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Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky with Driving Participation. I am here today again at the 

Donor Perfect Conference and I have a chance to speak to Brad Fair. Brad is the Donor 

Relations Support and Database Manager for the Mennonite Central Committee. So thanks 

for coming in and having a chat with me. I appreciate it.

Brad: Sure, I’m glad to be here.

Beth: So I was speaking with Brad and this is the Donor Perfect Conference which is a 

database program. I’m meeting a lot of people that are on the more technical side of 

communications so that’s been a really great opportunity to hear about the kind of things that 

happen after the fact, after someone has a great idea and says “let’s do this fabulous thing”. 

You guys are often the ones that have to tally it up and make it up and deal with it.

Brad: Right, right. The getting down to the nitty-gritty with the database.

Beth: So Brad, why don’t you start off by saying just a little bit about your responsibilities, 

what you do and a little bit about the organization and who you speak to and who is in your 

database?

Brad: Okay sure. Mennonite Central Committee is an international relief and development 

organization. We work with a broad constituency anywhere from an Amish farmer may donate 

materials to support our programming throughout the world to more progressive folks 

who attend church and look like you and I. That’s kind of representative of the Mennonite 

constituency in general. So we have programs in 50-60 countries throughout the world 

offering relief to those who are hungry, thirsty and development programs to help those 

who have helped people feed themselves and also have justice and peace programs to help 

get at some of the root causes of poverty and conflict throughout the world. So that’s our 
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organization. Like you said, I do manage the database and I manage the process for getting 

out the receipts for when donors make donations, but I think over the past number of years 

even though I’m involved at the data level, people start to understand like you said, you need 

kind of where the rubber hits the road in terms of implementing a new mailing or who are we 

going to be sending these messages to, but then also on the analytical side, it’s like trying to 

see how successful your campaigns were and even though I am responsible for getting these 

numbers out, you can easily start shifting into what can we do differently to make this more 

successful next time. So even though I’m involved in the number crunching, I also really enjoy 

saying, “okay, this is what the report says, but what are we going to do next time to see if we 

can get that number a little better?”

Beth: It’s so great that that’s something that is supported at your organization because a lot 

of organizations don’t have somebody like you. The database manager is the same person 

that’s writing the letter at a lot of places so the fact that you have those resources and the 

organization is starting to see a value in saying, “we did that, let’s take a broader look at how 

we’re communicating and how our messaging is working”. Have you seen that to be valuable? 

Taking that time to look at that.

Brad: Yes, yes. That’s where I try to provide influence in whatever meeting I’m in, whether it 

be thinking about our next direct mail appeal or our next publication to say “I can provide the 

numbers”. I’ve seen which stories speak to people and which ones don’t.

Beth: What’s something that you’ve seen? Have you made any  suggestion or have you seen 

anything really dramatic? I know I didn’t prepare you to answer this question.

Brad: That’s all right. I think there’s been a segment that we’ve done with direct mailing 

recently that I was able to identify really struck me that it was people who had given 3 or 4 

gifts within the past 3 years and have all been designated and it just kept being this really 

successful group. It was a really random definition I found that I came up with to try to find 

some bit of a warmer donor and it’s just every time we send a mailing to them it proves to be 

successful and I think even though it’s a successful group because I’ve just identified it, but 

then I keep wondering what do we do with these folks?
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Beth: But even to be at that point where you’re saying I’ve identified a group or that you’re 

starting to look for the patterns and where are the successes. So many times it’s spread it 

out to everybody and you say overall maybe the list did. It was 10% gave or 50% gave or 

whatever it was, but to find a little tiny niche within that, that clearly loves you and are willing 

to do things over and over again to be able to start to recognize that, that gives you the 

opportunity to think about. You may not have the answer yet, but at least you’re starting to 

see where there could be an answer.

Brad: Exactly. It’s like okay these folks are really committed. Do we just keep doing what 

we’ve been doing or maybe they’d be great plan giving prospects because they’re the folks 

that really tend to be really strong supporters. They’re not giving at the major level. They 

aren’t necessarily giving really frequently, but they’re just kind of steady donors.

Beth: Right and that gives you such an opportunity if it’s enough people to even do a a little 

A/B test on them or try to take a few of them and call, but you’re right. Having that data and 

be able to pull it out of the system, it gives you the opportunity to market or to communicate 

with them in a way that is going to be more effective for them too.

Brad: Exactly.

Beth: One of the things you were telling me before we started recording was your 

organization’s background in marketing and what they think about it so talk a little bit about 

that.

Brad: Yeah. I said that marketing is a bit of a bad word within our organization. I think there’s 

been an assumption that within our constituency, well people will give to our organization 

because that’s what they do. They’re right. You’re raised in a Mennonite church and your 

grandparents gave to this organization and so it’s just like expected that

Beth: It’s part of your DNA.
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Brad: Right. Our organization is going to be these donor’s charity of choice, but we in 

donor relations know that we can’t take that for granted and so especially as more and 

more nonprofits come up and develop, we’re going to have clear competition. But like you 

said, yes marketing can be a bit of a bad word. It’s one of those terms we can use within 

communications and donor relations departments within our organization, but it’s not always 

well received. We have concerns that word comes across very questioning about needing 

those and implementing our programs because there is some  concern that we’re being 

manipulative whenever we market.

Beth: Yeah. It’s really interesting that there is that feeling that marketing is the persuasion or 

convincing people when in its best form, when it’s done well, it’s helping people connect with 

and helping them see opportunities to do what is important to them.

Brad: Exactly.

Beth: So as you’re evolving your marketing and communications, what are some of the things 

that you’re doing to change the dynamic with how you are able to do things there?

Brad: So we have a fairly large pool of service workers who go from the US or Canada and 

serve internationally and they all have to go through an orientation. Well it wasn’t until 3 or 

4 years ago that the donor relations or fundraising folks had the ability to have a session in 

that orientation seminar. I think that’s one area where we’ve been able to communicate what it 

takes to fundraise for the work that these folks are about to set out to participate in.

Beth: That’s so smart. To make the people that are out there on the street – shall we say – to 

help connect them with what supports their ability to be able to do this thing that they care 

about.

Brad: Right. For instance, some organizations like ours require that people going to serve in 

another country raise so much money before they go.
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Beth: Right. I know some organizations that do that.

Brad: We have one program where that’s required, but the amount that they have to raise is 

nowhere near what the actual cost is. Maybe I shouldn’t go down that rabbit trail, but for the 

most part folks don’t need to raise their support because we have this great generous support 

of our constituency. So we have to communicate that and we also have to communicate 

that just because someone’s program that they’re working with personally isn’t being 

communicated about doesn’t mean that their program won’t receive funds.

Beth: Right. It’s interesting. It seems that your donors are giving because they care about the 

global work that you do rather than necessarily about sending Susie to Haiti and some people 

its the opposite for some people, their whole motto is have Susie use her community and her 

support to allow that to happen.

Brad: That certainly is a part of what we do, but it’s not everything. We have plenty of donors 

that are giving to the broader mission of our organization and I guess what we’re trying to do 

better is to equip Susie (in your example) to connect with her social network, to raise, because 

even though we don’t require Susie to raise her support, her friends and family are still going 

to be interested in supporting it so making sure she knows the channels in which to direct 

people to take.

Beth: Exactly and its so great that that’s a part of what you’re doing because especially now 

that there are the social tools, it’s such a great awareness builder so it might not even really 

be about the money per se. I mean it’s always great to have the extra funds, but what you 

really get out of that is the extra community, the extra awareness and having her (or him) have 

some skin in the game and expose what they’re passionate about to their community, which 

you know makes it all so much more inclusive.

Brad: Right and so DonorPerfect actually does have a social fundraising tool for their website. 

We don’t use that, but we use something very similar that the service workers can create 

where they can put on a picture and their own description and direct their social networks to 
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support their work. That functionality has been working out great because they can post this 

link on their blog or share it on their Facebook and say, “Hey, this is the work we’re doing. If 

you’d like to support us go here” and they can track their giving that way.

Beth: So how many people do you have on your staff that’s responsible for communications?

Brad: Oh that’s hard to answer because we’re, I’ll at least speak for our US office. We have 

different branches. We have two national offices, one in the US and one in Canada and 

then there’s regional offices that work with it so there’s like 9 or 10 offices in North America. 

We’re going to have meetings next month. How many people will be there? Let’s see, there’s 

probably 30-40 I’ll say.

Beth: Okay so everyone who is listening right now just started to cry a little bit because they 

would kill to have 30-40 people.

Brad: Right and of course and I think it’s hard not to have the attitude of scarcity because 

even as I say that many people, but

Beth: But it’s a scale thing and it depends

Brad: It is a scale thing and it depends. We’re working with the US and two national 

constituencies so that’s 

Beth: But I think the important story, like what we want to talk about here is everybody 

has a capacity whether you’re a tiny organization and you’re the executive director and the 

marketing person and the person that’s emptying the trash cans, there’s a capacity there, 

but at the level that you have to speak and communicate and draw funds, 30-40 people may 

sound like a lot, but for what you have to achieve and what you have to accomplish you’re still 

spread pretty thin.

Brad: Yeah, especially in the US. We may need to phrase it a little differently. We have a 

national staff that does more of the macro-level communication within donor relations. More 
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doing the receipting and mass mailing thing, but we just have four people within the United 

States who it’s their main job to relate to donors. That’s specifically within donor relations. On 

the communications side, there would be their four counterparts. So I’m sure it’s around 30, 

but we have one person for instance that is responsible to relate to all the donors on the East 

coast and we have so many donors on the East coast. Our structure doesn’t necessarily help 

us with the reach that we’re able to achieve.

Beth: Right and sometimes when you have a lot of people, you also have a lot more people 

asking for things. A lot more diversity, everybody wants their message put out and I’m sure 

every organization of every size has that, but you’ve got a lot of people that people can talk 

to and when you hit that point, sometimes you have to figure out how do you organize it? 

How do you filter through all that?

Brad: Exactly. Not as much on a constituency side, but I’d say more on the programmatic side 

is where we have it. It’s where we have programs in 50-60 countries throughout the world and 

they all want their little part, I shouldn’t say little. Every program is important.

Beth: Every program is important.

Brad: But that’s the mentality that you’re faced with when trying to communicate the broader 

message of the organization and something that we’re working on now is to develop what 

we’re calling a focus calendar to try to focus our donor relations and communications 

messages for each quarter of the year so January - March these are the main topics that we’re 

going to cover, which means that we might have to decide to say no to someone who comes 

with something they want that doesn’t mesh with one of those focus items and the committee 

who decides what this focus calendar is has representation from the program side. That’s the 

highest levels of the program leadership. The challenge will be for that head of programs to 

communicate to all those service workers in all those countries throughout the world where 

we work to spread that message. That’s like we’re focusing on these few things, which means 

your request for this particular program to be promoted might not be met.
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Beth: Right, but that’s something I’m definitely hearing as a trend throughout calls like this 

and an opportunity to talk to people that bring in the people who are going to be impacted 

by these stories or who want the stories to be told, bringing them in and having them have 

a say in what the focus is and when and what’s more important and really getting them to 

recognize this is what the capacity is. This is how much we can do so if there’s only this much 

time to do things, what are the four most important things that you as a group think we 

should be talking about right now and not forever, but there’s a sequential thing. There are 

only so many hours in the day and there are on the flip side, there are only so many messages 

you can put out before you’re overwhelming people.

Brad: Exactly

Beth: You have to make choices and it’s hard when everybody is doing really great things. But 

you’ve got people in the group. They’re weighing in. Have they had good luck with coming 

together and do they appreciate having that forum?

Brad: Traditionally our organization has been much more program driven and so I think in 

other times when I’ve talked to other organizations, it’s like who is steering the ship so to 

speak. Traditionally our organization its very much been on the program side of things and 

so there can be some conflict there with the organization or with the program kind of being 

willing to release control.

Beth: Really? Okay.

Brad: So yes there is buy-in at the higher levels of the organization, but I think it requires a 

culture change to an extent to get the rest of the organization to buy into that.

Beth: Yeah, it’s hard and it doesn’t happen over night and sometimes people are unhappy for 

a little bit of time. One of the things that I’ve seen that makes it happen is in leadership. It’s 

sometimes hard when people are really upset or people decide they have to leave because 

what they want to have happen isn’t happening anymore and to make a decision as an 

organization to say we’re going to be an organization that fixes things and makes them happy 
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again or we’re going to be an organization that has a vision and a direction and so we’re 

going to choose to stay on this path. It’s hard, but making those decisions at the leadership 

level and then having the leadership say we’re going to support the decision we’ve made as a 

group walk the walk really makes a difference.

Brad: Right and in addition to this focus calendar we’re doing another round of five years 

strategic planning as an organization and I think this is one of the first times where program, 

communications and donor relations are all sitting down together to kind of forge our way 

together rather than it kind of being dictated from the program side.

Beth: Wow! Are you at all starting to see any cultural differences happen from that?

Brad: Surprisingly not. I think for the most part – and I’ve been with the organization for 

ten years – I would have noticed more of those conflicts ten years ago, but it’s been a really 

positive change to see. At least from where I sit it’s easy to say it’s a positive because I’m in 

that. That’s from where I sit. I haven’t been able to ask my program colleagues to know if this 

has been more of a challenge, but it hasn’t presented itself that way. They haven’t said that.

Beth: So, do you have any suggestions if someone else was going to try to make these 

changes, if someone else had an organization where marketing was considered a bad word, 

do you have any advice that you would say “start here” or what is the one thing that would 

really make a difference for someone?

Brad: Well I’m not sure if our nonprofit is unique in this area or not.

Beth: Likely not.

Brad: Likely not. We as an organization love meetings. We have lots of committees. We have 

lots of networks within our broad sets of staff and I think the important thing is to kind of tear 

down silos. We talk about silos like you’ve got this part of the organization or the left hand 

doesn’t know what the right hand is doing so to speak and so we try to tear down some of 
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those walls, but I think what really helped is having, whenever we brought people together 

from various factions of the organization, different locations within the organization. Like if 

communications people and donor relations people are meeting, lets try to have the program 

people meeting at the same time and let’s have some shared meetings together where you’re 

kind of learning about that. I think trying to get a place at the table to even just be present 

if you’re getting a cold shoulder from the program area just trying to invite to sit in just to at 

least start by “can I at least be in the room?” and once you’re in the room, maybe they’ll allow 

you to enter into the discussion.

Beth: And that’s great and maybe by inviting them to your room first, then there will 

be reciprocity because there’s that human nature to have people feel like they have to 

reciprocate so that’s a great idea. I think that’s a terrific tip. So thank you so much for taking 

a few minutes out of your conference time to come and sit down with me and I think these 

are some really great ideas. I’m sure lots of people struggle with how to communicate that 

marketing and communications matter.

Brad: Sure, no problem.

Beth: Thanks so much for your time.

Brad: Thank you.


