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From SxSW to reality: What’s next for social good?

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful
committed citizens can change the world.
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has. ”
– Margaret Mead, Anthropologist

SxSW Interactive is many things--parties, breakfast tacos, big ideas--but most of all it is an incredible community of designers, entrepreneurs and technologists who care about the future of the web. As that community has grown, so has the call from nonprofit leaders and socially conscious brands to infuse the SxSW experience with themes of how to harness the power of web technology to make the world a better place. So
the question becomes: how do we break out of our silos, patterns and habits to do something about it?
While planning for our 6th year of the Beacon Lounge at SxSW 2014, we invited 16 change-makers from
vastly different business sectors to explore this very question with us and the Do Good Dialogues were born.
Featuring innovative voices seeking to take cross-pollination to the next level, master disruptor Brian Reich
led 15-minute discussions from our stage and challenged each thought leader to answer “Five Good Questions” about their role in creating lasting social good.
As it happens, we were not alone in wanting to crack this nut. This year the conversation around social good
at SxSW hit new heights both in terms of events, sessions, social media reach and in-person energy. So…
now what? How do we turn all the social good conversations from Austin (including the Do Good Dialogues)
The Do Good Dialogues
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into action and change in the real world? And how do we ensure that the social good conversation continues
to be an integral part of the SxSW spirit and programming moving forward?

That’s where you come in.
In order to see the seeds sown at SxSW take root in your community and beyond, help us answer this one
last question: “What’s Next?” What should SxSW be focusing on, or how do you think different sectors can
come together better in terms of addressing serious global issues? Tweet your ideas to #sxgood and we will
make sure your voice is heard during the planning for SxSW 2015.
The extraordinary people whose insight is chronicled in these Do Good Dialogues inspired us to think beyond
SxSW. I know they will do the same for you.

Eve Simon
Creative Director, Beaconfire

The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

4

Can five good questions drive change?
This was my 12th consecutive year attending the SXSW Interactive Festival. I participate each year because
the event brings together an extraordinary group of people – creators and programmers, media and agency-types, investors, and more. My goal is always the same: to activate these people to think differently
about social good, and where possible, to help apply that thinking in ways that drive meaningful, measurable
changes in the world.
If there is one constant at SXSW, its that the festival is always growing and changing - I believe all for the
better. There are more attendees, more sessions, and more craziness than ever before -- but there is also
more focus on social good. The opportunity to focus this audience on something more meaningful than the
latest trend or app exists. And yet, we haven’t quite figured out how to use SXSW to shift the trajectory of
the work around social good.
For SxSW 2014, Beaconfire asked me to help provoke the engaged audience dying for social change to do
more. How could I resist? We developed a simple idea: by asking questions – and pushing people to think
a little differently about how to approach this discussion around social good – we could influence that shift.
How many questions? Three didn’t seem like enough to tackle the bigger, thornier issues. Ten felt like too
many for the chaotic nature of SXSW.
We settled on five good questions - knowing that we could always ask more if needed. We called it The Do
Good Dialogues and as you will see, that was just the beginning.

Brian Reich
Managing Director, little m media
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Editor’s Note
The following interviews were transcribed directly from the Do Good Dialogues in The Beacon Lounge at
SXSW 2014. They are listed in Alphabetical order. We made some light edits to clean up typos and minor
transcription errors, but have left the bulk of the conversation raw and intact.
To learn more about the Five Good Questions format, see Appendix A.
In addition, each interviewee was asked the question “What question would you ask?” - what issues or topics they would like to see addressed by the SXSW community. All their answers can be found together in
Appendix B.
Finally, video is available for many of these interviews. See Appendix C for links.
Enjoy!
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Katie Bisbee

Chief Marketing Officer, DonorsChoose.org
The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

Katie Bisbee leads the marketing and branding for DonorsChoose.org, engaging over 1.5 million donors and teachers in supporting public school classrooms. Before forming the marketing team four years ago, Katie led the expansion to serve schools
across the east coast. Prior to joining DonorsChoose.org, Katie launched a customer acquisition business at Red Ventures,
a company ranked on the Inc. 500 list as one of the nation’s top 20 fastest growing companies. She also has experience in
market research for commercial, non-profit and political clients.
Katie earned her M.B.A. from the Darden School at the University of Virginia, where the faculty awarded her the Hyde
Fellowship for her contributions to the school. She is an alumni of Leadership Charlotte (2011) and was named to Charlotte
Business Journal’s “40 Under 40 (2010).”

Brian Reich: DonorChoose is an extraordinary charity and over the last almost fifteen years now,
since 2000, has raised a tremendous amount of money in very small increments for individual
teachers and classrooms, to supplement whether it’s supplies or school trips or whatever it is that it
needed in the educational process that is not available in the budgets of schools. Is that focus – that
ambition of just raising the money and satisfying the obvious need – the thing that makes DonorsChoose so compelling and so successful? Is it the simplicity and the elegance of the teacher needs
something, I can provide that, that really fuels this success?
Katie Bisbee: I think so. So our model… I think what makes DonorsChoose.org, or what makes the
donors feel really good about it, is the direct connection that we allow between classrooms and donors. So on our site people can choose what classroom they want to support. They can see exactly
where their dollars go and then they get to hear back from the teachers in the form of a thank-you
letter from the teacher, an impact report showing how money was spent and thank-you notes from
the kids, and even photos of the project being done.
So I really think that that direct connection is… well certainly when Charles Best, our CEO, started it
fourteen years ago, like a totally revolutionary concept and in some ways today it’s still pretty revolutionary, that people can allocate exactly where they want their funds to go and then feel a personal connection to the group that they supported.
BR: There isn’t any evidence to suggest that the desire to support a classroom is waning, but, the
expectations for impact among people who are investing time and resources in causes and charities continues to rise. My expectation would be that I don’t have to keep funding classrooms, but
wouldn’t it be great if that need were to go away? So why isn’t DonorsChoose in the business of
eliminating the need for DonorsChoose? Why isn’t DonorsChoose focused on addressing the issues
with educational policy or classroom funding more directly or tapping into the extraordinary support
that you have among political leaders and people with great means so that you can close the gap
that exists in classroom support? Why aren’t you in that mission business, as opposed to the ele-
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gant simplicity of actually providing direct support to classrooms?
KB: That’s a great question. Our mission is to make sure teachers have what they need for their
kids to learn and when we think about our jobs, we’re thinking about getting supplies in the classrooms today that students don’t have. So if a student doesn’t have… if there a second grade class
in a really low-income area in Baltimore that doesn’t have dictionaries, like we want to get those
dictionaries to those kids today, not three years from now.

“

Our wheelhouse is
in doing what we do
and, as part of that,
being more transparent than most
organizations have
been, by literally just
showing everyone
every ounce of data
we have.

We’re not an advocacy organization. I would say that we don’t have expertise or skills in like politicking and lobbying and I don’t think we ever will. But it’s important for us to change the system,
so one big step we’ve taken is we’ve hired a data scientist and we’ve completely opened up the
fourteen years of data on our site, everything from every single supply a teacher has ever requested
in every state across the country and every single donation that anyone’s made. We have over 1.5
million supporters and we can cut that data any way we want to cut it. We also have it completely
open so that anybody can go on data.donorschoose.org and play with that data.
And really the goal of spending all this time exposing our data and opening up is that that will ultimately influence buyers and like procurement officials of the national government, the local state
governments, the school districts, on what exactly it is that their teachers need.
BR: So your theory of change, if you will, is to address the immediate need, keeping your fingers in
the dam -- and now with the intelligence that you have, allowing and encouraging the people who
should be responsible for closing that gap, to close that gap. But it doesn’t have to be our responsibility to do that directly?
KB: I think that’s a fair way of saying it, yeah. Our wheelhouse is in doing what we do and, as part
of that, being more transparent than most organizations have been, by literally just showing everyone every ounce of data we have. We think that that is a really good step.
And then we also are forming some new types of partnerships that I think will impact the system
itself more, so for one example, we have a partnership with Google and the College Board, where
we’re adding AP math and science classes to high poverty schools where the kids have potential.
We’re working with Code.org and Code Academy on encouraging teachers to teach girls to code
across the US.
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BR: So your pushing stuff back into the schoolsis a little bit more than satisfying the need that has
been identified by the individual schools?
KB: Yeah, I think that’s fair to say, yeah.
BR: With 1.5 million donors and nearly 15 years’ worth of transactions, etc, there’s presumably a
lot that you have learned about the people who are participating through DonorsChoose. One of
the things you mentioned already is people seem to appreciate direct connection and certainly the
human relationship that essentially forms between them and the classroom teacher or students in
return for the donation and the ability to execute the project. But what else have you learned about
what works in terms of getting people to make these transactions, to make these commitments, to
come back and do them more, that everyone else would presumably benefit from as they’re trying
to figure out how to get people to take actions sustainably over time to support certain causes or
back certain ideas?
KB: One thing that is just an interesting data point as a preface to answering that question is that
half of our donors give on our site because they care about public education, and the other half
say they give because they care about our model and the ability to give directly. So not everyone
comes to our site as a public education advocate; they might come to our site because they really care about jazz music and they want to buy a trumpet for a class, or maybe they want to support a school that was damaged in a tornado, or maybe they just care about supporting their kids’
school even. I think that that really speaks to the elements of the model, that I would suggest other
non-profits take a look at, which is the choice, the accountability and the transparency.
BR: I would say DonorsChoose is one of the pioneers in crowdfunding in the social good space and
maybe, if you think back to 2000 overall, its one of the handful of platforms that actually demonstrated – and has continued to demonstrate – that crowdfunding under the larger umbrella of the
definition, works. That said, the amount of money that you have raised pales in comparison in
many respects, to some of the other crowdfunding platforms that are out there. When you look
at crowdfunding platforms – assuming you do look at other crowdfunding platforms - what do you
learn from the Kickstarter’s and the Indiegogo’s of the world, that is then transferable to a forward
purpose effort, on the premise that maybe there is greater scale or greater opportunity available to
serve more classrooms and provide more support?
KB: One thing that I think Kickstarter is great at is, they give their project owners these amazing
tools to fundraise for their projects and I think that a lot of the folks that post projects on Kickstarter
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- like a lot of the artists or like the musicians - are kind of in the mode of having a subscription list
and promoting themselves to that list, and those people take action. And we look a lot at Kickstarter’s - and Etsy for that matter is another organization where a lot of their sellers are given these
amazing toolkits to promote their shops to their friends and family and their networks. So we take a
lot of look at those tools.
It’s a little tricky for us in that the teachers are the people that we’re serving, so we would never
want to force them to fundraise for their classrooms if they didn’t want to, or if they just didn’t think
that was the right thing to do, but we have added a whole bunch of tools that allow teachers, if
they want to fundraise, to go do that.

“

And so for us hearing what
brands are excited about
and how they’re engaging
their customers and how
much time they’re spending
on social, allows us to think
through programs that we
could create with them
to show off for them the
social impact that they’re
having, and hopefully like
boost their brand with their
customers.

And I think that that’s probably the biggest difference between an Indigogo and a Kickstarter, which
are for profits, and an organization that’s a non-profit, as we can’t as much rely on that. We have to
rely a little bit more on the donor side, on people coming because they really care about the cause.
BR: At an event like SXSW, where there are all of these conversations about the ways that technology is used or behavior is influenced or data is tracked, what are you able to learn from these
other sectors? What are you able to learn from the brands, or what are you able to hear from the
people who are focused on content and television and things that don’t have the sophistication or
don’t have the resources often in the social good space to go to those levels? What are you paying
attention to, or what can you pull from SXSW that might be potentially disruptive to what Donors
Choose is trying to do and trying to continue to do even more of?
KB: Half of our revenue and projects comes from individuals and the other half comes from corporations. And typically when we work with companies, we’re working with their marketing team and
doing cause marketing partnerships, as opposed to the more traditional like philanthropic or foundation partnerships. And so for us hearing what brands are excited about and how they’re engaging
their customers and how much time they’re spending on social, allows us to think through programs
that we could create with them to show off for them the social impact that they’re having, and
hopefully like boost their brand with their customers.
BR: Let me push on that… I am a critic of cause marketing on the grounds that it is largely for the
PR benefit of the corporation, which not to say that it doesn’t deliver incredible funds and support
and awareness and a bunch of other things to causes that are in grave need, but the connection
to the core business strategy and business operation of the brand is sometimes not there, or not as
tight. Is there an opportunity or is there a desire from the DonorsChoose standpoint to, say, create
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a market for somehow supporting classrooms and teachers and providing the support and supplies
and things like that that are needed; you know, to have these companies actually make it a part
of their strategic business imperative to ensure that that funding gap is closed or that they provide
those things vs. not just to make things like the procurement process right by what the data shows
it really should be?
KB: Well, I think we have a couple of case studies that might make you not be as skeptical about
cause marketing as maybe you are, and just to give you one quick one from several years ago – so
this data is maybe five or six years old at this point – but Crate and Barrel, since about 2006, has
given DonorsChoose.org gift cards to their customers as a thank you. And they’ve done a great job
of tracking the customers that have received the gift cards and those customers can then go on our
site and pick a project they care about locally or in a topic that they care about, on Crate and Barrel’s dime. And Crate and Barrel found that those customers that got the cards and redeemed them,
spent 16% more in Crate and Barrel stores than those who didn’t.
Crate and Barrel, every year, at the holidays, out of their advertising budget, bought DonorsChoose.
org gift cards and sent them to different segments of customers. And I think that’s a perfect… like
that to me is a perfect cause marketing campaign. We win because classroom projects are being
supported and we’re acquiring new donors who then continue to give and care about classrooms.
Crate and Barrel wins, because their customers feel even stronger about their affiliation with the
brand. And then the customers obviously win, because they get stuff they like.
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Change.org

Lawrence Grodeska, Director of Nonprofit Community
Amanda Kloer, Campaigns Director
The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

As Director of Nonprofit Community at Change.org, Lawrence helps organizations leverage the world’s largest petition platform to connect with new supporters to achieve real change. He manages communications with thousands of nonprofits
through webinars, public speaking, social media and email to share tools and resources for effective online advocacy and
fundraising.
Amanda Kloer is a Campaigns Director for Change.org, where she helps people win the campaigns they start. More than
15,000 people start campaigns on Change.org each week.

Brian Reich: My criticism of online campaigns generally, and online petitions using Change.org more
specifically, has been that while it is undoubtedly helpful in raising awareness and reflecting existing
passion around an issue, whatever that issue may be, it’s actual measurable impact on a change in
policy, a change in corporate behavior, whatever, is very limited. So what do you see, or what do
you articulate or claim, as the actual impact of the tools and whatnot that Change.org makes available? Why is my interpretation different than yours in that respect?
Amanda Kloer: I think the impact exists on two levels. On the first level there is direct impact. I
know people love slacktivism and clicktivism, and that online petitions don’t work. But we actually
had seen online petitions shipped real changes in the corporate and policy worlds. And sometimes
these are changes in big corporations.
We had a 14-year-old girl who led a campaign to get Hasbro to make a gender neutral Easy Bake
oven because her little brother wanted one but thought it was a girl’s toy and was afraid to get one.
We have people that have led campaigns to stop the deportation of members of their family. We
have people that have led really, really local campaigns to make their school’s dress code less sexist,
to have a gender neutral ban on different types of clothing. So that impact exists at one level.
But I actually think that the more profound impact is that when we tell these stories, when we talk
about how everyday people have made these changes in the world, what we’re doing is telling people the story of their own power. And we’re helping people realize that we are living in a moment in
history where people have more tools to help them take action in the ways they want to than we
ever have before and that they actually can use those, and they can make a change. And so it’s that
story of empowerment that convincing people of their own power and that I think is actually the
higher, bigger, impact than all of the results of the individual campaigns.
BR: So then if you go one level deeper in terms of the types of behaviors that people take in and
around the tools, or as a result of that empowerment or that inspiration, what is your data show? Or
what does your experience and knowledge suggest the rest of us on the outside should understand
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in terms of motivating or mobilizing behavior? There’s nothing substantially different about Change.
org than a platform that presumably anyone else could build. But obviously, there’s something about
that environment and that community. So what is it, under the hood, that you see in the behaviors
or actions of the individuals that we should all take something away from?
Lawrence Grodeska: Well, there is something fundamentally different about Change.org that were
truly an open petition platform. No other company or organization has chosen a somewhat difficult
path of being open to all comers that want to make a difference. So I think actually that speaks to
Amanda’s point about personal empowerment.

“

We’re working on building tools that allow
petition creators to communicate with supporters passed the moment
of signing, to reengage
them. And the good
petition is only as good
as the organizer that
creates it and their follow-up with supporters.

We get locked into these ideologies or divisions based on political parties, and at a time when so
many of us are disillusioned about the impact of politics, having a neutral third party convener to
host issues, to host conversations, I think is a critical step for us to move past this gridlock in our
political world, in our political lives. And I think that opens up the opportunity for these conversations and communities to arise around issues.
We’re working on building tools that allow petition creators to communicate with supporters passed
the moment of signing, to reengage them. And the good petition is only as good as the organizer
that creates it and their follow-up with supporters. So we’re also trying to educate petition creators
about how to best take that moment of passion and use it after the fact for a call-in day, for an in
person rally.
AK: And the thing that I’ll add to that is because this is an open platform these are actually real
people solving problems in their lives. They are not professional activists, so when we have a petition from an out gay Boy Scout who’s not going to get his Eagle award for being gay that is a whole
new area of emotion and storytelling and authenticity than people who are professional activists,
or who really just care about LGBT rights but aren’t going to be impacted by that. So when you can
actually hear the voice of the person who’s saying, “Something is being taken away from me. Something is hurting my family and my community, and I want to change that.” I think it’s that authenticity that is the secret sauce, and it comes from the fact that we’re an open platform, and everyone
can participate.
BR: Let me offer this theory: My argument against something like Change.org is that the actions
that people take are fairly simple and that the long-term and sustainable types of change that we
know are necessary over the course of a long period of time come after that, which you noted, etc.
I would almost frame Change.org as a media platform and not an action tool in the sense that it
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does allow people to tell their stories in an authentic way. It creates a measurable way for people
to respond to the story, something that we have struggled with with television and radio and things
like that because it’s essentially you signing a petition is acknowledging that you found that story
compelling. So it allows that those stories to go to larger places and things like that.
So if you take that argument for a second, there is still something missing from the place where
Change.org exists and the actions that people take and the majority of long-term, sustainable, systemic changes that are necessary to solve the problems that we’re all in the business of presumably
trying to solve. So what do you guys know or believe is missing that someone else either needs to
plug in or we still need to figure out, for you guys haven’t figured it out? What is that mushy area
between what we know real long-term sustainable policy and systematic change looks like and a
laudable but still very confined set of actions through the platform?
AK: Yeah, I always like to say that Change.org is sometimes a sledgehammer, and sometimes you
need a sledgehammer, and sometimes you need a scalpel. It is a tool, and it is by no means the
only tool that can be used for social change. I think – for the first part of your question – I think
it’s interesting that you draw the distinction between a media platform and in action platform. And
I think there can be a lot of arguments that those lines are getting increasingly blurred when we
see people using Facebook groups to mobilize around stuff. People are using Twitter campaigns to
create change. Last year there was a great panel on how Twitters saved the TV show Scandal. So I
think there’s probably some blurry lines there, which I think are really interesting to dig into.
LG: Documentaries with petitions.
AK: Yeah, documentaries that are linked to petitions and stuff like that. But I think the thing that
for me is missing – and I would love to hear what Lawrence says to – is leadership development
and actually figuring out how to take people that take that first step … something happens, they’re
inspired to take action, they start a petition. How do we take them from that on to a deeper journaling of social engagement? And that’s something that we haven’t figured out yet and that I’m really
excited to try to figure out because for me starting a petition it’s your leaving the Shire, right. You’re
about to go on an epic adventure of social change out into the world. And I want Change.org to be
the Gandalf. I’m nerding out so hard here – but to be the Gandalf and to guide people on that journey. And we haven’t figured out how to do that yet – but without dying halfway through, yeah.
BR: Yesterday, Ben Rattray [Change.org Founder] said that the future of activism is about empowered consumers. Yes, there is a impact that you will see from buying trends shifting. So if people
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want to buy health or foods and refuse to buy non-healthy foods, then you will see companies produce healthier foods, and there’s an ancillary effect, or a secondary effect on health, for example.
But is it reasonable to assume, or unreasonable to assume, that a simple petition-signing activity,
which is as you just said that first step, but far from the completion of that journey, basically the
same thing as a single purchase – absent of said leadership development, absent of the knowledge
and understanding of the implications of choosing to buy one set of products or another? That longterm sustainable change is not going to be dramatically influenced from the outside. It’s rather still
going to be corporate opportunity that somebody comes up with, which in the case of Pepsi they
came up with it without consumer behavior suggesting that there was a market for it, and they decided to go for it anyway as leaders. So is consumer behavior at scale just another version of leaving
the Shire but with buying instead of clicktivism?

“

Nonprofits need
to be better about
understanding populace outrage and
connecting to it,
whether it’s a Facebook group or Twitter or a petition.

LG: I could go on a whole long diatribe about consumer behaviors. I have very mixed emotions
about that. But I think – going back to your point from the last question which has relevance here –
what’s missing is a connection between the long-term movements and this funnel of activation that
you’ve called our platform. And that’s something that we don’t talk about as much.
My work at Change.org is connecting nonprofits to the incredible passion in those moments of impact, or longing to express the desire for a better world, with the more sustainable long-term movements that are necessary for any kind of societal, behavioral change. And I think … I don’t want to
put it on nonprofits, but nonprofits need to be better about understanding populace outrage and
connecting to it, whether it’s a Facebook group or Twitter or a petition. And some are doing a great
job at it: I think Greenpeace, ONE Campaign, Charity: water, some of the digitally savvy nonprofits
that are out there.
There are just as many that are stuck in their door-to-door fund-raising drives, their community
bake-a-thons. And things are changing quickly, so I think it’s our job to help connect our 60 million
users around the world with those movements that are happening. And that’s the mushiness that
we’re working out.
BR: There is this very interesting intersection of technology, and media, and investment, and creativity, and development, and all of these things here at SXSW. And there are a lot of trends being
discussed – big data and wearables and things like that. Is there a trend that you think aligns with
the work that Change.org does for these types of activities best? So for example, if you take wearables as an example, is the idea that more and more people are going to be wearing something that
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tracks their data and potentially provides them with guidance or intel into how they should behave
… is that the type of thing that you imagine the future of social enterprise and social change – the
way that you create that funnel – would benefit from? Or is there something that’s not presently being talked about in the context of the work that you do here that you think is particularly interesting
or compelling and maybe should be somehow mushed in?
AK: I am really interested in how point of purchase behavior can affect corporate decision-making,
especially about internal policy. So what if I walk into a Best Buy, and I’m looking at a variety of
smart phones, and I’ve got an overlay on my wearable that tells me which of those phones source
conflict free minerals, which of them are made in factories with fair labor conditions and third-party inspections, which of them adhere to certain sustainability guidelines. And then I as a consumer
can make an informed decision. Do I care about the environment or not? Or do I care about conflict
minerals? Do I want this to be not tested on animals? I would have that information, and based on
my values, I could make that decision, and then that company would see that reflected. So they
could see our customers are making value-based purchase decisions. And they’re making it about
this, so we’re going to change our corporate behavior in order to make sure this customer base
chooses our product. And I think that there is a whole lot of really interesting opportunity in that
area that hasn’t really been tapped very well.
LG: Two things real quick – I think the surveillance conversation that’s happening is vital and important. And we see a lot of petitions on our site about that. Tied to that, what I don’t see happening here is conversation around net neutrality. And that has a direct impact on us and every other
online platform that could effect change.
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Tammy Gordon

Vice President, Social, Audio & Video Strategy at AARP
The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

Tammy Gordon is a Vice President at AARP and manages a nine-person strong team of social media strategists for AARP
with a direct-follow audience of more than 2 million people. In 2013, her team was nominated for DIGIDAY’s Best Facebook
campaign of the year and Best Social Media Cause campaign of the year. She has trained hundreds of communications professionals, spokespersons and executives on how to more effectively use social media to achieve their goals.
Gordon is a frequent consultant, speaker and panelist on social media communications. She has presented at SXSW Interactive, MediaPost Social Media Insider Summit, NeighborWorks America and the NonProfit Tech Conference. Past consulting/
training clients include United Way of Columbia-Willamette, American Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists and IDEO.

Brian Reich: You’ve been with AARP and have been focusing on digital and social. And now, your
portfolio’s expanding to include television. What have you learned about, or what do you know
about, the social habits of the traditional AARP demographic: seniors and particularly, now, boomers— compared to the highly-scrutinized and obsessed-over audience of young people who are
hyper connected on digital and mobile and social?
Tammy Gordon: Yeah, I think one of the things that I found most interesting is that we really found
our sweet spot, when it comes to digital and social in the baby boomers, obviously. This is one of
the things that makes me insane that people have questions about AARP membership and are they
online. Sure, there are pockets of people who are still not online today, but by and large, baby
boomers have been using the internet at work for years and years and years, and are digital natives.
And so what we’re seeing is adaptation isn’t even a question in that demographic. It’s more exposing people to different platforms and different tools in different ways than they’re using it. So,
we’re looking to connect with people on causes or advocacy campaigns or travel experiences or
things like that, whereas, mostly, what people are doing is connecting with family and friends. So,
really, we’re looking to move it along that scale.
And the other thing that I think is really fascinating, from an AARP brand perspective, is that our
second largest audience on social isn’t the older audience; it’s actually Gen-X’ers. And so I think
there’s a really interesting play in the space of like if you’re getting that AARP card in the mail when
you turn 50 and you’re freaking out, I have to think that there’s some brand halo effect, if you’re
45 and you’ve been following AARP on Facebook for five years you’re much less likely to freak out
and more likely to be like, oh, yeah, I know them.
BR: You mentioned advocacy efforts and causes. And that’s certainly been a big focus, particularly, on your side of things. But the AARP is very much involved in and invested in behavior changes - whether it’s safe driving and giving up the keys as members become older. Or long-term and
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sustainable health, good eating habits. When you look at behavior change as something that digital
and social are going to contribute to among boomers and up is there something that you’re seeing
or finding or realizing that maybe others haven’t? Is there something about the behavior change
piece that’s different than the causes and the advocacy piece and those sets of action that you’re
asking that you think are particularly compelling at the moment?
TG: Well, I don’t know exactly how groundbreaking it is, but one of the things that I think is across
generations is when it comes to social or digital. The big challenge, right, is it’s great for awareness
and like, getting your cause and your message out there and spreading it. But when it-, one of
the things you and I have talked about over the years is at what point does it have real actionable
change?
So, one of the things that we’re really been striving to do as a team, not because anybody in the
C-suite is asking for it yet or demanding it, but really, because we think it matters. Is tracking how
much money are we raising for a cause online? How many calls to congress are we generating via
Facebook, via Twitter, and really, drilling down into those hard metrics, as opposed to getting excited about our two billion person reach.
I think it’s important that we have that big reach. And it’s important that we have great engagement rates. But really, how many people are taking that action? I think that’s hard in any demographic, but certainly, when you’re trying to get that cause out within the 50-plus population that
doesn’t traditionally take action on a social network, It’s even more critical.
BR: And are there some actions that, thus far, have proven to be more difficult to drive? Does the
stereotype hold that older folks are more willing to make phone calls, for example, because they
have been making phone calls as a part of their communications routine for much longer, whereas
texting or some kind of digital short form communication is more geared towards a younger audience?
TG: Well, one of the things that I think is interesting on that front is we’ll try on a social network
and ask, but we try to also make sure that we have options for things that we know traditionally
work. So, for instance, on our Drive To End Hunger work, one of the most successful things that we
have done this year for social media has been to work with a fan amplification program that’s email
driven.
So, if you’re over 50 or NASCAR fan, not even over 50, but you’re getting involved in that cause,
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we know that people that are over 50 are more likely to be reading their email probably than sharing something on Facebook. And so what we did was we leverage a different platform, got people
to sync those social accounts. And so now, all they have to do when they get that email in their
inbox and says, this race is coming up and we’re doing this hunger event – and I’m making this up –
but Nashville, click here and share it across your social networks.
Well, they don’t have to go log into each of their social networks. We know email works really well
for that audience. And so what we’ve done by doing that is hit the easy button for the user. And
make it easy for them to do. Same thing when it comes to Congress. I may have an application
within Facebook that tells you how much your parents or grandparents would be affected by an issue and I have the Contact Your Member of Congress right within the app right there – make it easy
for them – but the action that may happen from that app is generating an email or using a dedicated phone number so that we know how many people are making that call from that.
And if you know that your audience traditionally will use email or mail or phone, I think you can still
leverage social networks to drive those behaviors.
BR: There was a Nielsen study that came out a week or two ago that said the dominant forms of
media that are consumed by people across the board continue to be television and radio. If you consider television/radio to be that effective, would you anticipate your digital and social strategy now
changing noticeably because it will be integrated with these mediums that we know have greater
reach, and greater influence over how people are getting information and forming their thoughts
around whatever you want them to do?
TG: Yeah, I guess the way that I’m looking at it. I don’t think you stop doing TV and radio and
focus only on YouTube. It’s not that for me. It’s looking at longer-form – whether it’s television or
documentary style, shorter YouTube and teeny tiny, whether it’s Snapchat or Vines or Instavines.
Instead of looking at a piece of content like I have-, I’m a video producer and I made this TV show;
here, go put it somewhere on a platform - what I’d like to do is transform what we’re doing into
strategists around video and audio.
So, any time you’re thinking about a piece of content, whatever it may be – I know we’re working
on caregiving stuff right now. So, if you’re taking a piece of content around caregiving, and you
thought your job was to go make a video for YouTube. But it’s no longer go make a video for YouTube. It’s how would that play out in a 22-minute segment that may live on Netflix. How would
that look on Snapchat? How would that look on Instagram as a video? How would that look as a
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vine?
So, you’re looking holistically at all of the options and all of the different platforms. And they’re not
right all the time, right? But you need to be looking at all of the platforms, instead of just making
content for one specific thing, I believe.
BR: And how does that change what you were just talking about? So, if someone’s watching television, the connection to a digital action that then could be pushed across social networks is a little
more challenging than if they checked their email. You can’t press the easy button on your television, as much as integrated television and things like that have been promised as the future. So,
then do you also then have to re-strategize around the way that you ask people to activate?

“

I think just that behavioral
change is a big shift, so
I don’t know how those
behaviors are going to play
out and what’s going to be
effective. But I think we’re
really in this test-and-learn
period especially, for 2014
where we need to figure
out skate where the puck’s
going, where the audience
puck is going, and look at
the data.

TG: I think so. I think that’s something that I’m asking all of our producers to do, as they’re bringing
different ideas to the table is what’s the action you’re asking people to take? And I think, traditionally, that maybe isn’t something that had been done. You know you want to keep creating a compelling video. And it lives on television. And it ends on television. So, you may drive to a website
or something like that. Or really, behaviorally, unless it’s amazing, that behavior’s probably not
happening.
But if you think of a call to action, and think about, okay, my main platform is television, but how
do I want this to live and play across YouTube where I can annotate and drive behavioral much
more effectively, where I can leverage search engine optimization to be much more effective? If
people don’t have a half hour to watch a television show or five minutes to watch that YouTube
video, how can we break up those tips or whatever the action is into ten different Instagram videos
that we can spread across the network?
I think just that behavioral change is a big shift, so I don’t know how those behaviors are going to
play out and what’s going to be effective. But I think we’re really in this test-and-learn period especially for 2014, where we need to figure out skate where the puck’s going, where the audience
puck is going, and look at the data. We know where the data’s going. We know what’s happening
in the 50-plus audience. We know they’re spending more and more time online.
I saw a stat the other day that the average American, five years ago, watched 16 hours of a screen,
loosely-defined, a screen. Now, it’s 45 hours a week. That’s huge for any demographic. And so
whether or not that means watching Dancing With the Stars with your tablet and live tweeting it
– which is something that we’re more and more behaviorally seeing, even within the 50-plus seg-
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ment, you know that second screen experience and how did they all play together, I think, is something that not really anybody’s doing great. And we really want to be out there and figure out, as a
media company within AARP, how can we be generating both great content that drives great action
and leverages our audience, and then, potentially, also, is sponsored or have as a revenue content
so that we can do more of it?
BR: So, behaviorally, one of the things that we often hear about influencing or supporting older
people is that you get the caregiver involved. So, that might be their kid or someone in the community, etc. In a similar vein, what does AARP need help with from the rest of the technology space
or the content space or similar, right?
TG: Right.
BR: You’re one large, incredibly influential organization. But you’re not all things. So, what do you
wish others would help tackle, so that you could be like, oh, I could just plug something like that in
and that would make it much different or much easier?
TG: Well, I’m a Gen-X’er and one of the things that drives me nuts about the tech industry is chasing millennials. And I get that advertisers always chase the younger demographic. But what makes
me insane is that there’s this enormous customer base – 70 million baby boomers – and as they’re
aging with lots of disposable income, how can you hack that model of aging and leverage technology, both to make a profit, and to help people?
So, things like wearable technology, I think, are fascinating, mobile health startups. AARP’s really
trying to incentivize and help mobile startups really address the community. One of the things that
I think is really cool that we’ve been doing is we do-, we’re essentially working with demos for VC’s
and we’ll bring together mobile startups that are working in the health space. And have a panel of
VC’s to choose a winner, but we’ll have a panel of AARP members who will inform the VC’s about
how they would use it, if they would use it, which one they think. And leveraging that kind of behavioral information, I think, is really interesting and important, not only to the technology industry
but to business.
So, if you don’t have a 50-plus strategy and you’re in technology, you’re failing. That’s an enormous consumer market. That’s an enormous growth, both for aging and what they’re going to
spending their money on, people taking care of them, them doing things in newer and interesting
ways. This is the baby boomers. They’re not going to age the same way that you think of tradi-
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tional aging.
BR: And are we studying aging populations the same way or as well as the obsessive data that’s being generated around millennials and the studies and assessments? Is there enough attention being
paid by people, other than the AARP, do you think?
TG: You know I think the answer has to be no on that. We have a study that we did called the longevity economy. And it really gets into this and talks about the opportunity of the marketplace for
the 50-plus population, or if you even think about it as the 45-plus population. I mean, next year
is the first year that Gen-X’ers start turning 50 and can join the AARP. Let that settle in for you.

“

If you flip that model on its
head, you’re using the fuel
band to exercise more and
do all this stuff ... But what
if that fuel band was monitoring your blood pressure
or your cholesterol or your
heart rate? What if that
became a bracelet ... that
was monitoring your health
and giving you real-time
information?

So, if you’re looking at AARP, and you’re thinking about 70 and 80-year-olds, yeah, it’s that, too,
but we really cover over four or five generations’ worth of people. And to shuffle an AARP generation aside, you’re shuffling your business plan aside. This is where people have worked their lives
and accumulated money and they’re going into retirement. This is where people have the opportunity to spend and travel and build the lives they want to, to start nonprofits. This is really an opportunity, I think, for the marketplace that’s being missed because people are chasing the cool.
BR: There’s a lot of trends being talked about here at South by Southwest, always. Big data, as
usual, wearables is a huge one. What of these trends that presumably trying to tap into the boomer
or now, soon to be Gen-X population, as well is furthest away from actually aligning and understanding? And take wearables just as an example. You mentioned them, so clearly, there’s work
there but you know, what older Americans wear. What people wear and do generally as they get
older is very different than people who are younger. So, I don’t think I’d ever see my mother or certainly, a grandparent wearing a fuel band.
TG: If you flip that model on its head, you’re using the fuel band to exercise more and do all this
stuff. Not to say that they wouldn’t but what-, right, theoretically. But what if that fuel band was
monitoring your blood pressure or your cholesterol or your heart rate? What if that became a bracelet – hopefully, within the next year or so, they’ll actually look cooler. But actually was a bracelet
that was monitoring your health and giving you real-time information?
The two things that came to mind when you were bringing that up – and I think MIT has been really
in the lead on this. So, MIT age lab has, essentially, a suit so that when Ford or Chevy are designing cars, they put their engineers into the suit that simulates things like joint pain or arthritis so that
they can feel and see their products through the eyes of their consumer, even though they may be
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in their 20s and 30s. And I think that’s something that’s smart for most technology companies to
really think through. So, if you’re thinking about wear-ables, you’re thinking about them in a different way. If you’re thinking about wear-ables through the eyes of 50-year-old, what if you’re getting
arthritis and wearing a glove relieves that pain and makes you able to continue working and being
like you would.
And what if that data, then, talks back to your doctor’s offices and then, they all sync? I mean, one
of the things that I thought was really fascinating at MIT media lab last time I was there was they
have those huge eye exam boxes in your doctor’s office that cost probably hundreds of thousands
dollars. This guy, basically, had been an app on an iPhone with $14 plastic attachment that basically scans your eyes and gives you the exact same eye test, communicates on a daily basis back to
your doctor.
So, if you’re getting cataracts or your eyes are failing or they’re deteriorating over time, you may go
into the doctor’s office once a year, once every couple of years, but what if you could track that and
address it in real time with a $14 iPhone attachment? I’m sure the pharmaceutical industry is freaking out because when you hack that model, everything becomes cheaper, more accessible, the data
gets stronger and people’s health can improve. So, that’s really the model of where I’m looking at
when it comes to wear-ables.
It’s not like is it the latest like cool technology that looks like hipster on your hand, but rather how
can those kinds of technology help you to live a longer, fuller life that’s more healthy and comfortable?
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Brian Reich: I want to focus on disasters first. Aside from the urgency and the time that a catastrophic situation throws into the mix, what makes operating during a disaster situation, before,
during or after, different than the types of day-to-day engagement that you have with people who
are connected to the Red Cross, whether those are in your network or on the client side, if you will?
Wendy Harman: I would say that the goal is for it not be too different. And that’s why we have all
of these exercises all the time, and constantly, are trying to form those partnerships and bring, not
necessarily bring people into the fold, but have relationships with as many community groups and
small businesses, big businesses, anyone who might be part of a community that’s affected by a
disaster, to already know what those information-sharing flows are going to look like.
BR: normalize the disaster conversation so that they don’t seem so anxiety producing or special
when the muscle memory needs to kick in.
WH: Right, so the leading indicator of resiliency after a disaster is how socially connected you are
with your community. So, the cool thing about that is we have an opportunity and technology, from
my point of view, technology allows you to really exploit that, those relationships, or make them
really, really easy. But when push comes to shove and there is a disaster, it’s always very confusing.
And there’s always brand-new players who want in.
And when you’re going through the worst moment of your life or your year or whatever it might be,
you tend to also have a very emotional stake in things that are going on. And it’s easy to get really
upset or agitated.
BR: There are, presumably, a number of different activities related to the work that the Red Cross
does, both in and outside disasters, that you can do on your own, that you can own, you can be the
expert on something or you can control the channels that become the most legitimate for getting
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information out. What are the elements that you can’t do on your own and that you need to coordinate with other nonprofit organizations? For profit, media, government, whatever. What isn’t kind
of working well in that scenario? Where are the gaps that, if you had expertise or help or capacity
from – whatever that would be better – education, preparation, warning, response, rebuilding, what
are the gaps in the kind of full spectrum of where Red Cross is involved that outside help is needed,
essentially?
WH: So, I think that’s a hard question to answer because I don’t think anybody in the entire space
is very good at knowing the whole picture. the golden ticket is having a common operating picture
and being able to share information and needs with one another. And so the Red Cross concentrates
really, really hard on sheltering and what we call mass care, which is a very strange term for getting
people food and supplies that they need.
So, we’ll be working with large companies to get palettes and palettes of water to come in, in a
really quick fashion. We already have the relationships with people who have cots and all of those
kinds of things that you associate with the Red Cross. And the relationships with the local church,
the local community centers that become shelters at a moment’s notice. All of that has to be set
up beforehand. And then, when push comes to shove, there are all kinds of people that are in the
wrong spot still.
BR: Do disasters change? Or is the majority, if not the entirety, of your focus on improving the way
that you prepare and manage and respond? Certainly, tornadoes may get more serious. But it’s still
the same formula. You just have to do it better, right?
WH: I think so. We try scale that up, but you know we’re going through a really big change right
now where we’re trying not to move away from being the organization that comes in and fixes
things, and really, trying to teach communities, or enable and facilitate communities doing that
themselves so they’re not waiting for those people with the vests to come in and hand us a clamshell meal. But we can take steps to be prepared for that up front.
BR: There’s a lot of focus at SXSW, in particular, on behavior and wear-able technology and the
data that we get from that, etc., etc. What does the Red Cross know that the rest of us don’t know
about human behavior around not just disasters but also, blood collection or whatever that we
would all benefit from knowing?
You mentioned one that was really interesting, which is the number-one indicator of recovering is
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your social connectivity. If you’re a loner, the likelihood that you’re going to bounce back quickly is
clearly not as great as somebody else. What are some of or one of the things that the Red Cross,
when you look at your data, when you look at your experiences, tells us something about human
behavior that other nonprofit organizations or brands might say, hmm, that could be game changing
for the way we function or the way we engage as well?
WH: It’s hard to figure out how to inspire people to take any preparedness action until there’s an
immediate and eminent threat to them. And to me, I think that’s because we’ve approached it as a
fear-mongering thing, like you’d better do this and get ready for doomsday or whatever. But I think
actually, there’s a huge opportunity to normalize the activity of preparing or even just going in and
meeting neighbor.

“

You almost never see
reports or data about
when having a kit or
having them prepared or
having a deal with your
neighbor or your loved
ones to meet up after
something has worked...
You don’t do it until you
know there’s a benefit
on the other end.

If we were to concentrate on gathering data about when doing that helps, so telling those success
stories after something happens, you almost never see reports or data about when having a kit
or having them prepared or having a deal with your neighbor or your loved ones to meet up after
something has worked. And so I think not having that and just saying, oh, this weird fear that an
unknown tornado or whatever it might be is going to come tear my house down is too scary. It’s
like someone telling you, over and over, you’d better save money. You don’t do it until you know
there’s a benefit on the other end.
BR: Do you think that there is, say, a stage in life or a stage in the year when there’s more opportunity to embed that knowledge and preparedness? So, I have children. I remember before I had
children and then, after I had children. We had an evacuation plan. We never thought about that
because you didn’t have to.
WH: I think the biggest one of those is the moment that you have children and you feel that need
to protect them. I’ve seen that. I don’t have them myself, but with my friends, that seems to be
when that happened. And otherwise, I think it’s when, unfortunately, when an event happens, and
the closer either emotionally or in proximity to you that that event did happen inspires people to be
like, oh, maybe I should put a blanket in a car just in case we stuck out on the road in an ice storm.
So, those are the two big moments when that happens.
BR: So, the Red Cross, over the past ten years now, has pretty significantly changed operationally.
And have very much embraced technology social but most importantly, the war room approach.
And not just when you have to, but everybody sits around and crunches data and collaborates the
mother ship quite regularly.
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What about that experience do you think is potentially transferable to other organizations? And
particularly, those that don’t have these kind of red alert moments where you have to come together in that command center? What are the elements of your now kind of innovation-driven, solutions-oriented work process that are translatable, that you think, my God, I can’t understand how
any organization would operate without doing this daily, or without doing this as a core part of their
function?
WH: I think there are a few things. The first is that marketing or leads generation kind of thing
that is there’s just so much opportunity there to be a good steward and good community member
around the mission and the things that you care about. And bringing people into that fold as an
awareness tool. But I probably have moved into the space where I’m much more interested in how
you optimize the impact you’re making on the ground and how well you’re actually including those
boots on the ground maybe in connecting the offline and online activity of making an impact in the
mission that you’re working toward.
So, for us, we haven’t set it up exactly perfectly. We did the digidoc at national headquarters. And it
really just happened because that’s where we could move the ball. And now, we’re really decentralizing all of that and inviting all of our chapters to create digital volunteer roles and they’re building
mini digidocs. They’re not as fancy, but taking all of those activities that we do and bringing them
much closer to the ground where we work every day.
We have a little bit of an identity crisis still at the Red Cross in that we don’t know if we’re a big
organization-, a big top-down organization or if we’re going to be a grassroots, in your community,
organization and we try really hard to do both things. And so there’s a tension there in every new
project that you start about how you’ll figure that out. But I think we’ve made a pretty nice evolution.
BR: And how much of the evolution and the digidoc approach is applicable to the things that don’t
get as much attention? So, just take blood drives as an example. It would be a fail on behalf of the
Red Cross if you weren’t able to collect sufficient amounts of blood at times when you’re not on the
front page or on a cable news channel around and around and around. But that, I imagine, is still
one of the great struggles is to get people to engage with the Red Cross outside of those moments.
So, how has that kind of organizational evolution benefited or perhaps, the opposite, the day-to-day
tasks of engagement, as opposed to just optimizing the response to disaster?
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WH: I think the tools just allow you to see those more holistic conversations that are not necessarily
just about the Red Cross or whatever organization you’re looking at. So, if you take blood drives, we
have to get 10,000 arms in the door every day – every day – in order to keep the blood collection
going. So, that’s an enormous army lift of mobilization across the country. And being able to just
make those mini wins of understanding when there’s a fraternity or a sorority house that’s bored on
day and saying, well, you’re .8 miles from the nearest blood drive. Why don’t all of you go down
there and do that? And is looking for those opportunities and searches in the posture of the community that you’re working in.
That’s why I was pointed out the localization of our efforts now because we can’t do that at such a
micro level from national headquarters across the country but those local blood centers all around
the country absolutely can and should. So, that’s the—
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I think the tools just
allow you to see
those more holistic
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are not necessarily
just about the Red
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BR: What trends or tools that are being talked about here at SXSW have the potential to radically
disrupt or benefit the work that you’re doing? If everyone had a wear-able, would that change your
game? If people figured out another layer, would that fill in a significant gap in your portfolio? What
are you hearing or what do you think people are discussing that maybe hasn’t made it to the social
good or Red Cross focus but you’re excited about?
WH: I’ve heard a lot of talk about the internet of things and the idea that we could optimize how
someone experiences a disaster, how someone even experiences their own preparedness. I mean,
there’s endless opportunities for us, putting aside the privacy issues, that could make that better. I’d
love for us to figure out how to not have someone lose their home one day and the next day, have
to stand in 16 different lines to find out about the different resources available to them. There’s lots
of ways to make it better. And so those are the kinds of things that I’m really excited about.
And then, obviously, the collaborative, we’re sharing economy is pretty cool to me in that I envision
a day not-too-distant future where we don’t open shelters or do mass care at all, but that becomes
part of what we know as this sharing economy that crosses that threshold that becomes a free exchange of goods and services for people who have been hurt.
BR: like an organized air B&B instead of shelters.
WH: Right. That exists already actually.

32

Marc Johnson

Director of digital strategy, APCO Worldwide
The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

Marc Johnson is director of digital strategy in the StudioOnline division of APCO Worldwide. Based in the Washington, D.C.,
office, Mr. Johnson helps clients accomplish their strategic objectives through digital tactics and methods. He has extensive
experience in managing highly technical projects and helping clients build custom online applications that achieve specific
goals and objectives.

Brian Reich: APCO talks about the emotional link between people and brands or organizations, politicians, causes, etc. My argument, for a long time, has been that, while valuable, emotional connection is fleeting because it can be overtaken by the emotional connection of another brand. To what
extent does knowledge or understanding of the issues behind a cause or the substantive work of a
brand matter, in terms of creating a connection or relationship between consumer and organization?
Marc Johnson: Yeah, great question. And you’re right. It’s not a mutually-exclusive thing. You can’t
lock a consumer down and say, hey, I only care and only have an emotional link with your brain. I
think the reason why we have to rely on it is because of the proliferation of messages that are in
society right now. There’s so much noise, everybody is competing on how they can break through,
how you can create a very good subconscious connection with stakeholder, consumer, anyone is going to be based on the attributes of the brand that they have taken in and connected to their emotional being in some way, shape or form.
How you reinforce those things and continue to mine that vein, so to speak, is going to be the difference between you having a long-term connection and being able to have that consumer grow as
a stakeholder within your organization. So, I think it’s really important for us to understand what the
science is behind that, who has better emotional links and how those links were established.
BR: Building on that, social responsibility in particular, contributes to trust, reputation, establishing
that longer-term bond, right?
MJ: Yes.
BR: The more serious issues that are important to people will connect them.
MJ: Right.
BR: But at the same time, my sense, or maybe my expectation is if you’re going to work around an
issue, you’re going to want to see meaningful, measureable progress on that issue. So, if the commitment that a brand or an organization makes to some serious issue does not clearly change the
game, does not clearly move us that much closer to solving this problem, does that have the po-

34

tential to then, undermine, that connection? My expectation is you’re going to solve this problem.
You’re seemingly caring about it, but not actually going all the way. Am I just going to get frustrated
and leave?
MJ: Yeah, it can happen. I think sometimes, brands can become overzealous at times and look to
become a knight in shining armor and go and eradicate things that are not eradicate-able. But what
you can do, as a brand, and what we try to counsel our brands on is become more of a convener,
someone who contributes to a cause, somebody who maybe helps in an effort that’s already going
on, so you get credit for that contribution, so you can sustain that emotional link. And also, make
sure that you’re advocating for those stakeholder groups as much as you can.

“
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become a knight in
shining armor and
go and eradicate
things that are not
eradicate-able.

BR: So, obviously, at least historically or stereotypically, the DNA of a nonprofit organization or an
NGO or something in the for purpose side of the conversation and brands on the for profit side are
different. They operate differently. They have different metrics or standards for success. What is it
that brands do poorly, with respect to understanding and engaging with non-profit organizations or
around causes? What is it that brands don’t understand about the hard work of social good kind of
at large and that makes that relationship or makes that conversation not work or more difficult because they’re just , you know, from different planets?
MJ: Yeah, I think you’re right. I think it definitely starts at how things are measured, how success is
identified. I think a lot of brands can get involved with nonprofit organizations looking to satisfy a
particular need that they may have, either A, in the financial column or B, to be able to check off
against a CSR program that they have, without really thinking through how they can do meaningful things and also, enhance the brand, the business, the employees, all other stakeholders that are
valuable to the organization.
I think there should be a level setting meeting or meeting of the minds where the nonprofits and
the brands can figure out how they can both what they’re looking for from the engagement. I think
it always works best when the brand is tied closely to the mission of the nonprofit. So, a great
example would be if you look at some of the work that Exxon Mobil does in the math and science
space. They understand that, if we go in and we help a lot of these math and science organizations
develop youth math and science programs, we’ll have a better workforce of tomorrow, in which
we’ll have better candidates and we’ll do better work. So, they have an idea of I am able to establish a new stakeholder base from my internal employee pool. And also, these nonprofits are getting
the money and the resources they need to be able to run programs or gain some math and science.
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BR: So, but just playing devil’s advocate, that’s probably one of the best examples where an Exxon Mobil, essentially, acknowledges that it’s doing it for a self-serving reason. And I don’t have any
problem with them because that’s a legitimate argument. We need a stronger workforce over time,
so we’re going to invest in that. Isn’t the whole brands adopting causes, brands adopting nonprofits,
in almost every case, just a blatant effort to develop a halo effect, at least the way that it’s communicated?
MJ: Used to be. I want to say when social good was philanthropy, when it was write a check and
walk away, you’re right. It was a halo thing. It was a thing you were able to go into your board or
some earnings meetings and be able to show, hey, we gave X amount of dollars. I think a lot of
brands stakeholders and consumers and other people have matured.
Look at the food space. The first time a consumer saw an organic label on a package, they became interested in what the supply chain was of the food that they ate, where it was sourced from,
etc., etc. The expectation, in order a build a stronger emotional link with the brand was that these
brands were going to go and make sure that their supply chain was as organic as possible or GMO
free or all these things that consumers weren’t interested in before because they didn’t have the
information to interest them.
So, I think the maturation of that community and the maturation of those stakeholders have forced
brands to be more aware of the things that matter to their consumers. So, in those instances, because of that, their engagement in these causes has to be more authentic in order for those consumers to maintain a solid connection with them. So, in essence, if I am using GMOs or I am not
organic, my consumer will go away, thus, this is completely tied to the business of my brand, so I
have to go and do things that are in the social good space to be able to connect in a better way.
BR: APCO talks a lot about advocacy as a term. You and I have both been around the “advocacy” space for a long time. And advocacy has a very specific set of activities that are within it. But
my sense is that APCO takes a broader definition of advocacy. So, what are the things that master brand can do to advocate on behalf of stakeholder interest, if you take out, simply, the idea of
pushing or pulling on levers of power or presenting information in the public policy realm, where
advocacy has traditionally been organized?
MJ: You know I think there are a lot of ways to be active in the advocacy space, especially, as a
brand. I’ll give you a great example of a brand that I think is doing a really good job on advocating
on behalf of their stakeholders.
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IKEA, right? Very much dedicated. A corporate mission of them is to just build a livable planet, both
where you live in your house, in your home, where you work, etc., etc. But they take it a step
further. They go out and they’re very committed to sustainability in a lot of different ways. They
redesign a lot of their furniture to make sure they’re sourcing the right wood. They have this great
better cotton initiative. They do all these things that not only make a person’s living situation more
livable, in a room or in a home, but they also make the planet more livable by doing things the
right way because they care about sustainability in a significant way.

“

I think some of the
things that brands that
can do is find something
that ties in directly with
their business mission
and find an advocacy
area there... give these
stakeholders the tools
they need to be able to
go out and do the good
work that they want to
do.

I think some of the things that brands that can do is find something that ties in directly with their
business mission and find an advocacy area there. Look at what their stakeholders care about. If
their stakeholders are significantly involved in sustainable purchases, etc., etc., they should try to
take that on as a cause or as something that they can contribute to or help, not eradicate, but maybe give these stakeholders the tools they need to be able to go out and do the good work that they
want to do.
BR: So, we are at South-by-Southwest, which is this unique collection of developers and designers
and creative and media and investors and big brands and small fledgling startups. And certainly,
those in the social good space. Are there trends or tools or people or whatever at South By that you
see or you think have the potential to disrupt the way that brands are operating now? We’ve certainly seen an erosion of the strength of brands, in some respects, over the years. We’ve seen, in
other cases, brands become media companies and open up whole new fronts of the way that we
use technology and content.
So, is there something that you’ve seen, that you’ve heard or that you anticipate being talked about
in the next few days that has your antenna up for the work that you do in this conversation on digital between brands and social good space and all that?
MJ: Going back over what we just talked about, you know we talk about brands that have maybe
paid lip service to certain issues before, not delivering on measurement in ways that they can do it.
They haven’t established or reported on the programs that they’re doing in a more significant way,
right? I think what I’ve heard here is when we talk about brands as broadcasters.
One of the things that I think will come out of this is a new way that corporate communications is
staffed and organized over a period of time. I think you’ll start to see people in corporate communications offices that look like people who ran newsrooms in the past. There is a very sudden de-
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mand for content. Creating content is pretty much the lifeblood of everything that we do. And while
there’s always been this demand for content, in a written format, there is now a very quick demand
for content in the visual format, in the video format as well.
People who know how to create that type of content on the fly are going to be in high, high demand. And I think one of the things that I want to get from here is how do you put that type of
team together? How do you take a person who is used to working in a newsroom environment, put
them in a corporate environment and be able to break through some of the barriers that you would
see in a corporate environment that would limit your ability to tap into the news cycle as fast as it
is today? Who is going to referee that huge fight between this new news director corporate communications head and the legal team? Who is going to referee that fight? And how are we going to
be able to reorganize corporate communications to be able to do that? Now, how that ties back to
social good is how can we continue to create content that talks about or connects to stakeholders in
a significant way so that they know that these brands are very serious about the things they’re doing
on a consistent basis, they’re very serious about the issue at hand and that they’re delivering on
promises that maybe they’ve made over a period of time?
BR: Which, for what it’s worth, I think ties back to what we were talking about in the emotional
versus the intellectual connection because there’s only so many puppy videos you can put out before you actually have to move the conversation to the point where you explain GMO’s to some to
someone so that it’s not ships passing in the night, essentially.
MJ: Right or run an actual puppy mission or do a rescue mission or make sure that there’s a spade
and neuter clinic near every one of your outlets, etc., etc. So, yeah, there are things that you have
to do.
And I think a lot of brands, the ones that are really good at it are the ones who are sometimes a lot
more shy about talking about doing it because it seems a little more self-serving to them. And they
don’t want that self-serving attribute to rub off on the brand in a significant way. So, there’s give
and take there. And there’s smart ways to do it.
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Brian Reich: When I was reading up on some of the community management philosophy behind
Huffington Post, one of the things that stood out to me was how you describe yourself as “building
a movement by developing individual relationships.” I’m curious about two things: First, what is your
definition of a movement because movement is one of those words in the social good space that is
very much overused? And second, what is different, and presumably I imagine, more effective about
a movement built on individual relationships as opposed to one that essentially comes together organically en mass the way we often talk about it?
Tim McDonald: I think way too much focus is put on always trying to go after the big numbers. And
what we’re really losing focus of his how impactful we can be if we focus on the small numbers that
the delivered the biggest results. And so for me it’s really all about just forming the right relationships with the right people. And when you do that you develop something – not just a peak in time
– but you get a long-lasting relationship with that person. So you’re getting an increased benefit
and exponentially, as time goes on, as you build that relationship. The most impactful part of this is
these people are people that you don’t need to pay.
So it becomes very easy to start scaling your efforts when you have the right people kind of in your
community. And they’re doing it from an emotional standpoint as opposed to a transactional standpoint. And so they want to do things for you. You don’t have to really ask them to do anything.
And when you start doing it the right way, you can start packaging information. And all they need is
some kind of exclusivity to feel like they’re part of this community. And that’s incentive enough for
them. And so if you’re feeding them the right information in this exclusive environment, then they
are able to go out and spread your exact message only coming from their mouth.
BR: One of the elements of a movement, for it to be considered effective, is that it has to have
some focus. A movement where everybody does slightly different things doesn’t deliver the impact
that you want. Do you guide and shape types of contributions that the community makes or limit
or prohibit certain things so that organically that focus comes into play? How much influence do you
have over the community in terms of what it does on your behalf?
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TM: Well, I think we have quite a bit in the way that we guide them. But we never try and make
it seem like they’re hard and fast guidelines – or rules. It’s more just like guidelines and suggestions.
And I think over time you start training that behavior so that your community really understands
what works, what doesn’t work, and if you make them part of that process, and involved in that
process, instead of just telling them, and they actually feel like they are the ones who came up with
this idea. And so you really can now form that message and get them moving in the direction that
you want without having to kind of layout directives for them.

“

I always say that social
media is the handshake. It
allows me the opportunity
to connect with people that
I probably wouldn’t have
had the opportunity in the
past to find or to connect
with as easily. But once I
do that, I’m a firm believer
that 90% of what we actually see happen on social
media happens off-line.

I think the one thing that social media has really done – and it’s kind of scary for most traditional
organizations – is we’re used to having control over everything, and we want to make sure that the
message is exactly the way we want it. And we want to make sure that they’re moving in the exact direction. The great thing about social media is there are so many more people that can help
deliver our message, but we need to almost let go of some of that control and let them share that
message. But if we do it with the right people in our community, our advocates, they’re the ones
that can bind these outliers in the community that are kind of going astray and pull them back. So
as the organization, you’re not actually having to do anything to that person. You actually have your
advocates out in the community that are wrangling these people back in line with where your direction is.
BR: It seems to me that social media, the way that it’s at least commonly thought of, runs counter
to the idea of developing individual relationships. So does technology and the individual platforms –
individual social methods that you use – help or hurt in that concept of developing those personal
relationships?
TM: I always say that social media is the handshake. It allows me the opportunity to connect with
people that I probably wouldn’t have had the opportunity in the past to find or to connect with as
easily. But once I do that, I’m a firm believer that 90% of what we actually see happen on social
media happens off-line, behind the lines of what you see on social media. So these are relationships
that you’re building that nobody’s actually seeing that make what you do on social media look easy.
BR: Beyond HuffPo, or I guess through your role at HuffPo, you are also part of a social council for
Share our Strength and the No Kid Hungry project. And I guess what in your mind, or in your participation, is No Kid Hungry able to achieve, or more importantly learn, about people who are going
to become involved in what they’re trying to do to address hunger through this social council, or the
participation of the social council? And how does that social engagement, or that community man-
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agement, help to deliver a meaningful and measurable impact and not just more awareness?
TM: The great thing I think about what they’ve done with the social council is they’ve grown it over
the last year to 18 months. I’ve been involved for almost 9 months now. And if you look at it, it’s a
combination of people from different backgrounds. They’re coming from different interest levels, so
we all have our own unique communities that we reach, and we don’t just overlapped each other.
I mean there’s obviously a little bit of overlapping, but not greatly. And also to that extent, there’s
also people that have really large followings on social networks. And then there’s other people that
just have really strong followings in personal networks or in business networks. So it might not be
on social media, but they’re just active on social media, so we’re leveraging those connections. And
what we’ve actually been able to see on – last year specifically for Giving Tuesday in 2013 compared to 2012 – was we actually more than doubled the amount of money raised on a 24-hour
period through the efforts that we just did using social media, which was largely driven by the social
council.
BR: And you feel like the social council, or the social management if you will, that you help contribute to – around No Kid Hungry – can do things beyond digital transactional activities? So fund-raising is great, and important, but there’s a lot of work at Share our Strength that pushes in terms of
policy development at all levels, for example. Can this social council do something to support that
kind of direct impact, that the ways that other organizations think about social and community managing may not?
TM: I think one of the members that I’ve gotten to know on the social council is actually an attorney that actually focuses on this. And so her work is actually something that directly helps the
organization, but it also helps educate the rest of us – she does – on what this actually means and
how we can actually help. And a lot of times – and I know this is from my local politics – just on
the grassroots level is a lot of time just talking to your local government officials is really what helps
implement some of this change. And so if you have your own personal community, and your own
personal network, all of a sudden what you do is your sharing that.
I’ll just say this for my personal standpoint. I share stuff on my Facebook page, my personal Facebook page, and it’s not something that I just do on Giving Tuesday. It’s not something that I just do
for Go Orange Month. It’s something that I do constantly. So when I do put and ask out there for
somebody to help people that know me, people that are my friends, are actually – and this is the
thing that touched being the most – they are taking action just because they know how much this
means to me. And so it’s not just me being a broadcast mechanism. It’s me actually opening my-

42

self up and letting people understand why I’m involved with this, what I’m learning about it, how
I’m going through this process. And when I really open myself up and am authentic about it, that’s
when actually other people in my personal connections start getting attached to what I’m doing.
And then they start getting involved and taking action.
BR: You sit at this interesting intersection because you are heavily involved in nonprofit social good
related work with No Kid Hungry. But you work for a for-profit, owned by a fairly significant corporate media conglomerate. So you have insight, I think, from both sides as to what the community
management responsibilities and expectations are. What is different about the corporate approach
or the Huff Po approach to community management, if you will, and the No Kid Hungry side that
you do, and what good that you either learn from each other or benefit by kind of moving in one
direction towards the other?

“

For me it’s not about
business to business; it’s
not about B to C; it’s not
about being a non-profit or
a for-profit. It’s really just
about people to people. At
the end of the day I think
that’s what we’re getting
back to is just as personal
relationships that we need
to understand we’re talking
to another person, not to
another entity.

TM: I really don’t see too much of a difference because what most people don’t understand when
we’re especially talking about communities and social media is we start looking at what we think
we want to achieve with it instead of starting with what our business objectives are. And whether
you’re a non-profit or you are a for-profit company, you all have business objectives. And so if you
start working back and making sure that your strategies are aligned with those business objectives,
it really is just as simple as kind of figuring out what’s going to work to help get you to that point.
I think that things that I really love about working at Huff Post, and also our parent company, is we
both have impact sections were impact verticals. And so I’ve become – even though I don’t write
for them, even though I’m not on that editorial team – I’ve become very friendly with those editors
and the people that run those departments because they know my passion in what I do. And so it’s
enabled me to get some people, some pauses in, for the cause of the day, which is like a $70,000
media buy that we can contribute. So there’s definitely ways that I’m able to get some non-profits
involved with the organization. And so whenever I can find a way to kind of bring those two together, I always try and do it. But the thing is it’s … I don’t think I talk about this too when we’re talking
about for-profit. For me it’s not about business to business; it’s not about B to C; it’s not about being a non-profit or a for-profit. It’s really just about people to people. At the end of the day I think
that’s what we’re getting back to is just as personal relationships that we need to understand we’re
talking to another person, not to another entity.
BR: You’re here at SXSW, and there are a lot of different trends being discussed. There’s data,
there’s privacy, there’s wearables, there’s new apps and gadgets – is there something that you have
seen or heard that is disrupting, or you anticipate would disrupt, this approach to community man-
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agement or the way in which you approach your job and your role with No Kid Hungry? Is it something that’s particularly exciting – or the other direction – something that you think is going to make
what you do harder because it’s going to put their ears up, or it’s going to have a chilling effect on
people participating in some way?
TM: I think the interesting thing to me isn’t necessarily about any one particular part of technology.
But I think overall what we’re seeing is – and I just noticed that this year – and we’re actually just
doing it right here with the phone actually recording us on video. I think video is going to be the
one thing that is really kind of … and I know this is kind of beating a dead horse because it’s been
talked about for years and years, and people are going, “When is it going to actually happen?” But
I think what we’re starting to see with our smart phones and the more people having those, with
people being able to wear technology with the Google glass, or any other type of thing, this video is
now going to become something that just incorporates into our life.
The barrier is going to be so much less, and the user interface on it is becoming so much friendlier.
But also the technology of the signal strength that we need … I always joke that using live stream
video is reintroducing the wire to our computers to get a big enough broadband width. But I think
we’re finally coming to a point where both the wireless technology and the actual hardware technology are coming together – where that video was now going to be able to share stories from any
location. I mean we’re seeing it already, but it’s just going to be so much more widespread that now
people can associate in any language, in any type of education level, with the visual – something
that we can’t do with words, something that we can’t always do with a picture. And video is going
to bring us there. And I’m just imagining, and I really have just seen examples of this where we can
just show stories from the streets, show stories from an actual family where you’re at, and that is so
much more than putting together a prepackaged commercial piece to actually broadcast your message out because now you’re actually sharing a real live example without any filters.
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Brian Reich: Let me start with a question that may seem basic, explain quickly what the role is that
technology and software play in a presidential campaign, and how that then has the potential to
translate to nonprofits or for purpose organizations those that are working for some larger bit.
Jason Kunesh: I think it’s a couple of ways. So really technology in a campaign is an enabler, right?
The goals and the methods are really well known. And the methods for organizing people offline
are really well known. We know what makes people passionate and we know what, how to touch
them at the right moment. And basically make sure you have a good dialogue and you can actually
create and build community. And those lessons go way back into associational life. We’ve known
this for hundreds of years, right?
In a campaign all you’re trying to do with technology is allow those conversations to happen at
higher fidelity across channels that are much lower fidelity. In other words, if most of the time
you’re getting conversion to happen with people it’s a face-to-face conversation across a kitchen
table. Excuse me, across a kitchen table. How do you translate that into an online experience that
actually is meaningful and actually gets people to care about what they’re doing?
So that’s pretty much what we tried to do during the campaign was use data to build a better and
more effective conversations between people that led to them taking some form of concrete action
in an offline space.
So, as far as what we learned from 2012 that we’re trying to apply now to the greater nonprofit
sphere, really it’s a pretty simple idea. It’s the idea that a lot of these techniques when we walked
into the campaign, you were the first technology team. We thought that it was the gold standard
in terms of social media outreach marketing. It truly was. The communications experience was
great but the technology staging was not first-rate. And, as a matter of fact, it was a gold standard
when you look at a lot of other organizations. A lot of nonprofit tech really hasn’t been as innovative as it could be. There’s a lot of change in the space happening now that we’re really excited
to be a part of. And there’s a lot of other organizations coming online at this time too. It’s a great
time to be where we’re at.
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Aaron Salmon: And to take this technology and apply it to the nonprofit sector as a whole, you just
really want to surface the champions that are scattered around and maximizer in that.
BR: To play devil’s advocate for a second… One of the things that is great about politics is the clarity of purpose. There is only one Election Day. There is only one action at the end of the day that
matters in terms of achieving your desired outcome. You need more votes than the other person
– which requires that you get the voter to the polls and that they vote. There are years and years
worth of interactions that are going to set up the possibility of that action. When you get into the
nonprofit realm and you get into the challenge of solving these complex problems or addressing
these serious issues, the clarity of purpose is often harder to find.

“

If you actually make
data open so that
people who are taking steps with an organization can share
that information, can
share what they’re
doing, we think you
can move kind of a
locus of control.

So how do you build a technology stack around a series of squishy goals or more amorphous outcomes because you don’t have that kind of, that grounding that you do in politics against which kind
of everything can be focused?
AS: I think part of what you’re trying to do is to develop technology that can help set those goals
and help develop concrete actions you can take that you can measure the impacts. I mean, It’s
easy to see the impact of a campaign volunteer if you win or lose, but, yeah, if you can help set
these goals for other nonprofits that are more measurable, I think that’s maybe a first step.
JK: I think in addition the advantage that you have is that you are trying to build a long term community. In a political campaign you definitely have a much more fixed goal. But because it’s a
campaign and there’s a competitive environment, it’s also an environment in which you’re much
more secretive about things like data. And we think that if you actually make data open so that
people who are taking steps with an organization can share that information, can share what they’re
doing, we think you can move kind of a locus of control.
Imagine you’ve got professional organizers over here doing things with campaigns. You’ve got people on consumer sites that obviously want to create some kind of change. We think that if you
bring those two things together through a data platform then you can find the people who have
deep advocacy and deep knowledge of the issues and on how to move the needle and then people
who actually want to step up and make that change. And you can pair them very easily and make
that easier for people to get involved with.
AS: And earlier you had a conversation about how there are more people that go deep [into issues,

47

causes, get more involved]. And if you can try to connect those people, if you can try to connect
those people and you could just maximize that. Because they’re, they are out there.
BR: To, get nerdy for me for a minute…You said something interesting a second ago about making
actions more effective and helping to clarify what the goals and focus should be. I don’t think that
comes from the current data set that is often developed out of a lot of social action related activity
- the clicks on the online petition or the dollars raised or the whatever. That’s metrics that will help
you determine whether or not some action you took is more effective than some other action you
took. I don’t think that’s what you’re talking about.
You’re talking about the predictive power that data has to determine which role of the dice is like
is likely to yield a greater return than something else. So what is that? What is that data that we
are not taking advantage of or that we are not scaled to use in the social good conversation? What
makes this not an analytics platform?
JK: It’s a great question. I think ultimately what we’re trying to do is a lot of the technology that’s
available now is about utility. And we think what we’re trying to do is help people be better at
what they want to get done. So if you look at, like, we’re both product and user experienced people. It was a very deliberate idea to have product, be the leadership of the company. Because
ultimately we think that if you start to look at amalgamated data across a variety of campaigns, you
can help people learn what campaigns are actually more effective.
On the other hand, you can help people who are actually doing work in their communities share
information about was it a good experience? Was it a safe experience? Did you feel like you actually had impact? Now, that’s a much more qualitative measurement, but if you can find enough of
that it becomes quantitative because you can see, hey, your organization isn’t doing a good job of
providing a good or safe volunteer experience.
You might be able to predict and improve that experience by making things safer. You might be
able to get more volunteers. And those kinds of things might not have been apparent when you
were only one organization with several hundred volunteers. But if you look at the millions of
people volunteering across the country with millions of organizations, you can start to get to some
better efficiency.
BR: Is there a difference to the technology and data challenge within the political, and social good
conversation compared to the one being had around health or brand and product development? Is
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there a different set of behaviors ultimately that you’re seeking to quantify and prioritize that are
somehow separate from the human behaviors that people are taking and that we’re looking at all
sorts of data around for, can we get them to walk more or can we get them to do whatever around
a product?
JK: I think the answer is yes. If you look at charitable giving in the U.S. it’s remained mostly flat
for the past 40 years. And we think a key driver of that is the idea that people don’t actually have
a good handle on what they’ve done. They don’t actually understand what their civic footprint is.
They don’t understand what their engagement in their community is and they don’t understand that
because they don’t have a means to make if viewable and really understand it.

“

If you look at charitable
giving in the U.S. it’s
remained mostly flat for
the past 40 years. And
we think a key driver of
that is the idea that people don’t actually have
a good handle on what
they’ve done. They
don’t actually understand
what their civic footprint
is.

It’s kind of what Fitbit did for health. If you were a health buff you tracked this stuff in a journal or
elsewhere and you understood what it was you were trying to get done. But now that these little
devices that we’re all wearing make it really easy for us to do that, we think we can try to achieve
the same kind of change.
BR: You guys have product and user experience expertise which I would translate into the ability
to take the nerdy data and the technology and turn it into things that other human beings would
presumably be able to use from a strategic standpoint. That particular expertise I think is in short
supply generally in this new conversation about big data and particularly in the social good space
and among nonprofit organizations, right?
So there is an embracing of data, whether or not we have the right data, separate conversation.
There is an embracing of data. There is not an understanding of how to make that translation or
transition from data to programming or data to communications or whatever it is. So what is it that
the social good sector needs to develop in terms of a set of capabilities to take advantage of what
it is that you’re in the process of building and making available? So that it’s not, here’s your great
data capability and a powerful set of tools and here’s a total disconnect because there’s this gap
in-between the knowledge and understanding in the application.
AS: I think one of the things is to help tell a story with, via product design and information design
and not just tell the problem that you’re trying to solve with donating time or money. But just tell
the story of the relationship going forward after you do that and how they interact, how the organization can interact with you afterwards and continue on. So I think product design can help do
that.
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JK: I think also one of the big things that there is this shift going on. There’s a shift in terms of
people actually having the equivalent of a social media manager or somebody with that role. And I
think you’ll see that continue to shift. It’s basically people in the social economy have a really weird
dual purpose, right? On the one hand, they’re trying to solve mission and mission is all about human connection. And if, big data seems the thing that is outside or somehow antagonistic to that,
it’s really difficult to achieve change. So I think always making sure, as Aaron said, it’s about product design. It’s about linking the story from this is your mission and this is how data can help you
accomplish it. Instead of this is your mission. You’re going it all wrong and data proves it which is
a lot of times what people hear when they come in. It’s what we heard a lot in the campaign. It’s
like we were the first technology people and the general response was, we got this covered. We
know campaigns and you don’t. And so we had to do a lot of basically making sure people understood that we were humble and making sure that they understood we were there to help.
BR: There is a lot of discussion around data and storytelling and tying it to your business strategy or
your mission that I’m not entirely sure is the right discussion. It feels almost too direct -- as if we’re
doing a lot of talking about the mechanism for delivering data, infographics or information design, or
we’re talking a lot about the collection of data or the challenges around collection of data, privacy
and things like that. But we’re not talking about the development of the systems or the processes or
the protocols, the steps, the trajectory of how these things are supposed to work.
Are there data processes, or whatever you want to call it, that can serve as good model? Have
there been really effective interesting uses of data, or an organization or type of organization that
has used data really well – and if we pulled a little of this and a little of that and we mixed it together, we could put together a new trajectory for the social good conversation and start to actually
talk about how all of those pieces fit together?
AS: I think one thing is that the [Obama] campaign isn’t that isolated from or that removed from
day-to-day nonprofit life. And I think you can break down a lot of the messaging and a lot of the
things that came out of the campaign, data analytics, as cause-based messaging. And I think that
translates to every organization. It’s just not necessarily go vote today but it’s I care about this
health problem and I want to share that health problem with other people.
JK: Mostly what we’ve seen big data be used for currently are things like actuarial tables and making sure you buy more stuff at Target. And, those things are useful and it’s good. But I don’t think
anybody’s figured it out. And I think the reason why people are having the conversation is because
you’re right. I think the notion of storytelling through data, like, we all get that we need to do that.
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We’re just not sure how. Like, when people talk about is it a donut chart or a pie chart -- I just get
hungry.
But, in reality, we need to figure out what that actually means? There are things we can do with
infographics and other stuff and that’s fantastic. But I think it has to always serve that larger purpose. And we’re not really there yet.

“

Why can’t we get worldclass technology working on stuff that actually
matters? This planet is
big but we’ve got 7 billion
people on it. The issues
facing, giving those people
alife and opportunity are
getting more and more
challenging, yet here we
are worried about the next
photo sharing App.
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Millennial Engagement, and a contributor to Huffington Post’s Impact Blog. An innovative and entrepreneurial leader, she has
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Brian Reich: Millennials are the most over-scrutinized generation or cohort of people. It is the largest and arguably most influential, or seemingly will be most influential, if they are not yet, generation or cohort. What is it that we get wrong when we talk about and think about Millennial as this
monolithic group of young people, or whatever? And why is it that that way of describing them is
wrong?
Kari Saratovksy: First of all, we’re having this conversation every 15 to 20 years about the then
rising generation, whether it’s Gen X, or prior to that the Baby Boomers -- I’m sure that even the
greatest generation was under some level of scrutiny at times. But in terms of what we’re getting
wrong, first of all, I think some don’t recognize we’re the largest and most diverse generation in our
nation’s history.
There are 80 million Millennials, and 43% are non-white. And too often what we’re finding is that
we’re trying to box all of them into one category and place labels like lazy, entitled, narcissistic and
all of these things, when in fact, I think they are bringing something very unique to a lot of conversations that are happening - politically, technologically, socially - even here at South by Southwest.
And that’s because they bring a diversity of perspectives; they bring a passion for entrepreneurship
and social entrepreneurship. But too often I think we’re just kind of saying okay, here’s-, here are
the outliers, here are the folks that are doing really tremendous things, and we’re ignoring all of the
people in the middle that may not be deemed the “leaders” of the Millennial Generation but who
are also doing some really groundbreaking things.
BR: I would also argue that within this group, because it spans such a large age range, there are
individuals that are in significantly different stages of their life. We have Millennials within this
definition who are still in or just recently graduating college all the way up to people in their early
to mid-thirties who presumably may be married and having kids. What is it we know about how
young people think about social good? But more importantly, what don’t we know? What haven’t
we either had enough time or enough evidence to really figure out completely?
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KS: I think we don’t know what we don’t know yet. I think this is a generation that is still very
much writing its own story. And so we need to figure out how to pull that out and how to capture
and build on that.

“

I think there’s a lot of
really great stuff that’s
happening, and it’s not
just among those who
are building things – we
need to focus on how
Millennials are changing institutions from
the inside out, instead
we’re putting the larger
emphasis on what’s not
happening.

BR: We don’t know what we don’t know yet is actually a reasonable answer. I guess the follow-up
is what do we want to know? Or what do we need to prove because the assumptions seem not
necessarily to be playing out in-, the data is not there to back up that. Take religious affiliation
and participation… one of the things that is said about the Millennial Generation is that they are not
active participants in religious groups the way that previous generations had been. But my personal
experience would suggest that a significant number of people who would fit into that cohort are not
only involved in organized religion, but more involved in organized religion, and more deeply and
more structurally and passionately involved in something like organized religion - than people maybe
five or ten years older than the upper end of the cohort.
KS: I think that’s right. We’re making a lot of generational generalities, and we are, there are studies
that are coming out every week [laughs] kind of positing where the Millennials are and that they’re
not affiliated with religious organizations, with political organizations, that they’re turned off by
business and that they’re not trusting of government or anyone. But in fact, I think you’re absolutely
right. I think that there are those who are going very deep. And we can’t ignore that.
So if I’m somebody who has started my own company or started my own, you know, whatever it
may be, and I’m getting grouped into this 80 million cohort and saying oh, you’re not doing anything, you’re lazy, you’re entitled, that’s not a good conversation to be having. I think there’s a lot of
really great stuff that’s happening, and it’s not just among those who are building things – we need
to focus on how Millennials are changing institutions from the inside out, instead we’re putting the
larger emphasis on what’s not happening.
BR: Instead of shaking our fist at the sky and saying these lazy, entitled kids are not getting involved or taking actions in the ways that we want or buying things in the way that we think they
should, what should social good focused organizations, what should brands be executing their programs or campaigns or building their strategies around that would be more constructive? What
would be a better approach than taking these generalities and turning them into moderately effective efforts?
KS: I think the first thing is that relationships still really matter to this generation. While we can
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dismiss them as just being online and just connecting through social media, relationships still very,
very much matter. And building trust matters as well.
BR: Relationships still matter, which is to suggest that relationships matter for everyone else as
well and that there’s no difference between Millennials? Or relationships are more important to this
young cohort than, say, our parents, who are much more comfortable just not having any friends?
KS: I think what’s happening is we’re dismissing different options for reaching young people. We’re
saying “oh, we just need to reach them online.” And so what I’m saying is relationships matter oneon-one, human-to-human, in real life. And I think too often we’re putting the emphasis on connecting with them online through social media. And you still need to build that trust. And so I think
that that’s incredibly important. What was the original question?
BR: What should the execution look like?
KS: This is the generation that wants to know the impact of their dollars, the impact of their time,
the impact of their resources, all of those things being very limited. I often say “why is it that everyone loves to hate Millennials?” And it’s because we make organizations, we make brands, we make
institutions work hard, and we make them work hard for those three things.
Our limited time, limited attention, and limited resources. And so I don’t think it needs to be that
way, but you have to figure out how you’re going to… You know, the question becomes: “How do
you reach Millennials? Is it the message? Is it the delivery of the message? Is it the message itself?
I think that the most effective organizations that are reaching Millennials are actually the ones that
step aside a bit; the ones that are able to relinquish some of the command and control and are able
to step aside and say if you care about X, if you care about clean water, if you care about fighting
malaria, if you care about education, if you care about every child in your community going to bed
with a warm meal, then here is how you use our organization as a conduit to address that issue.
Because we know that this is a generation that cares very much about issues rather than institutions
and organizations.
BR: If you compare organizations that are focused on social good with brands, or more specifically
product companies or sports teams or musical acts or television networks… do social good and other
for purpose organizations have a legitimate advantage? Because the thing that they are in business
to do is something a millennial could believe in?
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KS: This is also where I think the rise of corporate social responsibility, and the expectations of Millennials going into companies that are for purpose, that make a profit but also have a social impact,
is incredibly, incredibly important. And so I don’t actually think that you can say oh, non-profits have
a leg-up, or for purpose organizations have a leg up because they’re doing good. I think in fact, it’s
the hybrid that actually excites Millennials more so. It’s the hybrid of those two, the for purpose and
for-profit and… There’s the most recent Deloitte study that you and I shared a couple of weeks ago,
it shows that for Millennials, the most important thing to them when joining a company is that that
company is making some kind of social impact.

“

I also think that Millennials themselves
don’t really see
themselves as being
different. I think it’s
a label that other
generations have put
on them, that’s kind
of the case throughout history.

BR: So one of my continual squeaky wheel complaints about SXSW is how small the social good
conversation is here compared to the overall conversation about a variety of different technologies
and trends and opportunities. Is SXSW a good place because of this confluence of interests to have
a conversation that nets a constructive series of insights about Millennials? Or is it the opposite, that
there’s so much focus on selling and cashing out and scaling big that Millennials have become just a
pawn in the SXSW conversation?
KS: I think breaking through and trying to have any conversation with real meaning and real depth
and substance here at South by, is a challenge on any level. This is a jam packed few days. I give
tremendous respect to Eve and to the Beacon Lounge for bringing this series of conversations to the
lounge. But I think the really unique opportunity here is to have a more deliberate cross-generational dialogue. And I think too often we have this group of Boomers, Gen X-ers, who are saying these
are aliens who have landed here and they are the Millennial Generation. And, you know, we are still
homo-sapiens and we have a heart and eyes and legs and-, you know, like everybody else. It’s a
matter of trying to figure out the right ways to connect with us.
I think that what we need to figure out more deliberately is how we have some meaningful
cross-generational dialogues and appreciation across generations for what each has to offer. And I
think that that’s where we still need to move. Because I also think that Millennials themselves don’t
really see themselves as being different. I think it’s a label that other generations have put on them,
that’s kind of the case throughout history. But I think that Millennials, they do what they do with the
tools that they’ve always known and that they’ve grown up with. So that’s, you know…
BR: And I would also just add to cross-generational across race and ethnicity as well.
KS: Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. And I think too often we’re focused on, again, the outliers, the elite,
the-, you know, the folks that have built their own things. But we know that there’s this subculture.
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I am Chair of the Board of an organization called Mobilize.org, and Mobilize empowers young people
on community college campuses, a very diverse group of young, rising change-makers, who never
really saw themselves as part of the solution. They’ve never seen themselves as that until you give-,
you invest a little bit of time, a little bit of resources, into them, and all of a sudden those who are
closest to the problems in their communities are also closest to solving them and bringing in others
who are like them to help.
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Since 2003 Matt has been working with non-profits and other mission driven organizations to help them focus their strategy
and communications. He started Elefint Designs because he believes there are lots of great people and organizations who are
doing positive things in the world, who may not have the resources or knowledge to communicate what they are doing in a
compelling way. At Elefint they only work with clients they feel are contributing something positive to the world, and work
very hard to help them reach greater levels of success..

Brian Reich: So you specialize in creative – not just limited to design, but creative; so strategy and
design execution, etcetera – for non-profits and causes and those essentially in need for purpose
category. What, if anything, is different about designing for those types of organizations or those
types of issues, than for brands or products? From a design perspective, are there different challenges because of the… whatever the subject matter or the mediums, for example?
Matthew Scarpnick: Yeah, it’s a good question. I think we’ve encountered a few things, so the
original impetus to start designing for the social sector, we kind of use the term ‘good causes’, so
we can encapsulate… that just continues to grow and change with things like B-Corps coming along
and social entrepreneurship. We’re not limited to the types of structures that exist. And I think a
happy accident that we stumbled upon was the variety of audiences that you’re engaging with, so
something that you see almost every single time you design for a non-profit organization, for example, is that they’re going to have a donor base; they’re going to have a group of clients that they’re
trying to serve; they’re going to have a board of directors, they’re going to have staff, and all of
these audiences tend to come from different strata of society. They often have a very different
message – the organization does – that they’re trying to give to each of those audiences.
And so I think one of the things that it’s done for us as a design studio is it’s made us really think
about okay, how do we get all these different messages into one coherent brand and communication strategy that’s going to work for everybody? So that’s probably the biggest difference, whereas
if you have a product or service that you’re trying to push, it’s maybe a little more simple: okay,
here’s our target audience, here’s what we’re trying to get across to them. Or even if it’s a segmented audience, you can micro-target to them, but you don’t always have people coming from
completely different parts of society and looking for very different messages.
BR: I think a lot of the creative and design conversation across sectors has been focused on – if not
completely squeezed into – the word and concept of storytelling. I would argue that storytelling is
incredibly effective for raising awareness and in some cases for educating or enlightening people as
to what the substance of an issue or the work of an organization is.
But storytelling as it’s often described in this context is not enough to deliver direct impact or to
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motivate meaningful, measureable action. So from that creative standpoint, do you see storytelling
as something that is enough to change behavior in the ways that fulfill the mission for these organizations, or is there something beyond that initial design creative framing that… You know, it’s beyond your responsibility, if you will, and falls back to the organization in terms of how they use the
things you do.
MS: Yeah, – there’s a lot in there. I think we often struggle with what is our responsibility and
what’s not, because if an organization comes and hires us let’s say to build - say to design and infographic for them – we do our best, so we think of ourselves as a strategic design studio, so we want
to understand who are their audiences, what are those goals that the different audiences have, and
where are their points of intersection and overlap between what the organization needs to get out
of the piece, and the audiences?

“

So when you start to
look at things like return
on design, which is kind
of an idea that we’ve
played around with a little bit, you have to really
be clear what’s going to
be done after the design is delivered to the
clients, and that’s something we’re still figuring
out.

And so we really put that strategic thinking into it and then we deliver a piece to them. But once
that piece has been delivered, our job is done and if we’ve done a good job creating that design
and the organization’s happy with us, they don’t come back and say to us well, we didn’t get a lot
of mileage out of this piece. And fairly so, because we can’t necessarily be held responsible for their
distribution strategy, unless we want to take that on and get hired for that. We can’t necessarily be
responsible for what they do with everything after we give it to them, especially sometimes people
actually modify things once you’ve given it to them.
So when you start to look at things like return on design, which is kind of an idea that we’ve played
around with a little bit, you have to really be clear what’s going to be done after the design is delivered to the clients, and that’s something we’re still figuring out. I have a friend who has a company
where they create micro-documentaries for good causes and they essentially create something… it’s
basically the same format for every organization, even though the story changes.
And you see that some of these videos get 75 views and some of them get hundreds of thousands
of views, and it’s almost the same produce. So at that point you’re not seeing much in the variation
of the product, but you’re seeing a huge variation in the results. And so that becomes a little bit of
a tricky question.
I think back to the piece about what is storytelling and design, sometimes I think designers like to
call themselves storytellers. I think it’s interesting to be in an environment like this, where we’re doing both interactive and film events, because you’re seeing people who are more traditional storytellers and kind of the intersection between the two is fascinating.
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And then when you introduce this whole level of data on top of things, you know, I think for a long
time the mantra in the social sector world was that people don’t respond to a big picture, to the
more data-driven; they respond to human stories, and I think that’s very true. But I think as people
have gotten more and more savvy and they want to compare one organization to the next, I think
tugging at the heartstrings isn’t sufficient anymore. So you’ve got to find a way to have the data
alongside the human interest stories. And we’re starting to see that and I think that’s why the things
like infographics and data visualization, which have been around forever, are now suddenly available
to everybody and everybody’s starting to use these things and think about them.
BR: In the for-purpose social good non-profit organization space, or even among for-profits who are
very much focused on social impact and outcomes, has brand become too much of a focus? Have
people lost sight to a certain extent of their responsibility to take those actions and believe that
brand has an outsized influence on the behaviors and the thinking of the people in the audience?
You know, are we putting too much in the brand bucket?
MS: From my perspective it’s still not enough, because there are so many organizations who haven’t yet found a way to articulate what they do. I mean, I think of brand as doing a lot of the heavy
lifting for you already, so when somebody knows your organization and they know what it’s all
about, they know the values, they know whether it’s effective, whether it’s working on things they
care about; if you enter that conversation with that established brand and you’ve already done a
lot of the legwork and you just need to build from there. And so I think organizations where people
don’t know the brand at all, they’re going there and they’re starting from scratch and they have to
explain everything.
So I think you could get to a point with some organizations where there’s such a buzz built around
them and they’ve done such a good job building a brand, that maybe people aren’t so critical about
are they creating the right impact, are they really digging into the tough questions about comparing
one organization to the next?
There’s maybe a handful of organizations that might fall into some categories like that, but I wonder if they really are giving to them versus giving to someone else, or versus giving to no one. So at
that point, if there’s a really strong brand, they might just be donating to them, whereas they might
not be inclined to do it to anyone.
I think we’re still at a point where most social sector organizations have haven’t yet built stronger
brands to even do the justice to the work that they’re doing.
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BR: Is there anything you suggest that non-profit organizations or those working on good causes do
not need to focus on anymore in terms of design and creative strategic communications? Infographics have become something that is very hot and everyone wants to do them, whether or not they
have the data or the intelligence to do them well. Are there things that have lost their utility in today’s modern communications landscape, and the energy currently being applied toward them might
be better spent elsewhere?

“

We do see where
people come to us
and they ask for an
infographic, because
they’ve seen an infographic. And they
don’t necessarily have
the kind of story that
lends itself well to an
infographic.

MS: I think our whole purpose, when we talk about strategic design, is to really understand the
goals of the organization before we prescribe any kind of deliverables. We do see where people
come to us and they ask for an infographic, because they’ve seen an infographic. And they don’t
necessarily have the kind of story that lends itself well to an infographic. And some people are
really appreciative when we point that out at the beginning of the project and they allow us to pivot
in a different direction. Some people aren’t… they want that infographic and the infographic we can
create for them isn’t going to be as good as if it were someone who really should have that kind of
deliverable created.
So we try to push that a lot. I think I actually wrote an article in the Chronicle of Philanthropy about
this recently, about not deciding on the deliverable before you kind of know what you’re trying to do
here.
I think what’s difficult for people is, you know, we can say this stuff as a design studio that thinks
about it all the time, but for most people working in an organization, they have a certain amount of
time, certain amount of budget to start thinking okay, we need to do this thing and design’s going
to be a part of it. Now what’s the design deliverable going to be, and then look at what other people are doing and they see oh, someone’s got an infographic or they’ve got a one-page scrolling
website and then they try to recreate the things that they think have worked well, and it makes a
lot of sense.
We’re trying to open up the conversation a little bit to tell people you can go to really good design
studios or ad agencies or whoever you work with on these kinds of things, and you can tell them
what you’re trying to do and give them a little bit of creative freedom.
Another piece that I just wrote that was railing against RFPs, because RFPs do this really poorly, where they structure the deliverable so much before you’ve even started an engagement with
someone, and it really should be your goals that drive it. And then you find a studio that does cool
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work and then you can figure out what’s the best fit between you guys. And I think that’s the approach that people should shift to and I think once you’ve developed a strong relationship with an
organization, you can have the trust to be able to do that kind of stuff. Otherwise I think you will
see people who are picking formats that are inappropriate for the kinds of stories that they’re trying
to tell.
BR: You mentioned the interesting intersection between interactive and film here, and the comparison between storytelling types and people who classify themselves as storytelling. But when you
look across the rest of South Buy Southwest, what are the design or creative oriented conversations
that you think have lessons or insights for good causes, even though at present they have nothing to do with it? So product design or photo-sharing; what are the trends or the topics that you
wouldn’t associate with good causes, but that we should have our antennae up for?
MS: I think we’ve seen a little bit of lag often times in the social sector to pick up the latest, and
again, it can become the opposite problem, where people are just trying to grab onto whatever is
trendy and whatever is cool. And I think a guiding principle that people can take as a north star in
these discussions is, understand what you’re trying to do and understand where you’re trying to go
and then, once you know that, you can see okay, what are the latest things happening that I need
to pay attention to?
So one of the ones that I’m super-interested in right now is data, and there’s lots of kinds of data.
So there’s data within your organization – you can look at how many people are opening your
newsletter, how many analytics on your website, things like that – and then there’s things like open
data, which is a really fascinating area where people are going out and gathering all sorts of interesting data in a whole big data movement, and then they’re looking for key insights.
When you start to enter this world you get a little bit lost; it’s kind of like, what do we do, how do
we start even get our toe in the water here? And I think again, it’s coming back to what are you
trying to accomplish, and then you’ve got to talk to some people who really know their stuff in
these areas.
And so yeah, I think open data, big data, data visualization, I think some of the digital stuff that’s
really cool is more and more… if you look at something like where Apple went, and they finally
exploded when I think the technology caught up to the vision that you could create something that
was really user-friendly and worked all the time. I think Steve Jobs was a little bit ahead of his time
on something like that. I think now we’re starting to see it with web design, where any kind of storytelling you can think of, people are creating these digital tools for it again and again and again.
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And I think another thing that people should really watch is… I think a lot of people are familiar with
content management systems like WordPress and things like that. Those are becoming more and
more sophisticated now, where if you want something that has a lot of functionality, you don’t necessarily have to start from scratch, and I think a lot of people creating technology know that now,
so you can approach them and you can say we want to do XYZ and they can build on open source
things out there and they can do a lot more sophisticated work.

“

RFPs do this really
poorly, where they
structure the deliverable so much before
you’ve even started an engagement
with someone, and it
really should be your
goals that drive it.
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the board of Web of Change, a conference he chaired for four years that convenes today’s leading thinkers and campaigners
at the intersection of technology and social change.

Brian Reich: The Mobilization Lab in Greenpeace is relatively unique, particularly in the social good
space. It’s dedicated to innovation, testing, learning, and sharing information about ways to improve
the work that Greenpeace does to have an impact on the world around a variety of different social
issues. What is it about the process or the approach to the Mobilization Lab that other organizations
in the social good space, or just organizations in general, would benefit by understanding or embracing? What is it that makes the Mobilization Lab so effective or so unique in how it functions?
Michael Silberman: I think there are a few things that are unique about the setup. I’ve seen - and
increasingly we’re seeing some other organizations trying to follow this model, but what’s unique to
me is how the organization has said in order to advance dramatically, in order to radically upscale
the organization in certain digital skills and people-powered campaigning, we need to set up a way
for some people to work outside of the day-to-day structure, outside of the hierarchy and bureaucracy, because that’s not going to be an effective way to make rapid change at the scale and pace
that we want. So the Mobilization Lab sits outside of that day-to-day and almost orbits the global
organization, and can therefore come in, can maintain its own budget, but then also come in at different levels - either working with executive directors, in a somewhat confidential or not confidential
way, to help them figure out staffing and structures, or to work with the community of practitioners
to help people get better at their work. And I think that’s markedly different from the approach that
says we’re going to hire-, we’re going to ask someone who already has a certain digital job or other
kind of job to put on an innovation hat in addition to what they’re already doing.
BR: A lot of organizations don’t embrace that approach, for any number of reasons, but least of
which includes money. There is a cost, and the accountability of that cost - meaning the ROI - is
unknown, by design, correct? You’re trying to figure things out, you’re trying to break things and
put them back together, and that can be expensive, and it does not, because it orbits the organization, necessarily immediately reinforce the existing programmatic elements of the organization.
Or because it freaks people out that your mission, in some respects, is to challenge what is already
happening so that you can rapidly take it to the next level. What is it, in your experience, both with
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Mobilization Lab, and obviously across your career, that makes it so difficult for organizations to
do what the Mobilization Lab is doing? And even in Greenpeace, what still doesn’t the Mobilization
Lab get the opportunity to do that kind of is like… well, you said we were going to be independent
but you keep calling me into your office and saying, you know, stop insulting our partners or whathave-you?

“

For us, there’s overwhelming evidence
that we can’t win
at the scale of the
challenges we need
to without enabling
the full potential of
all the people we are
connected to.

MS: Each organization has its own set of challenges, for sure, as I think any of us who’ve worked
in different organizations know. While we’ve had wonderful success at Greenpeace, we still run
into plenty of scenarios where we’re still questioning, you know, you’re still challenging, you’re still
having people wondering why you’re challenging the status quo and the way in which they’ve been
running campaigns for decades since 1970 that have worked fine without people power. We’ve won
battles and campaigns through effective media work or through a good use of non-violent direct
action that hasn’t involved mass mobilization, in certain cases.
For us, there’s overwhelming evidence that we can’t win at the scale of the challenges we need to
without enabling the full potential of all the people we are connected to. For us, the argument that
is clear is that the targets and a lot of the people we are campaigning to change and transform are
not responsive to just a single organization like Greenpeace. In fact, they will only make the changes
in the world that we wish to see with the full pressure of consumers or voters and citizens.
So for us there’s a clear case to be made. If we can address the challenges or the challengers in the
context of what is our core business-, and so for us the core business is campaigning. The UNICEF
Innovation Lab had to address this kind of change within institutions. Their core business is helping
children, so the changes they’re making within the organization are not necessarily around how to
communicate better online or engage more people online, but to speed up the delivery of a certain
service to certain school kids in Y country. Different use of technology.
BR: And how much of that evolution of your challenge is the result of reaching the limits of campaigning in the world in the way it’s structured, and how much of it is the result of the world fundamentally being changed as a result of connectedness and technology? How much of it is just
“campaigning’s great, but you can’t take down X with a media effort or a protest alone, right?” And
how much of it is there’s a new set of rules and we’re going to have to figure out a new definition
of campaign and non-violent, civil protest because of whatever the Internet has done to mess with
what we know?
MS: I think what we’re seeing is that the landscape of change making has fundamentally shifted.
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Part of why we exist - and this is what’s changing the strategy - is that people no longer need to
wait for a big institution like Greenpeace to act, right? People now-, it’s clear that people have-,
you know, with the democratization of technology there’s more tools than ever in people’s hands to
be able to make change so that they don’t need to-, so that totally changes what Greenpeace has
to do. When you look around and see 50 million people are on Change.org and are familiar with the
idea that I can start a petition and reinforce the idea that I can make change without going through
a usual power broker or a usual NGO with professionalized campaigners that have special access to
media and whatever, then that changes my perception of how change happens.
So we’re starting to see a shift towards people that-, or grassroots-led change instead of NGO-led
change, I think. And that is true both on the side of the people we are trying to engage as an organization but also from the-, and within the campaigning landscape the people we are trying to
influence also see that it’s not just the professionalized campaign organizations that have the ability to speak up. So if it’s only those professionalized organizations then maybe it’s not such a real
campaign if it doesn’t also involve broader participation of people who can stand up for themselves
now.
BR: Let me pick on the word campaign for a second. My background is in politics. I love campaigns. But, campaigns have limited impact – at least direct impact. They raise awareness, which is
incredibly powerful; in many cases they provide motivation or advocacy on behalf of certain issues
or certain causes; campaigns can even be oriented around providing and guidance. But the levers
that need to be pulled off and are beyond the reach of the campaign. So does the community that
you engage and does the work that the Mobilization Lab does have a view of what the ways in
which people can effect change that is more direct than simply expanding the types or diversifying
the ways in which awareness or advocacy are done, right? You mentioned consumer influence, so
obviously purchase power is one of the things. But even purchase power has some limits because
the business imperative of the company that’s being targeted has to change or blah, blah, blah. So
how do you basically, actually change things? I mean legitimately, directly change things as a result
of people powered campaigns? Or what are you trying to figure out to essentially lead to an answer
to that question?
MS: I think the next level that you’re getting at is sustained campaigning. What does sustained
organizing look like and what is so powerful about it? Moving from mobilization - which, I think,
increasingly can be defined as the power you have to get a lot of people to do something at some
point, online or in space, physical space, at a moment in time - versus sustained community organizing, where it’s yes, those communities of people will stand up in coordination with the campaign
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when they know there’s a moment, but are also driving change on their own. And so I guess to
me the shift from campaigning - with organization like campaigning to the next phase, which, you
know, wouldn’t necessarily-, which Greenpeace is looking at but I think it’s challenging for every
organization or every institution to figure out right now, including political campaigns that invest in
organizing drop this idea at the end of a political campaign, typically - that people once engaged
could drive their own local community efforts on the same issues in a sustained, ongoing way but
doesn’t necessarily involve the deep involvement of a campaigning organization which has those
limited, tight limited timeframes.

“

Stop the bad stuff,
but instead creating
new markets for
things that are just
better- creating the
better world that
we want to live in.

BR: And just as an aside to that - and this is taking off your Greenpeace hat for a second - if you
consider something like purchase power, for example, or product innovation, to be one of those
more sustained methods of change, is there a natural connection between something that the Mobilization Lab might prompt and the actions that you want people to take long term that is not just
individual change but actually, we need someone to invent and build and sell the thing that will
make a difference. The whole campaign is simply to form a market. The campaign could enable
companies to use the existing bounds of free market competition to do something that is not quasi-political in nature or quasi-social good in nature at all.
MS: Well, I think the clean tech space falls into this category. I don’t know if it’s exactly what you’re
thinking of, but we’re seeing campaigns focus not just on shutting down coal plants anymore but
also creating a level playing field for new energy technologies and rapid advances in efficiency
technologies and things that are not anti or stopping this, which is kind of one more traditional form
of campaigning. Stop the bad stuff, but instead creating new markets for things that are just better- creating the better world that we want to live in. I don’t know how much that translates across
issues, it’d be interesting to think about, but certainly it’s very apparent to me in the energy space
environment, yeah.
BR: The Mobilization Lab embraces the idea of learning and sharing its experiences, and particularly, at least in name, its failures. What is it that you are able to do in terms of sharing failure that
doesn’t scare people? What can others learn about maximizing their failure? Does your independence allow you to share and learn from failure more effectively? Are you are able to extract the
lessons from failure and communicate them in a way that benefits others – something that other
organizations could adopt or embrace? What will it take to truly start to maximize failure so the
learnings can drive better results in the future?
MS: I think this is a massive challenge still, this idea of celebrating or sharing failure. I actually don’t
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think it’s-, I think, as you said, I don’t think it’s really happening. I think there’s a lot of disincentive,
still, for people to share meaningfully, so I think we’re kind of fail washing things and saying oh, I
tried this, it didn’t work, but then I tried this and it was so-, and so it’s kind of you gloss over the…
You didn’t really share the full failure story because it’s your way of humbly sharing the success story in a lot of cases.
So we have been focused more on lifting up bright spots because that is-, you know, within an organization where people-, everyone is trying to still make a good case for their own work it is a lot
easier for us to share the bright spots and get people to learn from that. We are still struggling to
find good ways to hear about the failures. And honestly, a lot of the fails are kind of those… they’re
almost-, [laughs] strange to say but they’re almost not worth talking about because they’re almost
bonehead things. Like well, we did an A/B test that-, why, uh, you know, like I mean there’s only so
much to drill into. They ran out of time, they didn’t think about it, there’s not-, it’s bad practice - it
wasn’t a huge fail that they learned from, it was just something they realized they should have done
a better way and didn’t. I think it’s tied to risk. There won’t be good fail stories unless people are
willing to take risks. And so that’s a big part of our role, to give people an opportunity to step out of
their usual space, their comfort zone.
BR: I feel like particularly the civil action that Greenpeace specialized in the seventies and eighties had huge risk attached to it. So if any organization has in its DNA the idea of huge, outlandish,
stunty risk oriented things, I would put Greenpeace on that list. And so in the digital context, to be
a little more risk averse, you know, it’s just an interesting juxtaposition. It doesn’t surprise me when
most organizations are not that way. It surprises me a little bit more that-, you know, and depresses
me slightly, because if Greenpeace isn’t able to take big, bolder risks in the digital space, then who
is?
MS: It often feels impossible to make the call that something was a fail, because there’s always
more testing you can do. Take Avaaz, for example. They sent out an email on behalf of the 30
activists who were arrested off the coast of Russia in international waters, were imprisoned for
two months under trial, massive campaign, the Arctic 30. And Avaaz, as a helpful ally, was willing
to send out an email to its members and-, its millions of members. And they sent-, the first one
flopped, the second one flopped, and so is that a fail story? They kept going. They tested-, they ultimately tested some 25 variations, and ultimately it became the most successful campaign they had
sent out in as long as people we were talking with could remember.
So to me that’s more of how do we do smarter testing and not- we took a risk, we went outside of
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what our members normally ask us to do, this was not on their agenda, and the response-, it was
a fail. But it wasn’t a fail. It just required many more iterations and testing. And that’s true with a
lot of the-, some of the tools that we introduced to campaigns. You know, share a new A/B sharing
tool or whatever, other kinds of new technologies. It’s just a matter of finding the right-, sometimes
it’s just about-, it’s not that it’s a fail as much as it’s a risk to use it but we still have to keep-, we
have to spend more time to see what the right implementation of it is.
BR: There are a lot of people gathered at SXSW who are not activists and social good focused people, who are doing very interesting things and talking about very interesting things. Are there types
of companies or sectors or whatever that are doing things that you think have a potential interesting
disruptive effect to your work?

“

We took a risk, we
went outside of what
our members normally
ask us to do, this was
not on their agenda,
and the response-,
it was a fail. But it
wasn’t a fail. It just
required many more
iterations and testing.

MS: Greenpeace has a long history of non-violent, direct action, right? It’s at the core. And I think
so there are two areas that are interesting now to look at.
There’s a question of what is online, non-violent, direct action? Or what is the future of online civil
disobedience. Certainly it’s being prosecuted quite heavily in many cases. I think the Aaron Swartz
story was very illuminating for a lot of activists and organizations. I think that’s a very new space for
everyone to figure out. What does it look like today? What is the equivalent of standing outside the
White House and demonstrating your support or opposition to something and potentially getting arrested for-, and not even necessarily seeing a prison cell but, you know, getting a slap on the wrist,
is quite different than what would happen if you took some kind of equivalent action online. It
would very likely be treated as a federal felony. So that’s a really interesting space. And what are all
the different things to consider? For example, you participated in a denial of service attack by even
installing something on your computer or letting a certain website run without you doing anything,
you know, that could be prosecuted certainly more heavily. So that’s an interesting new space to be
looking at.
The other in terms of technology, I think, is robotics and wireless um… various wireless technologies
that would allow to someone who is involved, who is taking a serious risk to, say, prevent some
kind of toxic discharge into a water source, for example, installing some kind of device that maybe
could prevent that, and then have that robotically and remotely controlled by, say, people online.
BR: Non-human, human civil disobedience.
MS: Yeah, well, humans are involved. But, what could people on the Internet do that might re-
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place, or augment, traditional organizing? You want to do some form of mass mobilization of people who could take some action to stop something bad from happening but it’s really still that small
group of bold and brave individuals who are willing to go to the source of that problem using new
forms of technology, robotics, perhaps, and get involved in. The traditional definition of non-violent
direct action, or one definition, is actually putting your body on the line to stop something. So as
you start looking at new technologies or you got drones or other things that can enter spaces that
previously were the domain of people climbing fences and showing up inside the perimeter of a--
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Brian Reich: There’s a lot of discussion, about the way that we do prioritize and approach finding
solutions to complex problems, how we address the most pressing social and humanitarian issues
out there. I would argue, and I think you would agree, what we’re doing at present is really not
getting to where we want to get to, or not getting there fast enough. So what is it that needs to
change about the approach that we are taking, or that most organizations are taking, towards addressing these complex issues?
Michael Slaby: I think you’d be hard-pressed to find somebody who cares about doing good who
would say we’re going fast enough on solving complex social and humanitarian problems. Everybody
wishes we were solving things faster I think and being more efficient and more effective. I think the
question becomes how we create a framework that everybody can embrace so that we can do that
systematically. And an argument I would make is that most nonprofits I think still struggle to optimize and articulate success in anything that’s not an output. So a lot of especially small nonprofits
– if you ask them how they’re doing – will often say, “How are things going this year?” “Well, we’re
raising more money than last year.” And while I think keeping the lights on is important as long as
there’s still a problem to solve, and we can debate the “You should be putting yourself out of business” theory of how nonprofits should think about their organizations.
But thinking more in the context of outcomes and the impact and the idea that running programs
and the outputs of bringing people together, building schools, are outputs on the way to something
like more children being educated and better livelihood outcomes and changing people’s lives in
material ways beyond just … give a tendency to measure our own busyness. And we do that partially because it’s easier. And measuring outcomes is complicated because we work in this massively
multivariate world where we, as a collection of other organizations, are all working on the problem
collectively even though we don’t collaborate enough. And who gets credit for things changing? It is
in some ways this very complicated social good mixed media model attribution problem. But if we
worried a little less about credit on a little more about outcomes, I think we’d be in a better starting
position.
BR: You have a construct for this work that you describe as “think, build, do.”

We have discussed
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this before and seem to agree that there are plenty of ideas and solutions out there on paper – terrific innovative ideas. But the infrastructure or the systematic approach necessary to bring those to
fruition, and the actual work, the actual activities are not being done. What did you think we need
to build or do as a way of taking more of these ideas and paper solutions and actually putting them
into practice see if, frankly, they are right at all?

“

Part of the challenge with technology in the context of for-purpose
organization, is that
novelty is not an
outcome.

MS: I think part of it is just starting to do a lot of what we’re talking about. I think over the last five
years there has been an increasing collective understanding that things like experimentation and
testing and doing things at scale needs to be part of the ways these operations work. And I think we
keep talking about that, and talking about the importance of those things, but haven’t found ways
to do them. I think the question around what needs to be built and what needs to be done is going
to be a little dependent on the issue space, obviously. But I think part of this gets … there are a lot
of variables in this question, and this could be a five hour day of what are we doing. I think part of
it has to do with seeing infrastructure and the efficiency of organizations as something worth funding and asking the question about this idea about funders not being willing to fund administrative
costs for operating expenses – people only wanting to fund programs. The challenge with that is
that we have a tendency to only find things that we’ve done before because funding for new programs or funding for changing the way organizations function – which is going to make them more
efficient, more effective – is often missing.
And in terms of what needs to be built, the technology deficit in the nonprofit world I think is wide
and deep. But I think there are lots of people endeavoring to tackle certain pieces of it. I think part
of this question gets to how can we get more people focusing on solving better problems. Part of
the challenge with – and we also talked about this yesterday – with technology in the context of
for-purpose organization, and the campaign I would put into that category, is that novelty is not an
outcome. The idea that we are building technology for the sake of creating something new is not
the point of a huge technology effort on the Obama campaign. Point is more votes and making sure
that the technology is purpose-oriented and that organizations understand what the role of innovation and technology should be in changing the way the function is a very different cultural challenge
than a technical challenge. And I think that – to the question of think, build, do – I think we do a
great job thinking. I think we often get stuck in not knowing what the role of building … what is the
role of technology in these organizations?
BR: Expand on that for one second. You were inside two of the most sophisticated political operations ever. The billion-or-so dollars per campaign that was spent, the vast majority went to things
that were not infrastructure, things that were not carry-overable. They were television ads. They
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were events, and posters, and things like that. So what is the technology specific approach to politics, or the infrastructure and systematic approach to politics that was different inside the Obama
campaign that is transferable – at least intellectually – to these organizations that are now trying to
take on something equally complex, like eradicating malaria or whatever?
MS: This is one of the central question I’ve gotten post-campaign is how can we do what you did?
And I think that first challenge is cultural. The first challenge is inside the organization, how do you
optimize what you’re doing, and how do you make decisions? And having more data is a blessing and a curse. I think we on the campaign get a lot of credit for what we did with analytics, and
deservedly so. Dan Wagner, who was our chief analytics officer, started a company called Civis now
is a genius. He’s as smart as anybody on the planet, as far as I’m concerned, when it comes to this
kind of thing – was largely responsible for helping us understand how every action related to our
end outcome. But it is simpler in politics. It is specifically simpler in an election where we have a
measurement framework that is predicated on a binary outcome on a specific day measured in the
unit of measurement that everybody agrees to. Those three constraints on the system make our
lives much more simpler. Everything eventually gets measured in votes. I think what’s different is
that we took a very experimental, data-driven perspective and were willing to question a lot of conventional wisdom about the best way of doing things.
The modern political campaign has basically been the same since 1896 when Mark Hanna ran
McKinley’s campaign. And we get new tools, and they didn’t have Facebook back then, but basically the process is the same. And so, yeah, we still spent hundreds of millions of dollars on television, but we did it very differently than it’s been done in the past. And we did it with a very close
eye on … I think the two things that … the unexpected things that data can do in an organization
is help you understand resource allocation, so you understand where you’re being most effective.
And we can’t manage from anecdote and instinct and expect to be right on a regular basis. We may
be lucky, but that’s not really a management strategy. And letting experimentation tell us what’s
actually working rather than instinct is not an easy thing in politics. And it was something that Jim
Messina, the campaign manager, and Dan, and the president all were willing to embrace and drive
in a way that made us make very different decisions that have been made in the past.
I think the other piece is – I used the phrase before – novelty is not an outcome. Inside the campaign, and this was largely my role, was ensuring that the things that we were experimenting with
and training were driving what was going to lead to votes. And there’s basically three categories of
activities on a campaign. And they bucket into message, money, and mobilization. We know with
great clarity what our mission is. We know exactly what success looks like. We then know what are
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the three come opponents of success? We then can drive KPIs around each of those components
and programs that drive KPI so that at any moment, no matter what anyone is doing on the campaign – whether that’s a staffer, a volunteer, a precinct captain in Iowa – everybody knows what
their relationship between their task and the ultimate mission is with great clarity. I think that clarity
of purpose is what made the Obama organizations so effective. And I think it’s a hard thing to derive inside a campaign, or inside an organization.
BR: We are at SXSW, and people are talking about all sorts of fancy fun, creative, cool things.
MS: I love fancy, creative, cool things.
BR: I know.

“

I think the culture of shiny
object syndrome is what is
distracting. And this is not
just about nonprofits and
social good organizations.
This is true of every organization, company, for-profit,
nonprofit, I’ve ever worked
with, which is it’s easy to
look at something new and
… we’re trained for this as
humans

MS: Just confirming.
BR: There are great trends and new apps out there. For the social good conversation specifically,
what would you say are some of the trends that are likely to be least helpful or most distracting?
What are going to be the things that could consume that attention and consume resources but will
cloud that potential clarity of purpose around these critically important?
MS: It’s hard to be specific about what’s going to be most distracting. I think the culture of shiny
object syndrome is what is distracting. And this is not just about nonprofits and social good organizations. This is true of every organization, company, for-profit, nonprofit, I’ve ever worked with,
which is it’s easy to look at something new and … we’re trained for this as humans. Our brains
reward us for novelty. And so looking for new things, and we get bored with doing things over and
over again even if they’re working. And so you see companies all the time who just want to rebrand
just because their communications team is bored with the existing brand, which is absolutely the
wrong reason to do a rebrand.
We forget how much work it takes to maintain a presence and create a space and build relationships, which is what social is really about and that those might require time, and energy, and content, and thinking, to maintain and be effective with. And we have a tendency to just say, “Let’s
set up a profile,” on whatever’s new and not be critical about what that’s going to get us relative to
what we’re doing. There aren’t a lot of organizations where just being in the newest thing is important. We could find a counter argument to that where there are some that that is certainly true. And
that’s true for some brands too – where just being innovative is relevant to their sense of identity in

77

who they are, certainly true. Generally speaking, not true for everyone. And so being more critical
– and this is not to say that experimentation isn’t a good thing. Experimentation is an essential, by
creating a space for experimentation where it is being done with the intention, it’s being measured,
and things that aren’t working … programs are created in the ways that they can be killed when
they don’t work is essential to not getting shiny object syndrome turning you into this cacophony of
platforms you can’t maintain.
BR: One of the key elements to the approach that you take with Timshel is to sync up for purpose
organizations and for-profit organizations so that you have the combination of, or the overlap between, the resources and capacity and the mission and the focus so that they contribute to each
other. If you take culture off of the list, what is it that is different about the way that nonprofit or
for purpose organizations tend to function and that brands and for-profit organizations tend to function that each needs to kind of give a little for that collaboration should be fruitful, constructive?
MS: I think that’s a great question and another one that’s really, really long. But I think we think
about the community of people who are working to help humanity solve problems, and that includes nonprofits and for purpose organizations and the people that are doing most of the work.
That also includes corporations who are funding a lot of that work. It includes major donors and individuals who are funding that work and many individuals who are activists and individuals who are
being helped.
That is all being part of this system of how we should solve things and that these are already massively overlapping communities that just aren’t often seen as allies in the right kinds of ways. I think
that most nonprofits could operate more effectively as businesses – basic business infrastructure
around things like boring stuff like budgeting, revenue forecasting, talent recruitment, and acquisition, and retention, the things that really great companies tend to spend a lot of time and energy on
tend to be afterthoughts in nonprofits because were so program oriented. And we want every dollar
that comes in to go to word a program. And I think that is a great instinct, but I think the culture of,
“We’ve got to keep costs under 3% and all this stuff,” has hurt our ability to run effective organizations, especially with regard to talent. And I think it is the most overlooked, abused variable in running really, really great organizations, especially when we start talking about technical talent, which
is very hard to get into a nonprofit these days.
I think inside of a corporation, I think the way they think about the role of purpose, relative to their
brand and their company, tend to be too shortsighted.
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I think generally speaking cause marketing and CSR have a tendency to be PR-seeking activities
where people are looking for brand lift and employer retention and satisfaction on the front end of
projects, rather than thinking in longer terms about the value of solving problems for communities
that matter the organization. And I think having a longer horizon at the opportunities and potential
for the problems that could be solved with 10 or $20 billion a year in games cause marketing dollars
that gets spent by the Fortune 500, Fortune 1,000 – that’s a lot of resources.

“

There’s a lot of problems that we could knock down with that if we could figure a way to have
brands think in program terms. And the language that we use for this is getting everybody to be
more outcome oriented. Everybody in the system to be thinking less about the short-term outputs
associated with their individual success and more about the long-term outcomes of the system that
is … of humanity that is healthier, more active, has more opportunity, is going to … it’s a bit of a
tide that rises all the boats.

And I would say that
everyone at SXSW
has a role in solving
complex social, civic, and humanitarian
problems. And a lot
of people here don’t
realize they could
have a role.
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Brian Reich: What is it in your view, in your experience – as a professional journalist in some of the
largest journalistic institutions in the country, as someone working in a startup -- needs improving
about the user experience around complex issues? And because News Deeply breaks user experience down into two categories – technical solutions and new media content - how much of it is
about one of the other?
Adaora Udoji: Let me start with what problem are we trying to solve. Essentially, there’s a lack of
continuity of intense subject matter stories, Syria, for example. Because media journalism news is
under such tremendous pressure, given technological advances as we all know, the ability to pay
for content has forced for example in foreign bureaus for many of American news outlets, they’ve
shrunk, they have fewer people. So they don’t have the ability to cover these stories on an ongoing
basis in the way they did maybe ten years ago.
So our quest is to make sure that we meet any user where they are in terms of their knowledge
base. We spend a lot of time on background, so that you have context. A lot of people in the US
have no idea where Syria is; where is Syria? Who are these leaders, what kind of government is it?
Why should I care about what’s happening there and how does it relate to me?
Using technology, we have the ability to very quickly show people, give them answers to all of
those questions in five or ten minutes, in a way that say one of the big newspapers would have to
spend a lot of columns writing, in a way that we don’t have to.
So if you know a lot about Syria, you can come to our website and there’s value for you, because
we’ll talk about the latest things or what some of the important bloggers are saying on the ground
in Syria. But if you know nothing, you can come there and get up to speed very quickly and you
leave our site and you can go anywhere and have a conversation about it or read anything and have
some basic understanding of what’s happening.
BR: What is it about the user experience or the approach that you take, that makes it more effective or more valuable than just free and available information out there – Wikipedia or some other
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site that offers lots of free information? What is it that differentiates the approach you take – the
way you organize information, the way you present news content - from everything else people are
able to find?
AU: One word: comprehensive. It would take you probably an hour online to go and pull all the
sources that we provide for you in one fell swoop; it’s one-stop shopping and it is a combination of
we have some original content; we aggregate the most credible sources on Syria; we have social
media where we again, aggregate, enhance selected sources that we consider to be the most credible.

“

People seem to
care a lot more
now, having seen
the awful images
and stories emerging. And yet, very
little of substance
has changed.

And so it’s a combination of all of those things, along with we have podcasts, we have video, we
have data visualization of the map of what’s happening, casualty figures, where some of the biggest
clashes are, and just giving you a sensibility of context for anything that’s happening there.
So that’s all in a very simple design, so I mean we’re a combination of editorial curation, aggregation, development and we create our own, as well as a design function, and you put those two
together with that comprehensive material, that you really would never have to go anywhere else. If
you only had to look at one thing, you would completely and utterly be up to speed, both in terms
of the background and what’s happening today in Syria.
BR: Let’s talk about impact for a minute. My theory of change in the world is that the smarter we
get, the more likely we are to make choices that are going to benefit all, right. I think the underlying principle of journalism and media is an informed public is a better thing. We now have a increasingly informed public because of the ability for people to be connected, and you and I traded
some e-mails on this. But, when you consider what is happening in a place like Syria… there is no
shortage, arguably, of awareness about the atrocities that are happening, particularly among many
incredibly influential people, and awareness among the general news consuming public is also quite
high. People seem to care a lot more now, having seen the awful images and stories emerging.
And yet, very little of substance has changed.
We live in a world where everybody has a camera phone, and the ability to publish content is
greater than ever, and fewer things are able to hide. A lot of people have argued that living in this
democratized media world will change things. But that change is difficult to see a lot of times.
Why hasn’t that actually started to really happen? Why haven’t we seen what is happening in Syria
change as a result of people around the world finally being able to see clearly what is happening?
AU: I call that the human factor. You’re making a lot of assumptions there also. At the end of the
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day, at SyriaDeeply.org, we’re agnostic as to the end result. We are trying to be credible in the
sense of reporting the story and making sure that there is some awareness and that there is some
continuity of coverage. Having said that, secondarily, that is the presumption, right, that awareness
breeds action in terms of governmental policy, etc, etc.
Ultimately I don’t think technology changes how humans – and therefore governments – make decisions, so the awareness is faster than it’s ever been in history, because of technology, but there is
not a corresponding acceleration of the way governments make decisions.
BR: So you, both as a journalist and in the context of Deeply, are very comfortable owning your
piece of the path to change. You’re agnostic about what the ultimate outcome is, you believe that
the comprehensive coverage and context and knowledge there will benefit whoever it is that wants
or needs to take action.
Take off your Deeply hat for one second and say you did have a desire to not see something awful
happen in Syria continue to happen. What is it that for-purpose organizations or brands should be
looking at Deeply and the way you’re doing things, or the way you are providing additional context
and background and knowledge for this issue and learn? What should they be taking away from
that experience you are creating to ultimately drive something different?
AU: I actually do care about this issue, because let me tell you something: on the one hand we’re
a publishing company, which is Syria Deeply. On the other hand, we serve Fortune 500 companies.
We have – as I talked about – the editorial curation process that’s design, and then we have some
enabling technology, which is this content management system, which is very simple and very nimble, and very easy to deal with lots of different kinds of medias.
So if you’re a Fortune 500 company - as we all know, content has become very important in marketing and communication, even for B to B businesses who, ten years ago or fifteen years ago, had
no business in the public square – they just didn’t. They went to their client base, they had conversation dialogue in their industries, in their sectors. Today you can’t really get away with that, because websites are no longer billboards. There’s got to be something sticky about it if you want to
engage outwardly in some way. And so many corporations, companies, institutions, organizations,
are generating a tremendous amount of content. They have to figure out: what do you do with that
content? How do you create some engagement around that content?
What we’re finding is journalists have a particular skills set around this, which is different from
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advertisers or marketers, and one thing that we are really very good at is, give me a clump of clay
and I will carve out a Michelangelo. What is most important of this information? How do you engage
people with that information and how do you create some narrative that continues, right, so they
don’t just come once.
But there’s something sticky about it that’s interesting enough, that that becomes part of your brand
relative to your content. So we spend a lot of time with our clients, working with them and advising
different ways to engage in an ongoing way, not just for one event or for a conference or something, but that will --BR: The theory and the practice model.

“

I don’t need eyeballs.
I’m never going to get
25 million uniques a
month on Syria Deeply
– that’s fine, that’s not
who I’m talking to. I’m
talking to the influencer who actually does
care about this.

AU: Yes, exactly.
BR: The trend right now seems to be focusing on content that is shorter and snazzier and more
creative - and arguably in many respects – less contextual and less comprehensive. There is a belief among many people about the attention span of the global audience and what modern technology is designed to enable – and it all leans towards more quick bites, and less long-form, investigative, thoughtful media. Is that your approach?
AU: No. Because so much of what we’re doing is modular, so you can take or leave it – it’s a menu
of things that you can engage with. So you can read the article that’s two minutes, or you can go
through the map or watch one of our pressies, which are like six minutes.
BR: Ok, but the conversation that we often hear, particularly in places by SXSW, is that even modular is too much; you need to boil everything down into one thing, very short and that that’s going
to do it. And that’s part of the challenge that everyone puts out for the news industry – can you get
someone to care for even six or ten minutes about Syria? My question is this: among the people
who are making this argument for shorter, sexier, louder, crazier, content undermining your ability to
make the case for Deeply. Are people unwilling or unable to focus on the context-rich approach that
you are championing?
AU: I would say that what you’re assuming is that I care about eyeballs and I don’t. I don’t need
eyeballs. I’m never going to get 25 million uniques a month on Syria Deeply – that’s fine, that’s not
who I’m talking to. I’m talking to the influencer who actually does care about this, where they need
something beyond the 30 seconds, the two minute thirty. So for me, I’m an alternative; I’m not
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competing with like the CNN or New York Times at all, I’m complementing them. And what I’m doing is putting a roof globally over all of those people who feel the same way. And that’s what we’re
doing for each of our Deeply’s, because one of our measurements is - whether or not we’re going to
choose a subject - is whether there’s a need for it and whether there’s a potential for high impact.
People have come to us and said can you do a Poverty Deeply.com? We don’t think that there’s a
need for it; there’s tremendous forces out there that talk about global poverty and so on and so
forth. Syria was different; oceans may be different; Alzheimer’s Deeply may be different. So, we’re
looking for a gap in the marketplace to bring together this community of people who want something more than two minutes or thirty seconds. So actually that bolsters our argument, because
we’re providing again, an alternative.
BR: Can I ask you a bonus question?
AU: Sure.
BR: It seems to me that the discipline of journalism, the training and the thoughtfulness is in short
supply, but that brands and for-profit companies are embracing the idea that content is valuable and
that you need more thoughtful information in order to engage people. But you don’t see for-profit
companies – large companies – investing in journalism schools and training, and I’m curious if you
think… not maybe in the traditional sense of journalism as in the feeder for the Washington Post
and the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal and the Seattle PI – that’s not a business anymore – the Seattle Times and whatever, that corporations would be the best underwriters for the
Columbia School of Journalism or CUNY or Northwestern or whatever.
But if there is a version of journalism training that would simply improve all corporate and brand
communications and thus potentially serve a greater good as well, and whether you think that that
would be valuable or not?
AU: No. I don’t think… there’s never one answer to any of these things. But, I think that the contributions and collaboration and leveraging are critical, especially in this day and age, right, because it
gets… journalism has gotten very complicated in the sense when you’re owned by a public company, right, shareholders have a certain duty for a company and making money is one of them. It’s no
longer the same public service that it was say in the fifties when Paley couldn’t get his license to
air I Love Lucyy, unless he put on 30 minutes or whatever of news, right. Some of those rules still
exist, but there’s almost a conflict when it’s in the confines of a corporation with shareholders and
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so on.
So I think it would be great if it became more important to all citizens, whether it be corporate
citizens, whether it be advocacy, whether it be non-profit; you see a lot of money in various ways
coming from foundations, you see this whole public funding… you know, the independent. So I
mean, fortunately there are lots of people making some effort and I think the next three to five
years…
I personally think what ends up happening is, you get a menu… there’s not going to be one way to
fix journalism, but there’ll be a menu of a variety of different ways to sustain the business so that
you can continue to provide good information.

“

Journalism has gotten
very complicated in
the sense when you’re
owned by a public company, shareholders have
a certain duty for a company and making money
is one of them. It’s no
longer the same public
service that it was in the
fifties of news
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Internet Society’s Trust and Identity Initiatives group. Since 2001 he has specialised in digital identity, privacy and public policy, building a reputation as a thought leader, communicator and translator between different stakeholder groups

Brian Reich: So the idea of making the Internet available to everyone, I think within this crowd, absolutely is understood as having incredible positive benefits; economic benefits and information flow
and all of that. But is there a down side to the idea that we will all be connected? And what is that?
Or is it yes, of course there are down sides, but we don’t yet necessarily know what they are, we
have to get everyone connected first, and that’s the priority?
Robin Wilton: Well, you’re right. I think the starting point is the Internet has been a tremendous
power for positive outcomes, whether it’s economically or socially or in terms of self-empowerment.
So that’s the starting point. Are there risks that go along with that? Absolutely. So from my perspective, in particular there are risks about personal privacy, about identity, even about self-determination. Because of so much of what we do now is actually mediated by third parties. Everything
we do online passes through other hands, passes through other organizations, and their interests
aren’t necessarily aligned with ours. So what they do with our personal data - as a result of our activities online - may not be in our interests. And from my limited perspective on identity and privacy, that is a risk.
BR: One of the things about the way the Internet Society very clearly operates is in a collaborative
way. It’s necessary, right? You need the government and the policymakers, and you need the private interests that control aspects of the Internet to all kind of join together to make this happen.
Collaboration is something that we talk about a lot in social good and in the non-profit community,
but I’m not sure that we execute against particularly well. So what is it that makes the collaborative
approach for what you’re doing work that others might be able to glean some insight from or some
basic working principles to apply to their own stuff?
RW: I think the sound bite level answer for that is that what makes it work is really buying into a
multi-stakeholder approach. Now the phrase multi-stakeholder can get over-used, so I think it’s
really important not just to see it as a principle but to see it as something you can put into practice.
So a couple of examples of that one is I did a series of workshops on identity and privacy. How are
those two related? How does your digital identity map onto your online privacy? And I found it was-,
the best way to do that was to get a diverse set of stakeholders round the same table in the same
room. And I actually ended up running something like ten workshops where we had academics, we
had policymakers, we had techies, privacy advocates, and we got them all round the same table
and we asked them the same questions. What do you think your identity is? What do you think
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digital identity is? What do you think privacy is? And how do those things relate? And because they
were all coming at it from their different perspectives, you often found that at the beginning of the
discussion you were getting seven or eight different answers. But by the end of the discussion, it
was often possible to construct a simple model that they could all point to and say that reflects my
understanding of what’s going on here. And at that point, I think you’ve genuinely engaged all the
stakeholders.
BR: And do you think the physical proximity, the actual working in the same room, was a key contributor to that, as opposed to, say, online collaboration where obviously those people could be in
the same conversation but not in the same air space?

“

What do you think your
identity is? What do you
think privacy is? And
how do those things
relate? And because
they were all coming at
it from their different
perspectives, you often
found that at the beginning of the discussion
you were getting 7 or 8
different answers.

RW: I think you have to start somewhere. And for me, starting by getting them physically around
the same table was-, it was practical and, as it turned out, I think it was effective. It’s a little harder to do that if you’re starting virtually from the beginning. So if you try and do the same thing as
a WebEx, it’s pretty tough to get the reactions round the table in the same way. Having said that,
I think once you’ve taken that initial step, and you’ve developed your simple model that different
stakeholders can point to and say I recognize that from my perspective as representing digital identity and privacy, once you’ve got to that stage you have to move to a different kind of stakeholder
engagement. So we’ve talked about the principle of multi-stakeholder, a small-scale, practical way
of doing it, which is to get round the same table, and then the Internet Society is in the position of
having something like 80 or 90 chapters around the world in different countries, which provides us
with a way of replicating that process or disseminating the model that we’ve developed. So that’s
another kind of multi-stakeholder, because you’re then talking about people from different countries, different cultures, different perspectives on the whole problem.
BR: So obviously awareness of the need for or desire to have everyone connected to the Internet
is huge, and advocacy on behalf of those models is key. But the skeptic in me, which is just me,
would say awareness and advocacy have limited measurable impact. The policies will not change,
the pipes will not be built, the people will not be connected with those things alone. So what are
the individuals and companies and organizations, particularly the types that are here - the brands
and the creatives and the developers and all that - what is it that they can do to advance this cause
that is not just more awareness, more advocacy? Are there things to be built? Are there laws that
need to be rewritten that expertise exists here to do? What are the tangible actions that would result in the outcomes that you actually want to see happen?
RW: Yeah. Well, the first answer is I wish I knew. [Laughs]. The second answer is that I think that
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is exactly the problem that confronts us now where personal privacy online is concerned. And the
reason I say that is that I think privacy is now at the point that we’ve already passed in areas like
healthy eating or exercise and health or good posture. Those are all things where we all wrestle
personally with how do I do it right, how do I preserve my health by-, you know, how do I not get
backache? And it’s one thing to know that; it’s another thing to have habits in your life that give
you good posture and that stop you getting backache. Or that encourage you to eat stuff that is
good for you. Yes, everyone in the room’s kind of ooh, er, yes. So how do we do that? And I think
the healthy eating one is a really great example, because I for one have spent most of my life being nagged by someone to eat my vegetables. You can nag people in that way, and usually as a
kid your reaction is well, I don’t care, I don’t like them. And you don’t change your behavior. Then
as you grow up you maybe get a little more from understanding slogans like five-a-day, so eat five
portions of fruit and veg a day. It’s a little bit better than nagging someone, but it’s still a kind of
nagging.
So how does it actually work? Well, does it work because you start to feel guilty? Usually not. Guilt
is a motivator but it’s not usually a good sustainable one. Because sooner or later you rebel against
it. But if you can manage to both change someone’s attitude to privacy or healthy eating, and give
them the right information at the right time, with like food labeling, ultimately what you might be
able to do is change the values that they apply to each choice they make. And there you’ve kind
of got a different problem to solve. How do you change someone’s values so that when confronted
with a banana or a donut they choose the banana? And that they do that sustainably and reliably.
And ultimately, it might even turn into a habit, that they don’t even make that choice consciously,
they just reach for the banana. So how do you reach for the privacy banana? [Laughs]
BR: That’s a great question.
RW: How do we get those habits into people? And I think this cross-disciplinary community knows
a lot more about things like nudging, about social effects, about how to influence people on a sustainable basis, and not just nag them.
BR: You don’t hear a lot of that discussion at SXSW. Yesterday there was a keynote by the head of
23andMe, Julian Assange spoke over the weekend, Edward Snowden is scheduled to speak today,
and those conversations become a part of this discussion of privacy and the benefits of free information flow and connectedness. Is that a useful way for the conversation about Internet for all and
privacy to be framed, from your perspective? Or is the… you know, holding someone like Edward
Snowden up as a hero or attacking him as a traitor just obscure the larger and more important con-
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versation about, you know, we only have two billion connected and there are seven billion people
on the planet, so can we focus on one thing at a time and then get back to whether or not this
guy’s an a-hole or not?

“
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RW: I don’t think in policy areas you ever get to focus on one thing at a time, unfortunately. And
yes, I do think that polarizing the discussion is not really helpful. You can call whistleblowers traitors
or crusaders - does that actually move us forward? And I don’t think anyone on either side of that
is actually completely right or wrong. If the government is doing things that are unaccountable, that
are not transparent, it doesn’t really matter how good their motivation is. That’s not their job; their
job is to do things democratically. And if they’re doing things that-, if they’re making secret laws, if
they’re making decisions based on laws that have not been put to the public test, that’s not democratic, and it’s not ultimately in anyone’s interest. Because it leads to government that is not democratic. If that’s what we wanted we would vote for it. If that’s not a paradox [laughs]. So there’s no
absolute right and wrong here. But when something is happening that should not happen, it’s more
important that we should understand that and be able to fix it than the modalities of how the information got out, in my view.
BR: One of the benefits, arguably, of SXSW is we are having conversations about this topic, generally - maybe not net neutrality so much as privacy and the implications of connectedness. But there
are also a lot of other conversations going on at SXSW. Are there other trends or topics that are not
constructive in relation to the conversation about Internet for all? Is all the conversation about-, I
mean there was one about revenge porn the other day, and the future of television, and how private networks pop up and produce better content. Are there things-, do these things undermine or
distract people from the conversation that you’re trying to have in a bad way? Or is any conversation that talks about more people getting access to information and enjoying themselves online
eventually leads itself to well, yeah, then that’s why everyone should be online?
RW: I think those individual conversations may or may not lead somewhere positive. But I think
they all contribute to the picture. And I think what we have to face here is that we still don’t understand the scope and the nature of the effect the Internet has on our society and the way we interact as individuals. There are lots of ways in which that is broken. So for instance, as individuals, as
social beings, as humans, we understand perfectly well what it is to make a disclosure in one context and expect that disclosure not to show up somewhere else. That’s something we’ve learned in
the playground. The first day you go home from school, and your mum says, you know, your teacher told me something very disturbing about you, and you think wait a minute, that was at school,
these contexts cross? The adults talk to each other? That’s not my model, you know. My model is I
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talk to my mum and she doesn’t talk to my teacher.
We grow up with these things, and yet we go online and all those contextual boundaries we suddenly-, they don’t happen. So I think the more we understand about those kinds of effects the
better we understand the Internet and how it relates to our social life. So I think it’s good those
conversations are happening, no matter if sometimes, like in revenge porn, the subject is disturbing.
I think, unless we understand that-, it’s no good sticking our heads in the sand. We have to understand that those things happen and how we can react to it.
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Brian Reich: Startups are held up as a model if not presently the model for the way that businesses should function. More nimble, more digital conceptually if not actually virtual in business, etc.
What are some of or the most compelling components of high functioning, successful startup organizations that if we’re going to embrace aspects of startup culture to apply to social good, we should
be starting with those and not whatever other chapter of the how to be a startup, like, organization
book that we might potentially read?
Eilene Zimmerman: I think some of the best things about being a startup are that they are very
nimble in a way that they’re not dug into their thinking. They have an idea they started but they
also have lots of mentors and they have a really supportive community. So if something comes up
or someone says, you know, this model that you’ve, putting forth it’s really, it’s not going to work.
They’re not so resistant that they keep moving forward with it. They’ll usually pivot. I hate that
word or change in some way to make it work.
I would say that they’re generally very creative about it and there’s often there’s this perception that
the organization in a startup is a bit flatter. I think there’s still a hierarchy of power everywhere.
But it is so that you’re not dismissing more junior people and their ideas and everybody’s kind of
in the mix. You get a lot of the best ideas hopefully rising to the top. And also I think there’s the
whole lean startup movement which is basically everything you do has to contribute to the bottom
line in some way. Whether it’s producing what you’re going to produce or making revenue or getting funding. So I think it helps keep cost down and startups be as efficient as they can.
BR: What are these mentors in the startup capacity providing mentorship around? Is it how to run
a company and how to hire smart people and how to do things that have been done before? Or, is
it finding mentors and people with experience to contribute to the actual creation of the idea and
the company? My sense is if it’s a new and innovative startup, finding people who have experience
that would translate to be new and innovative idea that they’re trying to bring to market would be
much more difficult to find than say people who have built businesses before from the ground up.
EZ: I think a lot of the mentors in the community, a lot of them provide encouragement. But they’ll
also do things like make connections. There are a ton of startup meet-ups and there are these
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ecosystems in cities. Even the second tier cities - not necessarily New York or Silicone Valley or San
Jose… but places like Pittsburg and Kansas City. Kansas City is a great example. They have the
Kauffman Foundation there for entrepreneurship.

“

And there are lots
of people with
great ideas that
can help start up
founders who may
be very young and
inexperienced or
not so young and
inexperienced.

But they also have a fantastic thing once a week called One Million Cups which has spread throughout many cities now in the United States. But it’s basically a networking group that meets once a
week and it’s gotten very big there. There’s hundreds there. And a startup will present for six minutes and then there’s 20 minutes of questions. And those, some of the people in the audience that
are asking questions are saying things like have you thought about your distribution channels? What
are you doing for marketing? Who’s helping you with, coming up with a logo? Why did you use
this color scheme? What about packaging? And those are the kinds of thing that, you know, you’re
right. Maybe the widget that the startup came with no one else has done before, but inevitably a
business is s business and you’re going to have to come up with marketing and a logo and a distribution channel and a revenue stream. And you’re going to have to monetize stuff. And there are
lots of people with great ideas that can help start up founders who may be very young and inexperienced or not so young and inexperienced. Maybe they went to different industry, help them.
I heard a good story. One guy told me he has a startup called Auto Swappers. And it’s basically
like an online place to buy and sell cars. But there’s no advertising. So dealerships put their inventory on them and that’s where they get their money. And he presented at a startup conference and
someone in the audience has sold the company in the auto space for like 150 million dollars and
became this guy’s COO three weeks later.
Two different generations but he had started out as a mentor and a few weeks into it they were
like, hey, why don’t you just come on board? And that happens from startup.
BR: One of the arguments I would make is that the thinking that exists within the social good space
is not the thinking that is needed to really break out of some of the established patterns. That’s not
to say we don’t have a lot of very innovative nonprofit organizations, but rather, that bringing in
different cross-sector thinking needs to happen more. How does the kind of cross sector mentoring
happen in the startup space where you intentionally reach out to something that is not so core to
your immediate need?
EZ: I think it happens on their board. I think they’ll pick people on their board that are from the
for-profit sector that can help them run the nonprofit, and you’re right, with an eye towards the
bottom line. It’s easy to get a bloated bureaucracy in a nonprofit because you’re all there for the
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greater good. But if you’re spending a lot of what you’re taking in on running the organization, then
not as much is getting given out. So I think that that’s probably one of the places they focus is trying to build a board with a lot of expertise that can help them.
BR: I think almost every startup business today has a stated belief that they should be doing something that is also good for the world.
EZ: Yes.
BR: It’s a mix… some mission, some triple bottom line, and some business model all mixed together. What do you think startups do not understand about social good? What do the for-profits
startups not understand about the nonprofit side of things when they try to embrace doing good or
having a mission that maybe coming from the social good side, people could say, oh, this is how
you guys would not make it kind of worse for those of us who’ve been doing this for a long time?
EZ: What I see with for-profit startups is that they do often want to have a mission and they think
it’s really important. I think for them a lot of it’s important sometimes as part of marketing to show
that they have a mission. But also I think the founders don’t want to add bad stuff to the world.
You want to add good stuff. More and more you have a company that makes something to reduce
electricity consumption or they’re making something else but they give one percent back. They
might have a mission that they believe is life changing or world changing and maybe it’s not really
addressing what are some of the biggest problems.
But increasingly, a lot of for-profit startups have a mission that’s much more focused – and not
really social good in nature. They’re solving a problem that when you want to go out at night, you
don’t know how far away the greatest barbeque place. That’s a problem. But it’s not going to save
the world. So they’ll give back.
BR: One of the biggest issues in the social good and for purpose space is the talent gap. A lot of
the best and brightest choose to go startups now -- not to major institutions or corporations or big
agencies. They choose to go to startups and not to go to for purpose organizations. One of the arguments is money. Now, in my experience, you don’t get paid that well in most startups. The prospect of great wealth exists if your startup gets purchased – but that only happens to a very small
number of companies. What is it that is so appealing about working in these startups that is such an
attraction for talent right now – compared to to going to an organization that might a greater impact
on the world?
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EZ: One of the things is that everybody thinks the startup that they’re working for is going to be
the next Google. So you think you’re going to get equity in that company. And I do think there is
a huge financial incentive. I also think it’s kind of sexy to work for a startup in a way that it’s just
not, even though there’s a lot of, I think it’s really cool now to be social.
BR: It’s not as sexy to be good?

“

It’s not as sexy to be
for the social good.
It’s important and I
think that’s why you
have a lot of startups or tech companies that make a
big commitment to
charity.

EZ: It’s not as sexy to be for the social good. It’s important and I think that’s why you have a lot
of startups or tech companies that make a big commitment to charity. There’s a huge tech, giving
component. But when you’re at a party, it’s much cooler to say you’re working on some App that’s
going to help people mix the next greatest martini than something that might save the world. Especially if you are right out of college or out of grad school and thinking “I’ll do this for a while, and
then I can go work for the United Way later…”
BR: There is a lot of discussion about different startups and the products that they’re creating, the
apps, and the types of behaviors that they’re prompting people to take. On a systemic level, what
have you heard or seen coming out of startups at SXSW that has the disruptive potential sector
wide?
For example, last year there was a lot of talk about women in tech – the need for more women
engineers. Out of that conversation, a lot more energy seemed to be put towards recruiting women to learn to code, and ensuring more women entrepreneurs were given an equal shot at funding,
or leadership positions in major companies. That was a sector wide disruptive conversation that
reached a critical mass here at SXSW. Is there a trend or an institutional element that is new or
bubbling up that isn’t just going to benefit one small slice of the community?
EZ: The big trends I have seen include wearable tech – which doesn’t immediately seem to have a
huge disruptive potential for social good. But, I did notice and there is a lot of the headphones that
flip over and become a screen. And there was a motorcycle helmet that can protect you in all sorts
of ways. So there were quite a few companies with wearable technology for the healthcare.
There is also an App that I wrote about called Wello that you can hold up on your Smart Phone for
a few seconds and then you can get a reading on your heart and lung capacity. You can find out
your blood sugar level also. This is all preventive. If you see spikes every day for a few weeks, it’s
time to call the doctor. And there is another piece of wearable tech that’s a wrist brace that has a
cardiac monitor – but it isn’t a healthcare thing. But it identifies you uniquely so that instead of a
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password for everything, you wear the wrist band and it identifies you by your heartbeat which is
unique. You don’t have to worry about passwords and also nobody else can get in.
So I think they’re using wearable techs in ways that “disruptive” – and a lot of these healthcare and
entertainment apps, and technologies, have social good potential as well.
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Appendix A: Five Good Questions
Brian Reich, Little M media

The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

How should we prioritize change and philanthropy?
I am both fascinated and inspired by the Giving Pledge – the commitment by the world’s wealthiest
individuals and families to dedicate the majority of their wealth to philanthropy. The idea seems
simple enough, particularly when there are so many critical issues that need to be addressed across
our society and, it would seem, never enough resources applied in the right ways. The whole concept is disrupting the way we think about philanthropy, still, as you expect, not every wealthy person feels compelled to be part of the Giving Pledge, nor does the idea that they will be recognized
for their charitable commitment seem particularly important. A recent op-ed in the Wall Street
Journal stressed this point, and argued that people should commit their energy, passion and dollars
to things they care deeply about, regardless of what may/may not be considered the most important
or effective ways to apply those resources.
The question of how to prioritize philanthropy and social action is not limited to the super wealthy.
There are so many issues that need support and causes that would benefit from greater focus and
energy. People can argue that addressing water issues will result in other significant challenges
being easier to address. But an equally compelling argument can be made that education, hunger,
and many other issues should be solved first. And many people feel pressured to get involved or
take action at the risk of missing out on the opportunity to drive real change. What happens if I
don’t care, personally, about the issue that someone else argues is so critical to our future survival? What if water, or education, or hunger or a crisis on the other side of the world doesn’t feel
as important to me as something that more directly impacts my life at home, or is happening in
my community? I think there is a lot of pressure for people to be involved in certain things, to be
recognized for their commitments or action, and it makes me wonder: Is applying that pressure to
be involved, and to focus in certain ways, constructive? If we pressure people to commit on certain
terms, are we potentially diminishing their interest in philanthropy or social action more generally,
and opening up the possibility that people will not want to be as involved over time?

Is the Internet truly the most influential media for driving change?
SXSW Interactive is, first and foremost, a technology conference. Attendees are obsessed with finding out about the newest gadgets and apps and trends. But is the Internet the place that people go
first, and most often, when looking for information or determining how to take action? According to
a recent Nielsen study, the average American spends 11 hours consuming television and radio each
day – far more than they use other technology to get information. SXSW does include some discussion of television and radio, but those conversations represent a tiny fraction of the programming
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compared to sessions focused on the internet, mobile, social. And in the social good arena, you
would be hard pressed to find any discussion of television and radio, or how they might be used to
reach, educate and activate people around serious issues. Are we focused on the wrong technology? Are we thinking enough about the connection between things like TV and radio and how the
Internet, mobile and social media are being used?

Are we smart enough about data?
There is a lot of data available, and more becoming available all the time. But our understanding of
the ways that ‘big data’ can be applied to the work required to solve complex social problems in the
world seems to be lacking. The result: the majority of people working in nonprofit organizations, or
some other capacity to drive change, are missing out on the huge potential opportunity that exists
to use data to drive meaningful, measurable impact around serious issues.
People spend a lot of time talking about the importance of ‘big data’ and many are trying to use
data to inform their work. But I am not confident that we have any real knowledge or appreciation for how that data should be used. Generating the data isn’t enough. Measuring performance is
something else, not the same thing. And if we don’t figure this out, and soon, we aren’t going to
see the kinds of changes we all believe are important. The approaches we are currently using aren’t
working – not well enough – and without a shift in how we think, and organize ourselves and apply
our energy, we are not going to see the major issues solved. We have to figure out better ways to
utilize ‘big data’ – smarter ways.
Recently. Eric Schmidt described data as the most valuable raw material available to us today. But
as you know, raw materials need to be mined and processed and turned into something of value. How can we get smarter about the use of ‘big data’ so we can start to create things that have
greater value?

What should we be building and doing?
We spend so much time thinking about change, coming up with new ideas and talking about opportunities. But we don’t put enough time and energy towards building the tools or systems necessary
to support our efforts to solve problems, or doing the work that is needed to actually see things
change. At SXSW in particular, we have an extraordinary collection of people with different expertise, perspective and experience – all crammed together into a single place. What are we doing to
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do with those conversations, those serendipitous moments when worlds collide and collaboration
abounds?
We have more than enough ideas. We have more than enough solutions to tackle problems we
know exist in the world today. Still, we don’t know to build out the plans, apply the insights, scale
the activities or measure the outcomes. What should we be building or doing to see a shift in the
way we tackle problems? How can we move past collecting our ‘innovation’ on paper and start to
put them into practice? What tools, and channels and platforms and systems should we be developing, and what approaches should be trying, to start to see progress?

What is the business that we are in?
There are so many different ways that we describe the sectors that employ people who are trying
to drive change, bring about some larger social good, or have an impact on the world. Non-profits. For-purpose. B-corps. Foundations. At some level, everyone is working on serious issues these
days – healthcare, auto, food and beverage, etc. With so many people working on these issues,
we have lost some focus, the discipline to direct attention in ways that will be most valuable. We
don’t share an understanding or appreciation for what the challenges are exactly, or how different
areas of expertise are needed, let alone how we all might collaborate. Rather than identify in all
these different ways, and have all different areas of focus and discussion, wouldn’t it be better if we
aligned – around finding solutions? Could we all start to say we work in the solutions industry?
While there are many benefits to having more people involved in the social good conversation –
new voices and perspectives, new energy and capabilities that weren’t available before – without
that focus, the task of changing the world becomes more difficult. One example: the social good
world has embraced startup principles, including the idea of failing fast and failing forward. But do
we fully understand how to learn from failure? One thing I know for sure: we are failing. I believe
in recognizing the progress that is being made, and incremental advancements that are occurring
– but I don’t want us to be satisfied with little victories alone. In fact, I believe that unless we are
making a dramatic impact, and delivering the kinds of outcomes and impact that we know are possible, we are falling short of our potential. We are failing. Across every issue.
The larger problem, however, is that we have created an industry that celebrates failure – instead of
maximizing the value of falling short of what we set out to achieve. We all know that we can learn
a lot from failing, but we won’t if we only pay lip service. We won’t benefit from failing until we
go past simply celebrating failure, and actually figure out how others can benefit from the learnings.
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Should we hold more organizations accountable for their failures? Does we need an independent
entity available to help extract learnings, we there is no bias from being on the inside of an organization, or fearing what happens when failure is explored? How can we make finding solutions, at
whatever the cost, something that everyone is focused on?

Finally… How should we use SXSW to drive change?
SXSW is bigger than ever, arguably more influential than it has ever been. But the social good
conversation remains largely segregated from the rest of the programming. Moreover, many of the
people participating year after year are those who are already involved, people who are already
deeply committed to driving change and whose ambition for delivering some meaningful, measurable impact is already great. I don’t want to diminish the value of the existing community of people committed to social good gathering for this conversation. But it doesn’t take full advantage of
what SXSW offers. We are not having enough of the right conversations – the conversations across
sectors or between people with different perspectives and capabilities – that can only happen at an
event like SXSW. Those types of conversations could unlock new ideas, create new opportunities,
and expand our collective capacity to build and take action in ways that dramatically change the trajectory of the work to change the world. Why haven’t we made greater inroads into the other sectors? What will it take to compel more people from outside of the social good conversation to join
us, contribute and influence the discussion? What should we be doing to help fully take advantage
of something like SXSW? Who do we need to reach? How do we see this conversation continue to
evolve in ways that only SXSW could make possible? What must happen for SXSW to finally become the driver of meaningful, measurable change in the world – in the ways we know is possible?
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Appendix B: What question would you ask?
The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

Towards the end of every conversation, Brian asked one last question. What follows
here are each of their answers, one more inspiring than the next:
“South by Southwest is a unique gathering - creatives and developers and technologists
and investors and media and people focused on social good. What question would you
want this community to take up because you think they could produce a better or different answer than the one you would get somewhere else? Or what challenge would you
want to put to this community? What does this unique gathering create as an opportunity
for a question to be answered or a conversation to be had?”
Katie Bisbee
Chief Marketing Officer, DonorsChoose.org

I’d love to sit with people and explain kind of what works for us and what doesn’t and get feedback
on how to allocate our time on those various things. And I’d love to get really tactical around like
ROI of different marketing efforts and what all these different folks experience and how that compares to what we’ve experienced.

Change.org
Lawrence Grodeska, Director of Nonprofit Community
My question is how technology is helping our ability or hindering our ability to lead more authentic,
joyful lives because I think that’s just a critical need we have on the planet. And I think authenticity
comes with social engagement and starting petitions and going to rallies.
Amanda Kloer, Campaigns Director
And my question would be what would happen if we stopped talking about women and people of
color are participating in technology as being good for diversity and we started talking about women
and people of color as being leaders in technology, as being critical to innovation?

Tammy Gordon
Vice President, Social, Audio & Video Strategy at AARP

I think it really goes back, again, to that business model. If there are 70 million baby boomers in
this country that have disposable income to help causes, to buy products, what is your business plan
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to reach them? And if you don’t have one, I believe you’re failing. If that’s the question, whether
it’s to a nonprofit or to a technology company, I think you have to look at your audience, and if you
don’t have this in your business plan, then, you need to be going back to the drawing board and
figuring out how do you reach the market.

Wendy Harman
Director, Information Management and Situational Awareness, American Red Cross

As I said before, it’s the golden ticket to figure out how information can be shared dynamically, how
you can cut and slice it by geography and by time to begin to analyze the impacts you’ve had historically and where the gaps are historically. And that’s not just for the Red Cross, but for the entire
sector or for an entire community that may have been affected or may, in the future, be affected
by a disaster.
I would love to be able to have that dynamic information sharing. We’re still reading reports every day about how the fire department and the police department didn’t talk to each other. They
weren’t able to. And that’s not necessarily our exact struggle, but I think there’s got to be answer
there where we can have every piece of actionable information available to us at the exact right
time in the right format and going to all the right people.

Marc Johnson, Director of digital strategy
APCO Worldwide

I would say the question I would have to ask would be around content. How can we, as professional
content developers, create long-lasting and impactful conversations for brands and for social good
communities that are pervasive in many different languages, pervasive in many different types of
content? How can we create these great hubs where people can come and share ideas and we can
crowd source things and do hack-a-thon on the fly in significant ways and be able to maintain that
with a person who’s creating things on the go, mobile devices, etc., etc.?
So, I think there’s this amalgamation of all the things that we already do well. How can we get these
things in a one-touch place where we can just sort, when we have a thought, go right to them, be
able to engage in this conversation and be able to get something out of it? Who is going to foster
that?

Tim McDonald
Director of Community, The Huffington Post
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I don’t think this is particular just to SXSW, but I think in general what I’ve really come to realize in
the last few months is just how rushed we all become, how we’re always racing to the next meeting, going to the next event, going to the next appointment. And for me I just had something that
really just changed my life a couple of weeks ago, and it was just stopping on the streets of New
York and talking with a homeless man and looking at him in the eye and letting him know that he’s
another human being and understanding a little bit about his personal life and feeling like hopefully
I gave him a sense of having the self-confidence and worth that I have walking down the street with
him sitting on the street.
And so what I’ve asked everybody here to do is instead of just looking at the people that are here
at SXSW, look at the people that are here living on the streets. Look at the people that are maybe
in the park that are laying on the bench, and just to really look at them in the eyes. Have a conversation with them. Start understanding who they are as other people, and to me, if you can do that,
and you just go home. You don’t try and do anything with it, but just share that story of what you
learned about that person on your Facebook page, on twitter, on your blog, whatever you want to
do. You will be amazed at the impact that that has on your personal network of friends. And you
will start to understand and hear more stories come from that. And if you’re anything like me, it will
definitely change the way you think about just rushing by people on the street.

Jason Kunesh
Public Good Software, CEO

I think for me it’s something along these lines. We’re a benefit corporation. We’re software startup.
And I was at the Beaconfire Lounge back in 2011. It had a much different feel than it does today.
So you’re starting to see this stuff become mainstream. But it really isn’t yet. And all the pieces
are here at SXSW, but they’re unevenly distributed.
So why is it that people can’t get compensated for their incredible work, because they do it for a
nonprofit? Why is that? Why can’t we solve that? It seems like a really solvable problem, right?
Why can’t we get world-class technology working on stuff that actually matters? This planet is big
but we’ve got 7 billion people on it. The issues facing, giving those people life and opportunity
are getting more and more challenging, yet here we are worried about the next photo sharing App.
Photo sharing is awesome but we also need to worry about the other stuff. So how do we get
there?

Kari Saratovksy
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Principal, KDS Strategies

My question would be “how do we encourage Millennials to STOP competing against one another
and building there own thing?” Instead we need to create opportunities and space within organizations to innovate. This is more about culture change within institutions – its finding an openness
among organizational leadership to adapt and be willing to accept new approaches, make space for
change, etc. I think this will also have an effect on both attracting and maintaining Millennials on
staff if they see an opportunity to help influence the direction of an organization.
The number one reason MIllennials are leaving organizations is not because they are particularly
“disloyal” as studies might suggest, but instead they don’t feel challenged, they don’t see opportunities for growth, they sense a dead-end, or don’t feel like their ideas are heard or appreciated – so,
they in turn go out and try to build their own thing (with varying degrees of success) and that’s not
always in everyone’s best interest.

Matthew Scarpnick
Chief Strategy Officer, Co-Founder at Elefint Designs

Well, if it’s okay, I’ll alter it a little bit and say a theme that I have seen coming up a lot, that I think
is a question we need to keep asking – and I’d love to see people tackle this from different areas –
is this collective – how do we build towards something together with the realities of a lot of people
being here because they want to make money, they want to see their individual efforts succeed.

Michael Silberman
Global Director, Digital Mobilisation Lab, Greenpeace

I think we need to do a lot of thinking about the quality of the experience we are supporting or enabling for people. This comes to mind just after several days of being bombarded on the street corners and in different lounges by various marketing teams, right? And I think I’m just stunned-, and
maybe this is more in some sectors than others, but I really am stunned at the amount of one-way
broadcast marketing that is still out there, which is, I think, glazing our eyes over and at the end of
the day, you know, we’re happy to take the free beer from whoever sponsored it [laughs] get it out
of our minds. But it really is an intense level of one-way bombardment that I think we’re not used to
anymore in a space where we control so much of our interactions.
So my question… if you had unlimited budget what would the quality experience be? You’re that
brand organization trying to make a memorable impact on someone, but what-, so much of it is just
missing the mark, I think. So how do we add value to people’s lives rather than continue to… and
create space for them to lead and live in ways that are actually in their design and not in the design
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of the market or the organization that is trying to shout louder? And that’s not a new challenge, but
it’s certainly surfacing for me, here. And it’s important for-, and it’s critical for organizations, and
we’re seeing [inaudible 0:24:38] example, but they were here the other day. And it’s amazing when
you start hearing the stories of what happens when you create platforms that are in line with what
people want to be working on and doing, and enable them the space to lead, what can happen,
so…

Michael Slaby
Managing Partner, Head of Mission, Timshel

I think SXSW is an interesting conglomeration of the four communities I just talked about. And
I would say that everyone at SXSW has a role in solving complex social, civic, and humanitarian
problems. And a lot of people here don’t realize they could have a role. I think the opportunity … I
would say to everyone I talk to that there is an opportunity for purpose. There is an opportunity to
be part of the solution in driving humanity forward. You may just haven’t figured out what that role
is, and I think challenging everybody to think about their company, their role, their new technology, whatever it is, and having … in much the same way that we think about really effect of digital
organizations who managed to bake technology and digital into the entire organization, rather than
appending it to the edge of an organization – thinking about purpose in much the same way, that it
is not something that you do on the side after running a really effective business. It is a part of the
way we think about going to market. It is a part of the way we think about talent retention and all
of the other things that we need to do as a successful organization and challenge everybody, rather
than seeing social good at something to do on the side, something to do as an element or a day at
South By, to have it be part of how we think about how we do everything that we do would be the
challenge that I would make.

Adaora Udoji
Interim President, News Deeply

I love that question, and I love that question because immediately when you said that, I got
goose pimples. You know what I really wish? I need a hackathon. I need a twelve-hour, a 24 hour
cross-disciplinary group of people trying to answer the question of how do you pay for premium
news? How do you freaking pay for this thing?
There’s so much content out there – we hear that all the time; someone’s going oh-la-la-la – you
know, credible sources have become more important than ever, because we just don’t have time…
there’s just not enough hours in the day for me to go through everything online. I need somebody
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to help direct me, help focus me. But more importantly than that, we need some thoughtful journalism. Everything can’t be a list – the top five list, the top ten that – I wish life was so simple; it
isn’t.
We also need to be hit over the head with encyclopedias, so it’s got to be some in between. I
would love to have that - I know I’m starting to jump the answer – hackathon to sit down, take
a look at all the varieties of ways of sustainability around the business model. I mean, I think the
Atlantic has done some really fascinating things. You know, I think there are a lot of experiments
going on that are fantastic, but I would love to see a concentrated effort.
But it is about the business model, it is about how you… it costs money to do good journalism – it
does – it’s like it’s not enough… it’s great crowdsourcing, fantastic, but at the end of the day there is
a skills set that goes with filtering and reporting stories. I mean, we talk about journalism as a first
draft of history, right, and it still is. So I want to see it supported, which is why I’m sitting at that
table at News Deeply; we’re trying to figure this out.

Robin Wilton
Technical Outreach Director, Identity and Privacy, The Internet Society

We talked a little bit earlier about how do you nudge people in a sustainable way to change their
privacy habits. And that has all kinds of aspects to it. Do you just give them more information?
That’s probably not enough. That might inform them but it won’t necessarily change their attitudes.
What do you do after that? If someone’s made one good privacy decision, how do you give them
affirmation that says that was good? Because the other examples I gave, health band diet, if you set
yourself a goal you can actually measure when you achieve it. Online privacy, it’s really tough to do
that.
So how do we do that? How do we provide people with feedback and nudges and information as
they make privacy decisions that actually accumulates and turns into something that might change
their values and change the choices they make? So I’m open for suggestions. It’s a tricky problem,
but I think unless we try and understand the problem in all its detail, we won’t produce the kind of
sustainable, habitual change that I think we need.

Eilene Zimmerman
Small Business/Startup writer, The New York Times

I’d ask two things -- two things that bother me a lot. First, we all talking about everything being
stored in a cloud and almost every startup I talk to has cloud-based apps. But the cloud isn’t real-
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ly isn’t up there. It’s these giant server farms that are using enormous amounts of electricity. And
also they take an enormous amount of electricity to cool. I covered a startup a few years ago that
developed a fan that goes directly over these giant servers to cool them rather than these enormous
amounts of air conditioning and stuff. But I think that’s going to be a huge environmental issue and
it’s just getting bigger. We talk about it, but I don’t see any concrete solution.
The other thing is something American Express is working on too is financial inclusion for very poor
people and low-income people because these are people that transact almost everything in cash.
And they don’t have the tools to save money and to develop a saving plan or a budget. I wish there
were more. I wish there were more startups that aimed at that group because they represent a huge
percentage of the population. They don’t have bank accounts. They don’t have savings. But they
are connected through mobile phones. They could do a lot of mobile phone banking, cash transfers, and I wish we had more widely accessible tools for them.
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Appendix C: Video & other #sxgood links
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Interview Videos
Katie Bisbee
http://youtu.be/h9abCcrOqCA

Matthew Scarpnick
http://youtu.be/_-aNOLtc18c

Change.org
http://youtu.be/QF6duxv8QIA

Michael Silberman
http://youtu.be/QKPCmea-1wc

Wendy Harman
http://youtu.be/sQ5tk57cBuU

Michael Slaby
http://youtu.be/unlMTdHGtAE

Tim McDonald
http://youtu.be/QMYt03atfw0

Adaora Udoji
http://youtu.be/_zq0Ie4CkL4

Publiic Good Software
http://youtu.be/jsEKN7npOpk

Robin Wilton
http://youtu.be/j9uOQ1AvkUA

Kari Saratovksy
http://youtu.be/6jWuvviUa3g

Eilene Zimmerman
http://youtu.be/lUpwLQovsD0

Other #sxgood links
The Beacon Lounge
http://www.beaconfire.com/thebeaconsxsw/
http://www.donorschoose.org/
http://www.change.org/
http://www.aarp.org/
http://www.redcross.org/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tim-mcdonald/
https://www.nokidhungry.org/
https://publicgoodsoftware.com/

http://www.kdsstrategies.com/
http://elefintdesigns.com/
http://www.mobilisationlab.org/
http://www.timshel.com/
http://www.newsdeeply.com/
http://www.internetsociety.org/
http://eilenezimmerman.com/
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About Beaconfire
Your mission is our passion. Beaconfire helps non-profits and social cause organizations create and deliver
digital strategies and websites that engage audiences, encourage interaction and produce measurable results.
Every day the Beaconfire team comes to work prepared to change the world. We embody the missions of
our clients, and use that inspiration to build meaningful, beautiful, effective websites and marketing campaigns. And we do so using every technology available to us – because our clients and the missions they
serve deserve it.
Beaconfire celebrates the successes of our clients as we watch constituents take the journey from awareness,
to interest, to inspiration, to action. We’re with you all the way.
Be inspired. Be effective. Be successful. Beaconfire.
2300 Clarendon Blvd Suite 925
Arlington, VA 22201
703.894.0080
www.beaconfire.com
info@beaconfire.com
@beaconfire

The Do Good Dialogues
a disruptive discussion series in the beacon lounge | SxSW 2014

114

About Brian Reich/little m media
Brian Reich is founder and managing director of little m media, an information strategy firm that helps individuals and organizations solve complex problems. He is the author of Shift & Reset: Strategies for Addressing Serious Issues in a Connected Society (Wiley, 2011) and co-author of Media Rules!: Mastering Today’s
Technology to Connect with and Keep Your Audience (Wiley, 2007). Brian writes and speaks regularly about
the impact of media and technology on society.
Brian began his career in politics – working on several campaigns around the country. He spent two years as
briefing director to Vice President Gore in the White House and during the 2000 presidential campaign. He
has spent the past decade providing strategy, analysis, and support to corporations, nonprofit organizations
and charities, media companies and other groups that are looking to solve complex problems. He has held
senior roles at leading digital, PR, and public affairs agencies, including Edelman, Mindshare Interactive Campaigns, Cone Inc., and EchoDitto. He has led projects for many of the largest and most influential brands and
nonprofit organizations, as well as media companies, start-ups, and political/advocacy groups.
Brian is chairman of the board of Investigate West, a nonprofit organization dedicated to the art and craft
of investigative journalism. He was a senior advisor to iFOCOS, an independent non-profit and non-partisan
think tank that uses research, education, and action to improve the digital experience. Brian served as the
“Principal Evangelist” for Games That Give, a video game company that allows gamers to earn donations for
charity while they play.
Brian attended the University of Michigan and graduated from Columbia University. He lives in New York City
with his wife, Karen Dahl, and their two children.
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What’s next for social good at SxSW and beyond?
Tweet your ideas to #sxgood.

