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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Executive Summary 
 

 
This research project sought to explore the current brand perceptions donors held about 
ResourceWest, a social services non-profit in the southwest suburbs of Minneapolis. The project 
also sought to document donors’ attitudes towards non-profit communications in general and 
ResourceWest’s communications specifically, for the purpose of guiding ResourceWest’s future 
communications planning.  
 
As the researcher, I conducted in-depth interviews with nine female participants between the 
ages of 36 and 83, all of whom were donors and/or volunteers, asking questions about general 
communications received from other non-profits, ResourceWest’s communications, and 
ResourceWest’s brand voice. ResourceWest has not conducted this type of analysis about their 
communications before, and so the purpose of the project was to build a baseline from which to 
make informed decisions as organizational leaders work to strengthen ResourceWest’s 
communication strategy.  

 
The participants showed a strong preference for email and direct mail communications, in 
contrast to social media communications. Seven of nine participants mentioned ResourceWest’s 
communications positively, and eight of nine participants mentioned direct mail positively. 
Interviews also showed that respondents preferred fewer communications, as long as the 
communications sent were meaningful and personal, as opposed to many generalized messages.  

 
Organizational transparency and impact-specific communications were important factors for 
participants in terms of which non-profits they were inclined to get involved with through 
volunteering or giving. Participants tended to dislike organizations that were not transparent with 
how their funds were used or that communicated in impersonal ways. In contrast, participants 
were drawn into ResourceWest’s communications because of their perceived 
trustworthiness—demonstrated by operational transparency—and their communications’ 
consistently personal, caring tone.  

 
In terms of key insights, I found that ResourceWest already has a recognizable voice to its donor 
audience which is differentiated from other non-profits in the same category. I recommend that 
ResourceWest use the tenants of this voice articulated by interview respondents as pillars for 
future messaging strategy. The research also showed that ResourceWest’s donor audience is 
drawn to local, direct-impact non-profit work, and so their communications plan should 
emphasize and tell stories about how they fill that need for their community. Finally, my research 
showed that interview respondents long for greater awareness of ResourceWest amongst their 
peers. ResourceWest should consider awareness as a driving component of their 
communications plan as they seek to diversify their funding base and cultivate engagement.     
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Insights 
 

 
ResourceWest has a consistent, defined tone and discernible voice. 
When asked to describe ResourceWest, the organization’s integrity in its business operations and 
its obvious care for its clients were top of mind for interview respondents. Along with “integrity” 
and “care,” “welcoming,” “warm,” and “positive” echoed as themes used to describe 
ResourceWest’s messaging, all of which have built a foundation of trust for message recipients.   
 
The trustworthiness nurtured by ResourceWest’s consistent tone makes ResourceWest’s voice 
distinct from other non-profit organizations in donors’ perceptions. As articulated by one 
interview respondent, the organization only “prod[s] when needed … when they say ‘we need 
this,’ I trust they need it,” in contrast to organizations that “prod” all the time. Anecdotally, this 
sentiment aligned with other respondents who shared that ResourceWest’s specific donation 
“ask” communications prompted them to actually give because they understood and trusted the 
urgency of articulated needs.   
 
ResourceWest’s redefined brand persona should build on the organization’s already established 
welcoming, caring, and trustworthy tone, clarifying what “insiders” already recognize about the 
brand so that it is apparent to new donors, as well.  
 
ResourceWest donors are drawn to transparent organizations with direct, local impact when 
they consider new giving. 
When asked to describe the general type of organizations they were drawn to, respondents often 
used similar words that they used to describe ResourceWest earlier in the interview. This 
alignment is a cue that ResourceWest’s current donor targeting is working well, and that 
communications strategy work should focus on defining and refining the targeting process, rather 
than on acquiring an entirely new audience.   
 
Perceptions of ResourceWest’s communications are positive, but donors long for greater 
community awareness of the brand among their peers, as well as tools to aid in awareness. 
Donors describe reading and interacting with ResourceWest’s communications (particularly its 
email newsletter and occasional direct mail methods) regularly, enjoying both the frequency (not 
too frequent) and the content (personalized and timely) of the pieces they receive. However, in 
the open response portion of the interview, the majority of respondents (five of nine) cited lack of 
community awareness as an issue affecting the organization and most respondents (six of nine) 
suggested additional communication methods that could serve to drive organizational 
awareness, many of which were templates for partners to use in their work.  
 
As ResourceWest seeks funding diversification and long-term financial planning as a strategic 
business direction in the next fiscal year, wider awareness within its community should garner 
more donors who align with its direct impact- and locally-focused target audience.    
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Method 
 

 
My primary research method was personal interviews. These personal interviews shaped my 
understanding of both ResourceWest’s brand persona and its optimal content strategy. My 
research purpose was to connect with past ResourceWest donors and volunteers to learn more 
about how they first discovered ResourceWest, what drives their decisions to volunteer or give, 
and how they perceive both communications from ResourceWest and from other non-profits with 
which they are involved.  
 
I investigated research questions regarding donor perception of ResourceWest’s 
communications and brand identity compared to the communications and brand identity of other 
non-profits with which they are involved, to determine both successes and growth areas within 
ResourceWest’s current organizational persona and communications strategy.  
 
My research questions were:  
 

● RQ1: What are donors’ current perceptions of ResourceWest’s brand?  
● RQ2: What is the relationship between a donor’s perceptions of nonprofit 

communications and the donor’s decision to give to that nonprofit?  
○ RQ2a: What are donors’ perceptions of ResourceWest communications? 

 
By answering these questions, I will be able to build a communications strategy that articulates 
ResourceWest’s brand persona in an applicable way as well as develop some practical 
suggestions for the organization to follow, based on the communications methods that have 
been successful over time with their target audience. 
 
To approach my research question, I conducted intensive interviews using the Interview Guide 
provided in Appendix B. I conducted nine interviews for this project between February 10, 2020 
and March 10, 2020. All interviews were conducted via phone.  
 
The rest of this report includes a question-by-question qualitative analysis of results, transcripts of 
all four interviews (Appendix A), the interview script guide used by researchers (Appendix B), and 
communication examples referenced by interviewees (Appendix C).  
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Respondent Demographics 
All nine respondents were Caucasian females between the ages of 36 and 83. All were from the 
Twin Cities west metro, particularly Minnetonka. Four were retired, and five were employed.  
 

  Age  Gender  Race  Hometown  Occupation 

Participant 1  45   Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Consultant 

Participant 2  36  Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Fundraiser for a Nonprofit 

Participant 3  71  Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Retired educator 

Participant 4  65  Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Retired, previously in IT 

Participant 5  54  Female  White  Eden Prairie  Retired 

Participant 6  56  Female  Caucasian  Shorewood  Communications Coordinator for 
Local Government 

Participant 7  49  Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Non-Profit Coordinator 

Participant 8  83  Female  Caucasian  Minnetonka  Retired, Volunteer 

Participant 9  51  Female  Caucasian  Chanhassen  Pastor 
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Results 
 

 
ResourceWest’s Events Drive Discovery 
Of the nine interview respondents, seven mentioned one of ResourceWest’s events as a main 
way they discovered the organization (one mentioned the spring fundraising gala; six mentioned 
Back to School and/or Toy Drives). Other methods of organizational discovery included word of 
mouth (2), donor-initiated research (2), news coverage (1), direct organizational communication 
via email (1), and a legacy connection (1).  
 
Over half of participants (5) cited more than one method of organizational discovery, where one 
initial point of contact led to a deeper and more sustained point of contact. 
 
Key Finding: Events are a key way new people discover ResourceWest, but they are often 
experienced in tandem with another route of discovery.  
 
Question 1: Tell me about how you first discovered ResourceWest. What about ResourceWest 
made you interested in partnering with them and/or donating? 
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ResourceWest’s Organizational Integrity and Care for Clients are Top of Mind 
Not all respondents gave three words, but the words given to describe ResourceWest fell into 
three categories: those that described the organizational pace of work/outlook towards their 
work (11), those that described the organizational attitude towards clients (7), and those that 
described public perception/awareness of the organization (1).  
 
The organization’s pace of work and outlook towards their work was described as:  

 
● Extensive (2) 
● Local (1) 
● Small (1) 
● Focused (1) 
● Efficient (1) 
● Impactful (1) 

● Necessary (1) 
● Important (1) 
● Giving/generous (1) 
● Connecting (1) 
● Partnership-driven (1) 

 
The organization’s attitude towards their clients was described as: 

 
● Compassionate (2) 
● Helpful (2) 
● Respectful (instilling pride and 

self-worth) (2) 

● Welcoming (1) 
● Support (1) 
● Caring (1) 
● Accompaniment (1) 

 
The organization’s public perception was the only negatively connotated word shared: hidden.  
 
Overall, the words shared demonstrated an appreciation for the integrity with which 
ResourceWest conducts their work and the care they display for their clients.  
 
Key Finding: ResourceWest is perceived as an organization of integrity and care.  
 
Question 2: What are three (3) words you would use to describe ResourceWest? 
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Local, Direct Impact in Trustworthy Ways Drives Decisions to Give 
When asked about defining characteristics of non-profit organizations they tended to support, 
interview respondents specified five key areas that drove their decision to become more 
involved, either through giving or volunteering. 
 
Local impact was the top consideration (7), followed by how credible and trustworthy the 
organization has proven to be over time (4) and how “direct” the impact of the organization is to 
its clients (3). Two respondents mentioned organizational alignment with their personal areas of 
interest (i.e., education or veterans), and one respondent cited the ease of involvement with the 
prospective organization as being a driving decision-maker.  
 
Key Finding: Respondents look for local organizations with a track-record of trustworthy work 
when considering new places to give or volunteer.  
 
Question 3: When you consider donating to a non-profit or organization, what drives that 
decision for you? 
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Organizational Values are Top of Mind When Considering Non-Profit Involvement 
When asked the “three word,” archetype-defining question about the types of organizations they 
generally give to or volunteer with, interview respondents’ answers were again split into three 
general categories. An organization’s values was the most often cited word group (5), followed 
equally by the organization’s focus area (and/or alignment with the individual’s personal causes 
of interest) (3) and the organization’s operational methods (3).   
 
The organization’s values were described as:  

 
● Direct impact (4) 
● Focused (1) 
● Independence-producing (1) 

● Stability-producing (1)  
● Equality-producing (1) 

 
 
The organization’s focuses were described as: 

 
● Aligned with personal interests (5) 
● Local (3) 

● Basic needs (2) 

 
The organization’s operational methods were described as: 

 
● Trustworthy (2) 
● Responsive (1) 

● Holistic (1) 

  
Overall, the values an organization upholds through its work appears to be the primary driver of 
respondent interest, followed by the specific areas of impact and the organization’s operational 
methods.  
 
Key Finding: When considering the type of organization they would choose to give to or 
volunteer with, an organization’s underlying values are top of mind.  
 
Question 4: What are three (3) words you would use to describe the type of organization you 
tend to give to? 
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Direct Mail and Email are Primary Modes of Receiving Information from Non-Profits 
When considering how they hear from all of the non-profits in their lives, interview respondents 
listed six different methods of receiving information: direct mail (8 positive mentions, 1 negative 
mention), email (7 positive mentions), word of mouth - including personal conversations and 
messages delivered from a church stage (4 positive mentions), social media (1 positive mention 
and 1 negative mention), personal web search (1 positive mention), and direct calls (1 negative 
mention).  
 
Mentions of direct mail included references to printed newsletters, event invitations, and 
donation requests with enclosed envelopes. Mentions of email included references to direct 
organizational messages and newsletters. Both mentions of social media included caveats that 
ResourceWest was not an organization the interview respondent interacted with through that 
method. 
 
Almost all mentions of information recall were positively connotated.  
 
Key Finding: Direct mail and email are the ways individuals most remember receiving 
information from non-profits.  
 
Question 5: How do you most often receive information from non-profits? 
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Personalization and Specificity Garner Attention 
Interview respondents noted that positively-received communications often include individual 
stories (4), attention-grabbing and “bright” photos and videos (4), statistics and specifics about 
organizational impact (i.e., how many Thanksgiving turkeys were delivered) (2), and a way to 
reach someone at the organization directly if follow-up questions arise (2). Some commented on 
the value of personalization (4), while others noted that their direct familiarity with an organization 
meant they would pay more attention to the communication than one sent by an organization 
they were not previously familiar with (3). 
 
Two respondents commented on the frequency of communications; particularly that 
more-than-quarterly communications through direct mail felt like a “waste of resources.” 
 
Two respondents remembered specific communications that were impactful to them; one from 
Second Harvest Heartland (see Appendix C) and one from the Salvation Army, where children 
sponsored to go to summer camp wrote donors letters of thanks.  
 
“Ignored” communications included emails that were simply lists of event reminders or emails 
from organizations with which respondents were not immediately familiar.  
 
Key Finding: Individual stories paired with photos and specific facts are most meaningful and 
memorable. No communication methods were immediately dismissed (i.e., e-mail vs. direct 
mail); the content is the key.  
 
Question 6: How do these communications [from non-profits in Question 5] make you feel? Do 
some feel different than others? What ways do you pay the most attention to, and why? Are 
there any that you skim over or consider less thoroughly? 
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Email Appreciated for General Use; Direct Mail Appreciated for Special Occasions 
Eight of the nine respondents specifically called out email as their primary mode of receiving 
information from ResourceWest. Five of nine respondents mentioned receiving paper 
communications rarely, but they noted that the rareness of this method also made them pay 
attention to it when it came.  
 
Three respondents mentioned in-person communications and invitations, and one individual 
mentioned receiving news through the local paper (Sun Sailor). One individual mentioned 
third-party word of mouth news from a religious leader. One individual mentioned receiving 
reminder phone calls.  
 
Two individuals mentioned the absence of social media/Facebook as a communications method, 
but they were not particularly negative about this. One mentioned that they did not receive calls, 
which would be okay rarely, and that they did not get texts, which they did not want in the first 
place.  
 
Key Finding: Email is ResourceWest’s audiences primary mode of receiving information, and it 
is positively received. Direct mail communications are valued when they arrive.  
 
Question 7: Tell me about some of the ways you receive information [from ResourceWest].  
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Specific Asks via Email and Direct Mail Grab Attention 
Some respondents noted that the general email volume in their lives did lessen that method’s 
impact; in-person communication from word of mouth sources (i.e., a church’s “need of the 
month”) were more impactful. However, emails with specifics (i.e., “we need X more backpacks to 
meet our goal”) were noted as more attention-grabbing and memorable than emails with general 
event information. Direct mail, when referenced, was always noted positively with impact and 
interest, associated with its rarity. 
 
Respondents noted they may skim over communications with subject lines about events they 
were already familiar with. One respondent noted they may not pay attention to an annual 
report-type document, if it were sent.  
 
One participant noted that the volume of communications from ResourceWest felt less than other 
charities; the respondent could not remember receiving a financial statement from 
ResourceWest.  
 
One participant noted that she did not pay much attention to ResourceWest communications, not 
for any reason associated with the organization, but because of how busy the respondent’s life 
was.  
 
Key Finding: Email and direct mail were both references as effective communications 
methods; respondents shared that specific “asks” in communications drew more attention 
than general statements.  
 
Question 8: How do these communications [from ResourceWest] make you feel? Do some feel 
different from others? What ways do you pay the most attention to? Why? Are there any that  you 
skim over or consider less thoroughly? 
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ResourceWest’s Voice is Consistently Warm and Welcoming 
Six respondents were able to identify the organization’s tone; three noted that they either did not 
remember or were not sure how to answer.  
 
Those who responded categorized ResourceWest’s voice as personal, caring, friendly, positive, 
informative, heartfelt, warm, and welcoming. Three people mentioned that the tone is very 
client-centered, treating clients with dignity and respect. Three people noted that 
ResourceWest’s voice is trustworthy because they “prod when needed… when they say ‘we need 
this,’ I trust they need it.”  
 
One person defined their tone by what it is not, i.e., not desperate and not condescending.  
 
Key Finding: Respondents consistently defined ResourceWest’s tone as positive, welcoming, 
and warm.  
 
Question 9: When you hear from them, how would you describe ResourceWest’s voice or tone? 
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Open Responses Raise Desire for Awareness and Communications Support for Partners 
When asked if they had anything else they would like to share, interview respondents’ answers 
fell into three categories: comments about ResourceWest’s organizational character (8), 
comments about potential growth areas for ResourceWest (7), and specific suggestions for 
communications methods ResourceWest could employ (6). Some respondents gave responses 
with comments in more than one area.  
 
Comments about ResourceWest’s character overlapped with data gathered in earlier questions; 
respondents commended the organization for being a “terrific” and necessary resource in the 
community, as well as for being responsive, approachable, patient, and respectful when working 
with donors, volunteers, and clients.  
 
Five of the seven comments about potential growth areas centered on lack of awareness. 
Respondents expressed hope that more community members would become aware of the 
organization in the future. The other two growth areas mentioned were seeking professional help 
for communications work (specifically the website) and giving early notification for drive or 
program involvement.  
 
Specific communications methods mentioned by respondents included:  
 

● A calendar of suggested social media posts to cross-promote programs 
● Consistent images or logos to use when promoting programs 
● A thank you letter after a drive that includes dates for upcoming drives 
● A booth at the Ridgedale mall to promote awareness 
● Webpage edits or updates 
● A video (respondent mentioned a successful one from several years ago about suburban 

poverty) 
 
Key Finding: ResourceWest’s communications strategy should involve awareness as a 
marketing driver. A communications strategy that gives specific directions to partners for their 
subsequent communications would be helpful.  
 
Question 10: Is there anything else about ResourceWest’s or their communications that you 
would like to share, that I didn’t ask you about? 
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Appendix A: Transcript of Interviews 
 

 
1. Tell me about how you first discovered ResourceWest. What about ResourceWest made 
you interested in partnering with them and/or donating?  
 
Participant 1 
I am not sure where I heard of them first. We have friends that invited us to the Spring Fundraiser 
four years ago, which is what I remember most, but our church is also active with ResourceWest. 
Several times a year, ResourceWest is the “need of a month” at church for different projects.  
 
Participant 2 
I discovered ResourceWest because I have lived in the Hopkins/Minnetonka area for 12 years. I 
had heard of them generally through doing research as a nonprofit professional for nonprofits 
near my house, but it was my oldest son’s school winter warm wear drive that really piqued my 
interest. There were signs on the school door saying if you need help with warm clothes, to 
contact ResourceWest. It made me feel sad thinking this was a need in my community, but also 
grateful that ResourceWest was there to fill it.  
 
Participant 3 
Well I was well aware of ResourceWest when I was teaching. Particularly in Kindergarten, children 
are always losing mittens, gloves, hats, and boots, or come to school not appropriately dressed 
for cold weather. Whenever I would send a child to the nurse’s office, there was always a supply 
of outdoor gear. It was marvelous, the children could go outside when they needed to, stay safe 
and dry, and the supply just kept coming to. I now volunteer with them from 10-2 on Fridays, I act 
as a receptionist, answering the phone, handing out resources, making appointments, and doing 
light filing. I also help out with the special drives [back to school, toy drive, warm gear drive], and I 
have helped pick out gifts for children, helped them find appropriate clothing. I love interacting 
with families.  
 
Participant 4 
I had never heard of it, I had heard of the ICA food shelf. It was just a little building off of Williston. 
I was reading in a magazine (Lake Minnetonka), and I read about ResourceWest and Reach and 
Restore, which I had never heard of. I was wondering why we had a food shelf, but nothing 
beyond food. I may have started to donate to them, money and clothes. In Plymouth, their food 
shelf served other needs besides food. 
 
I was going to church at St. Hubert’s, and they would collect winter clothes and school supplies. I 
thought that was not my community, but I wanted to do something that would affect Minnetonka 
(not Chanhassen, where St. Hubert’s was). The biggest thing is the winter clothing. I have had my 
car stall in the cold, and I see homeless people out there, and it makes me want to do something.  
 
Participant 5 
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You know, I think it was actually [name of individual] who introduced me to ResourceWest, about 
6-7 years ago. I was originally a volunteer in the computer lab. For a variety of reasons, I did not 
stay on, I only volunteered for about six months, but with [name of individual], I help with some of 
the fundraising for ResourceWest. I assist with the grant from the Hopkins Elks. We have provided 
funding to ResourceWest through the Elks. We also sometimes have leftover school supplies 
from one of our drives, which we donate; so I have been involved with ResourceWest on a couple 
of fronts. 
 
Participant 6 
Well, I guess I live in the area, too, besides just working here. I am familiar with them through their 
services, but years ago we first started participating in the school supply drive. They reached out 
to me via email. It was so long ago that I hardly remember.   
 
Participant 7 
So, what I knew of ResourceWest was that they did Back to School backpacks at the mall way 
back when, but now I am the coordinator for the Minnetonka Family Collaborative, who works 
with Resource West as a partner organization. I’ve been there five years, and ResourceWest has 
received grants for five years.  
 
ResourceWest is really good at bringing people together and connecting people and 
organizations too. That’s our goal too, to help people become aware of resources in our area. 
Since Tarrah has started, they’ve started so many initiatives that she’s taken on and added. When 
people ask “Where should I go next?” I always start by telling them about ResourceWest, 
because of the breadth of what they offer. 
 
Tarrah always says, it starts with a backpack. At drives like the Back to School or Toy Drive, 
families come in, and after they pick up what they need, [volunteers] interview families and see 
what other ways [ResourceWest] can be of help -- with transportation, etc. They do a great job of 
being more than just a backpack, of really providing the resources people need.  
 
They apply for the grant, and then they receive funding for their children’s programs -- this is for 
their Back to School drive, Toy Drive, anything that will impact children in Minnetonka.  
 
Participant 8 
Oh wow, I don’t know if you have any age brackets you’re working with, but I used to work with 
the Hopkins School District after coming back from being a stay at home mom. I was at West 
Junior High in Hopkins when they opened ResourceWest. There was a secretary from the district 
that was loaned over to the organization, to help the school and city with people who needed 
assistance. I believe that was the start of ResourceWest. 
 
I was familiar with it and always aware of it. As it got bigger and bigger, we were volunteering 
with the school collections. That was my beginning, I’ve been a part of it forever, it feels like 
forever. I’ve always been connected.  
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Participant 9 
So I’ve been at this congregation for 11 years, and the relationship we have with ResourceWest 
has exceeded that amount of time. I heard about it when I got here, and have been amazed by 
the connections. Becoming part of this community means being involved with Resource West, I 
have been so amazed by what they do.  
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2. What are three (3) words you would use to describe ResourceWest? 
 
Participant 1 
“Local” is a big draw for me, that they do their work with the local community. “Focused” is 
another word to describe them; they really focus on the needs that get people through everyday 
challenges. “Efficient” describes them as well; they do a lot with their resources.   
 
Participant 2 
I would say they are “small” -- as in, the staff is small, but they have a huge impact by doing what 
is necessary. So my last two words would be “impactful” and “so necessary for our community.” 
 
Participant 3 
Very compassionate: they always listen, and always try to steer the client to the best possible 
solution. As for a volunteer, they are wonderful to me, treat me just like a member of the staff, I 
feel welcome and respected. I would say the third would be that clients feel very welcome, too -- 
it is not easy to go into a place and let people know you don’t have a home or enough money to 
buy a bus card. These kinds of things are difficult to ask for. Every time a new client walks in, 
ResourceWest staff are very understanding.  
 
Participant 4 
Well, they help people I think find or direct them to resources that can help them in specific areas, 
like if they need help finding a job or with a resume, or looking for care. A lot of lower-income 
people I feel should work and provide as much for themselves as possible, which provides them 
a sense of pride, but in the meantime, they need pride. And I don’t know everything resource 
west does, but that kind of stuff is important, I’ve always thought that. You don’t just hand people 
stuff, but you help them get out of the rut to be more independent. That gives them self-worth.  
 
Participant 5 
I would go with four words - helping families in need.  
 
Participant 6 
Giving, and, okay, I would say hidden -- they’re a little bit hard to find. And maybe the word 
“extensive,” because I can’t believe all of the drives they do! 
 
Participant 7 
Connecting, probably “referrals,” and “information,” but that is kind of sterile. Resources! They 
really are [a resource], they do so many different things. If they can’t do it, they know who can. 
They are such a great connector.  
 
 
 
Participant 8 
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Three words. I would say they’re very caring, they’re compassionate towards their clientele and 
what they do, and I don’t know how to really say it, but they’re trying to do as much as they can 
for the individual.  
 
Participant 9 
Um, partnership, support, and accompaniment. So, there is an element of passing out assistance 
when it is in need, which is one avenue of offering support, but RW goes beyond that to walk 
alongside people with recurring needs. Someone who handing out a winter coat is not the only 
fix. They are able to alongside those folks for the long haul in these situations they would not 
want to be in otherwise.  
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3. Now we are going to zoom out a little bit to think about all of the nonprofits you may hear 
from or be involved with. When you consider donating to a nonprofit or organization, what 
drives that decision for you? 
 
Participant 1 
I consider donating if they [the nonprofit] are really making a meaningful change in the 
community of individuals they are working to serve; I tend to like organizations where the impact 
is direct and easy to see.  
 
Participant 2 
I would say, it is like, do I have a personal connection [to the nonprofit], whether myself or a good 
friend or family member that is connected? That’s my most important reason. Then, are they [the 
nonprofit] making an impact? How important are they in our community? When I went to college, I 
was a poly sci major, and I was very interested in international NGOs. Then I had kids, and as 
they have gotten older, I have gotten more interested in building my own community, and 
meeting basic needs here. So my interests were broad when younger, but now I am more 
narrow[ly focused], making sure basic needs are met and that people have the resources they 
need here [in my city].  
 
Participant 3 
Well, first of all, the biggest thing would be their mission; if I am not familiar with the organization, 
I will go online to check with some sources I feel are credible, to give me more of an idea. I am 
particularly interested in certain areas; that would be another reason I would support [a nonprofit]. 
I am extremely interested in education, affordable housing, health care, and have started 
donating money to Protect Minnesota, which is sponsoring more strict gun laws.  
 
Participant 4 
I try to get some local, but sometimes politics. I donate to Unbound that focuses on children and 
adult in South America. It is a Catholic relief service. I like to find a place with longevity and 
stability, a place you can trust, like the food shelf, the Union Gospel Mission, FMSC, my church, 
and to a Golden Retriever organization. Another thing is disaster, let’s just say the hurricane down 
in Houston -- I will donate to a charity when there is a disaster. You empathize with the people 
who have lost everything, I can’t imagine it. I can’t imagine sleeping outside like the homeless.  
 
Participant 5 
Sure. Me personally, it would be who is the population they are serving. Does it resonate with me 
on an individual basis? What are they doing to serve that population? Are they doing it in an 
effective and efficient manner? Goodwill does not meet this -- they are helping others, but they 
are doing it by helping themselves. I am looking to organizations that are helping people directly. 
 
This is a similar criteria to what we use for the [Hopkins] Elks. Are they doing directly with the 
people they serve or are they a pass-through? Are we supporting the front lines? The work is 
very necessary in the community. Being an elk for me is about youths and veterans, and they are 
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helping youth on a daily basis. Whenever kids are involved, there is an extra layer of wanting to 
help out because adults, you know, have more ability to fend for themselves, but kids are really 
vulnerable.  
 
Participant 6 
The locality of the organization and the ease of the drive (receiving information) and the overall 
reach of the different types of drives, so it affects different age groups. We want our older 
population and younger ones to get involved. Ease is probably for us the number one reason.  
 
Participant 7 
So, wearing my coordinator hat, our grant process is based solely on how [organizations] are 
going to impact the kids in Minnetonka the most. We work with ICA, St. David’s, etc. In order to 
receive funding from the Collaborative, they must have work that impacts kids in Minnetonka. We 
may not have the same needs as other communities--ResourceWest may not be as active here as 
in Hopkins--but there definitely are needs in Minnetonka, and so it is up to the organizations to 
show how they are making an impact in our community. ResourceWest is active there with their 
drives, with our school social workers, and showing up actively at our meetings.  
 
Participant 8 
Well, ResourceWest to me through the years--I brought it to the Elks, I was treasurer there. I 
started advocating at our meetings, and they have always been generous with people that we’ve 
approached for help. 
 
Personally, because of being connected through the Elks and Hopkins Women’s Club, that is 
another organization that provides through ResourceWest. Many times I will do my memorials to 
ResourceWest, I support them in that way too.  
 
Participant 9 
We have a big commitment here to be working alongside partners who serve our same 
community (ICA,  Reach and Restore, School Districts). Because it is our community we are 
serving, we are looking for people who serve the same group. We have many people who 
volunteer both with us and ResourceWest; we know that we are lifting up our folks when we 
partner with them.  
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4. What are three (3) words you would use to describe the type of organization you tend to 
give to? 
 
Participant 1 
I think a lot of them are the same [as ResourceWest]; focused, in that I know what they do, and I 
know what their mission is. I guess I also consider if there are particular issues I am interested in 
and if they [the nonprofit] align with those personal issues that are important to me. Direct impact 
is important to me.  
 
Participant 2 
I would say “personal, impact, and basic needs.” Those are my three.  
 
Participant 3 
Well, I would tend to give to organizations that are helping people establish their own identities 
and independence (education, housing). To get them some stabilization and balance so that they 
can work out any issues they are facing. I like the idea of giving independence to someone. 
Equality is also important, something that helps someone achieve equality with others (housing, 
education). The other part I think is more in line with religion, but I feel that I have been given so 
much, and so in turn I should also give much back. Some of it is scriptural and religious beliefs.  
 
Participant 4 
It has to be something that helps people; I am not an environmentalist. I am for recycling and all 
of that stuff, but I won’t put my money there, more for immediate care. Care for older people, for 
challenged people, hungry, those basic needs. I do like animal charity too, but most of it has to 
do people.  
 
Participant 5 
You know again, I would say front line support of youth and veteran. Front line supporters matter 
to me.  
 
Participant 6 
Trustworthy, and probably responsive. By responsive, I mean answering questions or coming to 
our help when we need assistance. They need to be responsive to us. By being trustworthy, they 
are responsible to their customers, so then I’ll call them.  
 
Participant 7 
Minnetonka-focused, it has to be youth or children focused, and then organizations that 
collaborate well. The Minnesota Family Collaborative, we meet five times a year, and it is really 
about bringing all of these organizations together so that we are not creating the wheel. We want 
to let people know what is already out there.  
 
 
Participant 8 
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They’re [the Hopkins Elks] very, very focused on veterans, scholarships, and then the charity 
organizations. Our particular chapter in Hopkins, they’re guidelines are that they must be 
connected to the Hopkins and Minnetonka community. Very rarely would they give to someone 
in St. Paul. It must be local. As much as they can give to the community, they do. They support 
the school and the youth teams, and they run baseball. They’re always knocking on the door! 
 
Participant 9 
Again, the community for us is big, and I still resonate with that word accompaniment, maybe 
holistic. And there is a certain element of being proud to associate ourselves with ResourceWest 
because of the integrity they have as an organization.  
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5. Continue to consider all of the nonprofit organizations you may hear from or be involved 
with. How do you most often receive information from nonprofits?  
 
Participant 1 
Some that I am involved with I am on the Board for, so I get information there. Others that I give 
to, I receive direct mail, snail mail, emails, sometimes it is just word of mouth, I heard about them 
from a friend.  
 
Participant 2 
I would say at this point, the way I receive communication is mostly through email. I am not a big 
social media user, and for the one I do use, I do not follow nonprofits there. So email for sure, and 
then snail mail as a secondary.  
 
Participant 3 
Well, a couple of different ways. Some are email letters, some are hard copy booklets that come 
maybe quarterly or so, giving you statistics. Some I search out myself online.  
 
Participant 4 
I receive some mailings, but that has lessened to more emails. Some from RW and others, some 
of the catholic stuff comes through my church.  
 
Participant 5 
I would say most of it still comes through direct mail. You know, mailers of some sort. Most of that 
stuff is not targeted to me specifically, they are just scattering it to a demographic area, like Union 
Gospel Mission letters or veterans’ drive collection calls. They don’t necessarily care about who I 
am specifically or what I care about, but I am in the right place for the letter or call. 
 
Participant 6 
I would say mostly by email.  
 
Participant 7 
I receive a lot of information by newsletter, that is mainly it. I would say newsletter and then social 
media. I get a newsletter from ICA, St. David’s, etc. When I think about RW, I don’t necessarily 
think about social media, but that could just be [my use of social media]. But when I think of 
ResourceWest, I do not think of social. I would say I paper rather than email newsletters are what 
I receive most. I get something from JFCS, ICA, St. David’s. My mailbox is where I hear most, and 
[these] usually include an envelope to send money back! 
 
Participant 8 
At the Elks, usually it is through written letters, requesting. And then because the Elks are a 
private club, so people don’t just knock on the door. It’s through letters or though people like me, 
members, who advocate for a certain place.  
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No, you know, I have been in the community such a long time, people will come up to me [with an 
idea] and say “Hey, is this a possibility.” It’s through word of mouth, with the Elks and their 
members. So many of them are from the local community.  
 
I did a big volunteer at church this week, and our church is right on Mainstreet. We were chatting 
away, and somehow we got on the topic of ResourceWest. They asked me “What does that 
ResourceWest do?” When Tarrah called me, I realized that not many people know what 
ResourceWest does. They just don’t quite get it, and I am not sure why.  
 
I thought of you [Mary Cornelius, researcher] when I was at church, I had those 6 or 7 gals around 
me, and I thought I don’t know why people don’t know more about them. They are touching the 
lives of so many people around us, but many don’t know. They’re not out in the community, in 
terms of getting out who they are. ICA gets it out, but not ResourceWest.  
 
Participant 9 
There is an element of being aware of their presence in our community. We have members who 
are part of SCIP (school in community partnership) -- being present speaks the most to how we 
hear about things. Tarrah will have a table at the same events we are at. We also get emails 
letting us know what is going on, invitations to participate in specific events. Mostly, the presence 
within the community, but the direct marketing beyond that.  
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6. How do these communications make you feel? Do some feel different than others? What 
ways do you pay most attention to, and why? Are there any that you skim over or consider 
less thoroughly? 
 
Participant 1 
I don’t know about the communications themselves, but if I read about something or I am 
intrigued, I tend to do my own research before I give. I am more intrigued by an individual story, 
such as “hey, here’s who we’ve helped, here is the issue we are trying to address.” 
 
Participant 2 
I am also a fellow fundraising professional, so I am looking at it [nonprofit communications] 
through a professional lens; looking at how did this make me feel, and what can I copy for my 
organization?I am really sensitive to emails because I am a fundraiser, so I am always looking for 
ways to get people to get involved and engaged. I had one organization in particular where I 
read an email and it immediately made me a sustaining donor. Before then, I would give 
occasionally, but not regularly. This was for Second Harvest Heartland [see email example in 
Appendix C]. Because I am in the biz, I save emails like this for inspiration in my own work! 
 
I pay the most attention to photos or video, but more photos specifically, if they are impactful and 
tell a story. A headline that grabs you also makes me pay attention. Visually, I care about how it is 
laid out, if it pulls you in. I skim over the news, the “Here’s the upcoming events,” you know. I give 
to the Hennepin County Library, and they send a lot of emails that I mostly skim over [because 
they mostly list events].  
 
Participant 3 
Well I would say that some of the communication is excellent from some of the nonprofits; they 
are attractive to look at, very meaningful, and include lots of statistics to see where your money is 
going. Some of the nonprofits are not as transparent; I do not hear from some of them very often. 
There is a discrepancy between them. It might be because the larger nonprofits have more 
money to send out booklets, but ResourceWest is small, but they send out a wonderful email 
newsletter online. It [communication] doesn’t have to be defined by the size of the nonprofit.  
 
I will usually read all of them [communications]; if I get sent some communication, I will read them. 
There is one nonprofit that doesn’t communicate well; if I don’t receive it, I can’t read it. It is also 
important to me to get questions answered if I have them. The other nonprofit does not reply 
very well. When I had questions, no one was available to answer. As a consequence, I might 
change and find a more transparent organization to donate my money toward. 
 
Participant 4 
I get the most communication from the food shelf. Their newsletters, when I get them online, are 
very bright, they tell me how things are going, how much produce and turkey meals were given 
away. How many pounds. I see the impact because I do home deliveries for the food shelf. 
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The Golden Retriever rescue, they send me newsletters with pictures of the dogs and stories 
about people, and that makes me want to give. My whole theory is that people should give, but I 
can’t make everybody do that.  
 
Here’s one I like to get. Every year the Salvation Army sends me one about kids, sponsoring them 
to go to camp. I think that’s so important. The student will then send me a little letter. I like the 
colorful stuff, pictures of food, that always inspired me.  
 
Participant 5 
Just scattering an area of demographics does not resonate with me. I tend to respond to things 
that are more targeted to me and my interests. I don’t usually respond to a random mailing. 
Sometimes when I get one, I will look into it more deeply, but I do not usually respond. 
 
I don’t think it's the [communication] method [that makes me pay attention], but if it is meaningful 
and in line with my interests. It is not usually email versus postcard, but what content they hold. I 
would appreciate an email because it is more convenient, but I don’t want emails every day or 
every week. RW is not sending me something every week, I don’t appreciate those 
communication strategies. I don’t need someone to be in front of me every week just for the sake 
of it.  
 
Participant 6 
Um, generally the ones that you can totally tell, the more personalized the better, even if they are 
fake personalized. I would say that the personal side of how they word [the email] is important. 
Always having a contact I can reach within the email is important, too. If they don’t have a way I 
can contact them, I’m not going to hunt it down.  
 
For one, if I am familiar with the organization, I am paying more attention. If I am not familiar with 
them, why I am receiving them is important. If I have never heard of them, they need to say why 
that reason is, if I did not solicit it. I wonder, did a community member refer us to them? 
 
Participant 7 
Um, I think it is always nice to get a recap of what the organizations are doing. Personally, I get an 
envelope once a week from March of Dimes or Alzheimer’s, and I think, what a waste of 
resources. Especially March of Dimes, sending actual dimes! Or sending me free address labels? I 
don’t know who sees that as an incentive to give. 
 
I like to receive things quarterly, at least once a year, to hear what they are doing and what’s 
going on. Anything more than that feels like a waste of resources. My daughter is a junior, and so 
we are inundated with paper [from colleges] already! 
 
I always like Tarrah’s [communications] because she always adds a personal element to it. It’s not 
just a list of what they’ve accomplished, but a personal message. I love the anecdotal stories she 
includes, they are so impactful. The client testimonials, the heart grabbing stuff is big.  
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[For what I consider less thoroughly], well personally, Alzheimers or March of Dimes, I don’t even 
bring in the house. Work wise, I always read over Tarrah’s and ICA’s [emails]; these are the two I 
pay the most attention to.  
 
Participant 8 
I would say, I am not involved in the leadership part of the Elks, but for the nine years I was there, 
the letters that come in and get the most attention are the ones where we are familiar with the 
organizations requesting money. If we aren’t familiar with the organization, we are going to be 
very limited with what we will approve.  
 
You know, Hopkins Little League, they came in, and we got it up from $50 to $500 so we could 
be on the back of the shirts. I knew people on the team and playing in the league. The Elks is a 
non-profit,  but we do pay taxes on things. Our property tax, Hennepin County gives us a nice 
break if we give a percentage of our profits to charity. We keep track of that, and a large part 
goes to charity.  
 
Participant 9 
That’s the biggest one, presence, that we feel like we have the same goals when we are in the 
same places over and over again. I have received the annual report from RW and other 
organizations -- I don’t read those nearly as much as the event-specific ones. Those speak louder 
to me (as we organize volunteers to be part of things) than an annual report sent to my office. 
Sometimes we’ve been invited by RW to be involved in something beyond them, to those of us 
with similar interests (i.e. housing). Those things catch my eye more than something just coming 
across my desk.  
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7. Now let’s narrow back in on ResourceWest. Tell me about some of the ways you receive 
information from/about them.   
 
Participant 1 
I receive their emails and every once in a while, like a paper mail thing. With our church being 
involved with them, need of the month from resource west, the pastor will communicate about 
ResourceWest and what they need, or if there are volunteer opportunities they will announce 
those as well.  
 
Participant 2 
Definitely email. That’s the the primary way I hear from ResourceWest because I don’t use social. 
Besides email, it’s just mailings, or their direct mail.  
 
Participant 3 
Well, I am not sure if that is a different answer than I provided before. When I am there on Fridays, 
I can get my questions answered and see what is going on. Everything is answered right away 
because I am right there. The newsletter is also great, wonderfully done.  
 
Participant 4 
I don’t get as many from ResourceWest, some via email. I don’t get anything via phone, and I 
don’t want to get texts. I do like to read and I like the feel of the paper. A lot of times, it inspires 
me to give.  
 
Participant 5 
I get an email from them. That is the main way I hear from their organization.  
 
Participant 6 
Um, I would say mostly -- well, I very occasionally, rarely get mail. I regularly get email. I am on 
their Facebook, but for some reason I do not hear from them there very frequently. I don’t know if 
that’s because they don’t post, or just because of how Facebook operates.  
 
I have received phone calls both inquiring how our drive was going and asking if we were going 
to participate again. These are great, because we always participate, but [when I get a call] then I 
don’t worry about losing the email. 
 
Participant 7 
So, I receive emails from Tarrah about upcoming events. We don’t get a lot of paper from 
ResourceWest, so when something comes, I tend to look at it because it’s not something I get 
every day. It stands out. There’s someone at the state who I get three emails from a day, and it’s 
bad, but I don’t pay attention because it’s hard to know what’s important! I think ResourceWest 
has found a good balance with that.  
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Participant 8 
Well, Tarrah has done a good job. I am on an email list. When I was working there regularly, I was 
very in tune with what was going on. Everyone is aware of their three big projects, most people in 
the area, it’s everything they do besides that that does not get that much attention. She has quite 
a network, telling us what she needs and so forth. 
 
Every once in a while you will read about it in the Sailor, but our paper has changed now that it is 
connected with St. Louis Park. Lakeshore News is a better paper. I do always get flyers, too, for 
the drives. She is doing a good job, but it’s a hard job.  
 
Participant 9 
Again, sometimes it is an invitation to participate in a community-wide event. We get event 
specific flyers and information for specific drives, and some of these community organizations will 
be invited to participate. Some of it is personal invitations, and some of it is targeted information 
that goes out to all sorts of different community organizations and groups. Some of it is just an 
element of -- gee, August, we know that it’s time for back to school drive. We know December 
means it is time for the toy drive. The community is able to latch on to the sizeable events that 
happen on a recurring basis, that we can participate in.  
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8. How do these communications make you feel? Do some feel different than others? What 
ways do you pay most attention to? Why? Are there any that you skim over or consider less 
thoroughly? 
 
Participant 1 
I don’t know if it makes me feel any differently, but with the volume of email I get, it is easier to 
remember what I hear at church. It is not that I ignore them, but I am less likely to read it. I feel 
familiar with the organization, and so I might open it up and be reminded, but it may be less 
effective because of my inbox management. [I pay the most attention to] the need of the month 
stuff through the church that I typically go to, and we always make a point to go to the Spring 
Fest [fundraiser] if we can. If they [communications] come in an email, I will remember it. Snail mail 
does also draw my attention a little bit because it is mail that seems worth opening, unlike the 
stuff I just shred.  
 
Participant 2 
You know, I try really hard to read all their communications because I am a board member, so I 
try to stay up to date. The emails that feel different are emails with wishlists for drives, like the 
first time that it is sent, it is more general, but the second one contains what is still needed. The 
emails that say “we’re behind” or “this is how many people we’re looking to serve” with specifics, 
those are the kind of email I am immediately drawn into, where I go online to donate. The first 
one is nice, but the second is more immediate.  
 
Participant 3 
Declined to answer 
 
Participant 4 
ResourceWest, I don’t get as much from them. I hear from them maybe quarterly, but from the 
food shelf I get an email weekly or biweekly with volunteer opportunities. There are a lot of 
people that if I mention RW, they have no idea what I am talking about. I tell people all the time 
about RW and Reach and Restore, they help people with clothing and furniture.  
 
I guess I feel like I get less communication from ResourceWest than I do from other charities. 
Feed My Starving Children is the [nonprofit I get the] least [communication from], they give me a 
thank you and then an envelope to donate again. I am not sure if I get a financial statement from 
ResourceWest, I know I definitely get them from other charities. You know, what is that 
percentage that people use on advertising versus on what they actually do. On charity navigator, 
I looked at World Vision vs. Unbound, and when I saw that a lot of their money did not go directly 
to their cause, that stopped me from giving to them.  
 
Participant 5 
Umm, no not really, unfortunately right now I don’t have a lot of time to dedicate to organizations 
outside of the two that I run! But I know Resource West is there, and that they are always a 
pleasure to work with when I have the time and resources..  
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I always know that RW is there, and so when we have leftover items, say from a drive that we are 
doing with the Hopkins Elks,  ResourceWest is my go-to. I know they are there and that they are a 
good charity to work with, but because of how busy I am right now, communications will not 
make that big of a difference on way or another in how much more I am involved.  
 
Participant 6 
I actually-- the ones I have received have been very targeted. I think they are great! I wouldn’t 
have any negative feelings about them. I did get an email asking us to participate in a coat drive a 
few years ago, when we were already participating, which felt kind of strange. I wonder if that 
staff person just wasn’t paying attention.  
 
Participant 7 
Mm, I mentioned it, but that warm fuzzy feeling. I love Tarrah’s message, the personal stories are 
so heartwarming. She does a great job of putting a face to the organization. The stories she puts 
together makes the organization feel more personal. Her passion for her work comes through so 
much in what she writes, too. 
 
Mm, so I think anything that comes on paper, because that doesn’t happen too often, I pay 
attention to, and I will put out to my Executive Board. At certain times, we know what’s coming up 
(the clothing drives), I will skim over those because I already know what the program is. It’s the 
same rhythm every year with those drives. Based on what she has on the subject line, I might 
skim over more, just because I already know about the program. 
 
Participant 8 
Yeah, I would say so. Again, it’s what’s personal to me, what do I value or feel is very valuable to 
the community. Certainly as an individual, I am big into car repair, and the last amount of 
money--we get grants also--the girl who does grants thinks of ResourceWest because she knows 
I am very into it. The last thing I gave, asked to specify towards gas and fixing cars. I’ve been 
there when a call comes in, and one of the counselors will say “we’ve spent our money for the 
month,” and I think bummer, can I just give! There are certain things that are more valuable to me.  
 
Participant 9 
Um, nothing comes to mind as far as something I wouldn’t pay attention to. Probably any annual 
report, I wouldn’t spend my time with as much. Beyond that, we have many different people who 
serve with them, and so I don’t even see all of the information (different partners on social 
ministry team).  
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9. When you hear from them, how would you describe ResourceWest’s voice or tone? 
 
Participant 1 
I think it is very personal. Often times, there is a story in there, and the direct impact we made on 
person A. It is really effective to communicate their mission and make it real.  
 
Participant 2 
Since I know her, I really associate all the ResourceWest communication with Tarrah Palm, their 
Executive Director, and I read them in her voice. [They are] friendly and informative, and I think 
that they prod when needed -- some [nonprofits] prod all the time, which feels a little 
disingenuous. When they say “we need this,” I trust that they need it. Some organizations get 
over the top, but they [ResourceWest] are not like that.  
 
Participant 3 
Well, they are very caring, you can tell that their clients are number one in how much they do 
care about them. They are also very careful about their spending and where their money goes; 
trying to find the best way to use their money, they are fiscally responsible.  
 
Participant 4 
Well, I guess I don’t know, I can’t remember. The emails that I read are great. I think she’s 
[Tarrah’s] positive and stuff.  
 
Participant 5 
I have to confess, I don’t really read the whole thing. I skim to see what program they are 
promoting and if it is something I can or cannot support right away. Again, I don’t have a lot of 
time to commit beyond what I am already doing, so I need to know if what they are asking for is 
something I can take part in or accomplish.  
 
Participant 6 
Umm… well, I am trying to think of one I’ve recently got. I am obviously not offended by them, 
because I would stop giving or give somewhere else. I would say since I can’t remember, they 
might be a little bland. They do not stick out to me.  
 
Participant 7 
Oh, personal, heartfelt, you know, I never feel like their communications are desperate for funds. 
It makes you want to give money because of the great work they’re doing. Tarrah does not 
operate from a place of scarcity, and so she does a great job of seeing the work that needs to be 
done and presenting that, not just focusing on the need for money.  
 
Participant 8 
Oh, they are very caring and very wanting to do the best for these people, and help them as 
much as they can. There is such a need out there. When I work the big projects and greet people, 
they are -- they get an A++ in treating people with such dignity and respect. You feel the warmth.  
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Participant 9 
Um, maybe this is implied in some of my other responses, but invitational, welcoming. There are 
many people that they serve, it [their tone] speaks to a wide scope of folks, both people who are 
in need and people who meet those needs. It never comes across as condescending. 
Welcoming. I never sense desperation, which I believe could be there when there is trying to 
meet a need! They send thank you notes, and always operate from a place of gratitude and 
shared needs.  
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10. Finally, is there anything else about ResourceWest or their communications that you’d like 
to share, that I didn’t ask you about? 
 
Participant 1 
I just think it is such a terrific organization and it’s work is needed in our community. Awareness in 
our community that need exists - this is a struggle. If you walked up to the average joe on the 
street to ask, there would be no awareness that these needs exist in our community. They did 
this video several years ago on suburban poverty that was a good descriptor to open people’s 
eyes to the greater need out there, that many people may not see [see Appendix C].  
 
Participant 2 
I just want to reiterate what I have already shared, that they are such an important resource in our 
community, and that it is so important they are here and able to serve.  
 
Participant 3 
Well, they are extremely patient. Sometimes there are clients that come in that can push buttons, 
go on and on and on, and I have never seen any confrontation. RW is so respectful and that is not 
always easy to do in some cases. But on the other hand, they are not going to be pushovers, 
either. When they say something or can’t follow through on something, they tell the clients that.  
 
I know that they use volunteers to help build their webpage, but sometimes perhaps you need 
people who are trained a little more, people who are trained in the field.  
 
Participant 4 
You know, I think maybe they could be a little more out there. My church, we do collect for the 
school and clothing and Christmas stuff. But I bet if you ask people, like my neighbor who works 
for the City of Minnetonka, he doesn’t know what ResourceWest is. There needs to be more out 
there to let people know that you are here. Maybe everyone assumes cities have food shelves, 
but they might not know about the rest of it. Getting the word out, maybe a booth at Ridgedale. If 
I hadn’t read that article in Lake Minnetonka, I wouldn;t have known about it. I realized this is my 
community, I want to donate here.  
 
I would promote more kids, kids in Winter Coats, that kind of thing. Minnetonka Community Ed 
also does a holiday gift-giving.  
 
Participant 5 
I found them really a pleasure to work with. When I drop off supplies, their volunteers are very 
friendly and easy to work with. We have done some collaborative projects over the last few years 
that have turned out really well.  
 
 
 
Participant 6 
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I would share that my one thing is that even though we have participated for years, it seems like it 
is hit or miss if I hear about the next drive early enough. It would be nice at the beginning of the 
year to get a “thanks for this, and here’s the upcoming dates” letter. It would also be really great 
if they sent us consistent logos or images that they want us to use between drives, that could 
also be helpful.  
 
We get really good responses from the community [for ResourceWest drives]; I always focus on 
the fact that they are going to local families. If I weren’t here and coordinating this, like I have for 
a long time, [the community] might not be aware of the locality, though. I am not sure how much 
of the communication is what I do for my job versus what ResourceWest provides us.  
 
A Facebook or Twitter calendar of suggested social media posts would also be helpful -- I wing 
them, but not everyone knows or has the time to do that. 
 
Participant 7 
Declined to answer 
 
Participant 8 
No, and I just want to thank you for doing this, because anything that will help them is very 
important! 
 
Participant 9 
I can think of one instance, maybe a few years ago, where we had people periodically calling and 
saying “ResourceWest called and suggested we ask for help about X.” It was a bit of a surprise, a 
new way people were asking for assistance. I reached out to Tarrah to learn more about who was 
telling these folks to contact us this way, and she was really responsive and open to speaking 
with me about why people were coming to [church]. She was really approachable in her answers 
and helped me understand where that was coming from.  
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Appendix B: Interview Script and Guide 

 
 
Interview Script 
 
Hello _________,  
 
Thank you for volunteering to participate in my project! Like Tarrah shared, I am a graduate 
student in the strategic communication master’s program at the University of Minnesota, and I am 
conducting interviews over the course of the spring to gain insight into ResourceWest's 
communication practices and opportunities.  
 
I anticipate the interview will take about 20-30 minutes. Let me know any days and times in the 

next few weeks that would work for me to call you, and we can schedule from there. 

 

Records of this study will be kept private, and in my project report, I guarantee your anonymity 

and confidentiality. Your participation in our project is completely voluntary and will not affect 

your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota or ResourceWest. If you decide 

to participate, you are free not to answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting 

those relationships. 

 

If you have questions now or later, please contact me, Tarrah, or my research advisor at the U, 

Steve Wehrenberg, via email: wehre003@umn.edu.   

 

I look forward to hearing from you! 

 
Kind regards, 

 
Mary Cornelius 
Graduate Student 
Professional Master’s in Strategic Communication 
Hubbard School of Journalism & Mass Communication 
University of Minnesota   



 
 

Cornelius 40 

Interview Guide 
 
Thank you again for your time. I have four main questions that have a few sub-questions to them, 
and then my fifth question will gather some demographic data. You are welcome to answer or 
decline from answering any of the questions. 
 

1. Tell me about how you first discovered ResourceWest.  
a. What about ResourceWest made you interested in partnering with them and/or 

donating? 
b. What are three (3) words you would use to describe ResourceWest? 

2. Now we are going to zoom out a little bit to think about all of the nonprofits you may hear 
from or be involved with.  

a. When you consider donating to a nonprofit or organization, what drives that 
decision for you? 

b. What are three (3) words you would use to describe the type of organization you 
tend to give to? 

3. Continue to consider all of the nonprofit organizations you may hear from or be involved 
with.  

a. How do you most often receive information from nonprofits? (Newsletter, 
Facebook, other) 

b. How do these communications make you feel?  
c. Do some feel different than others? 
d. What ways do you pay most attention to? Why? 
e. Are there any that you skim over or consider less thoroughly? 

4. Now let’s narrow back in on ResourceWest.  
a. Tell me about some of the ways you receive information from/about them. 

(Newsletter, Facebook, other)  
b. How do these communications make you feel?  
c. Do some feel different than others? 
d. What ways do you pay most attention to? Why? 
e. Are there any that you skim over or consider less thoroughly? 

5. When you hear from them, how would you describe ResourceWest’s voice or tone? 
6. Finally, is there anything else about ResourceWest or their communications that you’d like 

to share, that I didn’t ask you about? 
7. Demographic Information: 

a. Age 
b. Gender 
c. Race 
d. Home (City) 
e. Occupation 
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Primary Research: In-Depth Interviews | Appendix C: Examples from Interview Participants 
 

Example email cited by Participant 2 in the answer given to interview question 6.  
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Primary Research: Expert Interview with Mike Newman | Insights 
 

 
I conducted my expert interview with Mike Newman, a communications professional from Access 
Philanthropy, which is an organization that consults with non-profit organizations to help them 
maximize their funding through clear storytelling in January 2020, prior to drafting my in-depth 
interview guide. This preliminary interview yielded some best practices that were then confirmed 
by the preferences donors expressed in my in-depth interviews.  
 
Mike shared some communications wisdom we’ve learned in this program—we need to be 
succinct, and trust that, when we are clear in our messaging, less is more. He also noted that he 
encourages non-profits to know what their essence is and what they will not compromise 
on—which, to me, sounds a lot like understanding their brand archetype and how that personality 
translates into brand words and brand actions.  
 

● Less is more. Be Succinct. Know what your essence is and what you will not 
compromise on. He said, “the object is to win the point, not beat someone to death with 
it…  If you succinctly say something to a [stakeholder], they will be grateful to you, and you 
will have their attention. That is the goal, not to convince them you are a beautiful 
presenter.” 

 
Finally, he noted that sharing stories with dignity is key, which aligns with ResourceWest’s values 
and ethos. Executive Director Tarrah Palm is very conscious of not creating an “us vs. them” or 
“us helping them” dichotomy in ResourceWest’s storytelling, and without knowing anything about 
ResourceWest, Mike confirmed that this practice is key for non-profit organizations to stand out 
and be leaders in today’s current climate.  
 
● Sharing stories with dignity is key. He said, “we need to watch what the tenor of the 

story turns into, how the questions portray the individuals. We do not want to say they’re 
nothing without us. This person’s willingness to forge through difficulties, talents, and 
willingness together with our opportunities formed success.” 
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Primary Research: Expert Interview with Mike Newman | Transcript of Interview 
 

 
1. Tell me about your role and history with Access Philanthropy. 
I am a senior consultant. I was first involved with them as vice president of the Travelers 
Foundation. I worked as an informant; it’s a role that would be used to target or approach with 
initiatives for clients, checking out what guidelines and applications were for grants. Steve would 
present information from different clients and I would share opportunities for each. I would fill him 
in on who would be better fits for organizations if not Travelers. About 3-3.5 years ago I started 
as senior consultant. Sometimes I am involved on the front end, going to visit with a potential 
client and I might have perspective to offer them. Sometimes they’ll get involved with a client and 
then bring me in at a certain point (i.e., we’ve looked at their communications and now we’re 
ready to what you have to offer). I share good institutional candidates for different non-profits; 
sometimes more involved in saying yes/no, navigating different funders to economize efforts and 
get bang for the buck in terms of which funders are targeted. I may be the guy who opens the 
door for which funders are targeted. I view myself as a translator between what a nonprofit needs 
and what a funder can provide, interpreting what the nonprofit is asking for and what the funder 
needs to hear to get on board.  
 
2. What is your typical process when you are working with a new client?  
Initially, there is a fact-finding and perception process. What is their image online? We talk to 
funders, saying what do you know about these guys? What’s your impression? Sometimes they 
are flip about them (don’t know, don’t care), but sometimes they are more in depth (we know this, 
but don’t know that). Then we will conduct on-site interviews with teachers, parents, school board 
members, and synthesize “this is what people think of you/don’t think/know/don’t know/like/don’t 
like about you.” We may share that the messaging they get about you is confusing. Our job 
becomes telling them the truth and then, through a process of a lot of questions and perceptions 
stuff, and find what we heard. I am good at listening for understanding and then spitting it out to 
people in a way they understand. They may not like it or agree with it, but that’s what I do.  
 
I ask good questions, listen with understanding, and give them the best sense I have of things. I 
find it useful to reframe things for them; for example, your intention with your annual report was 
to do this, but in reality, you gave them too much information, and so they didn’t want to read it.   
 
3. What are typical mistakes or pitfalls you see nonprofits make in their donor 
communications, or in their communications efforts in general? 
Sometimes it’s that they don’t listen to their own communications people. Leaders think they 
know better and are the smartest guy in the room—but sometimes they’re not. I can’t tell you 
what it looks like, but I can tell you what it feels like. Do they listen to what their communications 
person says, or do they prescribe an approach they want to take that a communications person 
might say, instead “less is more.”  
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Wordiness. Too much is too much. The object is to win the point, not to beat someone to death 
with it.  
 
Losing focus is another one. How communications people are classically trained is to have pretty 
words, but this can obfuscate the message. Being unfocused. The overlying thing is listening to a 
communication person’s counsel, that less can be more; you want to be candid, but you want to 
titillate people’s curiosity to find out more. Speak English to people who don’t live where you live 
all the time. All this stuff doesn’t matter to people—what matters is that we are number 2 in the 
state on this list! What people need to understand is that the kids you turn out are great 
thinkers—this is different than knowing all about Classical education. This is what matters to 
employers. If you succinctly say something to a funder, they will be grateful to you, and you will 
have their attention. That is the goal, not to convince them you are a beautiful presenter.  
 
4. My organization has a multifunctional scope of work. What is your advice for achieving 
clarity with nuance, or when the organization has many different projects going at once? 
It starts with clear priorities from the top. Sometimes, there is the piece about commitment: the 
farmer is strongly committed to his work and craft; the creamery/meat company is committed to 
providing great food to people—but the cow is who is truly committed. I feel this way about 
organizations; if everything is important, nothing is important. What is our essence? What will we 
not compromise on? If we won’t compromise on anything, we will compromise on everything. 
What will we die for? 
 
Scope and scale of work—education is needed here. Organizations think all of their stuff is the 
most important, but a good role for a consultant in this case is to ask “what is your essence? What 
is it at the end of the day that we want to have provided and enhanced?” 
 
Parts of organizations are tools (i.e., hammer), but a “right arm” person is not a tool—people have 
to understand the difference between tools and people who achieve goals. I am not going to 
take what you say, and cut it down to this, because that is all that is important. Two ways of 
seeing the role of communications—tool vs. person of advice, truth speaking, image-bearing.  
 
If I am a grant maker, I get paid to make decisions based on data (matters over 
relationships/glad-handing)—because I want to deliver success.   
 
5. My organization is especially conscious of the way clients are portrayed to donors. How do 
you walk that line of engaging storytelling and respect for individual privacy? 
Obviously, clearances are important. Today, there is a real sense that organizations trot out their 
poor and down-trodden, and you have to be careful about that. I look at it a little differently in that 
if you’re a person who is thankful for something, and I am that person, and you say, what is 
helpful to us in providing service to more people is when people like you tell their story. We don’t 
want to pander in a way that makes you look downtrodden; you deserve credit and dignity for 
what you’ve done. We’d like to ask if you’re interested in sharing your story with others. Take the 
client’s lead/direction in how they would like to share their story. 
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We often make the error of “I’ve been helped by you, I want to give back”—we need to watch 
what the tenor of the story turns into, how the questions portray the individuals. We do not want 
to say they’re nothing without us.  
 
This person’s willingness to forge through difficulties, talents, and willingness together with our 
opportunities formed success. Organizations are often too shy—people will say “I don’t know 
what I could do to repay what you’ve done for me” … giving me the opportunity is giving me back 
my humanity and my ability to help another, grow something, having redeeming value, rather 
than just being a person who was provided services (ask nothing/do nothing). How this is 
engaged is important. Doing it in the right way is crucial. Housing organizations do this extremely 
well; to show the whole picture. Don’t take someone’s own work away from them. Give them an 
opportunity to give back.  
 
6. How do you address donor fatigue/an increasingly saturated nonprofit category? 
This will sound a little trite, but people who do the kind of work you do (human services, 
education), more than others, have to maintain a way of staying ahead of the story. We as human 
beings need to find a way to share metaphors.  
 
Carver County Services example— I have a quarterly commitment to go out to the arboretum, 
look at the sky, flowers, beauty, and recharge my battery. We say in these professions that if 
you’re not producing something, you’re not working—but staying ahead of the story is important. 
Coming up with analogies and storytelling metaphors creates a freshness (not cheeky or goofy) is 
important. Avoiding the wordiness. People think in metaphors. How do I get from A to B in the 
quickest way possible, but in the most attention-grabbing way possible.  
 
Habitat for Humanity, Project for Pride in Living as examples. 
 
Deliver freshness—but be on message. 
 
Conserve images, and use them effectively to create clarity. We want people to say “we get what 
you guys are doing!” It takes giving yourself permission to get beyond the everyday demands, to 
come at a donor or funder with a new perspective. We want that light to go on for donors, for 
what makes you different and special.  
 
We need to reconceptualize new opportunities. 
 
   



 
 

Cornelius 47 

Secondary Research | Insights 
 

 
Brand Archetypes and Signature Stories 
In her presentation to our Brand Campaigns class in Spring 2019, Julia Hunter Rancone tied 
together brand archetypes with visual identities for organizations. Her conceptions of the brand 
archetypes with aligned images helped me to differentiate between options and match 
ResourceWest with the best fit for their voice, as identified by my primary research.  
 
I narrowed ResourceWest’s identity down to two options: the Caregiver and the Regular Jo(e). 
Ultimately, Julia’s theorizing revealed to me that the Caregiver’s archetype carries a different 
self-concept than ResourceWest. She describes them as having the personality of an “angel, 
guardian, healer, or samaritan,” whereas the Regular Jo(e) is a “citizen, advocate, networker, 
[and] servant.” The Regular Jo(e) persona places the organization “with” or “under” the client, 
instead of “above” them, a much better fit for ResourceWest’s collaborative, partnership-based 
ethos.   
 
David Aaker’s Signature Stories was also helpful to me as I conceptualized ResourceWest’s 
brand strategy. Aaker (2018) writes “signature stories are ideally suited to provide visibility and 
energy to brands because they can attract attention, draw people in and provide a reason to 
pass a story along,” all of which are communication actions that align with my strategy’s goal of 
increasing ResourceWest’s word of mouth sharing within their community (p. 46). As Aaker 
further asserts, the more visible a brand is, the more familiar it is, and the more familiar, the more 
likely audiences are to consider and interact with the brand.  
 
Using signature stories will also “de-mystify” some of ResourceWest’s nuance. The organization 
does a lot, way more than can be summed up in a simple phrase. Stories of their impact (i.e., a 
mom back to work because she was able to find affordable child care with ResourceWest’s help) 
will “stick” much longer than a laundry list of tasks and accomplishments. Signature stories also 
present the opportunity to tease out the long-term implications of their Regular Jo(e) archetype, 
differentiating them from other organizations that may not take such a holistic approach. They are 
not “saviors” here for the short-term, while the media is watching; they are partners ready to 
interact for the long-haul, walking with individuals as they move toward their goals.   
 
Ethical Communications for Non-Profit Organizations 
As articulated by both ResourceWest’s Executive Director and my expert interview respondent, 
ethical communications for this non-profit is of the utmost importance. Besides telling signature 
stories of partnership, not “savior-ism,” Alyssa Conrardy (2019) suggests speaking with a focus on 
a client’s strengths, not their weaknesses. “Inspiration porn,” she argues, can easily turn into 
shows of systemic racism. To combat this, she suggests creating a language and style guide to 
use as a platform (i.e., people-first language) and to shift the lens in storytelling to focus on what 
clients accomplish through organizational programs, rather than on what the organization does 
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for clients (Conrardy 2020). Simple language shifts, like “individuals living on less than $12,000 a 
year” instead of “poor people,” do a lot to give dignity to clients in non-profit communications. 
 
Evaluative Metrics 
Since ResourceWest is moving from no communications strategy to a communication strategy, 
evaluative metrics that articulate percent growth are not yet attainable or likely to be accurate. 
Although some of my tracking metrics are already in use (i.e., number of returning volunteers and 
recurring donors), some are just being implemented now, and so before set increases can be 
proposed, the plan must first be established to create a baseline.  
 
Besides counting involvement, the Net Promoter Score will be a primary measure of the plan’s 
success over time. The Net Promoter Score measures current audiences’ passion for the brand 
based on the likelihood of sharing it with their friends and colleagues, which is the exact action 
we want them to take in the “Community” phase of the campaign’s audience journey (Reichfield 
2003). Tracking the Net Promoter Score over time (at least two times per year) will help 
ResourceWest assess the impact of smaller communication actions within each 6-month window, 
so they can continue to steer their course toward wider brand awareness in their community. 
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