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Abstract 

 

Nonprofits and Social Media: 

Can Online Actions Translate Into Social Good? 

by 

Eva Lopes Telles de Menezes, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

SUPERVISOR: Homero Gil de Zúñiga  

With the large growth in use of social media by teenagers, young adults and 

adults alike, there has also been a boom in the number of charitable nonprofit 

organizations that are adopting the medium to reach out to existing and potential 

supporters. But has social media been an effective tool in spreading out the word about a 

cause while retaining and recruiting donors and volunteers? 

This multimedia report aims at analyzing how three Austin-area nonprofits are 

using Facebook and Twitter to connect to constituents, as well as how online and offline 

constituents are responding to this relatively new approach. 

In order to do that, a series of interviews were conducted with nonprofit 

professionals, supporters, and industry and academia experts. In addition to that, 

constituents were surveyed about their engagement with the organizations both online 

and offline. 

To view this project in its entirety, including the video interviews, please visit 

http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/. 
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Text 
 

 
“In the past year, a dizzying number of people have written about (and blogged 
about, tweeted about) the mechanics of using Facebook, Twitter, e-mail and 
YouTube, yet few address one of our biggest desires: how to leverage the 
incredible power of new social technology to effectively create social good.”  
 
    ~Jennifer Aaker, General Atlantic Professor of Marketing,  
      Stanford Business School1  

 

Social Media Explosion 

A few months ago, the Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central 

Texas staff was surprised to hear from a donor that her company chose the Ronald 

McDonald House as its beneficiary because she had been connected to it on Facebook 

and the organization was at the top of her mind.         

“That check came in and that check didn’t say Facebook on it,” said Jan Gunter, 

communications manager for Ronald McDonald. Later, during a conversation about 

social media with the charity's development director, the donor said the Facebook 

relationship she had with the charity played a major role in her decision. 

The Facebook connection is more and more valuable, as nonprofit organizations 

are taking advantage of social networks as an inexpensive means to connect to 

constituents and reach out to new supporters. 

Social media is the “de facto standard for people telling their message nowadays,” 

said digital strategist David Neff, who worked for nine years as the director of Web, film 

and interactive strategy for the High Plains Division of the American Cancer Society. 
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“It’s 2010, you should already be doing [social media] and you should have been doing it 

last year.” 

Social media and social networking have grown exponentially in the past few 

years, specifically through Facebook and Twitter. According to current data from 

Facebook’s website2, the social network has grown to more than 400 million active users, 

50 percent of whom log on to Facebook in any given day. Every day, more than 20 

million people become fans of (or “like”) the more than 1.5 million active pages created 

by businesses, celebrities and charities.  If this weren’t enough, a Hitwise Intelligence 

study showed that Facebook recently surpassed Google3, 4 and was named the largest 

website in the nation with 7.07 percent of all U.S. visits. Google had 7.03 percent within 

the same period. 

 According to data from April 14’s Chirp5, 6, the Twitter Developer Conference, 

Twitter currently has more than 105 million registered users, with 300,000 new sign ups 

per day. Furthermore, the site receives 180 million unique visitors per month.  

 And these numbers just keep growing. 

 

Social Media and Social Networking 

When people talk about social media and social networking, they usually refer to 

the same thing. It is important, however, to make a distinction. For digital strategist 

Andrea Hill7, social media is media, that is, a means of communication. “The difference 

is that social media offers the opportunity for anyone to create or disseminate the 

information,” she says.  Social networking refers to like-minded people communicating 
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and exchanging that information, and social networks or social networking sites are 

where this takes place, Hill adds. 

In this report, social networking and social media, as well as their derivatives, are 

used interchangeably. 

 

Social media and nonprofit organizations 

Clearly, social media, in particular Facebook and Twitter, has changed the way 

people communicate and do business. As Erik Qualman puts it in Socialnomics8, “‘Are 

you on Facebook?’ is the new ‘Can I get your phone number?’” 

An Accounting Today article9 from 2009 states that social media is in the process 

of transforming the business of nonprofit organizations. “Already an estimated 44 percent 

of all donors use the Internet to make decisions about the organizations they donate to,” 

says the article.  Social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter facilitate this 

verification process, besides allowing organizations’ constituents to easily communicate 

with and receive updates from them. 

The April 2010 Nonprofit Social Network Benchmark Report10 found that 

nonprofits are increasingly utilizing social media, especially Facebook and Twitter, as 

part of their marketing strategy. The report showed that 86 percent of nation-wide* 

nonprofits are currently using Facebook. This represents a 16 percent increase from 2009, 

when 74 percent of the respondents said they had a Facebook presence.  The same report 

found that 60 percent of the nation’s nonprofit organizations are on Twitter. In 2009, that 

number was 43 percent.  (*1,173 nonprofit professionals responded to the survey.) 



4 
 

 “Social media marketing is about listening to and sharing great content with the 

collective,” says social media author, consultant and strategist Tamar Weinberg in The 

New Community Rules: Marketing on the Social Web11. “This helps drive links, raise 

brand awareness, increase conversions, and kick-start conversations.”  

Even though Weinberg’s book deals with for-profit marketing, the same 

principles apply to not-for-profit marketing. Nonprofit organizations can significantly 

increase constituent engagement, as shown in the survey section of this report, by 

interacting and having a conversation, as well as sharing interesting content about their 

cause, on social media sites. 

While some organizations have been utilizing social media to its full potential, 

others are just starting to dip their toes in the water. It is important to note, however, that 

the fact that it is free to join doesn’t mean that it is free to stay and be a part of it. Having 

an active Facebook and Twitter presence and community implies a considerable time 

commitment, since those who manage it must constantly monitor and engage in 

conversations with fans and followers 

“It does take time and that’s where the cost comes in,” said Jan Gunter, 

communications manager and social media voice of the Ronald McDonald House 

Charities of Austin and Central Texas.  

Livestrong, in its turn, has a full-time staff member solely dedicated to social 

media, not to mention other staff and executive members who also tweet and blog.   

Smaller organizations with more limited resources often cannot afford having one 

employee exclusively working with social media, and the online activities usually end up 
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with the communications or marketing person because he or she is the public voice of the 

organization.  

“I only have so much time,” said Melanie Chasteen, Big Brothers Big Sisters of 

Central Texas’ vice president for marketing and communications, who is also responsible 

for the nonprofit’s social media efforts. “There’s just me and one staff person who do the 

marketing, and she handles recruitment.”  

 Some hand that responsibility over to interns, which can be dangerous, says 

Livestrong’s online community evangelist Brooke McMillan.  

“Don’t just kick it to an intern because you are going to be in front of thousands 

of people,” she warns. “Would you put an intern on camera versus your CEO?” 

As an alternative to having a full-time employee doing social media, McMillan 

suggests sharing that responsibility among staff members.  

“That’s one way to spread out the workload.” 

 

Measuring ROI 

“The problem with trying to determine ROI for social media is you are trying to 
put numeric quantities around human interactions and conversations, which are 
not quantifiable.” 

~Jason Falls, social media educator and strategist  
   and public relations professional12  

 

A big challenge facing both not-for-profit and for-profit organizations nowadays 

is how to measure social media’s return on investment (ROI). Even though there 

currently are tools that can measure clicks, such as the URL shortening service bit.ly, 
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which also offers real-time link tracking, it is still very hard to accurately measure how 

many dollars or how many volunteers tweets and Facebook posts actually bring to 

nonprofits. Because of that, those in charge of an organization’s social media activity 

struggle to “sell” it to their executive team and demonstrate value in social media. For 

Brooke McMillan, the fact that her executive team understands the role of social media in 

spreading the word about the organization’s mission is key for Livestrong’s success on 

Twitter and Facebook.  

“You can’t really get very far unless people at the very top understand the 

importance [of social media] and support you,” she said. 

In order to facilitate measuring the effectiveness of social media, nonprofits 

should establish goals, said Laura Quinn, who founded and runs Idealware, an 

organization that provides technology and social media research and training for 

nonprofits. 

“You can’t effectively measure the return without going back to overall goals,” 

she said. “Unless you know what your goal is you can’t measure whether it’s working.”   

Mani Karthik13, a search engine optimization consultant, said that in social media 

the action doesn’t necessarily reflect on websites’ statistics because it has a lot to do with 

people’s perception, engagement and emotions, which “can be perceived if you ask 

someone about it but never [show] up in the referral stats.”  Karthik believes 

organizations should monitor, not just measure, social media ROI, through currently 

available tools that gather information on user behavior and engagement, and cover a 

wide range of social media sites. 
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Although social media ROI is, indeed, hard to measure through analytics at this 

point in time, a survey was conducted as part of this report in order to better understand 

how constituents respond to the social media efforts of nonprofits and shed some light as 

to whether the activity is worth the organizations’ time and staff investment. 

[Learn more and watch video interviews on the obstacles nonprofits face, as well as tips 

on how to overcome them, at http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 

 

Surveying constituents of two Austin-area nonprofits 

A few surveys have been conducted on how nonprofits have been utilizing social 

media. Most focus on nonprofit professionals’ input rather than constituents’ impressions.  

In order to better grasp the impact of social media on nonprofits’ constituents, a 

brief survey was conducted with constituents of two Austin-area nonprofit organizations 

– Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central 

Texas – during the months of March and April, 2010. Even though efforts were made to 

survey Livestrong’s constituents, this wasn’t possible. Instead, Livestrong agreed to share 

some of its own social media data. 

The survey asked the respondents questions such as: 

• How did you first hear about this organization?  

• How did you first hear about volunteering/donating for/to this organization? 

• How do you usually hear about this organization’s events and fundraisers? 

• How do you receive communication/updates from this organization? 

• Do you follow this organization on Twitter? 
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• Are you a fan or group member of this organization on Facebook?  

• Do you feel like you have become more engaged with this organization after 

following it on Twitter/joining it on Facebook? 

• Did you have some connection to this organization prior to following it on 

Twitter/joining it on Facebook? 

The results showed that Facebook is one of the leading ways through which 

constituents receive communication from the charitable nonprofit organizations. The 

survey also found that, although word of mouth still appears to be the primary way 

through which constituents learn about the nonprofits and their activities, Facebook and 

Twitter were among a representative number of responses. Most importantly, a 

significant amount of fans and followers said they became more engaged with the 

organizations after joining them on the social networks. 

[View the complete survey and responses at http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 

 

About the organizations 

 Three Austin-area nonprofits participated in this project: the Lance Armstrong 

Foundation, a cancer support organization that is also and widely known as Livestrong; 

Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas, a human services 

organization14; and Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas, a youth development 

organization14. The two latter agreed to survey their constituents.  

Livestrong was founded in 1997 by cancer survivor and champion cyclist Lance 

Armstrong. Its mission is to raise awareness and funds to fight cancer, as well as to 
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provide cancer survivors with screening, care, research and quality of life. Online 

community evangelist Brooke McMillan said the nonprofit has an annual budget of $45 

million and 78 paid staff members. Although Livestrong is headquartered in Austin, TX 

and has no satellite offices, it has national and international reach. 

Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas has been 

providing lodging and support services such as food and transportation to Central Texas 

families of critically ill and injured children since 1985. Its main resource is a 30-room 

house, where families can stay for no or a minimal cost while their children are being 

treated in an Austin-area hospital. According to communications manager Jan Gunter, the 

nonprofit has a $1.3 million annual budget, seven full-time, and 15 part-time employees. 

It is one of nearly 300 Ronald McDonald House Charities chapters across the United 

States and worldwide. 

 Since 1971, Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas has been providing 

professionally supported mentoring programs to local children and teenagers, including 

the traditional community-based program, in which an adult (also known as “Big”) meets 

with a kid (also known as “Little”) a few times a month for at least one year.  The 

organization has an annual budget of $1.9 million and 33 paid staff, said vice president of 

marketing and communications Melanie Chasteen. Big Brothers Big Sisters has chapters 

in all 50 states, as well as 12 affiliates around the world.  
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Reasoning for choosing these nonprofits 

The nonprofits were chosen randomly; the only requirement was that they had a 

Facebook and/or Twitter presence. Interestingly, they are at three different stages as far 

as social media goes.  

Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas started its social media activity “a 

couple of years ago,” said Melanie Chasteen, who juggles between other work and 

updating the agency’s Facebook page two to three times a week. Chasteen wasn’t sure, 

but said that their first Facebook entry was posted in June 2009, while their first tweet 

was published in March 2009. However, she said, the Twitter account is only updated a 

few times a month due to “lack of time.” As of April 18, Big Brothers Big Sisters of 

Central Texas had 753 Facebook fans and 229 Twitter followers.  

The Ronald McDonald House got into social media in the second half of 2008, 

said communications manager Jan Gunter, who is in charge of updating the 

organization’s Facebook page and Twitter account. However, she only started to actively 

post in January 2009.  

Today, Gunter tries to post on Facebook at least once a day, and actively engages 

and interacts with the Twitter community on a daily basis. As of April 18, the Ronald 

McDonald House had 1,462 Facebook fans and 1,428 Twitter followers.  

Livestrong started its social media presence in September 2008, said online 

community evangelist Brooke McMillan. Livestrong’s fan page on Facebook and 

MySpace had already been set up and were being managed by supporters, who then 

handed the duties over to the nonprofit, said McMillan.  
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“People were already doing it for us and we realized this was a great place to get 

our message across,” she added. “We wanted to make sure it was consistent across the 

board.”  

Social media became McMillan’s full-time job in December 2008. As of April 18, 

Livestrong had 811,014 Facebook fans and 66,026 Twitter followers.  

[Learn more information and watch video interviews on the social media practices of the 

three Austin-area nonprofits at http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 

 

Methodology 

A 22-question survey was administered via surveymonkey.com with a purposive 

sampling15 of Ronald McDonald House’ and Big Brothers Big Sisters’ constituents 

during the months of March and April, 2010. The survey drew a sample size of 77 

respondents (58 for the Ronald McDonald House, 19 for Big Brothers Big Sisters).  This 

number likely does not represent the whole targeted population, but certainly gives a 

snapshot of what is out there. 

The nonprofits distributed the survey link to the targeted sample (the constituents) 

via Facebook, Twitter and electronic newsletter, which went out to about 4,500 recipients 

in both cases. Additionally, the Ronald McDonald House also put a link to the survey on 

its website. 
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Receiving the link 

In both cases, the majority of respondents said they received the link to the survey 

through Facebook. 

In Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas’ case, 20 

respondents said they received the link to the survey through Facebook, 19 through the 

organization’s website, and eight through Twitter.  Eleven people said they received the 

survey through other means, including the e-newsletter and friend referrals. 

In Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ case, nine people said they received 

the link to the survey through Facebook, eight through the organization’s e-mail or e-

newsletter, one through Twitter, and one through other means.  

 

Knowing the respondents 

 Of those who answered the five demographics questions: 

In Ronald McDonald House Charities’ case, most belonged to the 40-49 year-old 

age group (26 percent), and the majority’s total annual household income was $100,000 

or more (29.1 percent). 

In Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ case, most were part of the 30-39 

year-old age group (36.8 percent), and the majority’s total annual household income was 

$30,000 to under $50,000 (31.3 percent). 

In both cases, the great majority of respondents was white (63 percent and 70.6 

percent respectively), female (83.3 percent and 64.7 percent respectively), and had 4-year 

college education (50 percent and 70.6 percent respectively).  
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Key findings 

Word of mouth is still the most prevalent way through which people learn 

about nonprofits and their activities. In Ronald McDonald House Charities’ case 

(Chart 1), 28 respondents, or 49.1 percent, said they first heard about the organization 

through word of mouth. In Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ case (Chart 2), 11 

people, or 61.1 percent, reported they had first heard about it through family or friends. 

However, two people said they first heard about Ronald McDonald House 

Charities of Austin and Central Texas through Facebook, and three through Twitter. Even 

though nobody reported having initially heard about Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central 

Texas via Twitter, two respondents did say that for Facebook.  

 

 
  Chart 1 
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In Chart 1, some of the “other” responses included “hospital,” “my company,” 

and “I was part of the organization.” 

 

 

  

Similarly, both with Ronald McDonald House Charities and Big Brothers Big 

Sisters, most of the respondents that volunteer and donate to the charities said they first 

heard about volunteering (44.4 percent, Chart 3, and 72.7 percent, Chart 4, respectively) 

and donating (43.3 percent, Chart 5, and 50 percent, Chart 6, respectively) opportunities 

through word of mouth. Nevertheless, in the case of Ronald McDonald three out of 30 

respondents (10 percent) said they first heard about donating opportunities on Facebook, 

 
  Chart 2 
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which interestingly represents a higher percentage than those who said they learned about 

such opportunities through the organization’s own website (Chart 5). 

 

  

 

In Chart 3, some of the “other” responses were “Google,” “other organizations,” 

and “I just called.” 

 

   
   Chart 3 
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  Chart 4 

  Chart 5 



17 
 

In Chart 5, some of the most frequent “other” responses were “at the house,” “use 

of services,” “other organizations,” and “my company.” 

 

 

 

Even though the number of respondents that reported having first heard about the 

organization and volunteering and donating opportunities through social media is 

relatively small, this data suggests that it is important for nonprofits to pay attention 

to the medium, as these numbers are likely to grow as more people and potential 

supporters join social media sites. The figures may not be that representative alone, but 

  Chart 6 
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when social media is added to a nonprofit’s overall marketing plan, they can make a 

difference.  

It is not surprising that none of Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas 

respondents said they heard about volunteering and donating opportunities through social 

media. As stated above, the nonprofit invests little time in posting and engaging in 

conversations on Facebook, and Twitter is rarely updated. 

Interestingly, two out of eight (25 percent) respondents that participate in Big 

Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ events said they usually hear about those on 

Facebook (Chart 7), which shows once again the potential of the social network to 

promote the nonprofit’s cause and activities. Likewise, from the 18 people who said they 

participate in Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin’s benefits and fundraisers, 

one (5.6 percent) said he or she primarily hears about them through Facebook, and 

another one through Twitter (Chart 8). 
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Chart 7 

Chart 8 



20 
 

Data from the 2009 Livestrong Challenge, the foundation’s signature fundraising 

event, shows that 64 percent of the participants that responded to the survey (4400 

individuals) viewed their Facebook contacts as a fundraising resource, while 36 percent 

did not (Chart 9). This represents a significant increase from 2008, in which only 38 

percent of the respondents considered Facebook a fundraising resource. 

 

 

 

In fact, both Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas supporters interviewed for 

this report said Facebook is where they were able to raise most of their funds for the 

Bowl for Kids’ Sake fundraising event because that is where a lot of their connections 

were. Bowl for Kids’ Sake is Big Brothers Big Sisters’ largest annual fundraiser.  

[Watch video on constituents’ reaction at http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 

Chart 9 
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The Livestrong Challenge numbers are one more reason why nonprofits should 

invest their time and resources in social media.  

The results may not be showing today, but will eventually, said Ehren Foss, who 

owns a local technology firm specializing in nonprofits. 

“It will be the same Facebook page in 20 years, assuming nothing happens to 

Facebook, so it will be those same people who joined them in college. Rather than the 

recurring donation that my grandparents make to Heifer International, [they will be] 

making a recurring donation through ‘causes’ on Facebook or something like that,” he 

said. “It’s not going to make or break the bank for each nonprofit right now, but it will, in 

ten years.” 

 Most respondents indicated that e-mail, along with Facebook, is the primary 

means through which they receive communication/updates from both nonprofits (Charts 

10 and 11).  
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Chart 10 

 
Chart 11 
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In Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ case (Chart 11), Facebook came 

really close to e-mail: 82.4 percent (e-mail) versus 76.5 percent (Facebook). In Ronald 

McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas’ case (Chart 10), the percentages 

were 61.4 and 54.4 respectively. Additionally, ten out of 57 Ronald McDonald 

respondents, or 17.5 percent, said they receive news about the organization via Twitter, 

which is expected since the organization actively tweets. Nonprofits want to keep their 

constituents informed, so this is more evidence of why engaging and posting 

frequent updates on Twitter is worth the time investment. 

When asked whether they follow Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin 

and Central Texas on Twitter, 14 out of 56 people (25 percent) responded positively 

(Chart 12). Of those, 85.7 percent said they had some connection to the organization prior 

to becoming followers (Chart 13), and more than two thirds (71.4 percent) said they feel 

like they have become more engaged with the nonprofit after following it on Twitter 

(Chart 14).  
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Chart 12 

   Chart 13 
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In Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas’ case, none of the respondents said 

they follow the organization on Twitter (Chart 15), which, again, isn’t surprising, since 

tweets are sent only once or twice a month. 

 

  Chart 14 
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Although Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas is not 

able to measure the amount of dollars and/or volunteers that its 1,931 tweets (as of April 

19) have generated, these figures suggest that Twitter is, indeed, worth the 

nonprofit’s time investment. Brooke McMillan said that Twitter and Facebook have 

helped bring new volunteers to Livestrong “for sure,” even though there currently is no 

way of knowing how many donations they have brought in. 

When asked whether they are fans of the organization on Facebook, 16 out of 17 

respondents (94.1 percent) for Big Brothers Big Sisters of Central Texas said yes (Chart 

16).  Of those, 14 (87.5 percent) indicated they had some connection to the nonprofit 

 Chart 15 
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prior to joining it on the social network (Chart 17), and eight (50 percent) said they feel 

like they have become more engaged with the organization after becoming Facebook fans 

(Chart 18). 

 

 

 
 
 
Chart 16 
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 Chart 17 

    
 
   Chart 18 
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In Ronald McDonald House Charities of Austin and Central Texas’ case, 32 out 

of 56 (57.1 percent) question respondents said they are Facebook fans of the nonprofit 

(Chart 19). Of those, 22 (68.8 percent) said they had some connection to the nonprofit 

before joining it on Facebook (Chart 20), while nearly 80 percent (25 respondents) said 

that their engagement with the organization has increased after joining it on the social 

network (Chart 21). 

 

 

  

 

 

Chart 19 
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Chart 20 

Chart 21 
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These responses indicate that, when nonprofits send relevant updates and 

actively promote conversations on Twitter and Facebook, fans and followers will 

likely become more engaged in supporting the cause.  

[View the complete survey and responses at http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 

  

Final considerations 

Even though social media ROI cannot yet be measured through analytics, the 

survey numbers show that nonprofits should not overlook the impact of social media on 

their marketing campaigns, as well as on their donor and volunteer recruitment strategies.  

The survey also showed that word of mouth appears to be the most effective way 

for people to encourage others to volunteer and donate. Word of mouth is, by nature, 

social, which is the essence of social media. 

Mark I. Alpert, a Foley’s-federated professor in retailing at the University of 

Texas at Austin’s McCombs School of Business, believes that, if a nonprofit is able to 

stimulate positive word of mouth amongst a social network, that may be a good way for 

the organization to reach out to new supporters.  

 “This is word of mouth by the Internet but it has some of the same benefits, and 

therefore, if you are a nonprofit and you get people interested in what you do and they 

want to tell their friends about it, this should be a fairly effective way of diffusing the 

message.” But there is always a down side, he says. 

 “[In social media] if someone has a negative experience they can also spread that 

very quickly.” 
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Still, Alpert says, “one of the credible aspects of social networks is that most 

people who maintain relationships with other people do so because they have similarity 

along certain values, and therefore they continue to interact because they find that 

reinforcing.” 

A Pew Internet Project report16 from February 2010 showed that 73 percent of 

online American teenagers currently use social media sites. Just over half of those (55 

percent) were on social networking sites in November 2006. The same study found that 

72 percent of wired young adults (18-29-year-olds) use social media. These people will 

grow old and so will their online habits. The report also showed that 47 percent of online 

adults ages 30 and older use social networking sites, up from 37 percent in November 

2008. As more and more people join social networks and converse through them, social 

media’s impact on charitable nonprofit organizations is likely to grow proportionally.  

The survey results and the Pew Internet Project numbers suggest that nonprofits 

should start thinking about having a social media strategy and incorporating it to their 

overall marketing plan, if they haven’t already.  

“My number one thing for 2010 and then to 2011 is not just to be on social media 

but to actively work it into all of your existing campaigns,” said digital strategist David 

Neff.  

The one-way communication provided by the traditional media such as print 

brochures and news media ads has mostly shifted to a two-way communication proper to 

social media, in which the receivers actively participate and want to be heard. Nonprofits 

should be ready to respond and engage with existing and potential supporters by having 
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one (or several) staff member listening to the conversation and constantly interacting with 

fans and followers. The more engaged constituents are and feel online, the more likely 

they will be to get involved offline. 

For Alpert, whose expertise areas include consumer behavior and marketing 

communication, one can probably show that there is a positive relationship between the 

amount of social media interaction and the subsequent volunteering or donating. 

“It’s correlational, not causal, but there probably is some relationship between the 

amount of that activity that is stimulated and the amount of conversion to some kind of 

[offline] action,” he said. “How do politicians and other people generate this stuff? ‘Get 

the message out, get the message out, get the message out.’ Eventually, someone is going 

to vote, or go to a movie, or give to a cause.” 

Social media is also an inexpensive way for nonprofits to promote their cause and 

broadcast their message to thousands of people at once, when compared to most 

traditional forms of campaigning, and organizations should take advantage of that.  

As a natural consequence, and as the social media efforts of nonprofits intensify, 

executives will want to see some sort of return. Nonprofits can start measuring time and 

staff investment by setting specific goals, as Laura Quinn, founder and director of 

Idealware, which provides technology and social media research and training for 

nonprofits, pointed out. 

 “Are you on Facebook with an attempt to drive people to your website? Are you 

on Facebook with an attempt to get more volunteers for this particular program?” she 

said. “Those are things that can be measured.”  
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As the use of social networking tools by charitable nonprofit organizations 

matures, more research should follow in order to allow them to better understand the 

impact of social media on their activities, and provide them with more answers regarding 

online constituent behavior and how likely that behavior is to translate into offline 

advocacy and engagement.  

[To view this report in its entirety, including all video interviews, please visit 

http://evamenezes.com/mastersreport/] 
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