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

on with Erin Dunkel of RP Communications. Erin is actually one of my longtime 

friends, and we originally met at a networking event, I don’t know, maybe 18 years 

ago. Erin, thanks for coming on and joining me today.

ERIN: Thanks, Beth! I can’t believe we finally got to this point in our relationship 

that we’re doing a podcast together.

BETH: I know, it’s real exciting. Now the interesting thing about Erin’s and my 

relationship is that in the rare case, we have been both friends, and we’ve been 

colleagues, but she’s been my client at times, too, which not all friendships 

survive that. I’m thrilled to still have you in my world and still able to come in 

and talk about marketing stuff with us. The reason that I invited Erin on to talk 

today and share her knowledge with all of you is that Erin has a really fabulous 

and deep background in branding and marketing at the strategic level, lots of 

different organizations from not for profit to for profit, and we were out having 

lunch recently, and we were talking about where organizations, where companies 

get stuck and how they get in the habit of doing before really thinking through 

their strategies. Erin, can you just introduce yourself a little bit and talk about 

some of the different experiences that you’ve had leading up to where you are 

today that you bring to marketing.

ERIN: Absolutely. I’ll pick up where you left off, Beth, where we were talking 

about how we met, and I’m hoping I wasn’t ever one of those nightmare 

clients that people talk about behind their backs. That’s probably why we were 

good friends and have stayed friends is because we have a very open, candid 

relationship, and if I have a crazy idea and run it past you, you can tell me it’s 
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crazy and vice versa. Sometimes the crazy ones are what works out, right?

BETH: Absolutely.

ERIN: Yes, you have definitely seen me through a few jobs because either 

the market had changed or I got bored, but the good thing is marketing has 

continued to evolve as a discipline, so it keeps me excited and interested and 

that’s kind of where our conversation was leading us, how do we stay in the 

jobs that we’re in or even look to the future and just make that whole discipline 

of marketing that much more strategic rather than super tactical. To answer 

your question, yes, I have been on the nonprofit side. I was living in DC, which 

is nonprofit central, and for some time I worked for an association management 

firm, then I worked for a larger association management firm. I worked for a stand 

alone and then decided to go back to school, got lucky enough to land a job in 

a for-profit company that actually paid for me to go back to school. I did a stint 

as a consultant for a little while after a layoff. Had a stint with an agency doing 

marketing for the agency, but got a nice bird’s eye view into how to be client 

facing and what does that entail, and now I’m back on the corporate side.

BETH: I think that’s what’s so interesting about you and one of the great reasons 

to bring you on here is that a lot of times it’s really easy for us to think that we’re 

nonprofit, we’re different, and things are unique, and I do think that there are 

some unique things about it, which is one of the reasons why we specialize in 

working with nonprofits is because really understanding the in-depth uniqueness 

of a nonprofit and their perspective has really helped me dig in deep and focus 

on those things that are special and not have my brain … one day I’m doing 

e-commerce for a coffee company and the next day I am trying to help someone 

build a membership system. There are some things that are different, but maybe 

not as much as we think, and I feel like with your perspective from nonprofits 

associations, consulting, agency, corporate … what’s your take on the reality of 

how different and how similar are things really when you pull back the curtain?

ERIN: Right. Well, the whole reason that I think a lot of marketers do what they 
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do is they love the storytelling aspect. So regardless of what kind of business 

you’re in, everybody loves a good story. So what’s the story then that the 

nonprofit needs to tell to their members and their board and their constituents, 

what’s the story that the corporate, the corporation, the business needs to tell 

to their customers and that can be business to consumer. Maybe it’s a widget 

or maybe it’s a service and doing B to B. There’s still a story element to what a 

marketer wants to put out into the market space. Why are they different? Why 

are they better? Why do they want to buy from us? Or in the case of a nonprofit, 

why do you want to belong? What’s that altruistic mission that the person can 

hang their hat on. I don’t think that really differs. It’s always gonna be what’s the 

story telling element and then what is that persona, what’s that audience, the 

entity or the organization is trying to market to. As best as that nonprofit or for 

profit or it’s B to B or B to C, as best as they can help meet the need of whatever 

that constituent or audience member is, then that’s where that success, whether 

it’s revenues or membership numbers, is gonna come from. It doesn’t change that 

much. Maybe there’s some different tactics. We’ll talk about tactics a little later, 

but it should still get back to what’s your story and who are you telling it to and 

why do they care. 

BETH: That’s so interesting. Anybody that’s been a longtime listener to this 

podcast knows that I am constantly harping on people to really understand their 

audience and focus on their audience, and if they don’t know who they’re talking 

to and what they want, you can’t sell them a car or a membership or get them to 

contribute to your mission. It’s really all the same thing. It’s about understanding 

people and what they want, and I love what you’re saying about storytelling 

because the whole concept of storytelling is big, big, big in nonprofit for at least 

five years now that everyone is really focusing on it and talking about it and 

using the term “storytelling” that it’s so easy to forget that it’s really been around 

forever. I often say if you really want to see some great storytelling, go watch the 

Super Bowl commercials. Those are some amazing little vignettes of little stories 

right there. My favorite one from this last year was the University of Phoenix 

commercial with Rosie the Riveter. It’s a silent commercial that just has music. 
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There’s no words at all, but it’s this animated commercial that tells this amazing, 

amazing story and University of Phoenix is, technically they’re a for-profit 

university, but there are also some car commercials that just do this amazing, 

emotional storytelling. I think as nonprofits we have a tendency to think that we 

own like the emotional side of things, and that’s really not true, and that’s where 

everyone wants to be marketing.

ERIN: Right, right. It goes back to what you were saying about the storytelling to 

be important, I absolutely agree and if you’re gonna pick who has better stories 

to tell, for profits or nonprofits, I think that nonprofits win hands down.

BETH: Absolutely!

ERIN: Maybe some of them are gonna be some heartstring-tuggers, is that a 

word?

BETH: Sure that’s a word.

ERIN: So we worked with this group, and then here’s the end of this story. Here’s 

how it all came out. Here’s how everyone lived happy ever after and I would think 

that nonprofits would have the corner on just quantity as well as quality of those 

stories if we’re matching them up to the for profits. I mean, GE sells light bulbs. 

Everyone knows GE. Everyone knows GE sells light bulbs, but after awhile I think 

you kind of run out of light bulb stories.

BETH: Right, and you can see even from a company like GE if you look at their 

advertising. Like they figured out you can’t just say, “Hey we put your light bulbs 

on.” They tell stories about what can you do because your light bulb is on? Like 

and that’s the thing, that I think is interesting is that you’re right. A nonprofit, 

I mean a for-profit has to often like really dig deeper and find out what’s the 

meaning that’s being brought into somebody’s life because of their product, 

whereas with a nonprofit, it’s right there often on the surface, but it can be hard 

sometimes for a nonprofit to see it and get their arms around it
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ERIN: Well, there’s that. See if they can get their arms around it and then maybe 

sometimes a nonprofit feels like we just keep telling the same story and we’re not 

mixing it up enough or we’re only using the same channels each time. Wouldn’t it 

be nice if we could have it told, I don’t know, start with chapter three instead of 

chapter one. They forget that just because you have that one asset, whatever that 

is, it could be a story, it could be a case study, it could be a member who went 

from, I don’t know, point A to point B after having worked with the nonprofit. 

They forget that’s there’s often pieces and parts of that story that could be told 

through those different channels or even through the same channels, but it’s 

done in such a way that it sounds similar, but different.

BETH: Right. As you’ve done this kind of work with your for-profit companies, I’m 

always interested in participation as you know and as all of our listeners know. I’m 

really curious, in your perspective, how does participation matter in your work? 

I ask all of my nonprofits how does it show up in a way that helps you thrive, but 

I’m especially curious. The longer we’ve done this show, the more I’m interested 

in how does it relate to the bigger picture of communication? In your work, how 

has participation showed up? What are the things that your clients and your 

corporations have counted as important to them as participation? Does it matter 

to them?

ERIN: It still does. There’s still a person or people that are the buyers, whether it 

is a business market to individual consumers or business marketing to another 

business. A person who is making the call on what they want to buy, they still 

have to identify their needs. So where’s the participation part is gonna be when 

you’re able to make that person or that business a raving fan and I didn’t make 

up that phrase. I think a lot of people are familiar with it and that methodology. 

Someone is gonna be a raving fan, what does that mean, and it means that they 

don’t want to go anywhere else, they don’t want to buy from any other, they are 

satisfied. The need is satisfied and it’s an ongoing engagement level that they 

have with that brand or that product or service. I don’t think that’s too different, 

but when someone says, “I’m a member of” an association, “I’m a member” of this 
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group. I volunteer with this nonprofit. They feel that connection. It’s satisfying 

in need, whether it’s their time or their money or both. They are getting that 

satisfaction out of being engaged with nonprofit ABC.

BETH: It’s so funny because I was actually talking about this with somebody else 

the other day about the word “membership” and about whether membership 

really needs to be like that literal paid membership, or is it a philosophy, and I 

wish there was some word in between membership and community that kind 

of describe this feeling that people have when they feel, I would call it brand 

adoption. When you’ve gone past the awareness, past the like I know who you 

are, and you’re at the stage where you want to like grab your friend’s hand 

because the experience you’re having with this whatever is so great that you 

want your friends to benefit from it, too. I’ve seen that behavior happen with 

everything from like people insisting that you have to use their laundry detergent 

to like you got to send your kid to my kid’s school to like you know you gotta 

use my guy that services my car or become a member of this association. It’s 

amazing that when people have good experiences in any way that they value, 

they take on this persona. A brand ambassador. If anybody is out there that has 

a great word for this, please email me. Let me know. I almost feel like we have to 

coin a new phrase for what’s this word that’s not literal like a paid membership, 

but somebody that’s part of your you know part of your tribe, which of course 

that’s already being used.

ERIN: Right. Maybe it’s because people think that either the nonprofit or the 

volunteer or the you know whatever that person does that is not paid. You do it 

with your personal time. Maybe they just feel like that needs to be separate and 

distinct. I don’t know. It certainly shouldn’t devalue it in any way. In fact I think 

some people get more satisfaction out of the volunteer work than they might out 

of their daily job, but I don’t know what that word is either, but if you get some 

good write-ins, be sure to let me know. 

BETH: I absolutely will. That leads us to the question of how do we get there? 

Obviously you want to get to that place as an organization where we have this 
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group of people who raves about us, loves us, is very unlikely to leave us and 

wants to bring their friends over, and I feel like what a lot of times we all tend to 

do because it’s so understandable is we like to do all the things and there’s all 

of this pressure to execute marketing and it’s easy to get pulled away from why 

you’re trying to do what you want to do. So a lot of times in marketing, we use 

the word “strategy” and we use the word “tactics.” I swear that it’s still really hard 

for people to know what’s the difference between those words. So in your mind, 

you know, as somebody who has studied this field and worked at a very high level 

in corporations, how would you describe to somebody, maybe as you call one of 

my community who might be a /marketer. All of my theater and French majors 

here that got hooked into marketing and never really had the benefit of a formal 

education. How would you describe the difference between marketing strategy 

and marketing tactics?

ERIN: Well, I have to make one quick confession, which is I was a Spanish 

undergrad. Then went to school for marketing because I felt like I had learned a 

good amount of marketing on the street.

BETH: So you were once a  /marketer too!

ERIN: I pulled it out. My mother will be happy.

BETH: Yes, your mother will be so happy!

ERIN: I felt like I needed to go back to school to get more the theory and 

more of that I don’t know, professorial part, the discipline that I didn’t get in 

my undergraduate career. So I did. I was, a super quick story and I’m happy to 

answer your questions. The super quick story is I was working at the association 

management firm in their convention and trade show division. So I was the annual 

meeting planner. I was the trade show coordinator putting out scientific abstract 

boards. I was the person managing the busing for the citywide that brought in 

25,000 people into Seattle over the course of eight days. I was in the meetings 

department, steeped up to my eyeballs in conventions and trade shows and it got 
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to the point where my boss or someone would say, “Go downstairs and talk to the 

creative team,” who could have been you, Beth, and say, “How is that brochure 

coming along?” Remember way back when you would send out that print.

BETH: Believe it or not, we still do a lot of that.

ERIN: Or it would be “How is that program committee doing with all of the 

educational CEU courses that we need to be pushing out the door?” Sort of got 

me into, let’s learn about the creative, let’s learn about the communications and 

then that just sort of mushroomed into the whole discipline as we know it as 

marketing. That’s how I got into it. A /marketer and then I guess a more formal 

marketer, but where the tactics come in, everybody likes to check the box. 

Everybody likes to show I did this. I got that brochure out the door. I sent that 

email campaign out. I put a press release on the wire. I planned that big annual 

event that we needed to have or a board of directors retreat and checking the 

box is really satisfying, but where does all that roll up to? It’s a strategy. Where 

does the strategy roll up to because there’s really even one more level? So let’s 

take it from top down. So you want to have the goals of the organization in 

mind, and you know I haven’t been in nonprofits for awhile so I’m gonna hope 

it’s a little better than it is on the for-profit side, which is that it’s still really hard 

for organizations to be transparent across all levels of the organization to let 

people know what are we doing and why are we here and where do we expect 

to be from January 1 to December 31 if you’re on a fiscal year, wherever that 

starts and ends. So what do we need to do in the 12 months as an organization 

that takes us from point A to point B and that could be growing membership, 

growing our foundational dollars and it could be expanding our market, it could 

be adding new services to the portfolio that we already offer to our constituents. 

Whatever those goals are, you have to start thinking there and because the whole 

company should be involved in putting that together or even if it’s the executive 

director and that person’s staff and senior level team putting it together and then 

cascading it through the organization. Everybody really has to understand what 

those goals are for the year and then from there, you say okay we have a goal. 
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We wanted to increase our membership by 5 percent or whatever the number is 

in this amount of time. Nice smart goals, they’re strategic, they’re measurable, 

they’re actionable, they’re reasonable and they’re time-bound. There are my 

smart goals. I got my goals in place. How are we gonna get there? That’s the 

strategy and it can be strategy singular or strategies plural. I’m thinking more 

nonprofits will have plural because you probably just don’t have a single goal 

with a single how. So we want to increase membership, we want to increase 

our dollars, we want to be in new marketplaces, we want to add services. Let’s 

just say there are four or five goals. You’re probably gonna have a handful of 

strategies for each of those goals and the strategies are the “so how do we do 

what we just said that we needed and how are we gonna get there?” What are 

the steps down the path that we need to take to get where we need to be by the 

end of the year? That’s your tactics.

BETH: So that’s the thing where people get confused. OK, so I think people 

understand goals and especially smaller organizations, are “Ugh, smart goals,” 

management consultant, like kill me now. That’s sometimes a struggle, especially 

like I have a bachelor in fine arts. I so didn’t come from that strategic background. 

I really had to learn it all, but I get both. Your goal is to have increased 

membership, 20 percent this year. What I find a lot of times is people say, “Well, 

what’s the strategy that you’re gonna use to do it?” And the strategy will then be 

“We’re gonna do an email newsletter every week,” but that’s actually a tactic. I 

thing that’s why people get confused. What’s the difference there because it can 

seem almost similar. I want to get new members, and so what we’re gonna do is 

send them an email. How do you explain the difference between the actual thing 

that someone’s going to take action on, and the strategy, which is this interim 

bigger picture idea?

ERIN: Right. I was thinking in my own head that a strategy is a stream of focused 

effort. If you’re thinking a stream, a stream is made up of water molecules or 

drops. So you can have lots and lots of drops, but where’s the stream? What is 

the stream of the effort? So if you want to increase membership, there’s a goal, 

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


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

and the strategy is how are we gonna do that, we will increase membership 

by … and it could be communicating to our members. It could be publicizing 

our efforts in the market. It could be generating, I don’t know, media coverage 

through the year.

BETH: It may be something like we want to become the biggest association for 

nurse practitioners. So a strategy might be to become a thought leader or to put 

out educational content to become the place where these people would go for 

professional information. The tactic might be we’re gonna package that up in an 

email newsletter.

ERIN: Right, right. It might be easy for some folks to say, “OK, I get the goals and 

I’m gonna start really writing out how I’m gonna get there,” and then come back 

around and then list out the individual activities or efforts or tactics. For some 

other people, back to your point of how do they know which is which, maybe 

write out all the ideas that you have and then you know, maybe have a column on 

the left and that’s your strategies and the column on the right are your tactics. Or 

you can make it more of a hierarchical goal structure where you’ve got goals at 

the top and then strategies are in the middle and tactics are at the bottom and 

basically you’re gonna start to realize once you start writing it all out, anytime 

anything sounds like an individual effort …

BETH: The thing you’re going to do … yes a task.

ERIN: Then that’s gonna be in the tactical column or tactical area of your 

structure. Then you’re rolling those up. There should be a pile of tactics. I’m not 

backing away from there should only be 1-2 tactics. You’re gonna need to have 

as many tactics as are needed to get you to the how, which then gets you to the 

goal. You could think maybe we’ll send out an email campaign, which is rolled up 

into the strategy of building our membership by a certain percentage, which then 

rolls up to the business goal of going from $5 million to $8 million. 
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BETH: Right, and I think that is part of it, that sometimes the goals that people 

have are not really a terminal goal. A goal might be we want more members, but 

what does that get you? I’ve often heard people say things like until you can stop 

saying, “So that, so that, so that,” you’re not really at your terminal goal. That’s 

a key thing. You have to make sure that this tactic that you’re doing all the way 

over on one side of your organization actually lines up with something that is a 

big organizational goal as I would say that is going to help you thrive. That’s a 

good question for you. I’m sure that you’ve been in situations where someone 

says, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. We’ll deal with the strategies and the goals 

and the thinking stuff later, but right now what I need you to do is get me 100 

more people to show up at this meeting.” Everybody that’s listening has had that 

happen to them, I’m sure.

ERIN: Sometimes I’ll say tongue in cheek, “OK, let’s get the attendance fairy to 

make a visit.” The fairy comes by and waves his or her magic wand, probably 

a her, she’ll just wave her magic wand and we’ll get a hundred people there 

because that’s just so easy, especially if it’s just three days until the conference.

BETH: Exactly. You don’t really know who your audience are and what the goal is.

ERIN: Right. That’s unfortunately the business world and some of those issues I 

just don’t think will ever go away. That’s probably a longer educational effort on 

the part of the /marketer to do going forward. Got it. Make note to self that when 

we do this event next year, we’ll think through a little earlier if we want to be at 

a certain point with the attendance at an event we want to do some of these 

things earlier. For that day when that boss is coming by and saying, “I want 100 

more people at that event next week,” yes, you are probably gonna have to throw 

some tactics together because they do want to see that you’ve checked the box. 

I’m not saying that’s a perfect world. We don’t live in that perfect world. There 

is no attendance fairy, but you might just have to do it. Then come back around 

and have a little bit of a debrief with the boss, whoever it was that made that 

request so that you can understand why was it so important 3, 4, 5 days out to 
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have a hundred more people there. When we get ready to plan this next year, let’s 

talk about what the goals are for that event so that we can put those strategies 

and tactics in place so that they’re nice and smooth, they’re integrated, they’re 

relevant to the audience and you just flat out have the right amount of time to do 

it the right way.

BETH: It’s so helpful, and I love the idea of as soon as you’ve done the event, 

whatever it is this year, write down what do you want to be planning for next 

year. I also like people to write down in executing whatever somebody else asks 

you to execute, where are the places you got stuck? Where was it harder than it 

needed to be because you didn’t know who the audience was? Different things 

like that. What could be smoothed out that you could by thinking in advance 

about how it could be better. Erin, I’m sure you had a situation where people say 

they’re gonna do that and then next year comes around and they’re still racing, 

rushing, throwing things together, and I find that at the end of the year when 

you’ve been executing, executing, executing, but there’s no strategy, having 

worked in business that have to have strategies and ones that haven’t, what are 

the year ends like? Are they different? 

ERIN: Are they different? I find a lot of times that it can be different on a pure 

frustration level of the staff that’s doing it. 

BETH: The people aren’t satisfied because they don’t, it’s hard to be satisfied 

when you don’t know what you’re shooting for, if you have achieved your goal. 

It’s hard to really feel like anyone has done what we’re supposed to do. The other 

thing that happens a lot is when there isn’t clarity around a goal and a strategy. 

I don’t know if you’ve seen this, but anybody could walk into a room and go, 

“We need to have a ‘fill in the blank.’” Extra postcard, cocktail party. People start 

throwing executions at you. Do this, do this, do this, to start filling a bucket that 

doesn’t feel full enough, but if you have goals in the beginning and a strategy, it’s 

so much easier as the executor to be the person who can say, “I don’t think that 

we should do that. That’s not a good use of our time because it doesn’t line up 
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with our goals.” Where if you don’t have that and you are the executor, it’s hard 

to say anything other than “Sure, I’ll find some time to get that done.”

ERIN: I think there’s two elements to answer your question and one has to 

do with how marketing interacts with other departments or with other teams 

in the organization and then where planning does or doesn’t happen in your 

organization. Let me tackle the first part, which is, the good thing about 

marketers or /marketers if you want to put everyone in the same bucket, 

marketers love what they do. They are a chatty crowd. They like to be creative 

and they like to be around people. So marketing just it seems like, always seems 

to know everybody in the organization and everyone pretty much knows who 

marketing is. So the good news is marketing should be able to reach out or find 

out who they need to reach out to within the organization to make sure they have 

touched base with how marketing can help support the organization during the 

year. So how can we help membership? How can we help, I don’t know, maybe 

there’s a fundraising team. There’s the conventions team, there’s the senior team, 

there’s the, I don’t know, maybe a team that handles lobbying. So marketing is 

gonna be able to touch all the edges and perimeters of the organization to say 

where does marketing need to come in and provide that support and get their 

head on straight and get their marketing portion of the business plan together 

So that cross functional element, that is super important because then there’s 

gonna be less surprises. Oh, I forgot to tell marketing that we really want to be 

at this event next year. Oh, I forgot to tell marketing that whatever. We’re gonna 

do a new kind of retreat or we’re gonna have a new campaign, we’re gonna 

launch a service. So get out there. I would say to everybody listening get out 

there. Don’t work on your remote too long or don’t sit in your office or your cube 

too long. Get out and get those ideas and thoughts and plans and wishes and 

wants and needs all in one place so know what you might be asked to support 

during the year. That’s one part of it. Another part of it is just understanding 

what is that planning and how can we have those discussions with those people 

who might not know what it takes to put a marketing campaign or program or 
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tactic together just to understand if we were gonna do this. If we all think this is 

a good idea. If we can get it onto our plate. Here’s what it’s gonna take. Here’s 

what we, we’re gonna recommend these different activities or efforts. Here are 

your options. So it’s not “Yes, we want to do something,” or “No, we can’t do 

something,” or “We don’t want to do something.” It’s let’s just talk through what 

the options are, back to what the business needs to do overall. So you’re not 

saying, “I don’t like your idea,” or “I don’t like you.” It’s let’s talk through what 

the options are and how are those different activities and efforts that we just 

discussed, how’s it gonna help us get the whole organization where it needs to 

be. Maybe some folks will be a little less, I don’t know, ramped up, amped up just 

to see all the tactics taking place.

BETH: Right, right. I often call it like reactive marketing, that sort of knee-jerk “we 

have to do this thing right now” kind of stuff. I mean, you want a balance because 

you don’t want to be the marketing person that’s always saying no because then 

they’re gonna think you’re the IT person. 

ERIN: Ouch!

BETH: That was special for you! You want to be able to be there. You want to be 

able to say yeah, yeah we can make this happen for you, but there’s this tendency 

a lot of times I think with marketing that people think that you’re there, that you 

basically come in and submit your order and you have the marketing people just 

do the things you want them to do and you tell them to move it to the left and 

make it bigger. That often, even if you’re not a trained marketer, just by the fact 

of doing it, you have more insight and more value to offer your organization than 

the person that’s only working in their own bubble. I love your idea of getting 

out, connecting with the people that have needs, having them get to know you 

because by doing that, people will then start to respect you and value your 

opinion and treat you much less than somebody that they’re telling you what they 

need and more somebody that they would be more willing to collaborate with 

and ask for your opinion.
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ERIN: Right, right. So I have a very, very relevant experience that literally 

happened this morning.

BETH: Perfect!

ERIN: We had been going back and forth, and I just right now happen to be 

working with a for-profit company on an interim contract, but this can go in any 

business, put any name on the door, but someone on the business development 

team came to me in marketing and said, “We’re trying to get an email out the 

door. We’ve been talking about it for awhile. Now is the time. We want to get it 

out,” and first thing I said was “It’s the week of July 4. I think a lot of people are 

out. Why don’t we wait until next week?” That was OK. That didn’t set off any 

fireworks, pardon the pun, and then the email draft that’s been kicked around for 

awhile was attached, and the person said, “Can we sit and meet about this?” and 

I looked at the email again. I had looked at it awhile ago, and it had suggestions. 

We just didn’t have a chance to circle back around. Today was gonna be the 

meeting to circle back around on it, and I thought what was really interesting 

was just to take all the content from the Word document, put it in a live email, 

but put “test” in the subject line and send it back to the person. You know what? 

It was really small. It was really dense, and it was really long of an email. The 

person came to the meeting and said, “Thank you for sending that to me. Now 

I know why we need to meet.” That doesn’t have as much to do with goals and 

strategies, but at the same time it’s just more of a you know what? Sometimes 

you just have to do the tactic to have the person really get a sense of “I don’t like 

it.” I work at the organization. What would that perspective member, the buyer, 

what does that end user, whatever type of organization that you’re in, what was 

that recipient gonna think and they would already be thinking “I don’t really know 

that I want to engage with this organization because this means nothing to me.”

BETH: That’s really good advice. We’ve had to do that many, many times, and I 

often have to talk to our designers here and say, “Look, I know we don’t think it’s 

a good idea, but we need to show it to them and show them that it’s not a good 
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idea,” because reality is that most people are not visual, that they have a great 

idea and it sounds awesome in their head. I can’t tell you how many times I come 

up with a great idea while I’m in the shower, and I come in and tell my staff “Try 

it this way,” and it doesn’t work. Sometimes you have to see it to work. Yes, that’s 

definitely true. The caveat that I always like to give people is be careful when 

you demonstrate it and show it to somebody, that you’re really sure that they’re 

going to see that it doesn’t work because a lot of people that don’t come from 

this background are gonna look at something and they might have said, “That’s 

great, that’s exactly what I want to say,” and you’re thinking “Oh my gosh! I can’t 

send this.” You have to be careful. Never show anybody an example of something 

that’s horrendous, that if they say yes, that it’s gonna not be OK. Erin, for people 

that are in a situation where they’re working in an organization that doesn’t have 

a strategy and they know that they need to get something, that maybe they 

need a little support in getting to the stage where they’re feeling a little bit less 

like they’re dealing with a string of tactics that are just piling on one thing after 

another and they want to work a little bit more strategically so that at the end 

of the year they can feel like they really can see what everything is adding up to. 

What’s one tip? What’s one thing that you can tell people that if you start here, 

it’s gonna have a really big impact on your ability to move forward?

ERIN: Right. If I heard you correctly you said that the person is still kind of 

swirling in the tactics …

BETH: Right, and what’s a first strategic step that someone could take?

ERIN: The first strategic step, say that three times fast, is that they really need to 

be verbalizing, vocalizing, documenting what those current tactics, how they’re 

paying off. So they might be in various stages of different tasks. So they might be 

halfway through planning an event and they are doing a weekly email and maybe 

they’ve got some, I don’t know, social media and digital advertising and there’s 

probably a lot of tactics going on so they all start at once and they all finish at 

once, they’re all gonna be in various stages. So maybe the first thing that person 
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can do is look at that spectrum of activities, of tactics and say at least wherever 

they are at that point in time, how do we think that tactic when it ends, when it 

resolves, when it’s complete, how do we think that tactic is going to pay off in 

terms of the business goals and again that’s assuming that those goals are clear 

to people who work in the organization because if there’s no barometer, if there’s 

no metric of success, then how do you know if it’s successful? How would you? 

How would anybody know? So at least you can say, well, you know when, and it 

shouldn’t take too long. We’ve done these weekly emails. We should be able to 

take a look back and see do we have a 5 percent open rate, a 10 percent open 

rate, a 15 percent open rate. Do we have the same kinds of emails that we can 

compare apples to apples or do we have some that are apples to oranges? There 

is always gonna be data points for every task that I think a person can use as just 

a very foundational metric to start with.

BETH: I think that’s a really great tip.

ERIN: Yep, that gets to the larger point, which is how do you get out of the 

tactic swirl and get to the strategies? You can start showing how some of those 

tactics are not paying off. We spent all this time and effort or money or people 

time or people head count, and the tactic didn’t pay off. Well, how do you know? 

Because we had to make a good guesstimate that it was gonna do X and instead 

it did less than X or a benchmark that probably anybody can find on the web for 

this kind of tactic would normally result in this whatever, this metric and again, if 

it were less than that metric, maybe this is something that we don’t want to do in 

the future. You know, I know it’s really hard for marketers to say this isn’t right for 

us or we don’t want to do it or someone keeps banging the drum for a tactic that 

everyone else in the marketplace is doing, but that doesn’t mean that you have to 

do it, too.

BETH: Absolutely! If that’s something that you want to start doing, we actually 

have a great little checklist that can be helpful for you. I wasn’t planning on doing 

this, but you made me realize that we have a communication audit checklist, and 
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a lot of what Erin’s talking about is kind of taking a look at what you’re doing and 

getting a sense of where it’s valuable. If you want this little list of things to help 

you sort of collect and gather what you are doing, you can just text the word 

“branding” to 33444 and that will actually send you this little quick checklist that 

we have that’s a great little guide to helping orient you gathering what you have 

and getting a sense to begin figuring out what you’re spending your time on and 

whether or not it’s working. Erin, thank you so much for joining me today. I really 

appreciate all the insight that you shared with our community about strategy and 

balancing strategy with tactics. If people had more questions for you, what’s a 

good place for them to reach out to you?

ERIN: Yeah, sure. So they can certainly connect with me on LinkedIn, and so it’s 

just In/ErinDunkel. They can find me there. They can also find me on Twitter, 

again @ErinDunkel, and then if they wanted to email me, it would be through my 

RPM Communications email, which is EDunkel@RPMComm.com.

BETH: I will put links to all the places you can find Erin on the show notes page. 

Erin, thank you so much for sharing all of your insight with both me and our 

community. Thanks for joining me, and thanks everyone for listening today.
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