself to some kind of character 

interface or a character to be associated with it, but even beyond that, there are opportunities 

depending on the feel of your brand that I would imagine there are some organizations that 

if you slapped your logo on a water bottle, nobody would necessarily want it versus if you 

slapped the “Do Something” logo on something like that, I bet younger people would really 

like that because they just feel there’s a feel to that brand and who it is and how it activates 

the younger people.

Beth: Yeah, that is absolutely true. Do you have any cautionary things? Is there anything 

you’ve worked on that was a flop or a fail or like a lesson that you’ve learned from something 

that maybe didn’t work as well as you’d hoped? Of course I didn’t prep you for this question.

Michael: No, but that’s okay. There was another kind of oddball thing that we did along 

the way that just kind of makes me think that not everything you do will always last forever 

and if you do do it, you can sometimes catch a zeitgeist moment and then you may need to 

lay in wait for a little while for when it may be reactivated. It started making me think that 

sometimes taking a campaign approach can make sense for certain things so just an oddball 

experience we had during the presidential debates back in 2012 when Mitt Romney made a 
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comment about Big Bird and not wanting to fund it if he were elected president, wound up 

live tweeting in that moment about Save Big Bird and Million Muppet March and by the end of 

that debate, I’d built out a website, set up a Twitter handle, partnered with someone else on 

a Facebook page and within a month we had like 25,000 people on a Facebook page and we 

actually staged a march on Washington to show support for federal funding of public media 

and it had 1,500 people show up with puppets marching in Washington. Since that time...

Beth: I didn’t know 1,500 people had puppets.

Michael: They came from all over. They were tweeting me pictures of suitcases from Colorado 

filled with puppets and they didn’t have enough clothes in there to go to DC, but that moment 

was like a zeitgeist moment that we caught. Lots of “dessert posts” worked in that time of like 

little meme images of different puppets and Muppets that we used with funny sayings around 

it. Also some of those meat and potato posts worked also just talking about how public media 

gets financed, how it earns its money, how much of the government money does it actually get, 

why it’s important to fund public media and all those things and once the election happened, 

then that noise, we rode it for a little while after that and then it trickled out. Now mostly if that 

community is still active. We still put out dessert-like post to them with all the puppets, but the 

meat and potatoes stuff doesn’t get them activated as much right now because it doesn’t seem 

like it’s in threat. There’s nothing happening in the current conversation around that. That said, 

if it ever comes on the table again, there’s an active community of puppets and people that 

are going to be ready to march again. That’s where it’s like sometimes you do these things and 

then you may need to lay in wait a little bit along the way.

Beth: I think that’s a really important point. You can’t do everything all the time and if you 

try and keep everything at 100%, you’re going to exhaust yourself, exhaust your resources 

and like you said, there’s not the interest around that right now. It doesn’t mean that it’s not a 

community that wants to hold loosely and lay in wait for the next time.

Michael: That’s the thing. The federal financing of public media is honestly in constant threat. 

Even during Obama’s presidency, it still has been an issue and it’s come up a few different 

times in terms of how it’s funded. Does it get those passion points? Did it have somebody 
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using the softest, cuddliest Big Bird-iest character there that activated so many people? No, 

but if there’s another large threat that comes back again, that’s the thing. I would just say take 

an honest assessment of what it is that you’re doing and then choosing those moments. It’s 

part art and part science of when you’re really going to say “we’re putting ourselves out there 

right now”. I imagine Rock the Vote, we just came off of Election Day a few days ago. I’m 

assuming that those guys are just having a little bit of a breather time. People are looking and 

expecting certain types of causes to be very at the forefront at different times. You just have 

to be ready to jump in when it comes to that jumping in time.

Beth: The other thing I think is important about what you said about the Million Muppet 

March and how that was a slice of an effort for funding public television. People who love 

Muppets and Sesame Street are one, probably large, but one segment of the audience of 

people who care about public television and you did this entire effort, just focused on that 

niche and by focusing specifically on people that were crazy about puppets, you jumped 

their interest and their vulnerability to pay attention to what you were talking about. If you 

were just saying messages about “fund public television, fund public television” these 

people might never have been inspired to really rally because you weren’t talking to them 

about the think that they care about so I think it’s important to remind people that not every 

piece of media, every piece of entertainment you create needs to be for every segment of 

your audience. If you try to do that, you might end up with a whole lot of medium and never 

hit those spikes that really get your brand, your organization into the media, into people’s 

consciousness in a new way.

Michael: It’s all about striking passion points. People activate around passion points when it 

is very focused and when it’s easy to comprehend and you tell me that you’re this thing, then 

it’s easier for people to rally around it versus when you are this kind of broad umbrella, all 

things to everybody, it’s harder to kind of wrap your head around these conceptual ideas than 

it is around a very focused kind of area so that definitely was the case with that. The same 

thing with an entertainment thing. While you may need to talk to your potential sponsors, 

your stakeholders, your community member, your future donors, your advocates, things like 

that, it sometimes helps to understand to the advocate community, maybe we’re only going 

to talk to them in this way and in these kinds of mediums so we do whenever we’re looking 
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at something, we try to segment out what audience are we specifically looking at, who are we 

targeting with that piece, be it the tweet to whatever to make sure that we are focused in who 

we are talking to in that particular piece of communication.

Beth: Absolutely. We’re getting close to time to wrap up so I want to make sure that I ask  

you – is there a great resource or something that you’ve really learned a lot from that you 

would recommend to people if they wanted to jump into creating entertainment?

Michael: The one thing, I like this book. It uses narrative structure to make you rethink about 

your cause and it’s called “The Nonprofit Narrative” by Dan Portnoy. That’s a book I like. It 

makes you think about yourself and how you can communicate in a different way, a structured 

way. I think that’s helpful. Then just in terms of me thinking through and applying social media 

into strategy techniques to folks, the two books I also like are “Social Marketology” and 

“Social Business by Design”. They’re not necessarily focused on nonprofits, but I just felt like 

they gave good kind of outline tools for thinking through what you’re doing. Frankly as far as 

digital tools, I’ve used a whole spectrum of them. Things work for a little while, things work 

for not too long and then fall in and out of them so right now frankly we just love GoogleDocs 

and we love Tweetdeck. Those are two things I have open all the time

Beth: I love both of those too.

Michael: There are tools that I like that sometimes are out of the price range of most of our 

client base, like www.percolate.cpm I think is a fantastic tool if you can afford it. I think that’s 

really interesting as a way to have lots of people on a team contributing content and then the 

social media manager can then just act as a curator, rather than have to act as a creator, which 

is a burden unto its own.

Beth: GoogleDocs is actually an amazing resource for nonprofits. Are you using GoogleDocs 

to share information and tools within your company or are you using it with your clients to 

plan projects or in some other way?

Michael: We use it for all of the above. We have our content calendars in there, we have 

whenever we’re creating content we use that as a vetting tool for that content. There are 
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some tools that are frankly, this is making me even think in different ways, that we don’t 

necessarily use in the nonprofit side of things that I would like to see some of the nonprofits 

use, like Trello. I’ve seen some people use, but it really is, that’s a great way to vet content 

that’s being submitted to say “do you like this version or that version, this version or that 

version” because we go through A-B testing with some clients in terms of the content that 

we’re producing be it video or photographs or images infographics, but we use GoogleDocs 

for planning purposes as well as for content curation purposes and then all the clients have 

a through line to see everything we’re doing in instantaneous ways so it’s like a real time 

environment as we’re working on material and sometimes they’re just logging notes right in 

there and then as we make changes too.

Beth: I’m not sure I’d love that. Michael, this was amazing. I really, really appreciate it. If 

people are interested in checking you out and following you online and hunting you down, 

can you share some of the ways that people can connect with you.

Michael: On Twitter, it’s @mrbellavia and also for HelpsGood, all one word,  it’s @HelpsGood 

on Twitter. Both will get you to us and then you could just type in HelpsGood.com and that 

gets to us too.

Beth: Allright. Thank you so much. This was fabulous. All kinds of new information for people 

and I hope people will start to look at the ways they can use entertainment to connect people 

to their cause and get them involved no matter what their story is.

Michael: Thanks.
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