A New Look for 2009: Boost Your Program’s Image through Branding

By Katie Mulembe, Catholic Volunteer Network Membership and Recruitment Coordinator

If you made a New Year’s resolution to lose weight, keep your closet organized or learn a new skill you are not alone. We all want to shape up our lives in some way in the year ahead. But have you thought about making a New Year’s resolution to shape up your volunteer program?  This just might be the perfect time to strengthen your image and spread the good news about the work your volunteers are doing.  We can learn some valuable lessons from the business and marketing world about how to increase our brand recognition. Read on to learn how you can brush up on your marketing skills and promote your program through better branding.

What is Branding? 

Commonly, branding is associated most closely with graphic design elements such as color scheme and logo; however the concept has grown dramatically in recent years and now involves much more than just visual components. A brand is all the various pieces that influence the public perception of who you are.

“Branding communicates your organization’s unique identity and value via consistent messaging and ‘look and feel’ so your audiences recognize that it’s your nonprofit reaching them in an email, on Facebook or on a walkathon sign in a walker’s front yard. Most importantly, strong branding integrates promises of quality, consistency and authenticity so donors, volunteers and other key audiences become more engaged than ever” explains Nancy Schwartz in her report “The Nonprofit Tagline Report.” (The full report is available for download at www.gettingattention.org.)

Branding encompasses both the work you do and the impact that work has on the world.
Most often, branding is used by retailers to draw in consumers, but clearly, there is some benefit we can also gain from this strategy. Who specifically are we targeting with our branding strategies? Certainly we want our message to resonate with potential volunteers. But we also should not over look prospective donors, the media, and the communities served by your volunteers. All of these individuals play vital roles to the growth of your organization. 

Fortunately, many branding strategies don’t require much money at all. There are many things you can do by simply refining the language you use to describe who you are. Remember that each time you talk about your program publicaly you are reinforcing your brand. Considering this, it is important to carefully select a few key phrases that you will mention each time you have an audience of potential volunteers or supporters. For example, a program that has a strong emphasis on community living may want to say something like, “Our volunteers live simply in solidarity with the communities they serve.” This phrase is concise and meaningful, which indicates that it is likely to sink in easily to an individual who hears it more than once. Frequently you have no more than a couple minutes to initially connect with each potential volunteer, therefore it is essential to make the most of that short time and leave a lasting impression. When that person sits down to check out your website or read the material you gave them, they should receive the same message you delivered to them in person. 

Additionally, when selecting these key phrases for your organization, be careful to steer away from religious jargon that may not resonate with the audience you are targeting. For example, a term like “charism” may not be commonly understood by individuals outside religious communities, and therefore would not leave a strong impression.

Taglines 

Whether you know it or not – you are already an expert on taglines. “Got Milk?,” “Just Do It,” and “Don’t Leave Home Without It” are a few of the most successful advertising taglines in recent history. It’s likely that you immediately recognized the brand behind the tagline. Taglines that work well are those that stick with you and stand the test of time. 

A tagline is a short sentence that concisely describes the experience that your program offers and allows some of your personality to shine through. It immediately informs the reader about what is in it for them – why they should volunteer with you or support your volunteers. There should be an element of uniqueness in your tagline to alert readers to what makes you different from the rest.  A common mistake companies and nonprofits make when developing taglines is to focus on the product or service, rather than its impact and importance. Your tagline can appear just about anywhere. Consider adding it to the ending or your email signature, on your business card, website and stationery. It will certainly leave a larger imprint than just your name or logo on its own. 

Speaking with One Voice 

Branding only works well when it is done in a consistent manner. That means it is important to ensure that your volunteers and staff members are in tune with your branding efforts.  “Your company should be speaking in one voice and everyone who delivers your message, whether it’s visually, in writing or through verbal communication, must know and understand the core brand elements that make your services or products unique” explains Betsy Martin in her March 2006 article for the Denver Business Journal “Avoid Brand Disconnect” found at www.bizjournals.com.

Seek input from all members of staff when developing branding strategies and taglines. Try holding a brainstorming session for the staff where you ask them to prioritize the components of your volunteer program and verbalize the characteristics that make your program unique. This is also a good time to take a look at your website to ensure that the messages that are being communicated on your homepage are in line with those priorities. Listen to the words that are commonly used during this session – those are likely to be the ones that mold your key statements and taglines. 

You may also consider having a conversation with your current volunteers. Ask them what caught their attention about your program? What do they remember seeing on the website? What specific words resonated with them? The input you receive may help you see what messages you are sending, consciously and subconsciously. 

Get Out There & Flaunt Your New Look 

These tips certainly can be applied within the recruitment strategies you currently use and you may also choose to increase your efforts in new ways. There is ample opportunity to tap into the growing world of blogs. Don’t know where to start? Check out websites like www.nonprofit.alltop.com and www.swarmin.com to find a multitude of blogs about various social issues. Many bloggers encourage readers to leave comments, so when you find one that relates to the work you are doing you will be able to contribute. After checking out the blogs others are writing, you may even be encouraged to start your own! 

Now that you are equipped with a strong message and the precise language to express it, it is time to get out there are start sharing the good news! A marketing strategy only truly becomes a brand when it is widespread and well-recognized. Drop your program’s name and tagline wherever you can, whenever you can. Full-time volunteering may be an unusual idea for many people, so the more they hear about you, the less unusual it will seem to them. Reinforcing a consistent message helps your program to become not only more memorable, but also appear more focused and trustworthy. 

We at Catholic Volunteer Network are excited to hear how your program grows and evolves in this new year. Please keep us updated about the improvements you make!

