Spotlight on Jesuit Volunteer Corps: Marketing 101
By Alyssa Sickle, Catholic Volunteer Network Executive Assistant and Events Coordinator
What is “marketing?” And why is it important? Does it seem time consuming to focus on making sure that the message you display to future volunteers is complete and attractive? Maggie Conley, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member and Director of Outreach & Communications with Jesuit Volunteer Corps, shared suggestions on the easiest and most important ways that a program can promote itself and share a positive message.

Let’s start with the basics. Marketing can be simply defined as “getting the word out to your key publics,” Maggie says. “All of the different activities that you do in order to spread the word about your organization and the work you do are considered marketing. It is carving out your ‘niche’ in the marketplace.” She recognizes that marketing may have a bad connotation when one thinks of commercial products that are advertised for their consumer appeal. However, some tactics that are used for the commercial advertisements can be copied to promote your program’s message to a different audience. Remember that your message is competing for attention among many sources, so it is necessary to “make our message crisp and clear and send it through the most effective channels so that it can be heard and acted upon.” 

Maggie summarized what she has found to be successful elements in JVC’s marketing strategy, and how other programs can incorporate these ideas:

MESSAGING – While each organization is going to have a different message, similar ways to spread your message can be adopted by any organization. Develop a concise way to describe your mission and organization to a variety of audiences that gives focus to the work being done by you and your volunteers.  

Here are a few exercises that can be used to help determine your most vital ideas to promote:

· Write an “elevator speech.” Have yourself and other key members of your organization (Board members, current volunteers, staff, etc) write what they would tell someone about your organization if they only had the amount of time allotted before the elevator landed on the ground floor. Answer the question: “What is your organization?”  Share your ideas with each other and pull out the themes that are common amongst the different responses. Those ideas are the start of your positioning statements that should drive all of your messages. A critical piece of this is that you do not reference other organizations that are similar to your own – why give them the free marketing?

· Become comfortable and well versed in what makes you unique. Again with a group familiar with your organization, brainstorm the parts of your program of which you are the most proud and you feel you do best. Discuss how to “sell” those areas and talk them through to a point that they roll off of your tongue in a manner that conveys what differentiates you from other organizations.

· Finally, spend some time thinking and talking through your different audiences and how your message might be tailored differently for each of them. One way to see if it works for different groups is to determine a message that touches the HEAD, HAND and HEART (it might not be one message but those are three effective means through which to tell our stories). For example, an idea to convey to a donor could be: “We are very efficient with how we use your donation and are able to help an exponential number of people through the work of our volunteers.”

BRANDING – Make sure you are consistent with your use of logo, program name and message.  The belief is that it takes SEVEN “hits” to move something to action, so make sure that each of your “hits” is an extension of the previous by making your name, look and message consistent.

WEB PRESENCE – In today’s climate, you MUST have a good web presence. Make sure your website is easy to navigate and regularly updated. Your visitors should have a way to contact you for more information. Almost everyone has a website now, and that is the first place people will go to find more about you. Spend some time deciding to whom it is most critical that you market yourself. Make sure your website is easy to navigate for the primary audience that you are trying to reach (potential volunteer, donor, etc.). Since it’s likely that you do not have endless resources, spend time targeting one particular audience. Doing this effectively is better than not trying to do it all.  

Getting connected through social networking sites or blogs could be useful, but Maggie cautions to not take on these projects if you do not have the staff, time or energy to upkeep them. JVC tried a blog in the past and it was not successful because it was not regularly updated and people did not revisit the site. For more on ways to use social media tools successfully, read the article “Twitter, Blog, and Facebook – Oh My!” also in this article. 

In order to learn about the traffic your website is getting, Google Analytics is a free tool that is very useful. This website tells you which pages on your site are the most popular and how viewers are finding your site. You can also track usage to see how many visitors your site receives over a certain amount of time. To set up a Google Analytics account, visit www.google.com/analytics. 

PERSONAL CONNECTIONS – Another way to strengthen your program’s presence and increase your visibility is to use current and former volunteers to spread the word of their experiences. Use various sources to share their stories; for example, press releases to colleges or local papers, on your own website, or e-newsletters to potential volunteers. JVC uses recruiters to make personal visits to college campuses and build relationships with campus staff. Their recruiters are trained in the same marketing techniques and taught to highlight certain aspects of JVC in order to make their identity consistent to potential volunteers across the country. 

As a final reminder, we should not be ashamed of marketing ourselves! We believe in our missions and have something important to say. It is important to understand your own individual “brand” and positioning statement so that you know what it is that makes your organization unique, even within the lay mission/volunteer organization world. Your message is worth hearing; take every opportunity possible to spread the word.

Special thanks to Maggie Conley for her contributions to this article.
