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Final Assignment for MSI 5302 Foundations of Social Impact, Compiled Literature Review 

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.  

Based on these statements I have determined this to be an area to focus on for my 

capstone project – which combines my skills as a designer and my passion for social justice. At 

this current stage I can state my social impact mission as follows: To provide branding, design 

and educational services to nonprofit organizations so that they can communicate and promote 

their cause. Along with this vision to provide quality, affordable design and branding services I 

will focus on those organizations that are driven to improve the community but have limited 

access to such services. My vision also includes an education component, so that nonprofits can 

have the understanding, ability and know-how to be self-reliant in this area of communication.  

Through the twenty literature reviews compiled in this paper I will revisit the roadblocks 

of limited resources and knowledge and take a deeper dive into the specific components of 

education, leadership, creating self-reliance within nonprofits and what the future of branding for 

nonprofit organizations looks like. I will answer the following questions: What is the historic and 

current status of branding in the nonprofit sector? Who are some of the major players and what 

approaches do they take? What is the current culture of learning in nonprofits? What does the 

infrastructure of nonprofits look like? How are communication specialists working towards 
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improving social missions within the current constraints of learning and infrastructure in 

nonprofits? What is the future role of branding in nonprofit organizations? What are some 

innovative ideas that have the potential to change the nonprofit branding and design world? 

Historic and current status 

To initiate the research, I looked at how branding has been perceived in the nonprofit 

sector through literary articles, most of which have been published in the last decade. In the first 

article No Market for Marketing, published 2005 in the Stanford Social Innovation Review, the 

author discusses how the use of marketing in nonprofit organizations was lagging considerably 

behind. It was a common occurrence for nonprofits to not even have a basic marketing plan. As 

referenced by Szalavitz, the author, the thought of using traditional business ideas “were seen as 

suspect and potentially contaminating,” (Szalavitz, 2005). Szalavitz mentions that an additional 

roadblock for nonprofits is getting the Board of Directors to sign off on branding initiatives due 

to reluctance of mixing business practices in the nonprofit world. Szalavitz illustrates this point 

through an example of the Boys & Girls Club where the Board of Directors were initially 

reluctant to implement a brand strategy, but nonetheless they saw a large growth in the budget 

once they agreed to do so. 

In recent years branding for organizations across all sectors has become more 

commonplace. In the nonprofit realm well-formed brands such as Habitat for Humanity and the 

World Wildlife Fund are recognized and have strong brand equity throughout the world 

(Kylander & Stone, 2012). In the article The Role of Brand in the Nonprofit Sector the authors 

allude to an important point in the history of nonprofit branding and marketing with differences 

between how branding was perceived in nonprofits verses how it is viewed now. The old way of 
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branding left many nonprofit leaders feeling distrustful about the concept, seeing it as a business 

world’s tactic that should be used only for monetary gain and not social causes. 

An article published in The Nonprofit Quarterly dives deeper into the perception and use 

of brand specifically in the nonprofit sector. This extensive article was published in the Fall 2015 

edition of Making Things Work: Considerations in Nonprofit Strategy. It educates nonprofits 

about what a brand is and provides concrete suggestions on how to start the “snowball of 

perception and organizational success rolling” (Frumkin, 2015). Frumkin concludes the article 

with an important insight that nonprofits should be less focused on strategy and performance of 

their brands and be more focused on brand management – the for-profit world knows that the 

latter is a proven way to success.   

Addressing the issue 

In order to begin to understand how the issue of visual communications is being 

addressed within nonprofits, I felt it important to include at least one organization’s viewpoint. 

The organization that came to mind is Charity Water – not only am I familiar with the brand but 

I also have a great appreciation for their pioneering perspective. 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.  
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An important and innovative aspect of Charity Water’s organizational model is that 

private donors fund one hundred percent of their operating costs. This allows all of their 

donations to go to the field (Guengerich, 2014). Having a generous operational budget allows for 

the funding of their creative team and creation of a multi-platform brand that has pushed through 

the roadblocks known to many nonprofits. They have also brought the issue of unsafe water to 

the forefront of donors, organizations and foundations around the world (Guengerich, 2014). 

Varied approaches 

To answer the third question “Who are some of the major players and what approaches 

do they take?” I researched to find two businesses that take a different approach towards solving 

the issue. These are communication agencies Firebelly in Chicago and Big Duck in New York 

City, both of which focus on the nonprofit and mission driven sector. By becoming familiar with 

their work I was able to see the difference between Firebelly’s more creative, buttoned down 

approach verses Big Duck’s large agency approach, 

Firebelly, Chicago 

In the podcast Firebelly Merge, Firebelly’s founder Dawn Hancock and lead strategist 

Antonio Garcia speak to Doug Powell about the vision and methods the company takes on to 

work towards greater access to brand and design for nonprofits. Under the Firebelly umbrella, 

the company primarily provides creative services to its mission driven clients. A sub-brand under 

this umbrella is Camp Firebelly with the goal to empower design students to use their creative 

powers towards furthering good causes. Firebelly also has a 501(c)(3) foundation through which 

they provides a grant called the Grant For Good – one nonprofit applicant a year is awarded this 

grant covering all their design, strategy and marketing for that year (Powell, 2009).   

Big Duck, New York City 
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Big Duck also works exclusively with nonprofit organizations with focused efforts on 

branding, fundraising campaigns and consulting. Due to the extensiveness of their services they 

only accept clients with large budgets. The CEO of the company is Sarah Durham, author of 

Brandraising: How Nonprofits Raise Visibility and Money Through Smart Communications. In 

this book, the author speaks directly to nonprofits about how they can improve their own brand 

awareness. Durham also directly addresses the question that many nonprofits struggle with, 

“How can we do more with less?” The author breaks down the answer into three categories: the 

lack of resources, the lack of professional communications staff and the lack of funding for 

making communication changes (Durham, 2010, p. 25-29) – offering actionable advice to 

nonprofit leaders on how to work proactively to mitigate these constraints.  

Creating a learning culture in nonprofits 

Sharing and Communicating Knowledge 

In the first article I reviewed, 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, 
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nonprofits can create a strong learning and information culture within their organizations. This 

would allow for a more productive workforce and provide higher impact towards their mission. 

Internal talent development 

It is no surprising fact that nonprofits aren’t always able to hire the brightest minds, but 

perhaps there is more to be done internally to cultivate the right culture and foster growth of the 

leaders within these organizations. In the article, Nonprofits Can't Keep Ignoring Talent 

Development the authors discuss the lack of upward trajectory that is found in nonprofits. Their 

examples of DonoorsChoose.org, Good Shepherd Services and Bethesda Mission look at the 

positive culture created when nonprofit executives provide growth opportunities and mentorship 

to its employees (Landles-Cobb, Kramer & Milway, 2015). If nonprofits move towards this 

culture of employee development the education component of my social impact idea can provide 

the growth that so many employees crave and need to perform their jobs better. 

Leadership trends 

Taking the issue of culture a step further, I felt it important to understand the viewpoint 

of some of the most successful nonprofit leaders. The podcast, Leadership Trends of the 21st 

Century features three leaders in influential nonprofits: the late Peter Goldberg (Alliance for 

Children and Families), Cathy Tisdale (Camp Fire, Girl Scouts, Chapter Red Cross), and Jim 

Gibbons (Goodwill Industries, National Industries for the Blind). Goldberg brings to light the 

human-centered nature of nonprofit organizations and highlight that the most successful 

nonprofits stress the importance of those involved to be passionate and intent on the 

organizations mission. He asks an important question that resonates with my branding and 

technology driven approach: “how do mission driven organizations change with the changing 

times but still stay true to their core mission?” (Goldberg, Tisdale & Gibbons, 2011). 
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Cathy Tisdale expands on this, discussing the struggle within established, iconic 

nonprofit organizations of bringing their systems up to modern standards. New, innovative 

mission driven organizations have been key in forcing long-standing nonprofits to look at their 

shortcomings and move with the times. Jim Gibbons identifies the keys that have allowed 

Goodwill to thrive as leadership, community and a culture of challenging the status quo. Jim also 

specifies that its membership model for local communities encourages individuality as the 

ultimate goal is their service in each local community. Centralization in Goodwill is focused on 

providing resources and leadership development to its local chapters (Goldberg, Tisdale & 

Gibbons, 2011). 

Infrastructure in nonprofits 

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. Gregory and Howard found that the majority of the 

change needs to be implemented at the beginning of the cycle by resetting funders’ expectations. 

However, prospective change is best realized if all stakeholders, government, private funders, 

nonprofits, donors take the correct steps to construct healthy organizations and maximize 

outcome to recipients (Gregory & Howard 2009). 
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Reviewing this article provided valuable insight towards my challenge as it shows that 

there is a real infrastructure issue within nonprofits that I need to be aware of and address in my 

education materials. The infrastructure issue is compounded by the funding sources nonprofit 

organizations are so reliant on, putting limits to where and how the funds are used. It also 

brought to light the underlying prejudice of nonprofits being expected to do a lot with small 

operational budgets. This means hiring the most skilled person for every position is often not a 

reality which can be afforded. 

Nonprofit Communication Specialists 

For this section I looked at two communication specialists that primarily serve nonprofit 

organizations but are outside of the direct field of branding and design. For each specialist I was 

able to find interviews where they discussed their business structure and passion towards 

nonprofit missions. To gain greater insight into their business structure, I followed the links 

provided to take a look at their business model and the breadth of their offerings. 

Kivi Leroux Miller 

The first one is Kivi Leroux Miller, an online educator, coach and consultant “who helps 

nonprofit communications professionals both learn their jobs and love their jobs” (Barnett, 

2016). In the podcast interview by Noah Barnett of CauseVox, What Makes a Nonprofit 

Successful, Miller discusses why she focuses on nonprofits, the need she sees for nonprofits to 

improve their communications and how she has simplified the process to allow her teachings to 

speak to this.  

Miller also mentions that a primary focus is to make communication and development 

team members feel supported so that they want to stay in the nonprofit sector. Her findings have 

shown that work done in an integrated team increases job satisfaction and output level. 
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Discussed in the interview is the major problem of development staff in nonprofits feeling like 

they are being pulled in many directions all at once, essentially doing none of their tasks 

exceptionally well. This lack of focus produces mediocre results.  

Doing some further research into Miller’s business model uncovered that she offers a 

leveled membership model:  annual and 30 day membership, as well as a single pay option for 

each webinar or workshop (The All-Access Pass, n.d.). Miller teaches webinars and workshops 

several times a month as well as runs an informative blog for nonprofit communication and 

development staff. 

John Haydon 

The second communication specialist is John Haydon, the founder of Inbound Zombie, a 

social media strategy firm in Massachusetts that helps non-profits increase awareness, amplify 

engagement, and obtain more donations online (Loomer, 2012 ). Haydon is also an online 

instructor with Charityhowto, an online learning resource for nonprofit organizations. Jon 

Loomer, a Facebook marketing expert interviews Haydon in the post One on One: Making a 

Difference with John Haydon. In this interview Loomer focuses on how Haydon got started with 

his nonprofit focus and passion for social justice and inequality. When asked about the 

uniqueness of his business, Inbound Zombie, Haydon answers “On the surface, Inbound Zombie 

provides digital marketing consulting to small and medium-sized nonprofits. But on a deeper 

level, what we do is resuscitate missions and inject them into the Internet! We help nonprofits 

figure out how to best use social media in a way that matches their available resources, and also 

gets them excited again about the mission of the nonprofit.”  

Further research into Haydon’s business model, showed that he is currently most active in 

online training geared towards nonprofit teams and coaching. Similar to Miller, Haydon creates 
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training content in varied price levels (Online Courses, n.d.) as well as partners with online 

networks like Charityhowto to create larger access to the knowledge and insights shared. An 

interesting fact that stood out is that both communication specialists have a similar seventy-five 

dollar price point for their online training videos. 

The future role of branding in nonprofit organizations 

Research and Insights 

In the article, Branding for Nonprofits: New Research, New Insights, the contributing 

writer interviews Nathalie Kylander about the role of brand in the nonprofit sector. Along with 

her research team, Kylander talked to individuals in 41 organizations and could see a change 

occurring with how nonprofits perceive branding. Traditionally brand has been seen as a 

communication and fundraising tool, but the research shows that it is increasingly becoming 

more strategic embedded from the mission and vision, the internal brand cohesion to the external 

brand image. Kylander states that one thing that was a pleasant surprise in the research was the 

enthusiasm and support for branding within nonprofit organizations - ten years prior this was a 

“hostile” topic. When asked about the future she discusses her passion “to spark change in the 

way the nonprofit sector thinks about the role and potential of brand” (Kanani, 2012). 

The article, Invest in the Future by Branding the Organization lays out the nuts and bolts 

of nonprofit branding and marketing in nonprofits and breaks it down into the multiple 

components. It summarizes the benefits of nonprofit branding, the importance of “living the 

brand” as well as the roles of staff, the board, and all stakeholders at uplifting the nonprofit’s 

mission and brand. The author states that the future of branding in nonprofits is in “capturing the 

hearts and minds of their target audiences” and should be seen as an investment in the 

organizations’ tomorrow (Fogel, 2007). 
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In the article, Influence and Impact: The New Nonprofit Digital Team the author looks at 

the evolution of digital efforts at nonprofits and the trials that lie ahead. Through data gathered 

from 88 people responsible for digital at their respective nonprofits, the study found there has 

been a positive shift in building stabilized digital platforms (websites, social media and email) 

within nonprofits, as well as increased leadership and transformation within departments. The 

author concludes that the nonprofit sector is well on its way to advancement in staff 

development, resources and influence and that it is critical for leaders to support digital 

marketing for the success and future of their nonprofit institutions (Mogus, 2015). 

Skills of future nonprofit leaders 

To take a look at how nonprofits leaders need to manage the futures of the sector, I 

reviewed the article, How Nonprofit Leadership Prepares for Its Future. In this article, the 

author looks into the skillsets that need to be honed to pass onto future generations - namely, “a 

business head with a charity heart”. Timing, credibility, integrity, financial savvy, passion, 

trustworthiness, communication skills, team building and creating a positive, productive culture 

are all among the ones identified by the author. A good culture that nonprofits are fostering is 

one of “shared leadership” where authority is broadly distributed (Lamb, 2014). I felt this article 

was useful for understanding the mindset of nonprofit leaders as much of my social impact work 

will include working with nonprofit leaders. 

Innovative concepts and models 

User experience 

An important trend in the graphic design and branding world that must not be ignored is 

the increased interest in user experience (UX), the study of all aspects of a user’s experience with 

a company, product, service or website. In the article, Designing Nonprofit Experiences: 
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Building a UX Toolkit, the author describes the UX techniques that can be borrowed from For-

profit UX and the practices that are ingrained on nonprofit design that are of benefit to the 

commercial designer. Of particular interest to me and my area of social impact are these 

practices which include wrangling stakeholders, encouraging exploration and storytelling 

(Kruger, n.d.).  

Impact design 

The article The Future of Impact Design Education takes a different approach and asks 

twelve designers “What will the education of impact designers look like ten years from now, in 

the year 2025?” The answers resonated strongly with my social impact mission and gave me 

insight into what designers view the future of social impact design as. Many of the answers 

included the topics learned in the Foundations coursework and taught in the MSI program: 

connecting multiple perspectives, thinking across sectors, education, increased social awareness, 

designing “with” as opposed to “for” and a well-honed design attitude (Impact Design Hub, 

2015). 

Innovative give back design businesses 

In the podcast Episode 103 by Tony Loyd, the author with Krista Carroll of Latitude 

Elevates, CEO of a for-profit creative agency, powered by purpose. Carroll discusses how the 

agency came to be and Latitude’s social enterprise business model – donating 50% of their 

profits to help women and children in the developing world. They work with three nonprofits 

who are in eighteen countries, with all the work funded from profits from their creative agency – 

so far Latitude has donated over two million dollars towards their social mission (Loyd, 2016). 

In the video and webpage by Red Thinking LLC, another innovative idea is presented 

with the branding agency’s annual give back event called Brand Jam. Here the agency shuts its 
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doors for twenty-four hours and focuses on pro-bono work helping three selected nonprofits 

clarify their brand messaging and outputting quality design projects. By focusing solely on these 

projects for twenty-four hours they are able to make big strides and impact on the organizations 

they are working with. They also open up this event to creative community members as 

participants in the output process (Brand Jam, Giving Back, n.d.). 

Through the literature reviews I am encouraged that I am on the right track towards my 

social impact mission. I am now able to see patterns within the issue of nonprofit communication 

of their brands. The creative professionals researched throughout this paper have persevered in 

creating change in the design, branding and marketing industry. The literature reviews allowed 

me to expand my understanding on models that could be applicable towards the education 

component of my social mission. After confirming that there is a deficit in the learning and 

knowledge sharing culture within nonprofits, as well as a real lack of infrastructure within these 

organizations, I was able to look at the innovative methods that communication specialists are 

using towards providing education and support. Through researching the future of branding and 

design in nonprofit organizations, I am glad to see that the general consensus is that there is a 

growing awareness about the importance and need for good branding, design and marketing in 

mission driven organizations.  

However, one thing that still stands out is that as effective as many of the creative 

professionals are in helping nonprofits, they do not seem to be creating a culture of self-reliance 

in the organizations that they are helping. Teaching nonprofits how to create clear messaging and 

control their brand internally would allow them to increase the impact in the social problems that 

they are working towards solving. As I move towards my capstone, I am increasingly feeling that 

this may be the area that I can create the most social impact within my niche. I am actively 
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considering a pilot education program that walks nonprofits through how to create a brand 

foundation within their organizations. Working directly with two or three nonprofits and walking 

through the brand education phase may provide the additional insight needed for how I can 

expand this concept to a larger market.  
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