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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky. Welcome to Driving Participation. For years, 

Gail Bower, my guest from episode 8, has been telling me how much I would 

love her friend, Dorie Clark. When I read her book, “Stand Out,” I knew that she 

was right. Dorie is the author of three incredible books on developing a personal 

brand and hundreds of articles for publications like Harvard Business Review 

and Forbes exploring how to become more important and rewarded for your 

expertise. Dorie, thank you so much for joining me today.

DORIE: Hey, thank you so much. It’s awesome to be here and speaking with you, 

Beth.

BETH: Dorie, your books speak very directly to my self-employed soul. I opened 

your latest book, “Entrepreneurial You,” and by the second paragraph of the 

prologue I was completely hooked. Listeners who think I invited you on today 

just so that I could get a chance to talk to you are absolutely right, but more 

important, I really want everyone to understand how much your ideas on personal 

branding will help nonprofit leaders. The reason I turn things that interest me into 

a podcast is so that all of us can learn together and so I’m excited for all of my 

audience to get a chance to hear from you and learn from you today. The ideas 

that you write about may be new to some of my listeners though so can you 

start off by sharing a little bit about your expertise and how you came to your 

perspective on branding.

DORIE: Absolutely. So I have spent time in the nonprofit world. I was a nonprofit 

executive director for a couple of years of a small bicycle advocacy nonprofit 

in Massachusetts. We were the statewide bicycle advocacy group, so we got to 

touch on a lot of cool fields. A little bit of environment, a little bit of public health, 
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a little bit of transportation and urban planning, but part of my own journey 

was realizing in the course of running this nonprofit of course as folks in the 

profession know, it’s basically the same thing as running a business. The profit 

goals are slightly different, but you still have to make money so you have to be in 

the black and I realized in the course of doing it that because there were so many 

similarities, I realized it would be interesting for me to transition into having my 

own business, and so the things I had done prior to running the nonprofit, I had 

been a journalist, I had worked in politics, and so I brought those elements there 

in starting a marketing strategy consulting firm, because ultimately it’s about how 

do you get your message out in an increasingly noisy, chaotic environment where 

everybody is competing for attention. So for the past 12 years, that’s really what 

I’ve done in my work.

BETH: I think its so interesting because most of us feel that it’s getting harder and 

harder to get that message out. In the work that you’ve done, you focused a lot 

on this idea of personal branding. So why don’t you talk about what that actually 

means and how is doing a personal brand, building a personal brand for yourself 

different than building a brand for an organization, and is it or is it really just the 

same thing?

DORIE: Well in many ways, they’re certainly very similar. In fact, the work that I 

did when I first started my business was entirely at the organizational level. The 

kinds of projects would hire me for is doing a marketing plan, doing social media, 

etc., for their companies or their nonprofits and especially early on because I had 

come out of the nonprofit space, a lot of my clients were in the nonprofit world, 

but eventually in 2013 I wrote my first book which was called “Reinventing You,” 

and it was a book about professional reinvention, transition, how do you get 

yourself into the job or career that you want to be in and I realized that a big part 

of that of course is personal branding because it’s not just closing a skills gap or 

you know, closing a networking gap and meeting new people or what have you. 

There’s also a perception gap. You have to get people to see you in a different 

way in order to be seen as qualified for these new opportunities. So I began to do 
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a lot more work with personal branding and at first, really the methodology came 

from my experience branding at the so called enterprise level, but it has a lot of 

similarities to how you do it individually, but I would say broadly speaking, the 

biggest misconception of personal branding and the reason I think a lot of people 

get turned off by it is they assume it’s this outside end phenomenon where you 

start with like how should I be or how would the world want to see me and how 

can I contort myself to do that and so of course it brings up these questions of 

authenticity and is it fake or presenting this fake vision and it’s really the opposite 

of it. That is a caricature of personal branding. When it’s done right, it actually 

is an inside-out phenomenon, which starts with getting to really know and 

understand yourself and then develop a conservative strategy to make sure that 

other people actually understand why what you bring to the table is valuable.

BETH: Right. I think a lot of times when people think about a personal brand what 

they think about is Kim Kardashian or Steve Jobs or somebody that’s like a larger 

than life figure. Is that the direction people should be shooting for when they 

think about personal branding or is it something different than that?

DORIE: It fully depends on your goals!

BETH: That’s true.

DORIE: If you want that endorsement deal, then yeah. Go for the 20 million 

followers, but broadly speaking, you’re right. People think personal brand is 

something that only applies to you when you reach this certain level of fame, 

but the truth is fundamentally personal brand, it’s just a modern coinage. It’s 

just modern terminology and essentially all it refers to is your reputation. What 

do people think about you? That’s really the question. Clearly people think 

something about you. The only question is, what do they think and is it what you 

would want them to think? That’s really it and so I think that sometimes there 

is this perception that it is vain or self-absorbed thing to think about what your 

brand is, but if we just do that kind of semantic rephrasing, we can understand. 
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Oh, your reputation actually is pretty significant. It might even be the most 

significant thing because if somebody has a bad reputation, if whenever people, 

their name comes up, it’s you know, she’s a terrible worker. She’s so lazy, or she’s 

so sloppy, or she’s always coming into work late, or whatever it is, she’s always 

getting into fights with her coworkers. Who wants to hire that person? No one! 

You want to make sure that your reputation reflects how you would like to be 

seen in the world and exerting just a little bit of thought, a little bit of strategy 

makes it far more likely that that will happen.

BETH: I also would guess, you might tell me if this is true, that it brings an 

alignment. It’s sort of like how Gail knew me and she knew you and she knows 

what my podcast is about and what I like to talk about and she said, “You need 

to talk to Dorie,” because she understood both of our reputations, but she also 

knows the kind of things that you’re interested in talking about. She didn’t say, 

“Oh, there’s this great cooking show. Dorie, you should go onto that.” 

DORIE: That would be the last thing she would say.

BETH: I find a lot of times, both entrepreneurs and nonprofits will say things are 

coming to us, but it’s not the things that we want.

DORIE: Yeah. That’s exactly right. On a personal level I think that we can all 

probably relate to this a little bit. I know certainly I can. As I was alluding to, in 

my 20s I changed professions a lot. It took quite a while to figure out what would 

stick and so I did journalism and politics and nonprofits and all of that before 

settling into the entrepreneurial wok that I do now and I often times would find 

myself in a situation where I would be getting approached by people about job 

offers or opportunities, but unfortunately they were frankly a couple of years out 

of date because they were positions that if they came to me three years before 
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or five years before I would have been thrilled. Oh, what a cool thing. That would 

be so amazing, but it wasn’t what I was doing anymore and so it just wasn’t 

appropriate and so what I came to realize is that my perception was lagging 

in other people’s minds. It just took them awhile to catch up, which of course 

makes sense unless you’re somebody’s best friend, your boyfriend or girlfriend 

or whatever, you’re not following so closely what they’re doing and so the reason 

that we need to be strategic about how we present ourselves and share our 

brands with other people is that we don’t want to be obnoxious about it, but we 

need to make sure that we’re actually saying stuff that actually breaks through to 

other peoples consciousness so that they’re not giving us the job offers that we 

would have wanted three or four years ago They’re giving us the job offers that 

we want today.

BETH: So if you knew all of that when you were a nonprofit executive director 

years ago, how would you have used it to help your organization grow?

DORIE: Yeah, so I think that there’s a few things. One area that I do a lot of work 

in is about the alignment of the executive brand with the organization brand. 

So if you sort of think like the rising tide lifts all boats, right, you are the ED of 

a nonprofit and you are getting a lot of press around your personal brand. It is 

good for the organization’s visibility. Right. I mean we’re assuming that whatever 

you’re getting recognized for is somehow positive of course, in line with what the 

organization stands for, but if it is, if you are seen as a smart, innovative leader, if 

you’re seen as someone who is a pillar of the community, then the organization 

is getting press. They’re getting that reflective glory and so it’s essentially free 

press for the organization, but it helps everybody and so we think about these 

like whatever, the 40 under 40 list or the 100 most influential women in Boston 

or Philadelphia. Like those kinds of things. If you’re an ED and you’re on those 

lists, that is really good for your organization because the truth is people want to 

associate themselves with successful winning organizations. Nobody wants to be 

like, “Oh yeah, let me volunteer for the board or the advisory board of that boring 

organization that no one is talking about.” They want to be where the action is 
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and so the more that you’re getting out there, if you’re in your local paper or your 

business journal, if you are serving on committees or chairing initiatives, if you 

get plugged into the mayor’s committee to investigate homelessness or whatever, 

it’s more ink for your organization, and it creates that much more momentum 

that’s attracting people to you and your cause.

BETH: Right. One thing I’m always curious about is when a leader, whether it’s 

somebody that owns a business or a nonprofit leader, gets to that level where 

everyone knows who they are, they know what their platform is, they know what 

they want to talk about, what happens when they leave?

DORIE: Yeah, so this is an interesting question. Of course it’s one that confronts 

people in the corporate environment as well. I will often get questions from 

people. Let’s say they’re an entrepreneur and they say, “Should I brand myself or 

should I brand my business?” and often times the conventional wisdom is well, if 

you’re looking to sell your business, the you should probably brand the business 

because otherwise people will wonder much like Steve Jobs, there is a lot of 

conversation about “Can Apple survive after Steve Jobs?” “Is Apple synonymous 

with Steve Jobs?” and, of course, five years in now we’ve seen Tim Cook is doing 

a fine job. Apple seems just fine, but there was a lot of concern about it and so 

in the nonprofit realm what I would say is in order to make sure that it’s not seen 

as this terrible leadership gap, the issue isn’t whether you get press for it or not. 

The issue is whether you get all the press and so this is where leaders need to be 

cognizant of developing a pipeline. This is sort of like where the ego thing comes 

in. You can’t be the only person in the organization who ever gets talked about. 

It’s not good for you or the organization if it’s like, “Oh wow, if she leaves, the 

organization is just screwed.” 

BETH: That’s not a badge of honor!

DORIE: Yeah, you need to be seen as the person who can cultivate a pipeline 

and so especially if you’re thinking of leaving in the next year or a couple of 
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years or whatever your trajectory is, you want to be incrementally giving more 

air time and more opportunities to the next generation who is coming up as 

the leadership team behind you so that they can be seen. Frankly, that’s to your 

benefit as well. There’s work by a Dartmouth professor named Sydney Finkelstein 

about the concept of leaders who are known for cultivating a strong team and he 

cites a lot of examples of well-known CEOs and other leaders who have done this, 

but it actually becomes part of your brand. This is your glory, that it’s not just 

that you’re great. It’s that you make other people great too.

BETH: Right. It’s got to be challenging. We were just talking to an organization 

recently who is going through exactly this. Their visionary founder and main 

fundraiser has left and there’s kind of this scramble now at this point because 

every connection was linked to that person. So it’s not even just a PR thing. It can 

trickle down very quickly into the revenue.

DORIE: Yes, for sure.

BETH: The first line that I read in “Entrepreneurial You” that hit a nerve for me 

was a line that you wrote that said, “You can be talented and well-regarded, but 

unless you’re very deliberate about the choices you make, you end up earning 

very little for your efforts,” and this line really struck home for me because it’s 

very much what this podcast is about. How do you move people from this idea 

of liking you and knowing who you are to where you thrive, where you’re getting 

what you want where it’s attracting these things? In our world and I don’t know if 

it’s true in this kind of work that you do, the word “engagement” seems to have 

taken over marketing. It’s very much true in nonprofits and I kind of had mixed 

feelings about the word. People report that word to me in things like liking and 

clicking as if they were terminal metric, the goal that people are shooting for 

and the reason I picked the word “participation” is I was interested in how to get 

people to take that desirable action, to really focus on their end goal. When it 

comes to building a brand in your work, what kind of participation helps it grow 

and thrive?
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DORIE: Yeah, for sure. So ultimately when it comes to building participation, 

getting people engaged, in my second book “Stand Out,” I actually developed 

a framework of how ideas can spread and I think this is certainly relevant to 

nonprofits that are of course mission-driven. They want to get people excited 

and fired up about whatever their cause is and so fundamentally it is a three-

step process. It is what I call building your network, building your audience and 

then building your community. What this breaks down to look like, building your 

network is about assembling what I will call your core team. This is the kind of 

tight-knit people around you. These are folks who are your true believers. They 

are the ones that are always gonna be amplifying your message. They are also 

going to be the ones who ideally are not just they love everything that you do, 

but they love you enough to be critical sometimes when they need to be. So if 

you have a really good board or really good advisory board, this would be the 

function. They’re spreading the word, but they’re also a little bit of a check on 

you. This idea is great, this one needs a little bit more work. So you’ve got to 

have that first. Second, you build your audience and this is where you are really 

in a public phase of just getting a message out there and there are a lot of ways 

thankfully that you can be doing this. You can be blogging and sharing articles. 

You can be giving speeches and having events. You can be building an email 

newsletter. You can be building whatever, a podcast for your organization, but 

it’s somehow getting your idea out into the public realm so that people can see 

it and connect with it and say, “This organization speaks to me. They’re speaking 

my language.” But then, the next step if we want participation, you can’t have 

people forever be passive consumers. You actually need them to engage as well 

and so where this comes from is giving people an opportunity to connect around 

your ideas. It could be real world. It could be you have a conference. It could be 

you have meetups. It could be you have a retreat. Whatever it is, it also could 

be online, with Facebook groups, with LinkedIn communities. There’s a lot of 

opportunities, membership sites, etc., but what you want to do is not just have 

people be passive consumers of your information. You want them to start talking 

to each other about your cause and about your idea and that is how it can grow 

because an idea is fundamentally limited if you are the only one doing the talking. 
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You need to turn your followers, your members, your donors, whatever into 

people who are ambassadors for that idea as well.

BETH: I think that is so critical. I heard somebody say once that if you want to be 

seen as the leader and the expert in the field you need to own the research and 

own the event.

DORIE: Yeah, that’s nice.

BETH: I love all of your ideas as well. In today’s world, in today’s marketplace, is 

there anything you think is working better? Is there anything that … is blogging 

over? People talk about these things overly dramatically all the time. I work in 

creative and I feel like the entire 30 years that I’ve been in it people have been 

telling me print is dead. I pay my mortgage on print every single week.

DORIE: Yes, totally.

BETH: What are you seeing out there because you work with all kinds of 

organizations of all sizes. From a tactical perspective, what’s hitting it right now?

DORIE: Yeah, in terms of specifically building communities …

BETH: I guess specifically you talked about the idea that you’ve got your key 

ideas, but until you get people to talk to others, what are the things that are 

helping people make that flip from “We’re talking about this. It’s one way we’re 

preaching to everybody doing it,” and now people are starting to spread the idea 

among each other. Are there any strategies, tactics, ideas? Of course I’m always 

looking for somebody to tell me the thing that’s the miracle that’s making that 

happen, but I’m sure people that are listening, they can talk all day long on their 

area of expertise because these are deep people that are well trained and know 

their stuff. The challenge people have is how do we get people to start talking 

with each other.
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DORIE: Yeah, absolutely. I think part of it in some ways is letting people know 

they have permission to do it. I will give you an example, a metaphoric example. 

I organize a lot of dinner gatherings and one thing that I have noticed is that 

everybody likes it better at the dinner gathering if somebody takes charge and 

kind of forces people to introduce each other. It’s more comfortable for people if 

they know who everybody is and they get a chance to sort of see and later they 

can mix and mingle, but if that never happens, if it’s an atomized disorganized 

dinner, people like it less. Now that being said, the host has to be the one to do 

it because if they don’t, the guests don’t feel empowered. They don’t know that 

they have permission. It’s like, “Dorie organized the event so I’m not gonna be 

the jerk that seizes control of the event.” Even if the thing that they want is what 

everybody else wants. If I’m not doing it, nobody else is going to do it because 

they don’t know that they have the ability to do it. The way that this plays out is 

that a lot of times people kind of take a passive role because they assume it’s not 

my deal or it wouldn’t be appropriate, etc, etc. So if you’re an organization, you 

actually want people to start connecting about things. If you encourage that, if 

you say, “Hey, if you care about these issues, you should organize a meetup. You 

should organize a blah, blah, blah.” If you let people know that they actually can 

do it, that it’s not just permitted, but it’s encouraged, and especially if you’re able 

to give them some tools and you say hey, if you want to have your own house 

party, here’s a little kit. Here’s some information so that you can know … here’s 

some conversation starters or here’s some ideas about how to invite the right 

people or whatever it is. It makes it much easier and I come out of the world of 

politics, and so for instance, I worked on Howard Dean’s campaign in 2004. I was 

the New Hampshire communications director and the core of our strategy was 

around, in the state of New Hampshire, was around house parties and just getting 

local volunteers to bring their friends and their social connections together so 

that they could hear about Dean, maybe meet him depending on the size of it or 

hear from our organizers and that is enormously effective because there’s always 

going to be a small percent of people that are fired up about the cause, whatever 

that cause is. They want to do something. They just don’t know that they can and 

they’re not quite sure how and so if you give them the littlest nod, the littlest bit 
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of guidance, it can often be extremely effective.

BETH: It’s so true and I think people forget that like inherently we are a rules-

oriented society and people both want permission, but they want structure. I 

often say when it comes to your brand you don’t want people to just do whatever 

it is they’re gonna do, but you need to give them enough room so they know they 

can ride their tricycle between the fire hydrant and the driveway. This whole idea 

that you’re talking about is, whether it’s a literal or a figurative tool kit, I guess it 

depends on your audience, but we’ve had people on here talking about how they 

have like say for an example, an association that has chapters and they want them 

to do things or your idea of saying you can start your own meetup. People are 

like, “That sounds great, but they don’t always initiate.” I was at a board meeting 

just the other day for somebody and the head of the board meeting said, “We 

need to let people know that they can volunteer.” If they’re looking for volunteer 

opportunities and I’m thinking who is really looking for volunteer opportunities? 

Everyone is busy and over burdened. They often want to help and are interested 

in helping and if you say hey, here’s some specific ideas and give them a little 

framework, people are often so, they’re grateful and they’re often very willing to 

do it. It’s like if you ask somebody who has had a death in the family, please let 

me know if there’s anything I can do to help. Nobody knows how to answer that 

question. My daughter-in-law just had a baby two weeks ago, and it’s so much 

easier if I say, “Can I bring you dinner on Thursday?” than if I say, “Hey, let me 

know if I can be helpful.” Like everything would be helpful, but where do you start 

and people often feel guilty about asking for things that they need.

DORIE: Yes, that’s exactly right.

BETH: Another thing that we see when it comes to building participation is a 

discomfort or a belief that things can’t be simple. We often talk to organization 

leaders that they struggle to understand what branding is and what value it holds 

and people will say to me, “We just did a new brand. Look at our new logo,” 

or “Look at our new website.” Can you talk about how this idea of narrowing 
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your focus and making sometimes really tough choices is really at the heart 

of branding whether it’s for yourself or your organization and how by getting 

narrow and focused and clear that that does lead to revenue?

DORIE: Yeah. I think this is a very important point. There’s a book that I really 

love, which I think more people should read called “Good Strategy, Bad Strategy” 

by Richard Rumelt.

BETH: One I haven’t heard of. That’s wonderful!

DORIE: Yeah. He’s a professor at UCLA and essentially his contention, which 

I think makes a lot of sense, is that in a lot of ways good strategy is not … it’s 

really not rocket science. For instance, he talks about … he cites corporate 

examples, he cites military examples, he cites everything, but he talks about 

Norman Schwarzkopf, the general, and the work that he did in the first Iraq war 

and everybody was so impressed. How is he able to be so successful? Basically 

Richard Rumelt says, “Look, he did literally what was in the military manual.” His 

strategy was literally, if you read the manual, it is exactly like it. If there’s situation 

A, then you do situation B. That’s what he did! But it blew people away that it was 

so effective because the truth is so many people just bungled the execution of it. 

He said knowing what to do, it’s not that hard, but doing it is very hard and what 

gets in people’s way is that they are not willing to make choices. They are not 

willing to say no to something and then it becomes a problem because you know 

the thing that you should do, but then you try to do 30 other things as well and it 

gets completely watered down and ineffectual. So he cites examples. Steve Jobs 

is another one. When Steve Jobs came back to Apple, he cut mercilessly. Apple 

had gotten into too many things. They were making printers at the time. They had 

all these different models, and Steve Jobs realized, somebody actually asked him, 

like a friend of his asked “Hey, I want to buy a new Apple computer, but which 

one should I get?” and it was so complicated to explain to him which variation 

he could get. He’s like, “This is terrible.” He cut like half the product line and was 

able to return it to profitability. Again, not crazy. It is in the textbooks that when 
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you have too many lines, you need to cut them. That’s what you do, but people 

are not willing to make that decision and so I think getting clear and getting 

good about strategy fundamentally means reaching some kind of inner peace 

and strength that you have to say no to some people and say no to some things. 

I know personally from my time in the nonprofit world, that is hard. You’re gonna 

have to look at your donor and say, “That project that you have, no. Actually 

we’re not gonna do it.” You have to look at your board chair and tell them, “You 

know, we actually can’t do this random thing that you want us to do.” It’s about 

relentlessly following a few priorities and people just emotionally have a really 

hard time doing that because they feel that it’s going to limit them, but actually it 

gives them so much more margin to succeed.

BETH: Right and it’s so counter-intuitive that people really do struggle with 

believing that, that telling your story very narrowly and very focused will actually 

help. I know another consultant that says something like that marketing is about 

asking for what you want. What you choose to execute may not always align with 

the story that you’re telling that brings in what you want.

DORIE: Yes, exactly.

BETH: I always think that it’s an interesting approach and for some people it can 

be a little bit fraying that you can go out there and say we do this one thing. The 

other interesting thing that happens is that people believe that if they narrow 

their story and get known for doing this one thing that they’re gonna get pigeon 

holed or that it’s gonna be so narrow that what if the economy tanks or what if 

the thing that I’m great at no longer becomes a valuable thing. Have you heard 

people say that and how do you address it?

DORIE: I think that the first thing to keep in mind is that even before you get to 

the point of, “Oh, it’s gonna pigeonhole me,” many people, and I count myself 

among them, are unwilling to do it because they see themselves as renaissance 

people.
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BETH: Yes, yes. The entrepreneurial pain. We can’t choose.

DORIE: Yeah, they don’t want to be bored, they don’t want to be boxed in and so 

I think an important mental frame is to say it’s not that you can’t do it, it’s that 

you can’t do it right now. I think understanding that leads to a lot of inner peace 

because it’s like, “OK, I’m not closing the door on this forever. I’m saying that for 

the next six months or the next 12 months that’s not going to be the priority. I’m 

gonna do something else. I’m gonna focus on this thing now, but then there’s 

going to be another moment where I no longer have to focus on that. I’ll focus 

on something else,” and understanding that allows you to immerse yourself 

more in the moment and get comfortable with that level of specialization. I think 

that’s number one, but number two, yeah for sure. People worry about being 

boxed in, etc. I think that the key is making sure first of all that whatever niche 

you’re choosing is not so tiny that it doesn’t give you options. You do need to 

be strategic, of course and say what’s the size of this market opportunity. If 

you want to be doing … if you’re a graphic designer and you want to focus on 

nonprofits, that’s fine. That’s great. If you want to be a graphic designer and you 

only want to focus on logos for bicycling nonprofits, maybe you could make that 

work, but that might be a little narrow. I might broaden it a little bit more. Maybe 

the bicycling industry as a whole or maybe the kind of health and fitness industry. 

That might give you a little bit more room to operate in, but I think also the key 

is understanding, if we go back to junior high and think about Venn diagrams, 

the ones that overlap, the key is that you can always move to new circles. You 

just need to find commonality. So let’s pretend you’re the graphic designer that 

does health and fitness logos. OK, great. What is the point of commonality? 

Well, maybe through your health and fitness work you’ve started liaising with 

environmental groups because they’re also interested in getting more people to 

bike and walk because it reduces carbon in the environment. If that’s the case, 

maybe your next bridge since you’ve started to make those connections is to say, 

“Well, I could shift into doing logos for environmental organizations,” and that 

opens up a new market kind of organically. It’s not like a random transition. You’re 
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just moving because you found the point of intersection.

BETH: I think that’s so critical. There’s always the point of intersection. People 

often will tell me these things have nothing in common. We’re actually working 

with a museum right now that has two collections that literally don’t have much 

to do with each other and the thing I think people sometimes forget is that 

you don’t always have to focus on the subject of what you do. Maybe there’s 

something else. Maybe there’s a commonality in your audience or in how you 

deliver services. Maybe there’s something else that if you think that there’s 

nothing in common, you’re probably wrong.

DORIE: That’s right.

BETH: On the flip side of that, sometimes there are big organizations that have 

lots of different product lines like lots of different service lines, revenue lines that 

are really big and in theory are complex organizations. What I find a lot of times 

while working on strategy with an organization or doing branding, they want to 

improve their message. They want to clarify their focus. They want to reach more 

people, but they’re not always at an operational position where they can say, 

“We’re gonna slice off doing printers. We’re gonna slice off these product lines.” 

They can’t always make big operational changes as big as they might want or 

they may need. How would a complex organization that can only do so much to 

reduce its actual service lines and complexity reach a point of a clear message 

that’s simple, that they could take some steps to get more focused in how they 

approach their communications?

DORIE: Yeah. I think that part of what is important there if we’re specifically 

speaking about messaging is really understanding how the pieces connect at a 

30,000 foot level because there is a tendency, not just in the nonprofit world, but 

certainly there as well for people who are kind of in the weeds. They’re doing this 

stuff every day. They almost want to articulate all of it You know, it’s like we do 

this and this and this and we assume because we’re doing the things that they are 
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all equally important and we assume that it’s important for people to hear them 

because we say, “Oh, if I tell them 10 things, one of them is gonna resonate, and 

then they’re gonna be like, ‘Oh, the value of your organization and your work is 

suddenly incredibly clear to me,’” and, of course, that’s not really how it happens 

because as we know when we are receiving the information, if I hear 10 things, 

by the time I hear the fourth, I’ve already spaced out. They all blur together. You 

kind of assume, “Oh God, if they’re doing 10 things, they can’t do 10 things well.” 

So it sort of diminishes the value of what you do. So I think that the key is to look 

for the higher principle in the connective tissue and to just try the best we can to 

explain it through that lens rather than feeling the need to articulate every little 

subsection. In the case of my bicycling organization, it was basically like we work 

to make bicycling better and safer in Massachusetts. Of course that takes many 

different guises. There’s a lot of different ways one can do that, but when you’re 

explaining it to people that at least conveys the premise of why a person would 

support such an organization.

BETH: It’s like when my children were very young, and I would complain all the 

time about how long it took me to get them ready in the morning until their dad 

noticed that the way I fed them breakfast was opening up the cabinet and saying, 

“What do you want?” He would say, “Do you want toast or cereal?” and he’d 

get them to school on time. It still ultimately comes down to like what are your 

priorities, what’s your end goal, where do you need people to get to and what’s 

the way to get them there or what’s their journey, what’s that path?

DORIE: That’s great.

BETH: I feel that since I have you on the phone, I would be remiss. There are all 

kinds of people that are listening to this podcast, people in every stage of their 

career, and I happen to have two young adult children in their first and second 

and third job. I just feel like a great way to close this would be to ask you when 

people are moving through their careers, they get this feeling about and I know 

my children are very much at this stage, I don’t know if I should take that job 
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because of this idea that it’s gonna cut off a direction of going another way 

down the road later. As somebody that has had at least four completely different 

careers, not just jobs, could you weigh in on how open the world is? How possible 

it is, how your brand is as you move through life?

DORIE: Yeah. I mean I think that while it is true, much like a kind of pinball moving 

in a certain direction, that the choices that we make influence what options are 

available to us or at least what is easiest. I think it is very rare that a choice that 

we make is going to cut off other options. I think that people worry about that 

too much. I think that what we have to be more cognizant of is that we are not 

necessarily need to be thinking about certain options depending on the choices 

that we make. So I’m actually a big fan of thinking about geography more 

strategically. This is something that I really didn’t think about when I was coming 

out of college and kind of having that first inflection point. I was just thinking 

like what cities are cool? What cities do I like? That’s not a horrible thing to do, 

but I really didn’t realize. I was thinking like Boston, San Francisco, DC, maybe 

New York. Those were the places I wanted to be and they were basically of 

equal value in my mind and I had no idea that based on what choice I made that 

would impact the people that I met and the opportunities that came to me. So, 

for instance, I ended up in Boston, and sure enough, I have a career now that is 

heavily centered on academia and publishing. Surprise! It would have been just as 

easy for me to go to DC. I did work in politics later. That certainly did happen and 

it wasn’t impossible for it to happen, but I’m sure that I would have had a more 

politically oriented background if I had been in DC. I am sure I would have had a 

more tech-oriented background if I had ended up in San Francisco. So thinking 

about that is interesting. So I would say as we think about job opportunities and 

potential things that present themselves, I would say that a good lens to use 

is what is going to expose me to the most people, the most interesting types. 

What’s gonna help my network the most and what is going to help me build my 

skills the most. If we can use that lens, I think that that ends up preparing you for 

pretty broad array of potential futures.
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BETH: That is fabulous! If people that are listening want to take a step forward, 

want to start using this idea of branding for themselves, for their organizations, 

what would be a good first step for people to take?

DORIE: Yeah, I think that a very good first step is actually getting clear about 

what your current brand is. This is pretty basic, but pretty important. There’s a 

little exercise that I prescribe for people in my first book, “Reinventing You,” that 

I’ll suggest here for people who are interested and it’s really simple. I call it the 

three-word exercise and basically what it looks like is that over the course of the 

next few days you just do a very simple exercise. You reach out to about half-

dozen people you know, and you say, “Hey, quick question for you.” You can even 

blame me if you so wish, and you say, “I was wondering, if you had to describe me 

in only three words, what would they be?” Obviously it’s an easy question. People 

can answer it in just a minute or two, but you write down the answers because 

of course you don’t want to forget. After you ask a few people, you’re likely to 

forget what they said. So you write down the answers, by the time you get to 

the fifth or sixth person, guaranteed you are going to start to see patterns in 

what they say and this is very helpful. Not necessarily because you’re gonna hear 

something you never thought of in your life. You’re probably gonna recognize 

what they say. Oh yeah, that makes sense, but the part that is useful and helpful is 

what we don’t know is what is it about us that people find most distinctive? What 

is it that they find most unique about us? Literally we’re forcing them not to say 

every single thing that they’ve ever though of us. We’re saying top of mind, three 

most prominent traits and so this is extremely helpful because we can’t know this. 

We know too much about ourselves, but if we ask other people what stands out 

the most to them about us, we begin to get clues that can be helpful about what 

our unique strengths and abilities are that we can leverage.

BETH: I think that’s a really effective tool. We have actually used that when we do 

branding interviews with people and to imagine the organization as a person, and 

it’s fascinating the answers that you get because I find a lot of times when people 

are describing themselves or their organization, they have a tendency to stop 
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at what’s true and not really be comfortable digging for what makes them truly 

distinctive. It’s so funny that you used the exact same word that I use. This idea of 

distinctive because I’m fairly sure nobody knows what the word “unique” means. 

People say, “We’re so unique. We’re a school and we love the kids.” I really hope 

that that’s not what’s unique about you. Dorie, this has been absolutely fabulous. 

I am thrilled to have had a chance to talk to you. I am so planning on that section 

of career for my kids. I hope everyone else has gotten a lot out of it, too. If people 

wanted to follow you, what’s the best way that they can find you?

DORIE: Thank you. I really appreciate it. If folks want to connect or learn more, 

the best place to go is my website, which is DorieClark.com. It’s D-o-r-i-e-C-l-

a-r-k.com. I have more than 500 free articles available there that I’ve written 

for places like Forbes and Harvard Business Review and especially if people 

are interested in this question of developing multiple income streams in their 

business and how to be a little bit more entrepreneurial in their outlook, even 

while working at a nonprofit. I have a free 88 question Entrepreneurial You self-

assessment and folks can get that at DorieClark.com/entrepreneur.

BETH: We will put links to Dorie’s website and the questionnaire and all of Dorie’s 

three amazing books. I have read two of them and I now have to get the third. 

Dorie, thank you so much for joining me and sharing all of your insight with both 

me and our nonprofit community. I hope to see you again soon.

DORIE: That’s great. Thanks a lot, Beth.
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