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SeSSion 005
GrowinG Your network to raiSe awareneSS with Stephanie CorY

Beth: Hi! This is Beth Brodovsky with Iris Creative. I’m here today with Stephanie 

Cory. She’s the executive director of the Epilepsy Foundation of Delaware, and I’m 

lucky enough to have known Stephanie for a number of years through a number of 

different associations, and probably originally through the Association of Fundraising 

Professionals. Stephanie, is that where we met originally?

Stephanie: It is, yes.

Beth: It’s always funny to sort of track down the people you’ve known and built 

connections with over many years, and trying to remember where you did originally 

connect with them, because so much comes out of that.

Stephanie: Very true.

Beth: Actually, I’ve been lucky enough to know Stephanie at a couple of different 

positions she’s had, both traditional, professional positions and many, many volunteer 

leadership roles that you’ve had. Stephanie, can you just tell me, for the audience, 

can you talk a little about all the different types of things you’ve done with member-

driven organizations?

Stephanie: Certainly. Right now, with the Epilepsy Foundation of Delaware, we 

don’t have members, per se – it’s simply donors. Our national organization did 

have a membership program that was discontinued this past year, but in a previous 

position with the Arc of Chester County in Pennsylvania, it was a membership-based 

organization, where anyone who contributed $25 or more was considered a member, 

and members were involved in the voting process for board members and bylaws
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 changes, as well as had members-only benefits like a newsletter and the like. I’m also 

very involved with the Junior League of Wilmington, which is a membership-based 

organization.

Beth: And AFP as well.

Stephanie: And AFP, also a member-based organization.

Beth: It’s funny, too, because I call what I talk about a lot, “member-driven 

organizations,” but in my mind, I see a donor-base, when treated well, as a 

membership organization. Donors are people that have raised their hands and said, 

“I want to be involved. I care about this, and I want to know what’s going on.” In its 

own way, collecting those people together and keeping them engaged so they come 

back and give again is a form of building a sense of community, a membership in that. 

You still do some of that, even in a non-traditionally member-driven organization. I am 

curious – you said that the Epilepsy Foundation was a traditional, “sign up for dues” 

traditional type of membership organization, and they changed from that. Why? 

Stephanie: Well, again, very much like the Arc of Chester County, it was a $25 

donation earned you membership privileges, which essentially were just a newsletter 

and being able to say you were a member. Instead, it’s just more of a traditional 

donation model, but as you said, if someone is raising their hand repeatedly as a 

donor, it’s almost like they are a member. In fact, a lot of times, we assign donors to 

different membership levels in annual giving clubs.

Beth: Right, yeah. Do you think, at the national level, that they did that because 

the members – or, the people defined as, “members” – weren’t interested in being 

defined that way, or categorized in any way, or was it more of an administrative or 

revenue-based decision that they didn’t think it was something that was useful or 

sustainable to them?
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Stephanie: I think it was more of a revenue-based decision. With membership 

organizations such as a museum or a zoo, if someone was a member, they don’t view 

that they’d also need to give a donation. I’m a member; I’m done.

Beth: Oh, that’s a really interesting point.

Stephanie: It’s hard for membership organizations to do fundraising, because 

members think they’re done. They’re a member already.

Beth: Wow. That’s interesting. I was just having a conversation with somebody about 

this the other day that was doing sort of the same thing, that they just didn’t want to 

define people in a way. It was an education organization, but not exactly a school, and 

they were talking about the fact that, when you get provided services and you pay for 

those services, that you often think, “I’ve paid for that class, and therefore I’ve done 

a transaction and don’t need to do anything else,” as opposed to something like a 

college or a private school where you pay a lot of money for the service that you get, 

but there’s still a very active fundraising mentality. It’s interesting. All the organizations 

have the same needs, but there are different expectations as donors or as just humans 

that live in society. There are certain things that we might be expecting from one 

organization but not even think about from another organization.

Stephanie: And that’s where it really comes down to culture. Is there a culture of 

philanthropy at that organization? Do the people that participate in it get that or not?

Beth: With the Epilepsy Foundation, have you had to really work on that, now that 

you’ve changed the business model?

Stephanie: Most of our donors view themselves as donors and weren’t too concerned 

with an actual membership and being concerned, “Oh, no! Is my membership going 

to last?” It really hasn’t been a problem. In fact, when the membership program was 
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cancelled and some people had sent in their membership dues, they were more than 

happy to have it just be a donation.

Beth: Right. That’s really interesting. In your organization, I talk a lot about 

participation, obviously, but participation can mean so many different things. What I 

try to talk about is what type of engagement, what type of communication, what level 

of involvement are your people looking for or are you looking for from your donors 

in order for it to be a value exchange between both of you, as opposed to saying, 

“We need them to do this for us,” and the donors saying, “This is what we want the 

organization to do for us.” How is participation defined in your organization, and 

where is it important?

Stephanie: Well, for us, we have donors who are involved because the cause matters 

to them. They have a loved one that’s been affected by epilepsy, or just because 

they’re concerned about different health conditions. You also have people who have 

actually received direct services from us who are also engaged as a current client. 

For them, they’re concerned about knowing what’s going on with the programs. 

Is there an educational session they’re going to want to attend? When’s the next 

support group meeting? Versus the other individuals who are more interested in the 

cause as a whole aren’t concerned with what’s going on programmatically. They just 

want to know, in general, how are we doing as an organization? For us, we measure 

participation both in terms of people actually coming to programs, as well as getting 

involved in fundraising events or just planning a legislative breakfast or lunch for the 

early 2014, so seeing how many people come out to that advocacy effort and really 

trying to get people engaged that way, as well as really building the volunteer base in 

terms of people on committees, getting people involved in more than just coming to 

a gala and sending a check.

Beth: Right. How does that make a difference? Obviously, when they come to a gala 

and send a check, those are good outcomes for you; you get money from that. The 

efforts you’re making to get people to show up at programming and come to some of 

these other things, how does that pay off for your organization?
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Stephanie: Well, what we’re really interested in doing is getting our supporters to 

become ambassadors and talk about the organization in their networks and help 

expand our reach. We’ve had great success lately! A lot of our new client intakes have 

been referrals from current volunteers.

Beth: Oh, that’s terrific!

Stephanie: Who found out that, in their networks, someone had a recent diagnosis 

and suggested, “Why don’t you contact the Epilepsy Foundation?” Word of mouth 

has been really beneficial for us in growing the people that we can help.

Beth: Right, and word of mouth is a form of participation. It’s not showing up at an 

event. It may be that they showed up at enough events that they really do understand 

what you’re doing, but when you get to the point where people are referring the right 

clients to you, that’s an active thing that they’re doing that they might not have done 

if they didn’t care as much.

Stephanie: We’re also really trying to get people to just mention that we exist and 

that they’re involved with us, as well as just helping reduce the stigma surrounding 

epilepsy and being open about it, saying, “I have epilepsy,” or, “My child has 

epilepsy.”

Beth: Right. That’s fabulous. So, what are some of the things that you’ve been doing 

to encourage people to participate in your in-person events? Are you doing anything 

specific to encourage this word of mouth effort? Are you asking people for things? 

Are you doing things online or with email or social or coordinating your events? What 

kinds of things have you been up to lately that have been working for you?

Stephanie: Well, we have a new website that we launched earlier in the fall, and in 

conjunction with that, we have a new email marketing system and have just 
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completely cleaned up our email list. We’ve really had some more robust, more 

attractive communications.

Beth: What are you using?

Stephanie: We are using Constant Contact, because it integrates well with our 

donor database, so that way there’s less manual data entry, less potential for error if 

someone updates their email address in one place and not another.

Beth: Then, what’s your donor database that you’re using?

Stephanie: We’re using Donor Snap, also new to us.

Beth: I was just in a meeting the other day where this is exactly the kind of thing we 

were talking about. By the time we left the meeting, there were maybe four or five 

technologies that were all in place to do registration and intake forms and email 

and websites, and getting all those things talking to each other can sometimes be a 

massive challenge. Using these new tools, are you finding that that’s improving?

Stephanie: Oh, it’s so much better. Everything is completely integrated.

Beth: Really? Is it integrating with your website as well?

Stephanie: The donations and the newsletter signup are integrated in the website.

Beth: Okay. One of the things I talk about a lot is that, if you can get your email and 

website and your back-end database talking to each other, just the time and the 

efficiency is going to be a huge improvement, plus you’re going to have access to 

people to market to that, without having those things, it’s a lot of manual work that 

always falls apart. Everyone says, “We’ll just put these in,” and then you end up with



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

 that pile of stuff that the intern who doesn’t show up is supposed to be doing, and it 

just doesn’t get done.

Stephanie: Been there!

Beth: I bet you have!

Stephanie: But we’re up and running now, and we’ve also seen huge growth in our 

number of Facebook followers. We started with a really small number, but we’re 

getting there, and it continues to grow each week, and that’s been really successful 

for us.

Beth: Are you doing anything specific to make that happen, or do you think it’s just 

everything you’re doing is leading that to happen?

Stephanie: Well, on every thank-you letter that leaves the office, we say, “Keep up 

with our latest happenings – follow us on Facebook and Twitter.” That’s also in our 

email signature that goes out on every communication from the office. It’s on all 

our print materials that go out, so we’re really trying to promote it as much as we 

can. We’ve also asked board members and other insiders to repost what we post on 

Facebook that’s relevant to their network and encourage people to like it. One of the 

greatest ways that I’ve ever heard of any nonprofit increasing the number of Facebook 

friends was a challenge match that a board member provided, where for each new 

Facebook like in a certain period, a board member donated $5.

Beth: Wow!

Stephanie: That was great. Don’t you feel guilty if one of your friends messages you 

and says, “Hey, will you like my nonprofit’s page? We’re going to get $5 if you do.”
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Beth: I’ve never heard of anybody doing anything like that. That’s a really clever idea! 

I mean, I love really specific and inexpensive ideas that people can do that, but even 

just the fact that you’re actually making efforts to ask board members, to ask people 

to share and post relevant posts in their network. It’s just the same as asking people 

to give. The power of actually saying, “Please do this,” as opposed to just hoping it’s 

going to happen, it’s amazing how much more it actually happens when you’re clear 

and specific about what you want.

Stephanie: We’ve also really tried to do with board members and other volunteers 

that are on LinkedIn is encourage them to use the “Causes” section and mention that 

they’re involved with us.

Beth: The “Causes” section on LinkedIn or on Facebook?

Stephanie: On LinkedIn, where you can put your volunteer interests and the causes 

you support.

Beth: Oh, that’s a great idea. I haven’t really talked to anybody that’s really mentioned 

making an effort for that, but that’s also a really great idea. I’m going to have to put 

that out there; that’s terrific. It’s such a simple thing.

Stephanie: Also, encouraging them to link to staff so, that way, staff can really use 

LinkedIn for what it’s for, which is getting connections made, and there is a Board 

Connect option that’s open to nonprofits on LinkedIn, where a nonprofit can get an 

upgraded account to really use more of that functionality to find new volunteers, to 

connect with prospects.

Beth: Is there a cost to that?

Stephanie: Nope. There’s no cost.
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Beth: So how do you go about finding that?

Stephanie: I think you probably can just Google, “LinkedIn Board Connect” and find 

it, or search on LinkedIn, search for “Board Connect”.

Beth: That’s fabulous. It’s so funny – it’s so great to talk to people, even people that I 

know and talk to frequently, because there’s always new things out there. It’s so hard 

to know everything, which is exactly the reason I wanted to do these calls. That’s 

something I actually haven’t heard about. That’s a great resource for people.

Stephanie: That’s been helpful. I was on there yesterday and realized, “Wow, we have 

this one board member who sure has a lot of connections at one of the local banks. 

Maybe we could work out a sponsorship for an upcoming event.”

Beth: That’s a really smart way to use it, because people are always saying, “I don’t 

know who to ask for things. I don’t know what to do.” I know board members, they 

typically want to help, but they’re not always as proactive with things as organizations 

want them to be. To be able to go to a board member and specifically say, “I need an 

introduction to this specific person,” rather than saying, “Please send this stuff out to 

everybody that you know.” Sometimes, that broadness – I don’t know. What do you 

think? Does it overwhelm board members? Why do they tend to do better with the 

specific tasks rather than just, “Generally, please help us?”

Stephanie: I think it’s easier to check it off, “I’ve done it,” and there’s no question of, 

“Oh, gosh, send it to my network? Who’s that supposed to be? Is five enough? Is ten 

enough?” versus, “Oh, you want me to reach out to those three people, and you’re 

going to follow up with those specific people.”

Beth: I agree with you. Giving somebody a specific task so they know when it’s done, 

especially when it’s a volunteer job, might encourage them to actually do it, as 



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

opposed to thinking, “This will take me forever,” or, “I don’t really know when part of 

this request is taken care of.”

Stephanie: There’s more accountability, and that way, it’s a one-on-one ask, instead of 

sending it out to the whole board, “Hey, can everyone please invite their networks?” 

Everyone’s going to say, “Someone else is doing it. I’m not going to have to worry 

about that.” But, if you reach out and say, “Can you contact these three specific 

people?” Ooh, it’s on me. I have to do that. Or, I have to say I’m not going to.

Beth: Right. Exactly, and that’s always awkward as well. I know, in other roles, you’re 

the executive director of a nonprofit organization, but you’ve also been a board 

member, a volunteer board member for nonprofit organizations. Can you talk at all 

about the different things that have worked or not worked for you in being asked to 

be involved in maybe some of your different roles?

Stephanie: Again, I think specificity is important, where there’s been a list of – okay, 

for stewardship, we need these people. It’s so much easier when you have your list 

of ten people so you can say, “Okay, I’m done with my ten people,” and there’s 

accountability. “Stephanie did her ten. Did so-and-so do hers yet?”

Beth: That’s really great. Is there anything you’ve done – people don’t always want 

to answer this and it’s totally fine – but have you ever tried anything that didn’t work, 

or something that you really were sure would have the success and maybe something 

different great happened out of it, or something that you really did expect to be 

successful that ended up being a different learning opportunity?

Stephanie: Well, in terms of growing a network, when I was at the Arc, we tried some 

Facebook advertising to promote an event, as well as we purchased lists based on 

demographics of who had already been involved with the organization to expand an 

event, and I think we found two new people.
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Beth: Wow. That’s tough, especially when you’ve put actual cash out there for an 

advertising effort.

Stephanie: Yeah. Another failed effort was also at that organization with promoting 

a car donation program, and based on the demographics of who would seem like a 

match based on income level, geographic area, number of vehicles, and what came 

out of it was someone who called me up and was trying to sell me something, and 

someone else calling and wanting to update his address who wanted to get involved, 

and then when he found out a mail house was involved, said, “Never mind.”

Beth: Interesting. You and I both know – I mean, we’ve both been in marketing and 

communications for a really long time – that you have to take sort of those things 

that look like failures on the surface or didn’t pan out the way you expected, and 

factor in everything. Was it the wrong offer? Was it the wrong time of year? Was it 

the language? Was it the package? There are so many reasons why it might not have 

worked, so when something happens like that that you expected to go one way, what 

do you take away from it, and how do you then move forward and figure out whether 

it was, “Well, I won’t do that again,” or, “I think the program is a good idea, but 

there was something else wrong with it”? How do you evaluate what to do next when 

something didn’t work the way you expected?

Stephanie: I think one of the challenges is, just because someone didn’t act on 

something right at that time doesn’t mean they don’t remember the organization 

and something couldn’t happen later. We had some promotional advertising for 

the Development of Disabilities Awareness month, and a year later, someone 

remembered seeing that. She was interested in volunteering. She got involved as a 

volunteer, and ended up joining the board and being a great board member.

Beth: That’s awesome. That’s the thing – I haven’t thought to ever call anything a 

“failure” because you always get something, even if it’s the awareness of something 

not to do again. So many times, that kind of thing happens, where what you were 
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asking for didn’t happen, but there’s always awareness, as long as it doesn’t turn into 

negative awareness. Rarely, that happens.

Stephanie: At least there are many more people that heard of the organization.

Beth: Right. Exactly. It’s funny, because you hear a lot of times right now, especially 

with the big rise in social media, there’s always things posted. This company did this 

thing and it was a complete social media disaster. The thing I always find so amusing 

about that is, what exactly is a “social media disaster”? Somebody says something 

negative about a corporation on Twitter or some social media site, and it’s over in ten 

minutes. It’s probably not going to take that company down, and what it tends to sort 

of do is make people skittish about trying something new. If you don’t experiment 

and try some different things within budgetary reason – you don’t want to try that 

experiment on your full annual appeal list and have that tank and have no revenue for 

the year. Doing these things is really valuable, and being okay with the fact that not 

everything that you’re going to try works is such a great way to find the unexpected, 

like getting a great new board member.

Stephanie: Again, just any time you’re getting your name out there, you raise 

awareness. Just trying to be consistent with the different channels that really work on 

the branding.

Beth: Yeah. Another thing I wanted to ask you – you run a statewide chapter of 

your organization, and many nonprofits, many associations are in that situation 

where you’re responsible for one big arm of an organization, but there’s a parent 

organization that has – I don’t know what – anything from major brand guidelines to 

extreme restrictions on how you communicate. How do you work within that structure 

of doing your own thing within a national body?

Stephanie: All of them vary with how many restrictions they have. With the Epilepsy 

Foundation, it’s mainly just in terms of the logo and certain graphic elements. As far 
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as the messaging goes, we’re able to just focus on our local market, which is great. 

Same with the Junior League of Wilmington, and the Association of Junior Leagues 

International, again, you have your local messaging you can do, but your mission 

is clearly what the mission of the organization is as a whole, and you have certain 

graphic elements you have to stay within, but there is an understanding that each 

market is different.

Beth: Right. You do have plenty of freedom to try your own initiatives and do your 

own thing, because you’re right – I think every organization you’ve worked with has 

had some sort of a national parent that has had different levels of overlord-ness to the 

work that you’ve done. You always seem to find a way to get what you need done and 

connect directly with your local audiences, even within that structure, and I think that 

sometimes, that’s a challenge for people.

Stephanie: Actually, in a way, I appreciate it, because that way, I don’t have to start 

graphic design from scratch.

Beth: That’s true! Exactly. That’s what I often say to people. Sometimes, it’s really 

helpful to know that you can ride your bicycle from the fire hydrant to the driveway, 

narrowing those cattle shoots and having that range. You need a little bit of a range 

to work in. If it’s too narrow, it becomes so restrictive that, a lot of times, people 

just don’t want to do anything, but if you can do anything – just like what you were 

saying about some other things – if you can do anything, most people just don’t do 

anything. Having that range of guidelines, it’s got to make graphic design go a lot 

faster when you’re not looking at a blank piece of paper or a page or an online page 

to say, “I need to start from scratch; where do I begin?”

Stephanie: Yeah. It’s nice to have the parameters.
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Beth: Yeah. Do they provide you with anything like tools or templates to work with, 

or is it pretty much, “Use these logos and these colors, and don’t go crazy with the 

fonts?”

Stephanie: There is a store where certain basics can be printed, in terms of, say, 

invitations for our events. “Don’t go crazy. Stay within a certain range. These fonts. 

This is the logo treatment.” But, we are free to brand our own events.

Beth: That’s really helpful, to sort of have, here’s a place where you can go if you 

need it, but as long as you’re staying in these rules, you have a wide, wide range of 

things that you can do. I think that’s really an incredibly helpful thing that national 

organizations can do for their chapter organizations – really think through providing 

resources and giving as much room as possible without the brand message and brand 

look breaking down.

Stephanie: Also, it really helps with awareness building. People know, “Okay, I 

used to live in California with an Epilepsy Foundation. Oh, okay, look, it’s the same 

organization here in Delaware.”

Beth: Exactly. I think, sometimes, you might have seen this sometimes, that there are 

some chapters that bristle at that, that bristle at sort of any control or domination, but 

you have to really see the big picture – that all of you add up to more than the sum of 

your parts when there’s some continuity. People do move and change, and to be able 

to see that, “I can find this organization in the new place that I’m living,” is a really 

valuable thing for the cause.

Stephanie: I think that the big challenge for organizations that have a national office 

and affiliated chapters is just the difference in each organization, how in some, 

the money filters down, some, it filters up, some, it’s very independent aside from 

membership dues. There’s just a lot of public confusion about the funding.
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Beth: Right. That’s interesting. That’s always a challenge to work through. Do you 

have any final thoughts or any other key resources that you just want to share?

Stephanie: I think a great resource for anyone involved in fundraising or nonprofits is 

the Association of Fundraising Professionals. Lots of great resources available on the 

website.

Beth: I completely agree. I found them to be just an incredible resource, both 

national and there’s so many chapters in lots of localities. My experience has been, in 

all of the networking that I’ve done, they’re hands-down the nicest people that show 

up at the events, and there’s a lot of variety of the events. There are great education 

programs that really help you learn about all this stuff. So, that’s fabulous. So, thank 

you so much, Stephanie! I really appreciate your thoughts and your ideas on this. 

It’s great to see different perspectives on the topic, and when this gets posted, I 

will make sure it’s on the page, and Stephanie’s contact information will be there for 

anyone that might want to reach out to her and get any more advice and input. So, 

thank you very much, Stephanie, and I will talk with you soon.

Stephanie: Okay, great! Thank you.

Beth: Thanks. Bye-bye.

Stephanie: Bye.

Questions? Contact beth@iriscreative.com


