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SUMMARY

This paper outlines how we
helped the toughest people in
one of the toughest warzones
in the world. They’re not
soldiers. Or police officers. Or
gangsters. They’re children.
And they make the tough choice to
defiantly reject social pressures to live a
life of crime on the streets. Instead, they
choose hope by joining a safe haven in
their neighborhood called Off The Street
Club. Our “Hope Is Tougher” campaign
raised the most money in the Club’s 116year history – enough money to keep
3,000 kids off the street for a full year. But
the most transformative result lies with the
kids. The campaign fueled the children’s
pride in themselves and the choice they
make every day to stay off their violent
streets and courageously pursue a bigger
dream.
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GROWING UP IN A WARZONE
Childhood is often associated with innocence and fun. It’s supposed to be an unforgettable
time when you can play without a care in the world. But for over 15,000 kids in West
Garfield Park – on Chicago’s west side – this is not their reality. Because they live in one of
the most violent warzones in the world due to drug turf wars.1
In fact, more Americans are killed in Chicago than Iraq and Afghanistan combined.

And many of these victims are children. In fact, over 300 children are shot in Chicago each
year.2

11 of the 324 children
shot in Chicago in 2016
– Chicago Tribune
1 “Chicago’s 762 homicides are more than New York and Los Angeles combined.” Nydailynews.com
2 Gun Violence Archive, Historical Database
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IDENTIFYING A NEW, ENGAGED AUDIENCE

A RAY OF HOPE
But amid the darkness in West Garfield Park,
there remains a place where hope lives…
Off The Street Club.
Founded in 1900, OTSC is Chicago’s oldest
boys’-and-girls’-club, whose mission is to give
children a safe place to laugh and play without
having to worry about the violence and drugs
that plague their community.
The club is a non-profit that receives no
government funding. This is intentional; to
accept government funding they must allow
anybody to join. But by rejecting it, they can
bar drug users and gang members from
entering. This keeps the Club safe, but as we’ll
discuss later, it also creates a stark and often
difficult choice for those who want to belong.

UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM
Each year, the Club must raise $583,000 to stay open. Their primary fundraiser is their annual
Holiday Luncheon, which is orchestrated largely by one of Chicago’s ad agencies. And this was
our year.
The Club Director explained that it had become harder and harder to reach their fundraising goal
each year with their raffle and holiday luncheon. The Club was getting less attention in the
mix of other charitable causes.
A closer look at their historical fundraising data revealed the majority of donations were coming
from a select group of local companies and individuals who donated each year. But this small
group of donors was shrinking.

PIONEERING A NEW APPROACH
Once the problem was identified, our objective became clear. We needed to raise $583,000+ so we
could keep OTSC kids safe & the Club open for another year.
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We knew the best way to raise money was to appeal to people’s emotions, make it personal and
make it social.3 But to engage a broader group of potential donors, we needed to take a
different approach. We needed to:
•
•
•

Spark an ongoing conversation, not just a polite one during a luncheon
Draft off a larger cultural conversation, not just one we created ourselves
Grab national headlines, not just local ones

IDENTIFYING A NEW, ENGAGED AUDIENCE
Instead of solely reaching out to past donors, we broadened our audience to include people 18+
nationwide who had engaged with gun-violence or cause-marketing content in the past 12 months.
After monitoring their conversations, we uncovered that many were outraged with Chicago’s recent
gun violence…but they felt hopeless.4 Most didn’t know OTSC existed and that there was a way to
help keep kids safe.

REFOCUSING ON THE KIDS
Communication around the luncheon in recent years had become less focused on the kids and more
focused on the economic differences between the donors and the kids. We saw an opportunity to
shine a light back on the kids, so we wanted to get to know them better.
Instead of conducting complex research, we did something simple. We spent time with them by
volunteering at the Club and getting to know them personally.
On the surface, they were gentle, smiling children. But beneath the surface, they were tough
as nails.
They explained that, to join the Club, they must sign a contract promising they wouldn’t associate with
anyone involved in drugs, violence or gangs. You’d think this would be an easy choice, but it’s an
incredibly hard one. For many kids, this means disassociating themselves from a parent, sibling or
friend who sells drugs or is in a gang. The pressure is immense.
But over 3,000 kids make this tough choice every day.
Everyone has tough choices in their life – but none as tough as this.

3 The Science Behind Why People Give Money To Charity, The Guardian, March 2015
4 Ongoing Social Listening via Crimson Hexagon, April – December 2016
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THE INSIGHT. THE BRIEF. AND THE BRIEFING.
We wanted to recognize and
celebrate the kids for the tough
choices they were making, so we
centered the brief on this insight:
OTSC Kids make the toughest of
choices – to defiantly reject the
norm and courageously chase a
bigger dream.
But we didn’t want creatives to just
read it, we wanted them to
experience it firsthand. So, we
brought them to the Club to meet the
kids & listen to their stories.

THE BRIEF

To provide the creatives with more inspiration, we asked the kids to write what tough meant and
shared these letters during the briefing.
(EXCERPTS FROM THE LETTERS)
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THE CREATIVE IDEA
The resulting creative idea was “Hope Is Tougher.” And the premise was simple:
The toughest people in Chicago aren’t gangsters. They’re children, who choose hope
instead of the streets.

BRINGING IT TO LIFE
To create broad awareness & fuel
ongoing conversation, we launched
the campaign in three phases over
four months. Planners and Creatives
worked side-by-side to choreograph
the roll-out and ensure each piece of
communication led to an opportunity
to immediately donate.
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PHASE 1: LAYING THE FOUNDATION
First, we drafted off of cultural conversations about gun violence to reach a broad set of new
donors. When people commented on news articles about how helpless they felt, we responded
to their comments and gave them an easy way to help.

Posters were also distributed around Chicago to seed the campaign.
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PHASE 2: SPIKING EARLY ACTION
Next, we aimed to create an army of microactivists through evocative storytelling and
activations that helped people feel a personal
connection with the kids and a desire to help.
We asked Facebook and YouTube to donate ad
space to help spread these stories nationwide.
It all started with a bullet hole.
We removed a real bullet hole from the Club and
“transplanted” it alongside the famous building
fragments of Chicago’s iconic Tribune Tower,
surprising more than 2,000,000 passersbys with
a story of hope. People could scan the
installment to activate an emotional video about
one of the toughest kids in the Club, and donate
on the spot. A film of the activation was shared
and targeted via promoted posts to spread the
word nationally and encourage micro donations.

VIEW VIDEO HERE
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On Veterans Day, we released a documentary-style film, “The Toughest Letter,” where a
group of veterans shared their personal stories of living in a warzone. We then asked them to
read letters written by another group with similar experiences – the OTSC children. The
emotional story provided an unexpected look into the toughness required to see hope in even
the direst circumstances. To drive donations, we promoted the film on Facebook and local
news.

VIEW VIDEO HERE
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PHASE 3: BRINGING HOPE HOME
Finally, we brought hope home by creating a
touching holiday luncheon for our 665 past
patrons and 150 new patrons. The luncheon
included an art auction, raffle and momentof-giving video. Plus, it provided a platform
for the kids to share stories of the tough
choices they make every day.
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CONNECTING THE DOTS
Planning architected each complex phase to ensure the conversation never died and all content
drove towards donations.
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PROOF THAT HOPE IS ALIVE AND WELL
In the end, we successfully proved hope IS tougher.
The campaign raised the most money in the club’s 116-year
history – over $700,000 – 20% above our ingoing objective
of $583,000.5
This provided enough money to keep the Club open for
another year. Meaning that 3,000 kids won’t be as easily
recruited into gangs and lured into violence.
The campaign grabbed national headlines and significantly
broadened our group of donors.6

$583,000

GOAL

$700,000

RAISED

20%
MORE THAN OUR GOAL

It established an ongoing mentor program between veterans
and the OTSC children.
And most importantly, it fueled the children’s pride in
themselves and in the choices they make to stay off the
streets. We think Shawn, the Boy-of-the-Year, said it best as
he closed the holiday luncheon:
“I am tougher. We are tougher. Hope is tougher.”

LESSONS LEARNED
We learned that we can all find small ways to make a big difference in our communities. And to
never give up hope.
While we broke the Club’s historical fundraising formula, we stayed true to many lessons we have
learned as Planners:
• Listening never goes out of style: We have access to so much data, but nothing is as
powerful as sitting across from someone and listening to their story.
• Tap into what people care about: We care about our children. Our veterans. Our safety.
And when we tapped into those things, donations followed.
• The brief is just the beginning: Getting to an inspiring insight and clear brief is a great start,
but a planner’s real value comes when you partner with creatives to shape the idea from the
beginning and continue to connect and build the idea as it grows.
But, that said, the biggest lesson we learned is a timeless human truth:
Never, ever underestimate the strength of a child.

5 Source: OTSC Historical Fundraising data 1990 - 2016
6 Source: 2016 OTSC Final Holiday Donor List and news souces highlighted on page 10 of case.
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