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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky. Welcome to Driving Participation. Today I’m 

really excited to have Aria Finger on with me. Aria is the CEO of  

DoSomething.org, and I was lucky enough to hear Aria give a keynote address at 

the American Marketing Association’s Nonprofit Conference this summer, and it 

was really terrific and I especially liked it because Aria focused on how to connect 

and communicate with Gen Z, and if anybody knows that, it’s definitely you, Aria. 

So thank you so much for joining me today. 

ARIA: Privileged to be here. Thank you so much!

BETH: First I think a lot of people who are listening are used to hearing all about 

one of my other buzzwords I try to not to use, which is the millennial. Can you 

tell people a little bit about who are the Gen Z people out there that you’re 

connecting with?

ARIA: Absolutely. So I’ll just start by saying that I think all these generational 

terms are a little ridiculous.

BETH: Me, too!

ARIA: People treat it as if OK, 1994 happened and then like aliens started being 

born, but before that it was normal people. I take sort of everything I sort of see 

or read with a grain of salt, but Generation Z is typically thought of aged 13-25 

and DoSomething engages with them to take action in our communities.

BETH: I love that because I actually have millennial to border Gen Z kids. Like 

every person, they couldn’t be more different from each other. This whole idea 

of connecting, and I especially love what you do as an organizations because 
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what DoSomething.org is about is driving participation, getting people to do 

more than just listen, but to take action and in my world, what we’ve been talking 

a lot about and it’s actually taken me four years of doing this podcast to really 

get a good definition of it, but awareness is a really important thing and a lot of 

marketing communication ends up focusing on that, the part of marketing that’s 

about awareness through engagement and people often talk about engagement 

like, “I want to get a like or a share or a comment or an open,” but to really thrive 

as an organization you need to get people to take what I call desirable actions, 

things you need them to do so you can exist to serve your mission. So, in your 

world, what does participation mean at DoSomething, and how does it show up 

in a way that helps you guys thrive?

ARIA: Sure. Well, first of all, we see that we’re allergic to awareness only. I think 

there’s way too many campaigns that just are about awareness, and that’s the 

worst goal ever. It really should be a means to an end. When we think about 

participation and again, a like, a share, a comment, that is never the end. That’s 

only a means to get there. So we use these digital tools, whether it is social 

media or whatever to get young people to take action off line. So most of our 

participation actually happens in the real world, and so we get young people to 

protest at their schools for restorative justice policies or to clean out the empty 

lot at the end of their road or to help the homeless or any number of causes or 

issues that young people can make a huge difference in that goes way beyond 

just engaging on line.

BETH: I really love that because there’s so much stereotyping around I think all 

of the generations and especially right now, starting I guess with the millennial 

generation because of technology with this big giant assumption that now 

everybody lives in like a vacuum sealed bubble and only connects to the 

internet that nobody goes out there into the real world and so the fact that your 

organization really focuses on using those tools to connect with people, but then 

to take that out into their daily lives and into the world is just so normal. That’s 

like that’s what people do.
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ARIA: Sure. 

BETH: What kind of things are you getting people involved with?

ARIA: Sure. So right now, one of our big pushes is around voter registration and 

get out the vote. We saw in the 2014 midterms only 17 percent of 18-25 year olds 

voted, so it’s less than five million young people and we thought that was absurd. 

Not to mention that if we want to have a thriving democracy we need to make 

sure that every person in the United States feels like they’re a part of it so we’re 

doing a big voter registration and get out the vote campaign to make sure young 

people’s voices are being heard in the political sphere and that is in addition to 

our regular volunteers and campaigns that we’re always so excited about. 

BETH: It’s really interesting because I feel like with all of our clients everyone that 

we work with there’s always this desire to get out to the next audience, whether 

it’s a different age or a different race or a different income bracket or a different 

zip code. In the world that you’ve been working with, you’ve been working with 

teens for a long time, is this generation of teens different than in the past? Are 

there anything that you see that says, “Well, we need to communicate with these 

people this way,” or is there a lot more that’s similar than people would expect?

ARIA: I think it’s 95 percent similar. I think teens today are different than old 

people today, but that young people today are pretty similar to young people 

of the past, and when you look at the longitudinal research you see that teens 

today are a little more cynical than previous generations and a little less trusting 

of institutions. So that can be sort of problematic in its own right, but I think the 

lessons that we know about how to reach teens can be applied broadly across all 

age groups and you actually brought it up earlier is the number one thing that 

we can do for any age group, but especially teens, is not to stereotype them and 

not to treat them as a monolith because that is when you get in trouble because 

people think of all young people as the same and that’s just silly. You really need 

to think of the diversity of these young people or you’ll never be able to serve 
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them correctly.

BETH: It’s so, so true. We actually at our office we have this joke banned words 

board, and like millennials has been at the top of our list for years because I do a 

lot of workshopping around audiences and every single time I do it, people say, 

“Our audience is millennials,” and I think, “Good luck.” Like how do you know 

what an entire generation of people cares about related to your organization.

ARIA: Yeah, exactly. If you see so much anecdotal, my 22-year-old behaves like 

this so it’s like so what? That’s one person. If you know one millennial you know 

one millennial and so I think that a sort of new place that we can be in where we 

couldn’t be in 20-30-40 years ago is customization segmentation. The media 

couldn’t segment in 1975 because there was three channels, and so we actually 

just have a better way to reach these diverse audiences. What I think also 

happens is it leads to sort of this fragmentation of media leads to adults to feel 

less connected because again in 1975 you might not feel connected to a young 

person, but you at least knew that both of you were watching whatever TV show 

was on CBS that night at 8 and today because there’s so many choices, you 

can feel disconnected from a 15-year-old and their icons, their idols, their media 

consumption can literally be a different universe than you and that just has less to 

do with a young person and more to do with the culture we are now living in.

BETH: That’s true. My children are young adults, so I’ve gone through the raising 

process, and one of the things I really noticed in that process was when I was a 

kid, like if somebody wanted to reach out to me, they had to call the house phone 

talk to my parents, come to my door and knock on it if they wanted to meet with 

me. So you had to interact with people’s families and adults and other people. 

With the advent of cell phones, a teenager can completely compartmentalize 

that and you know a friend can come out up front and say, “I’m here,” and then 

they leave. They never have to talk to your parents and make conversation 

with an adult to get in touch with you, and my kids I’m sure like many people’s 

kids will say, “I was talking to somebody,” meaning texting, but just even … it’s 
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amazing. Like it’s fascinating to me how technology in addition to all of the other 

things that are going on at the time can really shape human interactions and 

perspectives of a generation.

ARIA: Oh, absolutely. It’s just like when people talk about vitriol on the internet. 

It’s not all of a sudden someone became a terrible person. It’s that it’s really hard 

to be a terrible person to someone’s face, and it’s really easy to be a terrible 

person behind a user name, behind a screen, behind a Twitter handle. So again 

I don’t think it’s necessarily about human beings changing. It’s just the different 

ways we show up and types of technology we have at hand.

BETH: Wow! So because these people aren’t all the same, how have you learned 

who they are, what they care about and specifically what motivates them?

ARIA: So again I think the number one thing that motivates them is what 

motivates all of us from the beginning of time, which is the desire to belong, 

and you want to be part of a community and it might be like the community of 

misfits or the community of weirdos or the community of unique people, but 

you want to belong somewhere. Everyone craves personal connection, personal 

interaction. We’ve been talking about peer pressure forever. The report was 

called peer pressure and now it’s called FOMO, and so a lot of these are extrinsic 

motivation whether it be getting into a college or you could win a grant or a 

scholarship or something like that. Those are all great, too, and those work, but 

the sort of intrinsic motivation has stayed the same, which is I want to be part 

of a community of people like me who do things like me and so if you think 

that it is really cool for someone like you to stand up for dreamers, then you’re 

gonna stand up for dreamers. You know, if you think it’s really awesome to be a 

vegetarian, you’re gonna seek out that community of vegetarians because that’s 

what you believe in. So I think for that fundamental driver hasn’t changed and it’s 

actually just sort of thankfully become more prevalent in society. Our celebrities 

of 25 years ago weren’t often actually talking about politics or social activism of 

the foundations they were starting, and they are now. So actually I am hopeful for 

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


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

sort of a cultural shift that it’s cool to be in the know about what’s going on.

BETH: Right. So on the flip side, how has technology actually helped you find and 

connect with this community?

ARIA: Oh, I mean it’s impossible to think about how to do it without technology. 

When I start to do something 13 years ago, I had to keep reminding myself that 

my second year I believe we did a video submission contest and it was actually 

pretty cool. It was like a poetry contest that was all about anti-tobacco and 

having people sort of slam poetry contest about tobacco companies and send in 

a video of what they were doing. It was super fun, and this was 2006. YouTube 

didn’t exist. So when I say send in a video, that would literally mean that people 

sent VHS tapes to the DoSomething office.

BETH: Really? It doesn’t seem that long ago.

ARIA: Yes, exactly. I think we got like 29 entries! The idea that if we want to 

run an awesome video contest now, you put the word out. People can upload 

a YouTube video from their phone is just awesome. It reduces those barriers 

to entry and also the dissemination process for those videos is we can sort of 

highlight the amazing work people are doing so much more quickly and easily. So 

no, technology has just been a positive effect on our work in an enormous way.

BETH: Right and how has like the pace of communications affected everything 

from how you set up and create your organization so that you can serve the 

community?

ARIA: Well, I think when you think about any company, but particularly nonprofits, 

you think about that five-year strategic plan and I think today you certainly want 

a five-year strategic vision, but having an 80-page strategic plan sounds a little 

ridiculous. I mean we have broad strokes of what we’re doing in 2020, but we 

don’t even know what we’re doing in nine months, let alone in five years because 
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one I think planning is just when you’re running an organization, but also the 

speed at which you respond could often affect the quality of your impact. You 

know we saw two days ago that I think there was a 300,000 voter registrations in 

California were in peril because they might have had incorrect information or the 

State of California lost them or there was some glitch and so we saw that article 

and immediately we sent a text message out to 500,000 DoSomething members 

in California, and we said, “Hey, register again.” We want to make sure that 

your registration went through and so that timeliness led us to be really able to 

communicate with our membership and give them the information they needed. 

BETH: Yeah. What surprised you about this generation?

ARIA: What surprised me? Well, you know what? I don’t know if surprised is the 

right word. I think the ways in which this generation’s views have moved, if you 

had told me it would be this way ten years ago I would be shocked and that’s 

both how they feel about trans rights, whether they think gender is a spectrum, 

the percent of folks who identify as queer or LGBTQ, and I think all of that again 

it’s not surprising from 2018, but if you had asked me ten years ago, I would have 

said, “What! No way.” It just wasn’t in the mainstream consciousness in the same 

way.

BETH: I know and it’s always sort of interesting to look back on some of those 

things like how I feel like my generation feels about smoking, and I can’t even 

believe that like anybody would start now. With all that we know, but I’m 

assuming at the time, and I always think what are we doing today that in ten 

years people are gonna look at me and say, “I can’t believe you did that.” You just 

never really know.

ARIA: Exactly.

BETH: Since people do have audiences of all ages, and you’ve said that you 

think that at the heart they’re all really the same, but that a young person today 

is different than an old person today. What do you think that you learned from 
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working with your young community that could actually help connect with people 

of all different generations and ages today?

ARIA: So listen. It’s sort of like when you’re talking about the job market and 

people that complain about Gen Z in the workforce and they say, “Oh God, like 

they want to do meaningful work all the time. Like ugh, they want constant 

feedback and ugh, they want to be celebrated for what they’re doing,” and it’s 

like, “Yeah, so does everyone.” It’s like a meaningful job. So I think that again so 

many of these things can be applied across generations. I mean one of the main 

things that DoSomething does is try to make our activism work more fun and 

that’s not because fun is like child’s play and fun is for kids or fun is for teenagers. 

Fun should be for everyone. If you’re 55, you’re not gonna keep at something if 

it’s not fun and so I think some of this levity and some of this fun could actually 

just be activism and then we’re more likely to do it. 

BETH: Yeah. I mean that is so true and it’s funny. It’s almost like we train that out 

of ourselves of having any expectation and then it’s like the world has turned it 

on like against the younger generation and I just think, “Gosh, what would my 

life be like if I didn’t think my entire identity came from work?” How is that a bad 

thing?

ARIA: Right!

BETH: There’s just so much that we can learn and it’s hard. So like for you, do 

you tap out at a certain age or is it just that that’s where people … who you’re 

currently attracting?

ARIA: Oh no. We are always about young people and we will always be about 

young people. So you know, again the folks we were focusing on ten years ago, 

they’re no longer in that demographic, and you know, we are at our heart a 

student organization so we don’t have a hard and fast age but most DoSomething 

members are between age 13 and let’s say 22-23.
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BETH: So what happens to them? Do they just sort of naturally grow up and grow 

out of it? Is it like Peter Pan or is there something that you do to say, “Thanks for 

playing”?

ARIA: So I don’t think they grow out of social change. Absolutely not, but they 

might sort of find one cause that they are passionate about that they want to 

go more deeply into, and the campaigns we have again are targeted at students, 

and so if you’re a 25-year-old professional in New York City, you’re probably 

not engaging in our campaigns because they’re not made for you and your life 

circumstances that you’re living, and so our goal again is to change the lives 

of these young people so that in 15-20-30-40 years you’re creating the most 

civically engaged, most civically active generation. We are in the behavior change 

business. We want to create lifelong activists, lifelong voters, lifelong change 

makers, not necessarily with DoSomething. We don’t care. Go volunteer with 

whoever you want. We just want to get you in that behavior so that you’re doing 

it all the time and it becomes the norm. 

BETH: Right. I mean that’s so interesting. Everybody that’s listening, you should 

thank them for creating your next generation of donors because I feel like a 

lot of the organizations that I talk to that that’s a big complaint. Oh, the next 

generation. Like we can’t get them engaged and so that’s like how do other 

organizations deal with that, that they’ve been focusing on 55-75-year-old people 

that are typically of similar demographics, and everyone is out there saying we 

need to become relevant to the next generation so that we can build up our next 

generation of donors? What advice do you have for an organization that isn’t you, 

that does need to shepherd along the generations to get those younger people 

excited and involved about the work that they’re doing?

ARIA: Yeah, so it’s interesting. We have a consulting arm called DoSomething 

Strategic and DoSomething Strategic uses the research and data and strategy 

and insights of DoSomething to help other NGOs as well as brands for reaching 

this demographic. So especially from long standing, well know nonprofits we 
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got this question a lot. We get this exact question. Hey, we’ve been going 

after 50+. We want to reach the next generation, but ROI just isn’t there yet 

because they’re not giving at the same rates as 50+ folks. So the first thing I 

would say is although the research supports that these young people are just 

as charitable and just as giving as previous generations, so do not forget about 

them and do not lose them. What we do see is that young people want to be 

engaged as people and not just as ATMs. I don’t think that’s so different than any 

other generation and so the key for organizations now is to create meaningful 

relationships and I think they have to accept that they might not pay it off in 

quite the same way as some of their older donors immediately, but the lifetime 

value will be be enormous, and so we work with folks to figure out how to create 

these authentic relationships with young people to bring them into the fold. I 

mean, I was talking to an organization just last week and they said that their 

donor database and their database where they sent out emails to activate people 

to call their congressman and take action was totally separate. They didn’t even 

know if someone was both a donor and an activist to the organization and I 

think that’s how people used to think of things, is in these silos and really need 

to connect it cause actually the person that volunteers with you is more likely to 

give you a donation.

BETH: I think that’s really such good advice because it’s so easy to say the 

problem is because we don’t know anything about young people or they’re 

out there when the problem may just be systems and structures and attitudes 

internally that can be fixed.

ARIA: Yeah, absolutely.

BETH: If someone is listening and they say gosh, I really need to do something 

about connecting with this generation, is there one tip that you could leave 

people with to help them get started building connections with people under 25?

ARIA: So if you think about people under 25, their favorite social network and 

everyone will say is it Snapchat or is it Tinder or is it Instagram, well, not really. 
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Their favorite social network is really YouTube and so what I would say to people 

is if you want to get in the mind of an 18-year-old, go down the YouTube rabbit 

hole. Follow the influencers …

BETH: Wow! I guess no one is getting any work done the rest of today.

ARIA: Read the comments. Immerse yourself in youth culture, and then it’s one 

sort of first step into sort of understanding how their brains are working.

BETH: So Aria, if people had questions for you or wanted to learn more about the 

work that you’re doing, what’s a good way for them to connect with you?

ARIA: They can find DoSomething on Twitter @DoSomething or find me 

personally at Twitter @AriaIrene and I would love to chat. So let me know what 

questions you have about the next generation.

BETH: Wonderful! Thank you so much for sharing all of your experiences and 

insight with both me and our nonprofit community. Thanks everyone for listening. 

We hope to catch you next time.

ARIA: Thanks so much Beth!
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