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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today 

I am so excited to have back now who is apparently my favorite guest, Vanessa 

Chase Lockshin. This is her third time on the show, and I was really excited 

to have Vanessa come back on because she has just published a wonderful, 

wonderful book, which I think is her first. It’s “The Storytelling Non-profit: A 

Practical Guide to Telling Stories That Raise Money and Awareness,” and I’ve read 

it, and it is just a terrific book. So I wanted to welcome Vanessa back on again 

to talk a little bit about one of the key points in her book, which is about finding 

your audience and basically knowing who you need to talk to before you start 

talking to them. Vanessa, thanks for coming back again!

VANESSA: My pleasure, Beth, and thank you so much for welcoming me back. 

BETH: It’s been so great to be doing this podcast and have a chance to really get 

to know people and the more I talk with you, the more I learn about the things 

you do and the things that we have in common and the things we both see on 

opposite sides of the country. Vanessa is based in Vancouver, and I’m based in 

Philadelphia and you know, it’s all the same everywhere.

VANESSA: Yes.

BETH: So for anybody who hasn’t heard either of your earlier shows, I will 

definitely point everybody back to them on the show notes page, but can you 

give a little light overview of the work that you do and your background with 

nonprofits. 

VANESSA: Sure, definitely. So I work as a consultant and also a trainer to 

nonprofits, primarily in North America and typically in the US and Canada, 
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although I’ve worked with some groups in Australia and also the UK, and what I 

really enjoy doing is helping them use story and narrative as a communications 

tool to both improve donor communications and their fundraising to help them 

meet whatever goal they may have, whether that’s increasing their fundraising 

revenue, increasing retention, things like that. To date, I’ve helped organizations 

raise over $10 million for various causes, which is pretty exciting.

BETH: That’s really exciting!

VANESSA: Yeah, so I come to the communications work as with my background 

as a fundraiser, which I think has been really helpful because there are lots of 

copywriters and freelance writers out there and I think it’s helpful to know kind 

of the other side of the coin, which is the fundraising piece, how you actually do 

it in major gifts or annual gift giving and I got my start at the University of British 

Columbia and worked at Union Gospel Mission, the one here in Vancouver, both 

of which were outstanding training for me early on in my career.

BETH: One of the things I’ve been curious about and I haven’t actually asked you 

yet is you’ve been doing this storytelling work for how long now?

VANESSA: As a company? It’s been three and a half years.

BETH: Three and a half years you’ve been out here, kind of going on the mantra 

of storytelling, storytelling and what I’m curious about is have you seen a shift 

in the nonprofit community because I feel like when we first met, it was about 

three years ago so you were not far into your company at that point and I was 

like “storytelling; that’s interesting,” and it was new and actually our first three 

episodes of the podcast are all about storytelling, but in the last three years, what 

have you seen change culturally, if anything, about people’s awareness of and 

embracing this idea?

VANESSA: I think there’s definitely been some changes, but I think at a more 

higher socio-cultural level. There is conversation about story, I think there’s lots 
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going on in the business marketing world. You’ve got books like Renee Brown’s 

“Rising Strong,” which talks about narrative and its effects on individuals so I 

think there’s kind of a collective consciousness of people thinking about stories in 

different ways, but I think specifically in the nonprofit sector, I think it’s starting 

to become hopefully more of a standard of how we communicate with donors 

and other types of constituents as well. One of the questions people often ask 

me is: are people tired of it? Do you think your company is going to cease to exist 

because people are going to be over-hearing stories?

BETH: Are you a trend?

VANESSA: Yes, exactly, and in my opinion, I think the answer is no. Stories 

have existed for as long as humans have and this is just another way for us to 

think about the application and I think for nonprofit professionals, one of the 

challenges is often kind of conceptualizing, like what does it look like for an 

organization to tell a story as opposed to you as an individual and I think that 

could take some extra thought and some practice and intentionality to develop a 

storytelling voice as an organization. I see a lot of organizations who are doing it 

well, lots who are still getting their feet wet and still figuring it out and it’s been 

really great to see so many organizations trying it out and also just getting really 

great results from what they’re doing on that front.

BETH: So, what’s your definition of doing it well?

VANESSA: Oh gosh! That’s a good question! I think I just had one of my students 

in one of my classes ask me that yesterday. I think her question was what makes 

a great story. You know, I mean, there’s so many things and the way I answered 

it for her yesterday was that it’s something that resonates with the audience. 

It leaves an imprint on them. It leaves that lasting impression. I mean, because 

ultimately when we tell a story, we have some sort of goal in mind, whether it’s 

a call to action of some kind or what have you and I think in order for that to be 

really successful, we’ve got to resonate with the audience in a particular way. So 
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I think for me, a great story is one that resonates with that audience at a deeper 

level that’s really able to speak to them in a way that gets them excited, inspired, 

engaged, what have you about taking that action. 

BETH: I think that’s a really important point for people to hear because I think 

it’s easy to tell a great story in a vacuum. I think that it’s not difficult for an 

organization to find something awesome that happened, turn it into a really 

terrific story and put it out there, but if that story is not really connected directly 

to the mission, you can go off the rails pretty quickly if that story isn’t really 

helping them find the right audience that they’re looking for. You can easily as an 

organization end up putting a lot of time and energy into executing something 

and feel like you’ve accomplished something and then at the end of the year or 

the end of the period or after you’ve done it, discover on the back end that it 

didn’t actually get you anywhere.

VANESSA: Yeah, exactly, Beth, and I think that’s a fear a lot of organizations 

have when they think about storytelling because it is, to be honest, a very labor-

intensive activity. We have to find a story to tell. We have to interview someone. 

We have to write it. There’s sometimes graphics and design that go with it. It’s 

a production process, much like any other kind of fundraising initiative might 

be, and so I think a lot of fundraisers, a lot of executive directors think, “Will this 

really have a return on investment for us? How do we measure that? How do we 

know if it’s working?” That’s of course a whole other conversation.

BETH: Yeah, we’re not going to go into that.

VANESSA: No, but I mean, I think the thing that I always like to say to people is 

you’re not telling a story just for the sake of telling a story. Like you have a goal. 

There’s something more to it than just telling a story because you’ve heard me or 

someone else say it’s a good idea. You’re doing it to raise more money, to engage 

people, to get people to sign a petition, whatever your goal is and if you’re not 

laser clear and focused on that, then yes, you’re telling that story in a vacuum and 
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it’s not really going to mean anything or ultimately cultivate the kind of results 

that you’re looking for.

BETH: Right, and one of the best ways to be sure, like for that executive director 

or that board member that says we’re gonna invest the time and energy into this, 

how do I know it’s gonna have a payoff, you’ve got to set that stage first. You 

can’t just go, “Well you know, Bob he always shows up. We’ll get his story,” and I 

feel like I see a lot of organizations doing that. They go after the people that are 

most present or show up the most in their organization and that doesn’t always 

necessarily reflect where people are going in the future. A lot of times we talk 

a lot about how the people who are like the ones who are passionate and really 

show up all the time in the organization, they’re gonna be there no matter what. 

How do you reach out and connect with people that are maybe one step down 

from that, the likers as opposed to the lovers, and bring them up to that level?

VANESSA: Yeah, I mean I think that’s a great question and I think it’s one that has 

really been at the heart of my work the last couple of years, which is this question 

of like what does it really mean to tell a story that really resonates with someone 

and especially someone you’re trying to acquire as an audience as opposed to 

someone you know already likes your organization a lot. So it’s a really interesting 

question and I think for me it always comes down to you have to know them. You 

have to know them on some level and that means doing research, whether it’s 

surveying or focus groups or online analytics to learn more about them so you 

can really understand them as individuals and as a group through demographics 

or psycho-graphics and being able to then really be able to write copy and be 

able to tell stories that they’ll actually respond to as opposed to just throwing 

spaghetti at the wall and hoping something will stick in the process.

BETH: All right so we’re gonna break some of this stuff down because I’m sure 

there’s people listening that are going “Wait, psycho-graphics.”

VANESSA: What is that?
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BETH: So let’s start with this whole idea of what I call prioritizing your audience. I 

was just looking at some branding work that somebody asked me to evaluate the 

other day and I got to the audience section. There were 18 audiences listed.

VANESSA: Oh no!

BETH: Eighteen!

VANESSA: I worked with a group a couple of years ago through one of the classes 

that I teach and we do a whole section on understanding your audience and 

researching and things like that. They came back to me and they were like, “We’re 

feeling really overwhelmed by this. We have a lot of audience segments,” and I’m 

like, “How many do you have?” and they’re like, “Well, we think we have 27 for 

our 5,000 donors,” and I was like, “There’s no way you have 27 segments within a 

donor file of 5,000 people.”

BETH: It’s hard because people literally will add the media. We want the media 

to know about us and I’m sure you do and it’s so hard for people to see that by 

becoming perfect for the right person and letting that person become passionate 

about what you’re doing, the media is going to be following that person’s interest 

more than they’re going to be following or responding to things that you push 

out to them because you think they should know about it. 

VANESSA: I think what you just said, and I have said as well. I always feel like it’s 

a cautionary tale for people when they’re dipping their toes into this where it’s 

going to be a research process. You’re gonna have to do some deeper digging 

and deeper thinking about this, but I always like to say don’t try to splice and dice 

things so minutely. You want the big trends, the big picture, but it doesn’t need to 

be really granular in the process.

BETH: So how do you recommend people, so you’ve got 27 audiences. How do 

you recommend that they begin that process of figuring out out of all those 

people, who is the most important person that they should be talking to and then 
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how to group and put the other people into buckets so that they can actually 

do some targeting because a lot of times I’ll ask people “How many audiences 

do you have?” “27.” “OK, so in your database when you send your emails out, 

how many different groups are you sending them out to?” “One.” Well, guess 

what? You have one audience. You know, if you’re executing in a linear singular 

way, it doesn’t matter in your head that you have 18 audiences. If you’re not 

treating them that way, you’re actually only hitting one audience so you want 

to make sure that you’re hitting the one that’s most important to you because 

not everybody, not all nonprofits are capable of actually developing segmented 

communications. I always like to start the audience conversation with like from 

the back end forward. What are you actually capable of executing and doing 

because if your capacity limits you to saying, “We can send one email out to 

the whole group of everybody at once,” you need to think about if it’s gonna be 

perfect for one person and who does that need to be so that you’re gonna thrive.

VANESSA: Yeah, I think you’re very right about that, Beth, where it’s kind of a 

process where you start from the ground up. I often approach that with clients 

and students that I work with is thinking about what are these bigger goals 

that you have and how have you prioritized your strategic plan goals or your 

annual work plan, whatever that might be and based on those goals, I think you 

genuinely get a pretty good idea as to which audiences are gonna help you 

reach those or which are going to be most important based on those goals that 

you’ve set. I think in terms of what you said too about looking ahead to how you 

currently work with those audiences, what tools and infrastructure do you have in 

place and asking the hard questions. Is that likely to change? Because if it’s not, 

then you really do have only one or two or three audiences, a smaller number and 

that’s totally manageable and great, but you need to treat them as one, rather 

than driving yourself crazy with segmentation.

BETH: I love what you can actually do. I always say hope is a really expensive 

marketing tactic.
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VANESSA: That’s very true.

BETH: It’s like if you’re like, “We’re gonna,” like don’t try to plan based on what 

you hope you’re gonna be able to do in the future.

VANESSA: Yeah, realism in this process, it can be any kind of work. You have to be 

realistic and hard with yourself, like on some basic level, do you have more money 

or resources or capacity to do this bigger thing or do you do the work in the way 

that you think it should be done or can you like cope with how things are and do 

that instead and make that work better for you.

BETH: Exactly, and honestly, if they can, if it really is, we don’t have capacity to 

do multi-channel segmented marketing. How can you make sure that what you 

are doing is the most effective as possible?

VANESSA: Well, I think when you’re looking at kind of one group or one segment 

in your audience, like you used the example of having one email list, for example. 

You know, I think the thing that I always remember is that even if people are 

segmented, like there’s still gonna be people who are not going to like perfectly 

fit the profile that you have in mind. So your goal in understanding your audience 

more, researching them and learning more about them is to resonate and kind of 

capture the picture of the largest portion of that audience rather than trying to 

appeal to everyone and ultimately appealing to no one in the process. So data 

certainly is helpful. Asking questions about what their motivations are for giving, 

why they’re involved, what they’re looking to get out of their relationship with 

your organization. Some of those questions about beliefs, values and things like 

that can be really useful to give you a picture of the trends in that one group 

and in the process of doing some analysis on that, that’s exactly what you want 

to look for. You want to look for the trends that are coming through. What 

represents? What data best represents the biggest majority of this audience and 

that’s going to be the persona or the profile that you’re gonna focus on for that 

segment.
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BETH: OK, so let’s talk about that because the word “persona” is very common 

in the corporate world, but it’s not always as common in the nonprofit world 

and it can make people a little freaked out, but I think because most people 

work in nonprofit because they don’t want to work in corporate so when we 

start bringing in corporate language, it’s easy for people to feel like, “I left that 

for a reason. I don’t want to be a part of it.” So let’s talk a little bit about what it 

really is. We actually call it the perfect person profile. It’s a little friendlier than 

personas. So talk a little bit about what that is and why it’s helpful.

VANESSA: Yeah, absolutely. So from my perspective, the very basic thing that 

it is, is it’s kind of a composite view of your data, of your fictional person who 

might exist in that segment and you’ve kind of compiled some data to represent 

what a typical person or perfect person in that group might look like and that 

can include things like their age, their marital status, geographic location, all sorts 

of other details about them, which you’ve probably gleaned from research and 

surveying in other data collection that you may have done. You know, ultimately 

why this is helpful is I think it kind of comes back to this perennial question that 

people often ask when it comes to writing, which is who is your audience and 

who are you writing for? Like, who is this supposed to be for? So often when I 

work with organizations on copy writing I’ll ask them, “Who is the target audience 

for this?” or “Who is it that you want to read and respond to this appeal letter or 

this newsletter?” whatever it might be, and the answer comes back, and it’s like, 

“Oh, it’s our donors. The donors are the audience.” I’m like, “No, no, no. ‘Donors’ 

is not an audience descriptor.” “Donors” is a way to very broadly and generically 

describe your segment. Like yes, they might give to you, but like who actually 

are they? How old are they? Why do they keep giving? How long have they been 

giving for? Those are all really important and very relevant pieces of information 

that when you know them and I think when you know more of that, you’re really 

able to make creative decisions and copy and design that will ultimately help you 

to better connect with them. 

BETH: Absolutely, and when we do them, I really love to really like fully flush them 
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out and to let the person into things like thinking about where do they spend 

their time as a person, and one of the tricks that we love to do to help people 

get their audiences, I ask them, “What’s the most valuable action somebody 

can take in your organization?” and whether it’s maybe becoming a member or 

coming to a gala or giving a certain amount of money, who knows what it is. It 

can be anything. Find a group of people that have done that, taken that action 

about twice, export that list and do a first name sort on it. This is why I love this 

trick. We did it with our audience. I’ve probably talked about this on the podcast 

before. I did it with one of our audiences for a nonprofit tookkit product and 

the most common first three, we do a first name sort. So the next thing, you 

do a first name sort and you’ll see the most common first three names in your 

audience and I cannot even tell you how much you can glean or just guess about 

your audience just from things like that. Like in our case, the most common 

first three names were Barbara, Cathy and Susan. From that, honestly, you can 

generally guess someone’s age within ten years by their first name in a lot of 

cases. Now my name is Elizabeth so I’m an outlier because people are always 

named Elizabeth. Your name is a little more unique, like I don’t know anybody. I’m 

about to turn 50 and I don’t know a single person my age that’s named Vanessa. 

Did you have friends in school? Do you know people that have the same name as 

you?

VANESSA:  The only one I can think of who is a celebrity is Vanessa Williams who 

is certainly older than me. 

BETH: Like sometimes, but a lot of times you can. Like if you imagine somebody 

named, like do you have any friends named Susan?`

VANESSA: No, I don’t. 

BETH: Right. P.S. for listeners, Vanessa is a little bit younger than me. So like you 

can tell things about that. Probably somebody named, there’s a lot of people 

named Catherine, but people that go by the nickname Cathy, like my mother’s 
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name is Cathy. She’s 72. So you can guess a lot of these things. You know their 

gender, sometimes you can tell other things about them. If you have a donor base 

or an audience base that is between 50-60, you can also guess some things, like 

what are they doing with their time. For me, I have kids who are just finishing 

up college, so you can kind of guess a little bit about that and really kind of turn 

them into an actual person and it’s funny. When I’ve seen people do things like 

this, I don’t know, you’ve probably seen this, too, you can say, “Would this be a 

good story for Susan? Would Susan like it if we created this program? Who are 

we doing this for?” How have you seen that work for people?

VANESSA: Yeah, well I think sometimes the push back I’ll get from students and 

from clients when we go through this process of like really imagining who it is 

they’re talking to, people are often like, “How is this really relevant to me? Am I 

really gonna care what kind of car she drives?” or like all these other details they 

try to extrapolate from their data and I think ultimately the answer is yes because 

not only do you have a very clear picture of who you’re communicating with, but 

you can also infer a lot about that person from those data points and as you just 

said, Beth, one of the things you want to do is really be able to make data driven 

decisions about ideally lots of things in your dealings with communications and 

fundraising programs, but being able to really filter those decisions through 

your profile or persona that you created and say “Would Susan really like this?” 

like what do you think the probability is that Susan is going to respond to this 

and if the answer is not very likely, then you probably need to go back to the 

drawing board or figure out how you can make it so that she will be more likely to 

respond.

BETH: The push back that I often get is, “Well, Susan’s just one person. What 

about the other people? There’s other people that might also be interested in 

this, too. Are we alienating them by being so specific for this one person.”

VANESSA: Yeah, and I think my response to that is when you appeal, try to 

appeal to everyone or you wind up appealing to no one. If we know that Susan 
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represents 60-ish percent of our donor base, then I think we’re probably gonna 

do a pretty good job.

BETH: Right, and that’s the whole thing. The data and the mouth, it really does 

help. Would you rather be perfect for the 60 percent of the people that are in 

your database or in an effort to try to get 100, maybe you’re gonna miss Susan. 

You know. 

VANESSA: It’s a real mind shift, mindset shift for people to think this way because 

I think we often think we want to get a high response rate after appealing to 

donors, but I mean yes that’s all true, but ultimately we want to be more effective 

in that increase our chances of having higher response rates and that means 

we have to be more targeted, whether in segmentation or something else and I 

think for organizations to kind of shift a little into this thinking can be a bit of a 

process.

BETH: It really is and this is where it digs into the term that you used called 

psycho-graphics. Like what’s the mindset of these people? I think in addition to 

our basic targeting, what can come out of this I think is really, really interesting is 

when you figure this stuff out, it really helps you figure out the emotional triggers 

that is what really makes fundraising and storytelling connect deeply with people. 

VANESSA: Definitely, yeah and I always go through this exercise with people. I 

like to get them to think about maybe something they’ve read online, maybe like 

a sales page or a sales email or something they have seen that’s been targeted 

at them as a consumer and I like to say, “Did it feel like that person was inside 

your head? Did it feel to you like they knew what you were thinking, like why you 

might say yes or why you might say no or what sort of challenges you might be 

having?” and if the answer is yes, you responded to that, that’s a direct result of 

them knowing your audience segment. Like they have a good idea of who you are 

based on research and what have you and it doesn’t feel weird or creepy usually 

in that position.
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BETH: It’s actually the opposite. It makes people really know, like really like you 

get me. They really and it makes people really believe that you can solve their 

problem.

VANESSA: Yeah and so I don’t like to draw too much on business examples, but I 

think it’s helpful to think about copy writing you may have encountered in other 

aspects of your life and think about when was it when something really resonated 

with you? What was it about that that resonated with you? That’s a really great 

example of something that was written for you as an audience segment member.

BETH: That’s a great thing to look at. Like think about your favorite movie and go 

to like whatever, Netflix or something and read the description of them. My family 

used to tease the heck out of me because every movie, I’m like, “I want to see 

that.” The opening line would be “a bittersweet drama.” “It’s a bittersweet drama. 

Mom’s gonna like it.” It’s like my family knew my persona.

VANESSA: Exactly. I think it’s really interesting what you said about that feeling 

of being known and connected because I think that’s something people all really 

long for, is that sense of community and how great would that be if we could do 

that more for our donors. If we could make them feel like they’re more a part of 

this community that we really know them and we understand them and we want 

to really make them feel included.

BETH: Right and you could really, I mean I’ve really seen a lot of them and I’m 

really starting to notice it in my community because one of the things that over 

time of taking time and doing surveys and asking questions and looking at the 

different things that are in my database, one of the things that I’ve noticed about 

my community that’s probably listening to this podcast as well, but definitely 

over a nonprofit toolkit is they’re the kind of marketers that I say have a slash 

in their title. You know, a lot of people come to nonprofit marketing with like a 

medieval history degree, and it’s like well you’re here. You can do the marketing, 

and it’s like they never planned on doing it, but like it’s got to be done and they’re 
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the body that’s got to do it. They have deep expertise in something else, but 

over in this whole like I got to figure out marketing, email, all this stuff? It’s a 

little out of their comfort zone, even thought they’re competent and intelligent 

professionals. So I’ve started kind of jokingly in my presentations calling them /

marketers and now I have people emailing me back saying, “I’m a /marketer,” and 

they’re starting to identify with this community that are /marketers. Like that’s 

me, that’s who I am and you know, it can be scary on the surface, even for me 

who notices this to say “I’m really focusing on these people that are not trained 

and did not come from this background; is it gonna scare off or make the people 

that are from the background?” But one of the things I heard a speaker say once 

is that if you fish for what you want and you really go for it, you have to trust that 

the other stuff is going to come along in the wake. The people that are meant to 

be there show up.

VANESSA: I love that. That’s such a great sentiment. 

BETH: It’s true. I’ve absolutely seen that happen because they do, people, let 

them self-identify with your persona rather than you try to guess how they think 

and you can make adjustments from there to your personas and maybe that will 

let you create another one, but it really does make a difference. So I wanted to 

talk to you a little bit about some of the processes that you used in surveying 

and different techniques and some questions. Like how do you go about figuring 

some of this out with people? 

VANESSA: Yeah, I think the basic process I often use is you know first groundwork 

when we’re doing a survey or sort of research tool and then engaging in the 

research, then creating a persona and actually using it as it turns out to be 

a useful tool for the organization. I think that the groundwork piece is really 

important. I see a lot of organizations who get excited about the prospect of 

donor surveys or audience surveys because lots of people talk about them and 

they talk about how great they are, but I think what’s really important to think 

about is what is your objective in surveying people? What is that thing you want 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

to learn? The thing I often encourage people to think about is, “What are your 

current assumptions about your current audience? What are those things you 

assume you know that you have like no statistical data to back it up?” We’re all 

guilty of it. We all make assumptions about who it is that we’re communicating 

with, but I think those are really interesting things to investigate and some 

survey data to actually find out if that’s accurate or if you’re out to lunch on that 

assumption. So figure out what are one or two objectives or things that you want 

to learn or test in the data and then from there, I think it becomes remarkably 

easier to figure out what questions to ask because you have a goal in mind and 

you’re gonna design your questions so that you can answer that question or 

those objectives. So I wouldn’t say I have like standard questions to ask because 

we’ll often vary based on what people are looking to learn, but I think that’s a 

really good way to start that process.

BETH: Do you have any favorite questions that have really turned out some 

interesting answers?

VANESSA: I mean I think the question for donors anyway, the question of why 

do you give to the organization is often a really good one and I really encourage 

people to leave that as an open ended question so you can get some qualitative 

results from that and see the language that they use. I think that that’s a really 

interesting one that I think turns up some really interesting results. I think from a 

more general cons and marketing perspective, asking people the question “How 

would you describe this organization to your friends?”

BETH: That’s a good one!

VANESSA: A really good kind of test to see how effective your branding is 

because you can do all the branding work you want, but ultimately branding is 

about perception and so you can kind of figure out how is it that people actually 

perceive you. That can give you some good ideas as to where you might be on 

target or like where you might be missing the mark a little bit.
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BETH: Right. I think it’s important to also remind people when they’re asking 

these questions, the easy thing and what people tend to gravitate to is making 

the questions about them. How much do you like us? Tell us how much you love 

us and how wonderful we are? So to kind of try as hard as you can to not directly 

ask questions about things like that. The one that does work though is what’s 

called the question that creates a net promoter score, which people sometimes 

use to get a baseline of just how well they’re doing as an organization, which is 

basically all the question is, “How likely are you to recommend us to someone 

else on a scale of 1-10?” 

VANESSA: I think a comparable question I’ve seen and used in donor surveys 

before is an old statement like, “I felt thanked and appreciated after my last gift,” 

and then it will say “strongly agree” or “strongly disagree” or somewhere in there 

and that’s a really good way to see if people are feeling the love with donor 

stewardship and feeling like they’re appreciated and well-thanked. 

BETH: I really like what you’re saying about really thinking through what you need 

to ask them because it’s so easy to be like, “We’re doing this survey; let’s throw in 

everything and ask a million questions.”

VANESSA: Don’t do that!

BETH: But the thing I would want to remind people is you can do this again. A lot 

of times I like to recommend to people if you want to survey people, maybe do 

a survey a month, a one-question survey. If you asked somebody and engaged 

them with a single question every month, by the end of the year, you’ll have 12 

questions answered and you would have a tool to use to engage so part of it’s 

about the results you’re getting from the survey, but another reason to survey is 

it gives people another different way to engage with you and if you’re literally 

asking them one question, I’m telling you, you get a really high response.

VANESSA: Very true. I like to aim for somewhere between 5-10 questions. That’s 
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really kind of my guideline, but I think when you have fewer questions, like ten 

or less, when you can include that to a call to action in an email and say, “Answer 

our five-question survey now,” or “Answer our 10-question survey now.” You’re 

like, “Oh, that’s not gonna take me very long,” as opposed to this like ominous not 

very clear survey around 50 pages or whatever.

BETH: Exactly, and you can’t always tell.

VANESSA: Exactly.

BETH: What tools do you like to use for surveying?

VANESSA: With online surveying there’s so many good free tools. I personally use 

Google Forms.

BETH: I love Google Forms so much!

VANESSA: Yeah, Survey Monkey is also great. There’s Form Stack. There’s so many 

of them. It probably just depends on what your organization likes using. They’re 

all very user-friendly and easy to use. They’ll all update it into Excel spreadsheets, 

which is great.

BETH: Once you’ve sort of collected this information where you’ve gotten to the 

point where you have this persona that you’re looking for, how are people then 

using that to go and find new people?

VANESSA: Yeah, that’s a great question. I think when you have an idea of who 

your target audience is currently and you want to expand on that more, you 

might do things like targeting those demographics and Facebook ads for 

example now that you have a better idea of it. You might change some of your 

social media channels if you knew that your target audience was spending more 

time on one than the other. Yes, I think it can really help informed decisions about 

tools and strategies you use both in marketing and communication channels, but 
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also in kind of those acquisition outreach tools like advertising or other things 

you may be doing.

BETH: I so agree. I just actually did a webinar on branding and one of the 

questions that somebody asked in that was “I have this service that we provide.” 

I think it was something related to teen girls. “Where do I find them?” and of 

course all I wanted to say was, “Well, you’ve got to line everything up.” Once you 

do know this audience and you know what they want and you know where they 

hang out and you know the things that they’re interested in and what they like 

to talk about, figuring out where to advertise and what to advertise, it becomes 

so much more simpler and the same with storytelling. Figuring out what stories 

to tell once you really know who these people are, it’s kind of like I want to tell 

people “Do you tell the same stories to your boss as you would tell your niece?” 

They’re different people in different environments and you’re gonna change your 

language. You’re gonna change the subject. You change these things up and 

when you know that and you can target it directly, it hits it much better.

VANESSA: Definitely. I would say if people are looking for some good examples 

of what that looks like in action, DoSomething.org, which really targets younger 

people, I think under the age of like 25, to do volunteer work and initiatives in 

their communities. They do a brilliant job communicating with that demographic 

so if you were looking for a really good example of an organization that’s 

targeting communications and marketing to a certain demographic, that’s a great 

organization to look to just as a case study and to see what they’re all about. 

BETH: That was awesome. This was so great. I always love talking to you. Can you 

make sure that you tell everyone a little bit about your book and where they can 

get it?

VANESSA: Absolutely, yes. So Beth and I, we talked a little bit about one 

section of the book, which is all about understanding your audience and being 

able to use that in your storytelling work. The storytelling, nonprofit book 
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really walks you through a process and the framework for being able to tell 

stories and kind of de-mystifying that for fundraisers and also organizational 

communicators. If you’re interested in learning more about it, you can go to 

TheStorytellingNonprofit.com/book.

BETH: I can tell you all from reading it, it’s wonderful. All of Vanessa’s work 

is terrific. She does a wonderful virtual conference on storytelling and has 

some really, really terrific classes as well. So if you’re not following her already, 

get on her list and I guarantee you, you will learn some really, really valuable 

things. Vanessa, once again, thank you so much for joining me and sharing all 

of your great insight and your new tools with both me and our whole nonprofit 

community. 

VANESSA: Thank you so much for having me on the show.
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