








Take a Position: 10 Tips to Set Your Organization or Cause Apart

4. Know what position you want to own.

Case in Point
Positioning is often a two-part process: You first have to

define the position that you currently own. From there,
nail down the position you want to own. This involves
taking stock of your own capabilities vis & vis the other

A few years ago, the Polly Klaas Foundation found itself

at a crossroads. Named after a Petaluma, Calif., girl who

was abducted and killed in 1993, the Foundation quickly

major players in your field. established itself as a rapid response search center for missing
children and a strong advocate for abduction prevention. But it
wanted to do - and be — much more.

To help the Foundation chart this course, FENTON took the
staff through a strategic positioning process, which included
an extensive mapping of organizations that do overlapping
work, as well as interviews with law enforcement and
missing-children experts. We found was that, while there were
a handful of smaller, national missing children’s groups, there
was a need for a strong, national policy advocate in the field.

To solidify the Foundation’s positioning as a national leader
in quick response for missing children, we recommended
that it make policy change a priority. Its first campaign was a
successful advocacy effort to pass legislation that established
a national “Amber Alert,” a life-saving electronic alert system
that announces that a child is missing.

Bonus Tip

A big policy victory - such as the one that the Foundation
garnered when President Bush signed a law establishing a
national Amber Alert system — goes a long way to positioning
(or repositioning) an organization in the eyes of key audiences
- donors, policymakers, members, etc.
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Take a Position: 10 Tips to Set Your Organization or Cause Apart

5. Zero in on what you do that no one
else does.

Case in Point

The most effective way to own your position is to call
out what you deliver that no one else can — or does — as
effectively. In other words, what makes you unique? This across the country, from local support groups to major

is especially important for funders and the news media. institutions like Susan G. Komen Foundation’s “Race

It could involve a fresh angle on an issue or addressing a for the Cure” In the late 1990s, The Breast Cancer Fund,
segment of the population that would otherwise be left founded by the late Andrea Martin, created a unique area of
out of the equation. Like a winning race horse, the trick specialization.

is to find the open pocket on the track and zip through it.

There are literally hundreds of breast cancer organizations

While other groups raced for a cure and advocated for early
detection, The Breast Cancer Fund was one of the first to
stake the claim that most breast cancers can be prevented.
(Their tagline: “Prevention starts here.”)

After securing federal funding for research into environmental
links to cancer, the organization successfully campaigned
for California legislation that established the first statewide
bio-monitoring program to measure how ordinary people
are exposed to toxic chemicals in the air they breathe, the
food they eat and products they use.The group is also a

founding member of the Campaign for Safe Cosmetics

coalition, which has successfully pressured the beauty and
cosmetics industry to phase out its use of some harmful
chemicals.

Today, The Breast Cancer Fund is among the most “out
front” breast cancer groups focused on identifying and
preventing the causes of breast cancer. It has changed the
public dialogue about mitigating that devastating disease-
from being solely about finding a cure to one that includes
preventing it from occurring in the first place.
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6. Promote your personality.

HATICEHAL CENTER FOR LESRIAN RIGHTS

+ njoy INfOrmation on DL WOk
Elonesd ¥ ybu

+ Ay Up-Io-duie on Bsses that
FOu Cang aboud

Sometimes it's less about what you do that’s different
than who you are. A pair of sneakers, for example, is
a pair of sneakers. But you wouldn't confuse a pair of
Nikes with a pair of Converse.

In our work with nonprofit clients, some have been
uncomfortable talking about other nonprofit groups as
the “competition.” If we're all working to make social
change, how can they be our competition? That may be

Case in Point

To kick off their 30th anniversary year in style, the National Center
for Lesbian Rights (NCLR) asked FENTON to take them through a
repositioning process to help make the most of this milestone.

Founded by then-recent law school graduate Donna Hitchens,
now a San Francisco Superior Court judge, NCLR had been at

the forefront of many legal gains for lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender people. At the height of the 1980s AIDS scare, they
successfully defended the parental rights of an HIV-positive father.

The center pioneered advocacy for second-parent adoption laws
and protecting the rights of same-sex partners.

Despite this track record, NCLR’s leaders felt they were often

understand the
ISSUeS

true, but at the end of the day, funders and others will
still pose the question, “So what makes you different —
and better?”

You don’t have to cast your peers as an “evil twin,” but
you owe it to yourself to draw a clear and differentiating
line in the sand. Because if people can't tell you apart
from Adam, they may well decide to give time and
money to Adam instead.

overshadowed by other gay rights groups with greater name
recognition. To set them apart, we conducted a peer analysis,
comparing key attributes and public perception against an internal
audit of NCLR staff and supporters. We concluded that while
other groups were better known, NCLR inspired a “cult following”
among a smaller, but extremely passionate, cadre of supporters
who see the organization as an unwavering champion of even the
hardest-to-win battles.

Armed with this unique positioning, we helped them develop a
new tagline: The audacity to fight for justice. The perseverance
to win. NCLR then used our positioning guidelines to inform the
redesign of their logo and Web site, including a bold new color
scheme (brick red) that reflects their fighting spirit.
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7. Know what you're up against.

L

During the 2004 presidential election, Sen. John Kerry
was dogged repeatedly by accusations that he was a
“flip flopper” on the war in Irag. On the stump circuit, he
was greeted by people waving enormous foam sandals.

The image — and positioning — stuck, and it was no
accident. Republican political advisor Karl Rove made
sure of it, just as he made sure George W. Bush came
off as an unwavering leader of conviction for these
uncertain times.

Like political candidates, nonprofit organizations don't
operate in a vacuum. The marketplace of ideas is
crowded. For advocacy organizations in particular, you
may be facing groups and individuals that are working
actively against your cause (think clean-air groups
against coal-burning power plants — or against industry
front groups). If that's the case, it's important that you
reposition the opposition to your advantage so fence-
sitters and other audiences think twice about buying into
your opposition’s program.

“When you're working on a controversial issue against a
well-organized opponent that is

successfully pulling the wool over people's eyes, an
important part of your job is to help lift that wool and
expose your opponent for who they really are,” said
FENTON Senior Vice President Robert Pérez.

“For nonprofit organizations, just as with
companies, brand is everything. When you
successfully throw your opposition’s credibility into
question, you've damaged their brand and their
political effectiveness.

“For instance, several anti-immigrant organizations
have effectively positioned themselves as
mainstream. However, if you scratch just below

the surface, you'll find that they have relationships
with white separatist leaders. By exposing these
relationships, there's an opportunity to not only
damage their mainstream brand, but also to render
them politically radioactive among most

politicians of either political party.”
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8. Match messages to your new position.

Your position is an internal coommunications tool. The
external expression of your position is messages, the
actual words and phrases you use to describe your
organizational vision and what you do. Your position is
reflected in other ways, too (your brand identity through
programs and campaigns), but messages are where it all
begins. Here are two good examples:

¢ Meet people where they are: Like positioning, the
most effective messages draw on the shared values and
beliefs of your target audiences. To borrow a page from
UC Berkeley linguistics professor George Lakoff's Moral
Politics, human beings make sense of the world through
their own preconceived frames of reference. People see
what they expect to see, which is why changing people's
minds can be an uphill battle. To get people to go where
you want them to go, the first step is meet them where
they are.

e Speak to the heart: Our messages get muddled
when we become the Nonprofit That Knew Too Much.
Sometimes our messages get muddled because we
simply know too much. As experts on our issues, we
get wrapped up in the nuances of our arguments and
slip into shop talk or the jargon of our trade. This is the
reason why, when we take nonprofit groups through
the positioning process, we ask them how they would
describe their work to a 12-year-old.

“Whenever we ask this question, the nature of
the responses is invariably the same: The language
gets much simpler and much clearer. People are
less likely to get caught up in technicalities and
more likely to speak right from the heart,” said
FENTON Senior Vice President Bill Hamilton. “
Being clear doesn’t have to mean dumbing down.
And when you evoke the emotions and passion
behind your work, it can be contagious — and

more memorable.”

Bonus Tip

Rethink (but don’t overthink) your brand: If your new
positioning is a significant departure from your old one,
you may need a new name, tagline or graphic identity

for your organization that better reflects the change.
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9. Show, don't tell, your position.

When it's time to unveil your new position to the outside
world, “show, don't tell," is the way to go. Funders,
members and allies are more likely to be interested

in your work than in a formal announcement. Here are
some steps for making the most of your position:

e Revise your collateral. Give your brochure,
fundraising appeals, Web site and other externally
directed communications a face-lift aligned with
your new positioning.

Case in Point

The National Center for Lesbian Rights used their
new positioning to help name Executive Director Kate
Kendell’s blog (“Out for Justice”) and design its t-shirts

(the word “Justice.” in red on black). They also wove

their positioning themes of perseverance, tenacity and
audacity directly into a newly minted version of their
“About Us” founding story.

e Launch a new campaign or initiative. A sharply
focused advocacy or public-education campaign can
help drive your organization in a fresh direction and
raise your visibility. A new campaign may help

solidify your positioning by launching you in a
space where you have not traditionally had a strong
presence.

Case in Point

For example, when Women for Women International
decided it wanted to be a more influential force for
policy change, they kicked off a new campaign called
“Stronger Women, Stronger Nations” and did something
new: they released a poll of Iragi women that offered a

rare inside look at their hopes and fears for the future of

their country. The report helped open doors in Congress
and got them an audience with the editorial board of The
New York Times.

Reach out to new partners. A new position can
mean forging new alliances with groups that broaden
your appeal. It could also mean reaching out to news
outlets outside your usual comfort zone, provided
you have news they can sink their teeth into.
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10. Get in position by getting on message.

The key to making your position stick in the public sphere
is people. The staff, board members and other individuals
close to your organization who are involved in the
positioning process also make for ideal ambassadors.

“Your staff and board members are your offensive line
for reinforcing your position,” said FENTON Senior Vice
President Lisa Chen. “If they don't follow the playbook,
no one else will."

Here are some suggestions to help you make your
position stick:

e Organizational Style Guide: Create an easy-
reference style guide just for your organization that
includes your target audiences, your positioning
statement, your core messages, key stats and
dos and don’ts for preferred terms and terms you
want to avoid. It doesn’t have to be fancy; the most
important thing is to centralize the information.

e Elevator Pitch: Create a 30-second “elevator pitch”
that quickly distills who you are and what you do. The
phrasing should be colloquial. (Can you actually see
yourself saying it in an elevator or at a cocktail party?)
In addition to reflecting the essential attributes of
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your positioning, it should also concisely communicate
the following: (1) a problem or need, (2) a solution

— ideally your organization or program, and (3) a call
to action inviting your target audience to become
involved in some way.

Practice Makes Perfect: Meet with your staff,

board members and other key stakeholders to share
the positioning statement and messages. Answer
questions and concerns, and encourage them to
practice their elevator pitch. Some clients tell us they
keep a print out of their positioning statement handy
on their desk or their computer desktop.
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When to Position

Many nonprofits spring into being because their
founders surveyed the landscape and decided no one
else was adequately filling an important need. However,
many organizations make the mistake of thinking that
positioning is a one-time event. But healthy organizations
continually review and refine their positioning over time
to ensure that they remain relevant and indispensable.
Here are some common spring boards for rethinking
your position:

Before you brand or re-brand. Nailing your position is
essential to a strong and coherent brand. There's no point
in creating a graphic identity or adopting a new name
unless you first have internal agreement on your position.
Otherwise, your brand may sprout two heads that don't
get along — or sprout the wrong head altogether.

When there is new leadership. New senior staff often
means new energy and an opportunity to take stock of
where your organization has been and where it wants
to go. Positioning can help you get there.

As you approach an anniversary or other important
milestone. An organization’s anniversary year can be a
great time to remind people of past accomplishments.
It's also an opportunity to explain what you're doing now
and the exciting challenges ahead. Strong positioning
helps anchor your past to your present and your future.

During, or after, a strategic planning process. Strategic
planning can result in new programs or new goals. WWhen
you shift gears, it's important to make sure you're clear
with audiences about your new direction.
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About FENTON Communications

For more than 25 years, FENTON Communications
has partnered with nonprofit clients to make

social change. We work to protect the environment,
improve public health and advance human rights
and social justice. This guide is one in a series

that we've produced to help build the strategic
communications capacity of the nonprofit sector.
To download a free copy of this and other FENTON
guides, visit www.fenton.com.

Contact Us

Questions? Comments? We welcome your
thoughts and ideas.

New York

Lisa Witter, Chief Operating Officer
(212) 584-5000

Lisa@fenton.com

Washington, D.C.

Ira Arlook, Managing Director
(202) 822-5200
lra@fenton.com

San Francisco

Parker Blackman, Managing Director
(415) 901-0111
Pblackman@fenton.com

FENTON |communications




