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• A leading provider of social services is confronting a
major challenge: It has substantial resources but its
major contributors, who are more than 60 years old on
average, are dying off. This charity is not signing up
meaningful numbers of baby boomers as members,
donors, or volunteers. Consequently, its leaders are
concerned about future levels of financial support.

• A state-of-the-art science museum is about to open
when it receives inquiries from the media, concerning
its mission. Will the museum celebrate current global
environmental issues or will it speak to the ecological
beauty of its location? Will it engage adults about the
world or will it raise children’s awareness of science
and the environment? Its leaders cannot agree on the
answers and thus cannot move forward on communi-
cations activities. 

• An international institution organized to fight hunger
recognizes that it needs more than government dona-
tions to perform. It conducts a fund-raising project
among corporations and the general public. The proj-
ect is not successful because most people had never
heard of the institution.

Each of these organizations lacked a coherent brand
strategy and program. Whether recruiting new members,
responding to the media, or generating donations, non-
profits are more likely to succeed if their target audiences
know who they are and what they stand for. In other
words, nonprofits must have a carefully developed brand.

The pressures on nonprofit brands have increased
dramatically over the last decade, for several reasons.

• Many of them are managed with small staffs
and tight budgets.

• More than 1.5 million nonprofits now are competing
for scarce resources and attention from public and pri-
vate donors in the United States. This estimate prima-

rily encompasses charitable causes, universities, foun-
dations, and professional societies and associations.
But there are more nonprofits: hospitals, governmental
organizations, political candidates and committees,
and even branches of the military.

• The Internet offers new and exciting ways to attract
volunteers and donations. With new concerns about
scams and spam, however, an Internet presence
demands a brand be credible and meaningful to
prospective supporters. 

Given this challenging environment, what brand
components will target audiences view as compelling?
What should nonprofits borrow from the commercial
sector, to aid them in brand building? To answer these
questions, my organization studied the best branding
practices of leading nonprofits. We also interviewed sev-
eral nonprofit managers breaking ground in the brand-
ing arena. Brand mission, unique selling proposition and
reason to believe, personality, graphic identity, and
measurement emerged as highly relevant components.

Making a Statement
Nonprofit brands do not have to answer to the

vagaries of Wall Street or the short-term demands pub-
licly held companies face daily. In many ways, however,
they have to meet more exacting requirements. They are
under constant scrutiny to efficiently deliver on missions
that answer to a higher calling—delivery that can mean
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Individual nonprofit organizations face unique
challenges. Consider the following examples:
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the difference between life and death for some, and improved
quality of life for many.

Most consumers don’t know or even care what the mission
is for Nike, Charmin, McDonald’s, or other leading brands.
But for nonprofits, the lead brand element is its mission. If
people are going to donate time or money or become mem-
bers, they want to know what the brand is all about; they
want to know the mission statement. 

Specific. Most nonprofit mission statements fail to provide
sufficient specificity. For example, many museums state
broadly that they will educate the public on their subject mat-
ter. They do not differentiate their purpose from that of other
museums. In contrast, the Chicago Children’s Museum’s mis-
sion statement is rather specific: “to create a community
where play and learning connect.” It does not fall in step with
so many other routine promises.

Realistic. Another problem is that many nonprofits com-
pose unrealistic mission statements that exceed their abilities.
It is wonderful to reach and stretch, but not if it negatively
affects credibility. A mission statement to rid the world of a
crippling disease may be admirable, but isn’t believable if it’s
coming from a small or unknown entity without a strong
track record. A mission statement with a reasonable chance of
being accomplished is a major step toward brand credibility.

Showing Promise
Nonprofits should then look at what they would like target

audiences to take from encounters with the brand, as well as
build a case to support such reasoning.

Unique selling proposition (USP). The USP is central to
the brand message. Some call it the brand promise, others
refer to it as the net impression. Whatever the label, it is the
primary thought the target audience should take from
encounters with the brand—a composite of brand attributes
and benefits. The most effective commercial sector USPs con-
vey what the brand will do for or give to the consumer. USPs
such as “melts in your mouth—not in your hand” (M&M’s) or
“We try harder” (Avis) live on long after tag lines change. 

The USPs of nonprofit brands are quite different. Nonprofit
USPs frequently reflect what the brand will do for others—not
just the target audience. The benefits are often to be experi-
enced by all. Instead of promising that your skin will look
younger or your house will be cleaner, nonprofit brands
pledge to make the world better with their work. 

Consider the USP of St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital:
“Finding cures. Saving children.” It is clear and specific. It does
not promise it will cure the world, but focuses on searching for
cures—for children. Not complicated, yet very compelling. 

Reason to believe (RTB). An RTB should always accompa-
ny a USP. Some label it the “support.” It builds the case for the
target audience accepting a USP as true and highly credible. A
car buried for months in the Alaskan snow, only to start
immediately when the driver turns the ignition key, is an
effective image because it prompts the prospective consumer
to think, “If this battery can start a car in the middle of an
Alaskan winter, it surely can start my car.” The RTB can simi-
larly serve nonprofit branding objectives.

So, why should we believe St. Jude’s USP? In a recently tel-
evised appeal to prospective donors, the spokesperson noted
that because of St. Jude’s research, the survival rates for child-
hood cancers have increased substantially in recent years. This
proves St. Jude’s support is producing results. Other St. Jude’s
communications, such as press releases, also reveal many
research breakthroughs in combating childhood diseases.

The most important consideration for the RTB is that in a
highly segmented market, different support points will be
called on to convince the different target audiences of the
USP’s believability. It is acceptable to have several, as long as
you don’t throw them into the same communication in an
“everything but the kitchen sink” style. That will only lead to
confusion about the brand.

Multiple Personality
Brand personality is a valuable way to enhance the rela-

tionship between organization and target audience. Key per-
sonality attributes will vary according to the nonprofit’s mis-
sion: Hospitals and social service organizations benefit if con-
sumers see them as caring and maternal; museums benefit if
consumers see them as highly competent and knowledgeable. 

Just as one attribute is not enough to capture a person’s
essence, so it is with brand personality. For example, it’s
important for people to view museum staff as competent, but
it’s even more important for them to view the staff as accessi-
ble. Visitors do not want tour guides or personnel to treat
them in a condescending manner. They want them to courte-
ously answer their questions and encourage their curiosity. A
museum supportive in this multidimensional way is likely to
receive more visitors and donor contributions.

The financial and marketing pressures on nonprofit brands have changed dramatically over

the last decade, which is why nonprofits must have a carefully developed brand. A review of

leading nonprofits’ best branding practices indicates that there are five brand components

nonprofits should borrow from the commercial sector. Such effective brand building can increase the number of mem-

bers, donors, and volunteers.

EXECUTIVE
briefing
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Values. A nonprofit’s values can also make a difference in
brand perception. Although not the same as personality, they
can convince people of a brand relationship’s appeal. The U.S.
military understands this. The Army conveys and operates by
seven key values—loyalty, duty, respect, selfless service,
honor, integrity, and personal courage—and integrates them
into many of its soldier training programs.

Graphic Content
If you have held a Fortune 500 company’s corporate identi-

ty and style manual, you can appreciate the degree to which it
documents what one can and can’t do to portray brand identi-
ty. These manuals are often up to 100 pages long and cover
every visual element of materials, including shapes, colors,
and sizes. For nonprofits, graphic identity can also be com-
plex. The University of Virginia Web site, for example, notes:
“A significant factor in the success of the University’s unified
identity is adherence to a standard color palette.”

Name. The name of a brand is central to its success. The
principles that guide name development in the commercial
sector also apply to nonprofits: The name should be memo-
rable, distinctive, ownable, easy to pronounce, and relevant to
the organization’s mission and benefits. The Museum of
Modern Art’s name and logo is the perfect combination of
these elements. The Manhattan museum’s abbreviation had
been MOMA for many years. One day the director had an
epiphany: Why not use a lowercase “o”—portray it as
MoMA? Today, everyone recognizes MoMA as the museum’s
graphic identity (and the sound of its name). It is the gold
standard of what nonprofits can achieve.

Logo. Nonprofits need to exercise serious thought and
reflection in developing a logo. The Carnegie Museum of Art’s
logo is a good representation. The golden-yellow “C” is for
Carnegie, and its form of a brush stroke symbolizes the won-
derful art at this Pittsburgh museum. 

Tag line. The tag line completes the picture. Each
telegraphs different impressions. More importantly, the tag
line needs to communicate the USP. “Explore & Learn” (the
Smithsonian), “Advance Humanity” (UNICEF), “Where the
End of Poverty Begins” (CARE), and “Bringing the Real World
to Kids” (Junior Achievement) are tag lines that provide addi-
tional relevance to brand objectives. 

For Good Measure
The brand program is not complete until nonprofits create

a system for measuring how well the brand is connecting with
its target audience. Too often, they limit their evaluations to
levels of donations or sales; focus exclusively on the number
of members, volunteers, or visitors; or simply note the quality
and quantity of mentions in the media, or letters from the
public. Although these measurements are important, they do
not go far enough. To determine the nature of brand develop-
ment progress, it is important to track the images, attitudes,
and perceptions of each target audience.

Common commercial sector tools can work quite well for
nonprofits in conducting assessments. Strategic planning ses-
sions among internal and external constituencies can unearth
substantial guidance, market research can identify the brand-
building elements a nonprofit should execute, and brand equity
studies are now using measures that assess a nonprofit brand’s
financial worth. This can provide considerable insight into what
nonprofits are accomplishing.

The best tools go a step further: They identify the drivers
contributing most to a brand’s success, and pinpoint the barri-
ers nonprofits must remove to achieve higher and faster levels
of progress in the brand’s health. This allows brand managers
to make the necessary adjustments—to attributes such as
brand trust, credibility, responsiveness, competence, and
knowledge—to keep the brand strong and relevant. 

Brand Building Profits
A compelling brand image is more important to nonprofits

than commercial sector companies for one fundamental 
reason: Nonprofits do not have the resources to send their
messages to large numbers of people through the media. 
They cannot solve awareness challenges with more advertis-
ing weight, but must define and execute their branding 
objectives right out of the gate. However, they also can’t
afford to do so by just delegating brand management respon-
sibilities to a junior staffer, a well intentioned but untrained
volunteer, or the person who recently mastered a graphic art
software package.

There is so much depending on professional brand devel-
opment and execution that it must be one of the nonprofit’s
key priorities. The potential impact on fundraising is sub-
stantial. Michael Hoffman, CEO of Changing Our World 
(a New York City philanthropic services company), puts it 
in perspective. “The brand tells the story. A strong brand is
vital to long-term development and fundraising because 
it connects the mission with the organization and potential
donors.”

In fact, a strong brand may lead to profit generating activi-
ties that can underwrite social programs. Many nonprofits 
are beginning to experiment with these initiatives and are
experiencing success. Steve Case, co-founder of America
Online, established a foundation to encourage entrepreneurial
behavior among nonprofit managers—including development
of professional skills integral to brand building. His view, 
stated in a May 2005 Wall Street Journal article, is that brand
programs can contribute to “significant social change.” I can’t
agree more, but would add this: These programs will drive
social change that will endure. n
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