
Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today I have Chris 

Ferdinandi, who is the founder of Go Make Things and a mobile strategist. I have been 

wanting to talk about mobile for awhile. It’s a subject that we haven’t really gotten to yet on 

the podcast and Chris actually found me and in talking, he sounded like the absolute perfect 

person to share ideas about how nonprofits are using and can use mobile in their strategies, 

and thanks for joining me, Chris.

Chris: Thanks, Beth. It’s great to be here.

Beth: I am thrilled. It’s always exciting when I hear that somebody has been a listener of the 

program and has some thoughts to share that they think can be beneficial to the community. 

So anybody else that’s listening that has great ideas, I am absolutely interested and welcome, 

so bring on the calls. So, Chris, mobile hasn’t been around forever, so did you start out your 

career in mobile or wander into that work? Tell us a little bit about your story.

Chris: Yeah, I definitely wandered into it. So I actually graduated with a degree in 

anthropology. My senior year in college realized I loved learning about this stuff, but didn’t 

actually want to do it for a living. I kind of stumbled into a career in human resources. 

Somewhere along the way I started getting involved with web development as a bit of a side 

project and eventually kind of morphed into my day job, but my story as it relates to mobile 

really picks up about 5-6 years ago when my wife and I adopted our most recent dog, Bailey. 

The organization we were adopting through was doing absolutely amazing work. They, Paws 

of New England, based up where I am in the Boston area, pulls dogs out of high kill shelters. 

In some cases a few shelters have euthanasia rates of about 85 percent, and these are dogs 

that are really highly adoptable, wonderful dogs, puppies, small breeds. Just dogs everybody 

absolutely love. They also save a lot of bigger dogs, too, and then they place them in areas 

where people are actually really hungry for dogs and don’t have a large shelter population. So 

in New England, for example, our shelters are actually relatively empty and we have a higher 
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demand for shelter dogs than we do dogs to adopt. 

Beth: Really?

Chris: Yeah, which is we have higher spay and neuter rates up here than areas down in the 

south and midwest do, and just sometimes a different culture around dog ownership so you 

have a lot of people who really want dogs, and you can’t always get them. So Paws of New 

England does amazing work, but their website and kind of their entire online experience is 

not really in line with the type of work they were doing, so I offered to help them kind of 

improve their whole web presence, and they took me up on it, and one of the first big things 

we did was convert their website from a static desk type only site to something that would 

work across the different variety of mobile devices, and the results were pretty crazy. In the 

first year, their online donation revenue grew by 40 percent. The year after that it grew by 

another 40 percent, and after another 2-3 years, they were actually bringing in two times more 

donation revenue than they had been three years earlier.

Beth: Did they make other changes as well?

Chris: Yeah, so there were some other things they did. It wasn’t just mobile. One of the other 

big things they did was focus on the way they tell stories a little bit better so before that, 

because of kind of the enormity of the issues they were facing, this 85 percent euthanasia 

rate, they had these very doom and gloom kind of videos and messaging on their website and 

it was really focused on how big the problems they were facing were, and one of the things I 

had been told by a few folks when I was doing kind of some of my research for this was that 

the videos were so depressing they were immobilizing. They didn’t inspire people to take 

action. I actually had a few folks tell me that they had to unlike them on Facebook because it 

was just too depressing, all these videos and these sad puppies behind bars. It was not what 

people wanted to see when they checked Facebook in the morning. So we kind of flipped the 

model on its head. They were facing these these enormous challenges, but they were having 

a lot of great success. In fact, one summer they actually went three months without a single 

dog being euthanized in one of the shelters that they partner with and this was a shelter that 

was previously euthanizing almost 9 out of every 10 dogs that came in. So they started talking 

more about their successes, focusing on things like “Caption this funny photo of this dog that 

just got adopted or this dog that’s been fostered.” Sometimes they would tell these amazing 



stories in real time. It was almost like live tweeting, but on Facebook of rescues in action. So 

one summer they actually …

Beth: Wow! I’ve never heard of anything like that.

Chris: It was awesome! So they jumped on this plane. It was a chartered flight that was 

volunteered by one of their fans to race to this shelter down in Missouri where this pregnant 

mother of puppies, she was kind of next in line to get euthanized the following day and the 

shelter, desperate to do something, called them and said “Can you take her in?” and so there 

was this mad dash overnight to get down there to rescue the pregnant mom and the puppies. 

They rented a car and drove home and all along the way they would take photos with signs 

with the dog kind of talking about where they were and funny costumes and it engaged their 

fans online like nothing I’ve ever seen. Along with this there was obviously a campaign to 

raise money to care for the pregnant mom. She was sick. I think she had a really bad case of 

mange, which can be a little expensive to treat and then obviously the puppies would need 

to be cared for. It was a really successful campaign for them, but it was so markedly different 

from what they had been doing a year or two beforehand. The way this all ties into mobile 

though is Facebook now gets half of the users accessing their site exclusively from mobile 

devices. They set up email campaigns in conjunction with this. Sixty-five percent of all emails 

are now opened on mobile devices so as you’re telling these stories and you’re sharing this 

stuff and you’re coupling it with these really strong calls to action, a majority of the people 

who are gonna see these are gonna click through your call to action on a mobile device, and 

you want to make sure that your website or wherever you’re driving them to is going to work 

well and work effectively on whatever device your supporters have in their pocket, otherwise 

you could be losing out on tremendous amounts of revenue and fundraising every year.

Beth: Yeah, and I love this idea of like live tracking an event, especially as you’re talking about 

mobile. When you’re talking about pairing up an on-site, on-location running around activity 

with delivering that to people that are on site running around in their pocket. It basically kind 

of makes them, it makes you want to mirror the experience.

Chris: Yeah, and so …



Beth: That’s a really interesting concept.

Chris: Yes so the angle that you mentioned here that I hadn’t even considered is this was all 

possible because of smartphones, so as they’re doing this, they’re taking a photo on iPhone 

or Android device and pushing it out to Facebook or Twitter in real time.

Beth: Yeah, that’s like a communications/fundraising activity that wasn’t even available 

just a few years ago, but to be able to take the intrinsic uniqueness of the mobile phone’s 

functionality and how people use it and then not only use it to deliver the media, but to use 

that to be the media. The fact that you have a camera and the internet in your pocket that 

actually lets you tell that story, it’s really sort of weird that we got to that point in the world.

Chris: It is very weird. I can go down a whole rabbit hole on how weird mobile technology is, 

but it would eat up the whole podcast.

Beth: Exactly! So that kind of weaves us a little bit into this second question that I like to as, is 

about what participation means in the work that you do. So I mean what you just told me was 

a little bit of an example, but can you talk a little bit more about that?

Chris: Yeah, so it can mean a few different things depending on the type of nonprofit that 

I’m working with and their ultimate goals. Usually kind of universally across the board it can 

mean things like increased donation revenue. I have not met a nonprofit to date that has 

said, “We have enough revenue. We don’t need any more.” Everybody is doing an amazing 

world-changing work, and there’s only so much you can do with volunteers, and I’ve seen 

some organizations do amazing things with volunteers, but at some point you need money 

to do things, even Paws For New England, for example. One hundred percent volunteer-run, 

including the founder. They don’t spend a dime on salaries, but vet bills and food and things 

like that for the animals that they save, that costs money, too.

Beth: Yeah, it’s funny that you should say that because I actually just now am getting involved 

in the startup of an alumni association, and we were all like “Rah rah, let’s just get together 

and have events,” and very quickly we realized if we have to have events then we have to 

have a location. If we have to have a location, we have to have insurance. That costs money. 

You hit it instantly.



Chris: Yeah, the biggest thing is really it’s donation revenue. Everybody needs more of it to 

do the type of work that they do, but really anything that you would consider it primary action 

that you want your users to take or your visitors or supporters or fans to take when they visit 

you online, that’s kind of the participation as it relates to mobile strategies. So animal rescue, 

sometimes it’s volunteering to foster a dog so that you can get more dogs out of shelters and 

into places that are a little more stable. For you know, similarly for an organization that works 

with children. It could be the same thing. For a lot of homeless shelters and organizations that 

get involved with the homeless. It could be getting more people to sign up to volunteer their 

time for things like helping people who are in transition build out their resumes or learn a new 

career skill on something that will sustainably help them get off the street. Anything that you 

would consider that primary thing that you want people to do when they visit your website, it 

can help you do that better and get more of that.

Beth: Is there anything sort of intrinsically unique to mobile when it comes to participation 

that you can do or that you’ve seen people do because of the fact that it’s always with you? 

Do you think, like a lot of the things that you just mentioned are definitely broad things that 

people want to do. Do the donations, volunteer, get involved. When it comes to mobile, the 

fact that somebody has this on the train, in line at the grocery store, while they’re waiting for 

the doctor to come into the room. Does that give a different relationship to participation, give 

different opportunities for participation that you’ve seen?

Chris: Yes and no. So it depends. On one hand there’s kind of the anecdote that we talked 

about a few minutes ago with Paws and their live rescue. One of the interesting things that 

happens with mobile computing is it’s really just changing the overall dynamic of how we 

consume the web.

Beth: Interesting.

Chris: So a third of all Americans use their mobile device as their primary or only web device, 

so they’re not getting on a laptop or a desk top computer.

Beth: Do you know if there’s like an age gap around that or does that tend to be more in 

young people or old people or is it across the board?



Chris: It’s a mix. So it’s partially younger folks, obviously the generation …

Beth: It’s got to be the assumption.

Chris: Yes, but it’s not exclusively. So you’re also getting people who are, for example, in 

lower income communities.

Beth: Oh, yeah.

Chris: Lower populations, minorities and there is obviously some overlap in those 

communities, but not always, but really like one of the interesting things that happened, we 

don’t have a land line, for example, in my house anymore. My wife and I have moved enough 

times that it’s more of a hassle to have a land line and tell people the new number than just 

give people your cell phone once and have it follow you wherever you go. The cost has come 

down to a point where there’s no savings benefit in using a land line. It’s actually cheaper to 

just make calls to anywhere from the phone I always have with me. I think you’re seeing a 

similar thing happen with computing as data costs come down. It’s actually easier and cheaper 

to have kind of that one device that costs less than a computer that you can just take with 

you anywhere and so as a result, you’re kind of getting this interesting thing where you’ve got 

a lot of people using their device. Last year we crossed this threshold where more than half 

of all internet traffic in the US comes from mobile phones, even though a lot of people still 

have desktop computers and I think this is kind of the case of people on the go, but it’s also 

I’m at home, I’m comfortable, I’m on the couch, I want to look something up. I don’t want 

to go to my computer in the other room. I’m just gonna pull out the computer that’s in my 

pocket right now, but the way this impacts the way we do things is that people are no longer 

starting kind of doing their research on one device or starting a task on one device and then 

finishing it on that same device. You’re seeing people begin a process on one device and 

then continue it on multiple other devices. So this is something Google actually found is that 

a majority of folks will start a process on one device and then continue it on another and so 

I guess if we were to tie this back into this driving participation, it would not be uncommon 

for someone to see a link to some cute puppies on Facebook. I’m gonna use the animal 

rescue example just because I work with Paws quite closely, but you can extend this to a lot 

of different organizations. They might see a cute puppy on Facebook, click through, start 

browsing a list of available dogs on your animal rescue website while they’re on say the train 



commuting to work and then they get to the office and they start doing their work and then 

they’re taking a coffee break and have a little bit of time to kill so they go back in and they 

actually start browsing some more. They see a dog they love. They decide to complete an 

adoption application on their work computer, and, oh by the way, their work computer, their 

work system has a really kind of aggressive computer policy so as a result, some of the files 

that power the website get blocked, but you need to make sure that they’re gonna be able to 

complete that task anyway so that’s kind of a tangent we can go down, but you know there’s 

a whole thing around how you structure your website so that if certain files don’t load, the 

whole site doesn’t come down and people can still complete their task. So they fill out an 

application, you decide if they would be a great home for a puppy and you send them an 

email to corroborate the next steps. They open that email on their tablet while they’re on 

their couch watching TV that night, so they’re responding to you while they’re watching TV. 

That whole process happens across a wide variety of devices over which you have no control 

and you don’t always know what they’re going to be doing, what else they’re going to be 

distracted by so in some of those instances they were very focused on the task at hand and 

in other instances they were distracted by their environment, but you can’t just assume that 

because they’re using a particular type of device they are on the go, distracted. They could 

be, but they might not. So for example, when they’re on their phone in this story, they’re 

actually the most focused in any of those situations because they’re commuting and they 

have nothing else to do. I think another instance of kind of how you can use mobile devices 

rather uniquely, I think about, for example, a homeless shelter. So I’m a very big supporter, 

although I haven’t had the pleasure of working with them professionally yet, of the Pine Street 

Inn in Boston, Massachusetts. They do absolutely amazing work of helping people not just 

temporarily get off the street when the weather is bad, but doing things like helping people 

overcome drug and alcohol addiction, building up their career skills and really breaking that 

cycle that leads people in and out of shelters over and over again. They have a really, really 

strong success rate. I think it’s over 10 percent of the people who come through their system 

permanently stay off the street and are still at home a year later, but you know there’s an 

instance where if I’m out and I see someone who looks like they’re in need of assistance, 

before mobile devices it was very difficult for me to get them in touch with an organization 

that could help them, but when I have a device that’s always in my pocket, I can very easily 

pull that out, find the location of the nearest shelter or center that could provide them with 



assistance, have a conversation with them, possibly call that organization directly from their 

website so that I can get them in touch with someone who might be able to come out and 

take them in and help them. There’s just so many different possibilities for so many different 

organizations to interact with people who support their work or could benefit from their work 

in more interactive ways than was previously possible. 

Beth: Right. So there’s lots of different things people are doing. I love how you told that story 

of how somebody is actually using all different devices. I feel the same way. I have college-

aged sons who like sports, and you know I’ll be sitting watching television in my living room. 

They come home with a boatload of friends, and just take the room. I want to go into the 

other room. With something like Netflix, people are used to being able to pause what they’re 

doing, pause it, pick it up in another room on a totally different device, and I think the way 

you told the story, it definitely made me think about that it’s easy when we’re talking about 

nonprofit marketing and all this stuff. To think about what are other nonprofits doing and it’s 

important to think about what are people doing? What are people doing in their lives and 

their worlds because what they do in their life is what they want to do always and those things 

are the things that have to change what people expect from everyone that they interact with. 

So while you might say, “Well we’re a nonprofit, and we’re doing this stuff,” if a minute before 

they’re on your website they’re on Netflix or CBS’s site or their cable company’s website, the 

interactive experiences that they’re getting used to, those people are training them about 

what they should expect from a customer service point of view really.

Chris: Yeah, it’s really easy for folks, myself included, to use devices, these mobile devices 

in a really immersive way for things like shopping or consuming entertainment, but not kind 

of extend “I like doing these things for this particular use case,” but no one would want 

to donate or fill out an adoption application or fill out a volunteer application on a mobile 

phone, but time and time again the data shows that that’s not actually accurate. It’s amazing 

to me what folks will do on a device that will connect to the web. Paws For New England for 

example, over the last two years has been visited by 800 different types of devices. This is not 

just people. This is different types of web connected devices. A lot of those are iPhones or 

Android devices, tablets and things like that, but we’ve also been visited by someone on for 

example a Nintendo DS video game console.



Beth: Really?!

Chris: Yeah, which is one of the weirder devices we’ve been visited by. They didn’t spend a 

ton of time on the site, about 2-3 minutes, but 800 different devices in such a wide range of 

capabilities, some of them very new and modern devices that can do a lot of stuff, and some 

of them 3-, 4-, 5-year-old devices that are pretty incapable. Think like an e-Ink Kindle for 

example, which has kind of a web browser on it.

Beth: I think it’s really great that you mention that, because I think that it’s human nature to 

think that what you do and what you like is what everyone likes. I’m sure you have, I know I’ve 

been in a million meetings where the person I’m meeting with says, “Our people wouldn’t do 

that,” or “Nobody likes that,” and what they really mean is that you know, “I don’t like pop 

up boxes,” “I would never click that,” “I would never fill out an application on my phone,” “I 

value my privacy,” and to take your personal preferences and how you like to connect with the 

world or your board which are probably a very small subsection of zealots who were involved 

in your organization and let that small circle of leadership make the decisions about how you 

should move forward with technology, and I think this is why it’s so important that we have 

these conversations with people who are experts in the field and are doing this work who can 

say, “You’re closing yourself off to the data and the research that says that by doing that you 

could be limiting the way people connect with you.”

Chris: Absolutely.

Beth: So I’m really glad you mentioned that. So what kind of things are you seeing that 

people are doing as a nonprofit because you know there’s all different kinds of nonprofits, all 

different budgets in nonprofits, all different technical levels in nonprofits. What are some of 

the things that you’re seeing that’s really working for nonprofits that are able to start creating 

a great mobile experience for people?

Chris: Sure, absolutely. So the most important place to start is making sure that your website 

resizes itself, depending on the size of the screen. At its most basic level, that’s really what 

kind of having a mobile-friendly site is about. There’s a lot of other details that make the 

experience great, but I think kind of the bare minimum for entry here is, if I open your site on 



my phone, I shouldn’t see a main column and then a side bar still kind of on the left and then 

on the right and these really tiny links up at the top that I can’t tap with my big fat fingers 

and text that’s so tiny that I can’t read it. Ideally when I pull it up on my phone I want to see 

something that is a single column of text that’s an appropriate size, that I can read it properly 

and sometimes that means you have a side bar on your desk top site, but it shifts to the 

bottom of the page on a smaller screen or something like that. If you have a lot of navigation 

elements maybe they kind of collapse down under like an expand and collapse menu so 

that they’re not taking up as much space. Little things like that, but just making sure that 

it’s appropriately sized for the screen it’s being viewed on is, I think, the most basic level of 

mobile experience, but there’s so many other really important details that get involved, too. 

So we talked a little bit about the tiny links. It’s really easy to be precise when you’re clicking a 

link with a mouse, but when you’re using a touchscreen device and you’re tapping it with your 

finger, fingers have a much bigger surface area than kind of the pointer on your computer 

screen does, and it’s really easy, depending on how up to date and modern your mobile 

device is, for it not to have a high degree of accuracy when you tap it. So if your links are 

too small or too close together, it can be really easy for someone to tap the wrong link when 

they’re going for example to make a donation or fill out a form, sign up for your newsletter. 

So you want to make sure those are big. The recommendation is that they’re at least 40 pixels 

wide, which is apparently the width of a human finger, 40 pixels. I’ve never measured my 

finger in pixels before, but that’s what the people who do this sort of thing tell me.

Beth: That’s a fascinating data point to store away!

Chris: Similarly if it’s a little bit smaller than that, but it’s spaced far enough apart from the 

other links that someone won’t accidentally tap it, that’s OK, too. Some of the other really kind 

of, I think, interesting things that come into play here though, forms. For example, a donation 

form. There’s a lot of data around how the longer the form is the less likely someone is to fill 

it out. So for example, Expedia found that a single confusing field on their check out form, 

Expedia the travel company, they removed that form and they saw a $12 million increase 

in annual revenue. That’s an extreme example, but imaginary landscaping firm reduced the 

amount of fields on their contact form from 11 down to 4 and saw the amount of people 

who completed their contact form increased by 20 percent. HubSpot, which collects a lot of 



data on this thing, looked at 40,000 landing pages and found a direct universe correlation 

between the number of form fields and the number of form completions. They key takeaway 

here is you want to make every single field on your forms, whether it’s a donation form or a 

newsletter form, fight for it’s right to be there. Basically the bare minimum of information you 

can get away with collecting is what you should ask for. So for example, fields like, “How did 

you find out about us?” and “Would you recommend us to a friend?” those are really nice to 

know, but they’re not necessary and even if they’re not required fields, when users see longer 

fields they don’t start filling it out in the first place. So you’re better off asking for the absolute 

bare minimum that you can get away with. Another kind of thing you might do is instead of 

having separate fields for first and last name, combine them into a single field. That doesn’t 

always work when you’re asking for payment information because sometimes depending on 

who is processing your credit card information you need those two fields separately, but if you 

can get away with doing something like that, it’s a good thing to do. 

Beth: Because even just that, putting that, like so mentally when somebody is filling out a 

form, just seeing that as one line to fill out reduces the friction?

Chris: Yeah, and this is true even on desktop sites. Particularly true on mobile devices where 

filling things out like form fields is harder to do. Typing is difficult and this is getting a little bit 

better where a lot of phones today have like you can type to dictate, but not all phones have 

that. Most of them don’t. 

Beth: Is there any auto, like one of the things like I tend to fill out on my computer because I 

have a lot of auto fill stuff. I have a very long last name that I hate typing.

Chris: As do I.

Beth: So I’m always looking for any auto fill I’m always happy with. Do phones have anything 

like that?

Chris: Yeah, a lot of them do these days, but not everyone sets them up. They’re usually not 

on by default, and I wouldn’t necessarily bank on that.



Beth: Right, you can’t plan for that at this point.

Chris: Yeah, similarly and this is really unique to mobile devices, but over the last couple 

of years, new types of inputs were introduced for forms that make it easier to use them on 

mobile devices. Specifically when it comes to text fields where you ask for a name, phone 

number, address, things like that, email, there are now special types of texts you know where 

you can set the type for email and it makes no difference on a desk top device, but if I go to 

fill that field out on a mobile device, a special keyboard will come up that excludes special 

characters and includes the @ symbol so that I don’t have to kind of go to a second view on 

my keyboard to type that in.

Beth: That is wonderful!

Chris: You can set it in as input type number and instead of having the full keyboard, only a 

numeric keyboard will show up so I can just type in my phone number and not mess around 

trying to use the really tiny numbers up top. The nice thing about this if you’re using these 

types of inputs on a device that doesn’t support them, it just falls back to an old fashioned 

text input and nothing bad happens, but for devices that do support it, which is most mobile 

devices today, it’s just a really nice little detail and makes filling out form fields so much easier.

Beth: And I think these are good points because I’m sure that there’s some listeners that have 

websites that haven’t yet been designed so that it resizes. I also have to say I can’t tell you 

how much I love that you’ve been a jargon-free tech person. I think probably the first one I’ve 

ever spoken to. You have not used the word responsive design or anything remotely tech-y, 

and I bow to your ability to talk technology in regular people terms.

Chris: It’s my super power.

Beth: It’s a wonderful super power, but for anyone that’s maybe more familiar with technology, 

the concept that we’re talking about is in the tech circles called responsive design and so 

using these types of technologies many people are familiar with and they think, “check, I’ve 

got a responsive site,” so I think it’s great that we can also start talking a little bit about once 

your site is set up so it resizes and reformats. What’s next? What are the next things that can 



make this a better experience? Do people these days want to do different things on their 

mobile device or do they just want to do the same things differently?

Chris: Great question. So for a long time, this actually originated during the Blackberry 

era. There was this myth of the mobile user as this person who was busy, distracted, on the 

go and looking for a very narrow slice of information and so it was quite popular for folks 

for awhile for folks to have a standalone version of their site specifically for mobile. It was 

usually at something like m. and then your regular website. It’s like m.PawsNewEngland or 

m.PineStreetInn and that mobile version would have just a couple of key things. It might have 

an address and phone number, a donation button and just a little bit of information, but most 

of the stuff wasn’t there. That is absolutely one type of mobile user. There’s the busy, on the 

go person, but there are so many different use cases. We talked about this a little bit earlier 

when we were talking about kind of that story of the person who starts on their commute and 

then picks up at work and continues when they’re home, but you can never infer from the type 

of device someone is using what it is they actually want to do on your website. I found with 

Paws New England we get a lot of donations and a lot of adoption applications completed on 

mobile devices and the adoption donation one in particular really surprises me because …

Beth: I would never do it.

Chris: Paws has an adoption application that is dozens of fields long. I’ve tried to convince 

them to shorten it because of what we were just talking about with form length, but it’s part of 

their strategy. It’s a filter to weed out people who are not serious because our puppies, they 

will get over 100 applications even with their incredibly lengthy form, and you know so they 

have all of these fields. Even with a 24-30 field form people are still filling that out on their 

phone, which I find absolutely amazing. Anything people can do from their phone they will 

do on their phone, especially when a third of people in the US use their phone or their tablet 

as their only way of accessing the web and so because of that, I think you’re really setting 

yourself up for failure if your mobile experience is a subset from your desktop experience. 

People are gonna get frustrated when they can’t start a task on one device and continue 

on another or more explicitly if they’re working exclusively on their mobile device and they 

can’t do the things they want to do. To put this in I think a retail example, my wife and I were 



recently car shopping and one of the tools we absolutely love is true market value where they 

show you here’s what other people in the area have paid for this car, here’s what the dealer 

paid for it, here’s kind of a range of prices that would be fair. We use that for tons of research 

ahead of time. We were actually at a dealership the other day trying to kind of make a better 

decision about the numbers, and I pulled up their site and tried to do the true market value 

on my phone and they assume that because I’m on a mobile device, I’m actually just looking 

for people to buy from. So you go through the process and then instead of giving you all of 

the information you really need, which is what the dealer paid for it and what other people are 

paying for it, they just show you a list of used cars near you that are for sale, which is not the 

information I wanted and not what I was looking for and I just wasn’t able to complete my task 

and I stopped using them and we switched over to True Car which did provide us with the 

information we needed.

Beth: That’s a really good point. It’s like it’s so easy you know when you’re running an 

organization, you’re inside of it to make assumptions about what you think people need to 

know or how they’re gonna use things. You know, we’re doing that. We have a site called 

NonprofitToolKit that has products on it, and in our head when we create them we think, “This 

is for this,” and “This is why we created that,” and we’ve had to work hard in even just naming 

the products in a way that lets people use them how they want to use them and not tell them, 

“This is for this specific use,” because people have their own ideas.

Chris: Yeah, absolutely. What it all comes down to for me is you just can’t tell from the type 

of device someone is using what they want to use your site for. That’s not to say having a 

separate mobile site is a valid strategy for people who want to, if you have a really heavy 

desktop site, I don’t think it’s the best or pragmatic approach because it requires you to keep 

content in sync between two different sites, but regardless of which approach you choose, 

I think the most important thing is make sure all of your content is available everywhere 

because you just have no idea how people are going to want to access or use it.

Beth: OK, so I’m gonna throw a little curve ball for you because I don’t think we talked about 

this before. So far we’ve talked about mobile. We’ve been talking about aligning your web, 

like your website and your web presence to make sure that your website is accessible on 



multiple different devices. This is the point where someone would probably say, “What about 

an app?” I don’t want to get deeply into it. We’ll do a whole other show on apps, everyone, I 

promise, but just in the context of this conversation I feel like we should at least do a review 

of where do apps fall into the mix of mobile?

Chris: Sure. I’m really glad you brought this up. So I get asked a lot, “Does my organization 

need an app?”

Beth: At least you get asked as opposed to someone coming to you and saying, “We need an 

app.”

Chris: Yeah, sometimes I get that, too, but a lot of times it’s people saying “Do we need an 

app?” The short answer is for most organizations, no, you probably do not need a standalone 

mobile app. The reason being that most people, there’s a lot of newer research on this. Most 

people download a lot of apps, but the amount of apps they actually use on a regular basis 

is around five so you can literally count it on one hand the number of apps people use on a 

daily or semi-regularly weekly basis and it’s usually things like email, Twitter, Facebook and 

the web browser on the phone being either the second or third most frequently used app. 

So for a site that someone visits everyday, Facebook, Twitter, if you’re like me and you’re 

social media addicted, then having the dedicated app brings with it a lot of benefits, but 

for most organizations your supporters and your fans are not visiting your site with the same 

frequency that they would be visiting a social media site that’s aggregating information from 

a bunch of different places in one place. The typical person using your services or supporting 

your organization probably visits you once a week or so or they get emails from you by email 

from your newsletter and they click through to visit your site then, but generally speaking, 

there’s not a huge reason for you to have an app. People just generally aren’t gonna use 

it and it’s gonna take a lot of time and cost you a lot of money. Now there are some really 

valid use cases where having an app might make sense. Pine Street Inn does not have this. 

That is the homeless organization I was telling you about, but one of the things I thought 

about that would be kind of interesting for them is, let’s say I’m walking in Boston and let’s 

say I encounter an individual who is soliciting money or is just kind of homeless and I think 

they might need assistance. I have a conversation with them and talk to them a little bit and 



it turns out they might be open to the idea of working with the Pine Street Inn. It would be 

really great if I could fire up my Pine Street Inn app, click ‘find me’ and then send a message 

to the Pine Street Inn to come pick me up and offer whoever I’ve just been talking with 

assistance or you know maybe pull up a quick list of resources or things that I can do. There’s 

a use case where I think an app maybe makes sense, but I think for most of the organizations 

that I talk to and work with and most of the nonprofits that I support even if I don’t work with 

professionally, there’s just no real benefit for them to have an app. It would cost them a lot of 

time and becomes a thing they need to maintain. Then you have to deal with what platforms 

do you support, so is it just Apple devices? Is it Apple and Android? Would someone also 

need this app on their Samsung SmartTV or their Apple TV and how do you get it there? The 

beautiful thing about the web is you can access it anywhere and that’s how most people kind 

of consume nonprofit services.

Beth: Wonderful. So if somebody liked all these ideas and wanted to get started making 

their site more mobile-friendly, more accessible, what would you say is the first thing that 

somebody should be thinking about doing?

Chris: So it depends. So if you have, like all great things in life, so if you’re a smaller nonprofit 

organization, maybe you’re running on a content management system like WordPress or 

Drupal. WordPress is the most popular so we’ll go with that one and you’re just using one 

of the many themes that are available for nonprofits and the one you have is desktop only, 

the easiest thing you can do is go out into the theme store or the theme library and find one 

that is mobile friendly and switch over to that one. There are plenty available these days for 

nonprofits that are designed specifically for mobile devices and they’re gonna give you a 

better experience. If you’re a more robust organization, maybe you’re larger or you just put 

a lot more attention into your branding, you don’t necessarily need an entirely new website. 

A web developer can potentially without a ton of extra work take your website today and just 

make some changes to make it work better on a mobile device. It’s called mobile retrofitting.

Beth: Interesting.

Chris: Basically what comes in, so I’ll use a very common example or very common layout for 



a nonprofit site is maybe you have something a little different on your landing page or your 

home page, but most of your pages have a column with text on the left that takes up maybe 

two thirds of the page and then a side bar on the right that takes up another third of the page 

and those may be kind of a fixed width at the moment. Let’s say 720 pixels and then another 

200 or so pixels. I could come in, look at your site and then instead of using pixels to define 

the width of those pages, I could use percentages. So I could say this column is 66.666666 

percent wide and this column is 33.333333 percent wide and when the screen is smaller than 

x number of pixels, just make both of those sections 100 pixels wide so they fill up the whole 

width of the page. Something that simple can transform a desk top only site into a mobile 

friendly website and what that does by using percentages is whether I’m on a really giant 

desktop display or a really tiny mobile phone, kind of the width of everything is gonna scale 

up or down and if I’m using those in between devices like a tablet, you don’t have to worry 

about “OK, I need to do all these steps,” so when it’s over 1,000 pixels this wide or when 

it’s 700 pixels it’s this wide, you just let the percentages figure out all the math for you and 

you don’t have to worry about it, which is really nice and if you’re worried about the really 

giant monitors, you can say, “Don’t make either of these bigger than x.” Let’s say 1200 pixels 

because that’s really, really, really large and at that point it just starts to look ridiculous.

Beth: That is such great advice. Chris, thank you so much. These were all such great tips and 

so simply and clearly explained. I love it! If people have more questions, how can they get in 

touch with you?

Chris: So the easiest way is to visit me at GoMakeThings.com. I have a few really great 

resources for folks, so if you’re kind of really new to this and you’re wondering how to get 

started, I actually have a free seven lesson email course on mobile strategy for nonprofits. So 

if you visit GoMakeThings.com, it’s a giant link right at the top of the page. That will get you 

started with a little bit more detail about some of the things, Beth, you and I talked about 

today with none of the technical jargon, so it should be pretty easy for folks to get started. If 

any of the people who listen to this show are WordPress users I also have a WordPress theme 

that is specifically for nonprofits, and it’s designed to be fast and work really well on mobile. 

You can find that on GoMakeThings.com as well.



Beth: Thanks. I was gonna say I’ll make sure I have links to both of those on the Show Notes 

page.

Chris: Excellent, and one last thing I did want to put out there. If you kind of take a look at 

everything, you listened to this podcast and you still feel really uneasy about where to go 

next, feel free to just send me an email. Chris@GoMakeThings.com. I’d be happy to address 

any questions you have. I’ve even set up quick 20 minute phone calls with people to talk 

through challenges and things and kind of point them in the right direction. So I extend that 

offer to your listeners as well.

Beth: Thank you.

Chris: I love to help people kind of move down this path because the work we do as 

nonprofits is just so important and I want to make sure that people are set up for success.

Beth: Wonderful! Thank you so much for sharing your knowledge with me and the nonprofit 

community. I’m truly grateful.

Chris: Beth, thank you for having me. This was absolutely wonderful. You’re an incredible 

host.

Beth: Wonderful. Thanks. Bye.

Chris: Bye.


