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Assignment 3, MCC 5303 Collaboration 

Throughout my seventeen years in the design and marketing industry, I have noticed a 

large discrepancy between the quality of design output from nonprofits verses the for-profit 

world. In recent years I have been able to pay closer attention to this discrepancy in the nonprofit 

community and started contributing towards changing it. By beginning to identify the root 

causes, I have discovered that the biggest roadblocks for nonprofit organizations are a lack of 

resources due to limited finances and inadequate staffing, as well as a lack of knowledge 

regarding the importance of visual and brand communication within these organizations.  

Mission and vision 

The area I have decided to focus on for my capstone project is based on the statements 

above and combines my skills as a designer and my passion for social justice. At this current 

stage I am stating my mission as follows: To provide branding, design and educational services 

to socially driven organizations so that they can communicate and promote their cause.  

My vision is that social enterprises driven to improve the community have access to 

quality design, branding and marketing services as well as the knowledge and know-how to be 

self-reliant in this area of communication. I would like to focus my efforts on those organizations 

that are driven to improve the community but have limited access to such services. I would also 

like to take on the bigger challenge of educating non-profits so that they understand why this is a 

vital part of achieving their organization’s goals and teach them how to maintain internal 

marketing systems so that they are a more efficient engine for good. 

Proposed solution 

I am in the process of exploring several solutions in the matters of education and access. 

The solution that I would like to focus on in this paper is to create and mobilize a volunteer 
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group in the design community – a group that would provide their skills pro-bono in a short-

term, controlled environment. Tapping into the growing community in the design world of 

“designers for good” – these are students and professionals in the creative world who volunteer 

their talents towards social mission based projects. One particular solution is to create a twenty-

four hour “design-a-thon” where groups of skilled volunteer creatives are paired up with 

nonprofit organizations to work on a certain aspect of their branding, design and marketing 

collateral. Setting a time limit makes for a fun atmosphere with a lot of work being accomplished 

in a short time. The pro-bono nature of the design-a-thon would create accessibility to these 

resources for nonprofit organizations. 

Stakeholder summary 

I have identified two levels of stakeholders that will be vital for creating change through 

teamwork and collaboration. They are as follows: 1. Work closely with the nonprofit’s team 

(usually the development department) to implement strategies within their organization. 2. Build 

strong relationships with skilled design professionals that are instrumental to collaboration and 

the production phase.  

Nonprofit development teams 

In the capstone I foresee a need to work closely with nonprofit development team 

members in order to reach the desired outcome, and a win-win situation. My goal with each 

nonprofit is to inspire, educate and facilitate a brand and marketing strategy within their 

organizations. 

Design professionals 

Over the years I have been able to maintain personal and professional relationships with 

some highly skilled developers and designers. These are people I approach when a project calls 
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for specific skills outside of my immediate skill sets. I have identified several colleagues as key 

stakeholders in the capstone.  

Stakeholder roles 

In either proposed solution above I will need the participation and understanding of key 

stakeholders both within my organization and the larger community. Below is my list of 

stakeholders and their roles for my capstone project. For the sake of privacy and as per our 

agreement names have been omitted. 

Stakeholder 1: Business colleague that I work closely with on an ongoing basis 

Stakeholder 2: Web developer colleague that can provide technology insights 

Stakeholder 3: Design colleague that works in a nonprofit organization currently 

Stakeholder 4: Development team manager in Nonprofit A 

Stakeholder 5: Development team assistant in Nonprofit A 

Stakeholder 6: Development team manager in Nonprofit B 

Stakeholder 7: Development team assistant in Nonprofit B 

My stakeholder group is a combination of design colleagues and nonprofit development 

team members. The business and design colleague are ones that share a similar passion or vision 

but bring their unique perspectives and skillsets to the table. In involving design colleagues I am 

also hoping to spark their desire towards social change, so that they may continue to provide 

their services towards social impact projects in the future. 

For the nonprofits I have chosen to focus on two nonprofits that are varied in scope and 

size. Their participation is vital to helping me understand the social problem at hand as they 

allow me to learn more about the inner workings of the department that my services would serve. 

The nonprofits selected need branding and design services to further their organization’s 
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mission. Within their organizations they are looked to for spreading the mission and message 

through community involvement, fundraising events, volunteer outreach and financial or 

advocacy campaigns. 

Stakeholder interviews 

My stakeholder interviews were a combination of face-to-face, phone interviews and 

email surveys. The interview method used was determined by convenience for the stakeholder. 

My initial interview was simple questions to gage their interest and fit in the capstone project. 

The questions asked to all stakeholders: 

1. How do you view the role of branding in nonprofits? 

2. What issues do you perceive as being a barrier towards branding a (your) 

nonprofit? 

Additional questions depending on the role of the stakeholder:  

3. At what level do you view your current creative output? 

4. If none of the barriers were in place, at what level of creative output would you 

like to be at? 

5. What easy improvements (from a business perspective) do you think nonprofits 

could make to improve their creative output? 

Based on these questions I gained insight about the lack of understanding of what 

branding actually is. I heard some worries along the lines of financial barriers – that is, the lack 

of budget and not clear on how much of the budget should be allocated towards creative services. 

Stakeholder 1 said “The biggest barriers are lack of understanding about what successful 

branding looks like, and even an internal consensus on if finite bandwidth should be devoted for 

branding activities”.  
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Stakeholder 4 said: “For my team, cost is the largest barrier. We are not sure if we will be 

able to invest enough money into the brand development to truly get our name out there. We of 

course want to invest as much as we can so that we can reach as many people as possible”. Other 

concerns voiced by the stakeholders were about not having enough personnel resources or 

trained staff to handle the different avenues that nonprofits would like to put their effort in.  

There was mention about restrictions from upper leadership about what the department’s 

focus should be, leaving little room for experimentation. Stakeholder 6 said: “The first word that 

comes to mind would be restricted. As manager of the development team I would like to be able 

to test new concepts to see how our customers respond. It is however restricted by upper 

management. We could use some help on how to convince them to allow us to test some new 

ideas. Who knows, we might be able to find a more effective approach.” 

This lack of learning culture discussed by the nonprofit team members was similar to my 

findings when reviewing the literature article, The Challenge of Organizational Learning by 

Katie Smith Milway and Amy Saxton. The authors build a strong case for the importance of 

sharing and communicating knowledge within nonprofit organizations. Milway and Saxton take 

an in-depth look at the current knowledge gaps in the internal learning cycle in nonprofit 

organization, categorizing them into three barriers: goals, incentives and process. Through 

examples, surveys and interviews the authors found that nonprofits need to set internal learning 

goals that resonate with the organization’s mission, reinforce a learning culture through 

incentives and rewards and foster collaboration and staff involvement to create intuitive 

processes (Milway & Saxton, 2011). Two interesting facts stood out which apply directly to my 

issue: a large budget or staff is not required to create a learning environment. Secondly, by 

adopting simple technological tools, nonprofits can create a strong learning and information 



MCC 5303 ASSIGNMENT 3                                                                                                        7 
 

culture within their organizations. This would allow for a more productive workforce and 

provide higher impact towards their mission. 

To look at the issue of infrastructure in nonprofits I reviewed the comprehensive article 

The Nonprofit Starvation Cycle by Ann Goggins Gregory and Don Howard. In this article the 

authors analyze the issue of lack of infrastructure in nonprofit organizations by looking at why 

nonprofits and funders continue to skimp on overhead. The effects of inadequate infrastructure 

and overhead investments are felt far and wide throughout the organization, its outcome and its 

beneficiaries. The article identifies research findings and reveal a vicious “nonprofit starvation 

cycle” with three distinct steps in the cycle: unrealistic expectations set by funders, nonprofits 

underfeeding their overhead to conform to these unrealistic expectations and lastly, the 

misleading reporting response of nonprofits. 

In the blog post Why Great Branding is Non-Negotiable for your Organization, Charity 

Water’s creative director Vik Harrison shares that the organization’s vision from the start was to 

change how nonprofits are viewed and to restore a new generation’s faith in giving to charity. 

Harrison details how Charity Water intentionally grew their brand to empower people to give in 

a fun, trustworthy way (Harrison, 2015).  Through their branding efforts they have inadvertently 

set a new standard for quality design and reminded the nonprofit world that branding and 

marketing doesn’t have to be serious and stiff even when dealing with issues as serious as the 

water crisis around the world.  

Collaboration plan 

The combination of the literature reviews and my stakeholder interviews furthered my 

determination to create a social impact plan that would create affordable access and high quality 

output of branding and design services.  
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Stage 1: Clarify the project 

In this phase I will clarify the vision for the design-a-thon, solidify the “why” behind my 

goals and objectives of the project. I will begin asking questions of the stakeholders 4, 5, 6 and 7 

in the nonprofit development teams. I can prospect the future through research and listening 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 106-112). I will include my colleagues (stakeholders 1, 2 and 3) in 

the process of enlisting others and fostering collaboration from the start of all those involved in 

the program. I’ll make sure that everyone is on the same page with similar goals (Schawbel, 

2013). The following are questions that I have outlined to answer in this stage: 

• What is the prominent message (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 106)? 

• What will (and will not) be included in the event/program? 

• How will the design-a-thon fit into my ongoing work with existing clients? 

• What is my budget for implementation of the design-a-thon? 

• What deliverables need to be pre-designed and ready on the event day? 

• What systems will need to be in place in order to streamline the process? 

• What educational and marketing content needs to be created? 

Stage 2: Enlist volunteers and nonprofits 

Solidify the assistance of the design professionals with a clear understanding of the skills 

required plus clear start dates. Identify additional nonprofits (other than the stakeholders already 

listed) that would be a good fit and define expectations for the event and upcoming months. 

Begin identifying key volunteers through industry specific professional networking groups and 

local universities. Some questions that I have brainstormed that will help with enlisting 

volunteers through a shared vision: 

• What have you found that you enjoy doing most in design or marketing? 
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• What skills are you specifically trying to improve upon? 

• How do you envision using your skills in the future? 

• What social causes are you the most passionate about? 

• Do you have a favorite local charity? 

Stage 3: Pre-launch/pre-event 

In this stage, the coordination team and I will work on organizing and creating the 

necessary materials to get the design-a-thon off the ground. I will implement the use of tech tools 

(Schawbel, 2013) such as teamwork, google docs, evernote, etc. to keep the collaboration 

focused and accessible. I will use the leadership strategies defined previously to accomplish the 

goals in a collaborative, team environment.  

Stage 4: Event 

This will be the final stage where we have the actual design-a-thon making my vision of 

improving access to quality design, branding and marketing services for social enterprises a 

reality. Part of this stage will be performing the post-event surveys and assessments. 

My proposed solution and vision for the design-a-thon is that it will be purely based on 

community effort with each event based at least six months apart. My business resources would 

be available towards the efforts of the design-a-thon for the months leading up to the event and 

the day of. The exercise of walking through the process of collaboration with key stakeholders 

and community volunteers for such a program has me excited that not only is it feasible but 

would also provide the accessibility to branding, design and marketing services to deserving 

local nonprofits. I look forward to putting such a volunteer based social impact program together. 
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