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

am here with Janni Snider. Janni has a really interesting job. She is the Director 

of Creative Strategy for the United Methodist Communications organization. 

They are an entire agency that is dedicated to handling the communications for 

the whole United Methodist Church, and I know everyone that’s listening now 

is incredibly jealous. There’s about 120 people in this organization, and they’re 

all dedicated in a whole separate group to be able to serve their community. 

Because of their bandwidth, they’ve had the opportunity to try out an experiment 

with some really interesting things, which led Janni to play around with humor, 

and I thought that would be such a great topic to talk about today. Janni, thank 

you so much for joining me today.

JANNI: Oh, I’m so glad to be here!

BETH: I was curious. How did you find your way into this role? What was your 

journey into communications at a nonprofit?

JANNI: Well, I’m not a marketer by trade. I have been in this role of Director of 

Creative Strategy for about just a little less than two years. My background is in 

video production, script writing, field production, and I’ve also done some live 

event kind of things, but through that basically the exercising of my creative 

muscles, I was recruited into this role as Director of Creative Strategy.

BETH: I always say we’re all slash/marketers. My actual degree is in illustration, 

and so we’ve all kind of come to figuring out this marketing stuff through a little 

bit of education, a little bit of experience and a little bit of trial and error, and it 

sounds like you have a really interesting playground to do that in.
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JANNI: I do have an interesting playground. This is a very supportive organization 

in they are willing to try new things and willing to really shake things up a little 

bit because what we really want to do is engage people and sometimes doing 

that through humor is the most effective way to do it.

BETH: Right. So in this work that you’re doing, I’m always curious. At the heart 

of it, you are supporting a religious organization, a church entity. What does 

“‘participation” mean for the work that you’re doing? What does the Methodist 

Church define as what helps them to thrive? When it comes to getting people 

to move from interested to taking action, what are you looking for? How are you 

trying to influence that? 

JANNI: Well, for the people, we actually have three audiences that we market to 

and each of those, that means a little something different. So we market to the 

leaders of the Church, and we are a global Church. We are all over the world. We 

have over 12 million members and in countries ranging from of course the US, 

but the Philippines and we have Africa and we have Europe. So each of those 

audiences is a little bit different, but we market to the leaders, we market to the 

members and we have another group called seekers. We market to seekers and 

those are people who are spiritual kind of searching for their spiritual home. 

So our research shows that they are all gonna respond differently to different 

approaches, but humor works pretty much across the board, but I would say 

really what we’re trying to do as far as participation, it means engagement. So 

the leaders and the members are already engaged with the mission of the United 

Methodist Church and they are very driven to good works and to good things. 

So when we can even expand it a little bit more, they’re inclined to continue that 

participation, feeling very connected to the Church.

BETH: You know it’s funny. I’ve been talking about this lately with our clients in 

some branding work that we’re doing, and I think it’s so interesting when you 

say you market to three different audiences because that’s really common. You 

need these different, we call them personas in marketing, these different profiles 
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of people that have different connections with your organization, and the thing 

I always try to communicate to people is as a whole, as an organization, there’s 

usually some commonality among that and I like how you said that there’s some 

differences, which also means there are some things that are the same. In your 

personas, what are the things that they all have in common? Is there sort of a 

deep something that’s similar that’s really at the heart of your person, that’s part 

of your brand?

JANNI: Yeah, they all want to feel very connected to the world. They want to have 

impact on the world and they live that out in different ways, but they have an 

altruistic outwardly focused insight into how they want to live their lives.

BETH: I think that’s so important, and I think for anyone that’s listening, it’s not 

just that it’s important, but look at how quickly you answered me. There wasn’t 

any gray area. You really know who your person is and I think as you, especially 

if you’re moving into something like humor, which can be a dicey area, not 

everybody thinks the same thing is funny, to really understand what’s at the heart 

of all of your people and then what are the differences between the different 

stages of connection to where they are is gonna really help when you’re trying 

to do something maybe different for an organization and people is trying to be 

funny.

JANNI: Yeah, I feel like when humor is kind it can motivate you and make you 

want to participate. So if you use it in a kind and gentle way, it’s something 

people are gonna share, it’s something they’re gonna say, “I want to know more 

about that.”

BETH: The other thing I’m curious about is you said that your global organization, 

has that ever been an issue? Is humor different in different parts of the world?

JANNI: It can be. One of the things that we’ve done, I’ve traveled all over the 

world and we all have things that we laugh about in general, and we make fun 
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of each other in different cultures in a very good-natured way, but there are 

some universal things; I’m thinking about this campaign that we launched this 

year called HulaPalooza, and, as you can guess, it’s centered around a hula 

hoop theme, and it was to promote our abundant health initiative, a global 

health initiative and we were looking for something that was universal that 

would engage people and the hula hoop is a world wide phenomenon. So in the 

images that we have, the participation models that we have for this HulaPalooza 

campaign, it has translated across all different cultures within our organization 

and one of the things that we’ve done that really brings a smile to people’s faces, 

the founder of Methodism is John Wesley and John Wesley was kind of a stern 

theologian in the 1700s, kind of the colonial era, and so one of the things we’ve 

done in promoting this HulaPalooza and having abundant health is we have 

depicted John Wesley hula hooping, and that is something that brings a smile to 

everyone’s face. So we actually had someone here on staff who is a very good 

hula hooper, looks a little bit like John Wesley, put him in the 1700s colonial garb, 

including the wig, had him hula hoop and then we created that. We’ve got that in 

a GIF, we created a lenticular postcard in lenticular print, a large lenticular print 

as well. If people …

BETH: So explain what “lenticular” is.

JANNI: So that’s sort of that 3D print process that looks almost like corduroy and 

then you kind of tilt it or you look at it from different angles and it moves. You 

used to get them in Cracker Jack boxes.

BETH: Yes we did. I had this book when I was a kid and the illustration on the 

front of it was a lenticular print. It has all those little ridges. We used to love to 

run our fingers across it. They’re so cool! You hold it at different angles and it 

looks like a GIF basically. It’s an analog GIF.

JANNI: Yes. So that’s something when we handed out these postcards with 

information on the back to participate and to sign up to be part of this 

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


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

HulaPalooza, which is multifaceted. It’s not just … you can have a hoop-a-thon. 

You can do so many other things as well. You can have what I call a circle of care 

health fair, those kinds of things, but on the back is that information that drives 

people to participate and those postcards are something they want to have to 

take back to their offices, to their homes to share with other people and that bit 

of humor that’s kind and it’s provocative at the same time.

BETH: I love the fact that you’re kind of playing in the space that’s kind of 

between fun and funny, as opposed to between sarcastic and funny or mean 

and funny or anything like that. So let’s kind of roll this backwards. You got 

to the place where you have this amazing transformational global activity of 

HulaPalooza. Let’s go back to the beginning. What was going on that created this 

space to even consider doing something that would be fun or funny? How did 

you decide you needed something different and come up with this idea?

JANNI: Well, without going too far back, United Methodist Church had for about 

eight years a very, very successful global health campaign. We raised over $70 

million and the whole campaign really solidified the place of the Church in the 

global arena. It transitioned to Abundant health. Abundant health was a broader 

view of global health and that can mean so many different things to people, but 

it was mind, body, spirit. We needed something that really looked very different, 

something that would engage our stakeholders in this new campaign. Initially I 

was tasked with, “Hey, come up with something that we can launch this initiative 

that will be a multi-city event, that won’t cost too much, will get some attention, 

some people will participate.” Well, we started to do that, but then it started to 

take off to a much bigger campaign and we started first, I started producing a 

music video about how to hula hoop. I called it the HulaPalooza Rap and you can 

look it up on YouTube, and that, too, was really fun, a little bit funny, but really 

fun. People trying to hula hoop and there’s a rap song within it and it’s teaching 

you how to hula hoop, but I hadn’t finished everything. I had not finished the 

whole campaign, but when I was sharing it internally with different agencies and 

people to say, “What do you think?” “Do you think this is gonna work?” it started 
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taking off on a grassroots level before I was ready. I didn’t have all the campaign 

materials ready to go with it. I didn’t have the whole thing … I didn’t have all the 

instructions and the workbooks and the tool kits and all that, but the fact that it 

took off before I was ready told me we’ve got something really big here. So that’s 

really what happened with that and now I have anecdotally people saying, “My 

bishop in the Philippines is hula hooping. Let me show you some video of him,” 

or “We were in South Africa, and everybody said let’s HulaPalooza,” and “We’ve 

got video of these people HulaPaloozing all over the stage.” It was one of those 

things that people were ripe for that activity, that fun and those smiles.

BETH: It’s funny because I feel that most people that I talk to that have a crazy 

idea like this, I usually have to say, “Geez, how did you get buy-in?” and then it 

goes on to “Well, we did this and we did this,” but it sounds like it just sort of 

bubbled up there.

JANNI: I have to tell you at first we didn’t have buy-in from some of the … United 

Methodist Church has over 100 bishops and they are over several churches in the 

region and the main bishop for this, the main bishop that was over global health 

was very concerned about it. He thought it was silly. He was like, “I don’t know. I 

don’t know about it,” and our Director of Global Health said, “Give it a try, give it 

a try.” So he started hula hooping and challenged his pastors to hula hoop, and 

I’ve got to tell ya that they are now challenging the world record for the longest 

… that bishop and all his pastors … for the longest hula hoop, it’s called a chain 

where people are in a circle and they pass the hula hoop. They hold hands and 

pass the hula hoop from one to the other. They’re challenging that world record 

because they got so excited about HulaPalooza and if you go to their web page, 

their landing page, it’s right there at the top. Join.

BETH: So this is like everyone’s dream, is to take your naysayer and turn them into 

your number 1 advocate. What do you think it was for this bishop that flipped a 

switch for him?
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JANNI: I think that he didn’t anticipate how much people needed laughter right 

now. Things are feeling pretty heavy in our world, and I don’t think he anticipated 

that. Another one of his colleagues, a Bishop in New York, the way he said it is 

“It’s time for us to lighten up and loosen up and have a little fun,” and it gets 

people moving. It gets people thinking, and that’s what they want.

BETH: I think that can often be scary, especially with something many people 

consider serious like religion, the idea of you bring levity into something, does 

that devalue the meaningfulness of what people in theory come for? It always 

seems to me that when we remember that people, whatever they come to your 

organization for, the people are complete people, and when they come for 

religion they’re bringing all the other parts of themselves, too.

JANNI: I love that. That’s great. What you just said. That’s absolutely true.

BETH: Yeah. It’s so interesting. Then as an organization, if you’re not trying to tap 

into the rest of that person, like look what you’re leaving on the table. 

JANNI: Right, exactly. So yes, it’s been really successful. In fact, in November, 

I’m going to Zimbabwe where they’re going to have 1,000 hula hoopers, and 

again, we talked about the aspects of a person, so mind, body, spirit. Where 

this campaign doesn’t fit so well are those churches that are trying for instance 

respond to the opioid crisis. So what we have is an offshoot of that. Hanging with 

the hula hoop is the circle of care and the circle of care is much more a serious 

approach to issues of abundant health. So it has different ways of spinning out.

BETH: I think that that’s so interesting. Tell me how does like the hula hoop events 

translate into value for your organization? It’s easy to see how it can translate into 

the participation and getting people involved in doing things, but how are you 

working the angle to help the organization thrive?

JANNI: So we see this as a very good way to invite people to get to know the 

United Methodist Church. So if a church decides to have a HulaPalooza event, 
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we encourage them to invite people in their community to come and participate 

and to get to know the people in the church. Laughter is a great connector. We 

also have … there are some art projects that people can do. There are some 

stretching yoga type exercises they can do. There are body prayers that they can 

do. So it has been good as an invitation and it’s also been good to get people up 

out of the pews and moving. So that’s been very successful in that way. That’s 

just one way that we’ve used humor and had some fun. We’ve also been doing 

a lot of other things that would normally have been … we have to market … for 

instance, I mentioned that one of our audiences are the leaders of the church and 

United Methodist Communications has a whole suite of products and services 

for those leaders, and before I came on board we were using pretty typical and 

conventional advertising to market those products. You might see us marketing 

one of our training programs or one of our e-newsletters or something like that, 

but it wasn’t standing out. It wasn’t something you were gonna share with people. 

So we started trying to look at ways that we could engage people in our products 

and services that they would not only remember, but tell someone else about.

BETH: So what have you done? What’s worked?

JANNI: Well, I pitched two different ideas, both of which I really loved, but 

was easier to really launch. I first started with a comic book character that we 

designed called Reverend Roscoe, and Reverend Roscoe was very kindly. It was a 

kind, good pastor. A little overwhelmed. Didn’t quite know how for instance to set 

up his website. So needed a little bumbling and so he turned to United Methodist 

Communications for help. Then we also talked about and this is the campaign we 

went with, we started playing around with vintage photographs and having just 

quirky little slogans to go with the vintage photographs and that became very 

successful. People would share it with somebody else. For instance, we had one 

that has a photograph of Ulysses S. Grant and we are offering website grants and 

it says, “Are you looking for the right grant?” That kind of thing. So those kinds 

of things. We did a whole series of those and “Hey, I saw that ad,” or “You need 

to see this,” or you see somebody laughing because you did that, it’s really great. 
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I’ve got one with a guy playing the tuba, and I like to put funny names with these 

people so I say, “Bartley’s favorite form of social media is YouTuba,” and then we 

advertised that we can help them with their social media.

BETH: Oh, that’s awesome! I’ll put links to Janni’s campaigns on the show notes 

page for all of you who want to go back and take a look at it. So how has 

doing this and opening yourselves up to this kind of humor transformed your 

organization?

JANNI: Well, I feel like humor creates a sense of play and a sense of play 

promotes creativity. So when we really gave people permission to, it was not us. 

This is really what our organization is, but saying to people, “Yes, we love this,” 

and sharing, internally here at United Methodist Communications, we have like 

every 4-6 weeks we have creativity breaks.

BETH: What do you do?

JANNI: Well, it’s a variety of things. We may say, “This will take 20 minutes of 

your time. Come join us. Bring your smart phone. Go out there and we want you 

to take some pictures. Look at things, everyday objects and ones that you don’t 

typically look at them, take some pictures, bring them back. Let’s see if we can 

guess what you took a picture of. So we’ll put those up there and we’ll kind of 

guess. Like one of the most creative ones, people couldn’t guess what it was, it 

was the coffeemaker. So do things like that.

BETH: I love that because it both inspires creativity and team building and 

bonding. A lot of times people look at the non-work activities as a waste of time, 

but it’s in that that you get to know each other, that you get to know each others 

strengths, but to be able to combine that with something that inspires people 

rather than just looking at the dresses from last night or whatever, it’s such a 

good idea. It’s funny because creativity obviously is a big value at my firm. I love 

that idea. 
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JANNI: Well, it’s been a lot of fun and it challenges us to think of new and 

different ways to engage our peers in creative thinking. We have one coming up 

next month that’s gonna be a lot of fun. We noticed that we have a lot of open 

space here, which is bad because I have recruited a bunch of really funny people 

and we laugh a lot and sometimes we get into a lot of trouble, but we noticed 

that people really dress up their desk area to reflect their personality. So you’ll 

see pictures or you’ll see awards or you’ll see something quirky that they picked 

up on a vacation. So we are clandestinely going around and snapping photos of 

things that are on people’s desks and then we are going to have a contest to see 

if we can guess whose item that is. Where is that? So it’s getting to know one 

another, too.

BETH: It’s funny because this reminds me of something I feel like I’ve learned 

from all the conversations I’ve had with people over the years and that’s that you 

can’t expect participation on the outside of your organization if you’re unwilling 

to embrace it on the inside of your organization.

JANNI: That’s so true. 

BETH: I love how you are engaging in the activities with your team and treating 

them in the same way you want people to engage with you as an organization. 

That to me seems very authentic and if you’re cohesive from here’s the audience 

we want to treat to here’s the experience we’re gonna give you, the ability to get 

there is so much easier if you’re already living that life internally.

JANNI: Exactly. We want people to live out and participate as in their creative 

being, who they are as a creative being and sometimes, especially when your 

deadlines and meetings, and we have all the same problems that any other 

organization has, the things that we have to get done and when we have to get 

done. We tracked our time last month. Half of our month was spent in meetings. 

It’s easy to forget that you have to shake off some of that instead of just hitting 

what’s in front of you, one thing after the other, after the other, after the other. If 

we don’t have that fun, if we don’t shake things up a little bit, we’re not gonna be 
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productive in the long run.

BETH: That is so true, and it’s funny because I feel like every time I have a really 

big organization on the show, people are always like, “Gosh, if we only had those 

resources. If we only had all those people,” and I always try to say everything is 

a balance of a ying and a yang. In exchange for being a big organization with 

a lot of people, larger organizations, I don’t know how you guys get anything 

done. The amount of meetings that people get tied up in in bigger groups is 

almost debilitating and it could be if you let it. I love the fact that you recognize 

the fact that there’s some aspects of being a large organization that you can’t 

change. Everyone kind of has to work with what’s available to them so a large 

organization, you can do a game like ‘whose desk is this on’. In my organization, 

we have six people here, but that wouldn’t be difficult to figure out, but you 

know, there’s always room. What version of that would work if you’re sitting at an 

organization where there’s two staff people and seven board members? 

JANNI: Well, one thing that I do and this is just because my colleagues share a 

quirky sense of humor with me, but we always laugh at what people put on the 

free Craigslist. So sometimes there will be something really funny, a picture of 

something that someone is trying to give away for free on Craigslist, and I will 

take that picture and send it to her and say, “Give me a paragraph. Tell me the 

story behind this.” 

BETH: Oh my gosh! That’s such a great idea! I actually do a storytelling exercise 

using the concept of the six-word story, which I don’t know if you’ve ever heard 

of that. It’s this famous story that’s attributed to Hemingway that is ‘For sale, 

baby shoes, never worn.” I always think like what happened and every time you 

share that story people understand that what happened is that the baby died. I 

find it so interesting. Look at how much meaning you can convey in six words, 

but I love your idea of taking a paragraph of something or taking something on 

Craigslist and writing a story behind it. Like looking at things that you’re used to 

looking at one way and training yourself to look at them in a completely different 
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way is just so energizing and it really does spark creativity.

JANNI: Yeah. We have fun with it. For instance, there was one month and for 

some reason, everyone was giving away old toilets. So it was like this one photo 

of like six old toilets out on the side of the road, and I sent it to her and said, “I 

want to know the story behind this.”

BETH: Even that to me, like you’re going out there and you’re looking for things 

that are kind of funny. You’re almost like training people how that humor just taps 

into a different side of them that maybe they didn’t think could come to work. 

JANNI: Yeah, I do challenge people. Go out there and take a look at what’s going 

on and look at things differently and think, “Why is that there?” or “How did that 

happen?”

BETH: Have you ever done anything with any of your campaigns or brainstorming 

idea that a lot of push back, maybe people were concerned where it was going 

too far. How do you as a group determine, like what are the boundaries of your 

definition of humor?

JANNI: Well my humor personally can be pretty quirky. So I do share ideas with 

people before I take it too far and I try to put it in front of a variety of people. 

The vintage ads for instance, I’ve gotten some push back on some of the ideas 

that I have put out there as being “Oh that’s too far” or I’ve had to soften the 

punchline of them a little bit. It’s just using your judgment and knowing your 

audience. I haven’t had anything really blow up in my face because I think we do 

have so many checks and balances, but I have to say one of the things that’s been 

really great here is that the leadership here is very supportive and willing to try 

something different and I even have … my immediate boss did not grow up in the 

United States so if I share something with her and she doesn’t quite understand 

it, I can say, “You may not understand the context of this, I’ve run it by several 

other people and they understand it and think it is funny.”

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


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

BETH: That’s so huge, and I feel like that’s kind of true whether you’re going 

for humor or anything. So many people make yes/no decisions based on what 

they personally like or dislike, and so that’s amazing that you’ve been able to 

build a structure where she can say, “I don’t get it. I don’t think it’s funny,” but 

it doesn’t end the conversation. Do you have any sense of how you got to that, 

because I know a lot of people out there are struggling with that, whether it’s 

funny. Literally in our company, we get “I don’t like that color,” or “I don’t like that 

picture,” or “I don’t understand this concept.” It happens in all ways. Do you have 

any strategies for dealing with that? Helping people get to the point where they 

can say or you can say something beyond just “Trust me. It will work.”

JANNI: Oh gosh. I wish I did have. Going back to the vintage ads. They may say, “I 

don’t think that’s funny,” and I’ll say “Well, what do you think would be funny with 

this. This is a great photo. What do you think is funny?” Sometimes the answer is 

“In my opinion isn’t funny at all.” It’s too concrete or it’s just too … it doesn’t have 

the playful edge that I’m looking for. So I’ll just start with a different photograph 

and just put that one over to the side because that one just didn’t work. I wanted 

to go in one direction they wanted to go another. Let’s try something else.

BETH: I feel like the takeaway that I get from that is don’t let a no stop you. Like if 

it’s a no, like how can you get a version of your idea out there? What is it? Perfect 

is the enemy of the good. Maybe they nixed that idea on that photo, but if your 

idea is using vintage photos to convey your point using humorous puns or plays 

on words, there’s got to be some spin on that that can potentially work. It’s so 

easy, especially probably at the beginnings of trying to be funny to hear a no and 

go, “OK, we can’t be funny here. Let’s just forget the whole thing.”

JANNI: Well, I think, too, that they knew that I had a track record here because 

I worked for this organization for well over 10 years, and they knew what they 

were getting with me. I’m a tremendous smart aleck. I mean I just cannot hold it 

in, and when they hired me for this position, I said, “You need to be aware that 

I am the way I am. I don’t want to offend anybody, and I work very hard not to 
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offend anybody, but I see humor in a lot of things,” and they said, “That’s what we 

want. You are who you are, and we think you are right for this position.” So that 

again, I have great leadership. I have great support, and I hope that those who 

are listening who are leaders will be able to give the people that they are leading 

that space to be who they are, to be playful. It will make a world of difference. It 

makes people want to stay.

BETH: Right, and I would also say to anybody who is out there that’s job 

searching, go out and show who you are because look at the magic that happens 

when you are 100 percent yourself and you bring that uniqueness to this 

organization. Your perspective and leadership of this idea has created a global 

movement. Those things don’t happen when you’re, what is it, putting the light 

under the bushel there or if you’re trying to say, “I don’t think that they would 

appreciate this.” I can see a lot of people coming to a religious organization and 

go, “I got to tamp down the funny. This is a religious job and I need to come in 

and be really serious here,” and look at what a loss that would have been for the 

organization and for all the people that this program has touched.

JANNI: A lot of it is really instinct and I think marketers, creative people, have 

great instinct. This week I’m not working on anything funny. I’m working on 

disaster response, and I’m working on immigration issues. That’s not funny, but 

just having the instinct to go, “You know what, I’m feeling right now for this 

campaign, for instance, the abundant health campaign, which is all positive.” 

There’s a lot of negative things happening that we want to change as far as 

global health, but what we want to do is all positive and I think people want to 

laugh. I think people want to feel like that just for a little bit they’re really living 

life abundantly.

BETH: Wow! So if somebody is listening and they go, “Wow, I would love to bring 

some of this in or try some of this at my organization,” what’s some advice you 

could send their way so that they could have a good idea for how to get started?
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JANNI: Well, right now the good thing about our world, our media-saturated 

world right now, is there is a lot of humor out there and you can’t watch a 

television show without seeing spot after spot of something being really funny 

and just start analyzing. Start thinking about what made that funny? Was it the 

timing? Was it the images? Was it the music? Why was that funny? Really just 

start doing just a review of the things you find funny that you see other people 

laughing at and then really do just be playful. I challenge you. Go to free Craigslist 

pictures. Look at some of the pictures that like I said people giving away free 

things. Write a paragraph about a story. Imagine a funny story about why that’s 

on the curb.

BETH: I love it! These are such good ideas. Thank you so much for sharing your 

unique perspective. If people wanted to reach out to you or have any questions, 

what’s a good way for them to find you?

JANNI: Well, I’m not really involved with social media as much as I should be. I’m 

telling you that my marketing peers cringe when I say that, but the best way to 

reach me is through email, and do you want me to give that address?

BETH: Just say what it is and I will put it onto the show notes page.

JANNI: OK. It’s JSnider@UMcom.org.

BETH: Perfect. A link will be there. Janni, thank you so much for sharing this story 

and all of your ideas with both me and our nonprofit community. Everyone, thank 

you so much for listening and we’ll see you next time.
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