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Setting Strategy with Data: The 
Evolving Role of Nonprofit Chief 
Marketing Officers
By Tanya Giovacchini

In today’s world, fulfilling a nonprofit’s mission increasingly 

requires organizations to implement more sophisticated 

and complex systems and processes that enable it to meet 

the needs of diverse stakeholders. 

Technology and data collection form the 
heart of the shift by providing the raw 
inputs and feedback that form the basis 
for understanding stakeholder needs and 
adjusting organizational strategy to meet 
them. Increasingly, chief marketing officers 
(CMO), and professionals with similar roles, 
have taken on the responsibility of putting the 
systems and processes in place and ensuring 
their effectiveness to their organizations.

The role of CMO is changing to include not 
only what we think of as brand steward—
communicating the brand and value 
proposition—but also that of “chief sense 
maker,” charged with using any (and all) tools at his or her disposal to reach out to, 
listen to, make sense of, and then adapt organizational strategy to the marketplace.  

In the words of Kevin Conroy, chief product officer of GlobalGiving: “No longer 
is marketing just about having the biggest megaphone. It’s about developing 
relationships with your customers. We’re replacing, ‘Hey, you need to fundraise in 
GlobalGiving. Here’s our pricing!’ with ‘Hey, there are different ways you can think 
about crowdfunding. We’re a great resource for you’!”
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Translating Feedback into Actions
DonorsChoose.org is an online charity that connects donors with public school 
teachers seeking funding for their projects. According to its website, the firm has 
raised over $345,346,000 to fund more than 609,500 projects that have helped 
over 15,388,000 students. You can’t boast those kinds of numbers without listening 
to your stakeholders.

Katie Bisbee, DonorsChoose.org’s chief marketing officer, leaves no channel 
untapped in her constant collection of customer feedback. Live interviews, phone 
conversations, email surveys, website widgets, social media, and a small but highly 
productive customer relations team that fields as many as 1,500 inquiries a week 
from teachers and donors deliver what Bisbee calls “perpetual feedback about 
what our donors care about, what their questions are, and whether our website 
gives them what they need.”  

No feedback loop is complete until it is shared with, understood by, and acted 
on by the company itself. Bisbee takes the same high-touch approach to internal 
mind sharing as she does to external stakeholders. She meets weekly with her staff 
as well as her managerial counterparts on the web product, customer relations, 
and data science teams. In an organization of only 70 employees, the chances are 
pretty good that Bisbee regularly meets with most of them. 

The process culminates in the weekly “marketplace meeting,” in which the CEO, 
chief technology officer (CTO), and CMO Bisbee “connect the dots” gathered from 
thousands of separate data points. From this they set priorities for the coming 
week and mine the information that can help shape the organization’s strategy 
long term.

Finding the Sweet Spots
The American Heart Association (AHA) comprises over 100 local offices, more 
than 3,000 employees, an amazing volunteer base, and has an extensive network 
of partners, with whom it collaborates to deliver its mission and maximize impact.    

On top of this, the AHA’s overall mission of helping people “to build healthier lives, 
free of cardiovascular diseases and stroke,” is driven by numerous focus areas 
including: wellness, nutrition, multicultural, healthy living, stroke, and others.

Still, much like Bisbee at DonorsChoose.org, the AHA’s top marketing strategist, 
Gerald E. Johnson II, is responsible for ensuring that AHA’s mindsets in this 
decentralized organization are pulling in the same direction. “One of my roles 
is to force strategic conversations…while preserving geographical, cultural, and 
marketplace diversity across markets,” says Johnson, who simultaneously holds 
the title of chief diversity officer and senior vice president, marketing. 

One way the AHA inspires strategic conversations is decidedly low-tech but an 
important part of its overall information gathering: it regularly convenes thought 
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leaders who can help them wrestle with priorities related to its mission. “We have 
tremendous people on staff, but where we really get to solving population wide 
issues and needs is by convening the best thought leaders across industry—science, 
medical, consumer, community, etc.—to combine forces and accelerate the speed 
of solution development,” Johnson says. “We use market research insights, both 
qualitative and quantitative, and ethnographic research to understand attitudes 
and behaviors and make sense of what is going on in the population and at the 
local levels,” he adds.

Complementing its research priorities is its focus on using social media as 
an integral part to AHA’s ability to uncover issues of importance. “Social is the 
currency of life for us right now,” says Johnson. With communities for different 
conditions associated with heart health and science communities, the AHA hears 
from heart/stroke survivors, moms, caregivers—people who want to live strong, 
healthy lives. Through these, he’s able to monitor conversations and determine the 
role AHA can play in meeting stakeholder needs. “Yes, we measure keywords and 
word clouds,” Johnson says, “but we also look at the geography of word clouds 
and ask ourselves, ‘Where is our sweet spot in all of this noise?’”

For example, a conversation among parents on Twitter or Facebook about 
childhood obesity might include inquiries not only about simple and nutritious 
recipes, but also references to restaurant choices, exercise options, and limiting 
entertainment technology in the home. Such conversations, Johnson explains, 
may reveal keyword associations offering clues to how the AHA might broaden its 
message delivery platform around how it talks about diet.

Sometimes social media locates an opportunity to help those you serve have 
more impact. For instance, when the DonorsChoose.org’s social media coordinator 
noted the poor quality of the images teachers were posting of their successfully 
funded projects, he suggested better guidelines to ensure image quality. This way, 
teachers learned how to post better quality images, which in turn helped them 
better promote, and get more buzz for, funding their projects.

Other times, social media reveals a new strategic opportunity—or tells you when 
it’s a rabbit hole. “For example, some of our stakeholders Tweeted about their 
interest in a DonorsChoose.org app,” recalls Bisbee. “After tweeting back and forth 
about what they would actually use the app for, we determined that we should 
focus on other products ahead of an app.” 

Building a Learning Loop 
GlobalGiving—the world’s first and largest crowd-funding platform for nonprofits 
has connected more than 482,000 donors with nearly 13,000 nonprofit projects. 
Since it started in 2013, nearly $192 million has been raised by nonprofits using the 
GlobalGiving.org platform.

Yet Chief Product Officer Kevin Conroy says it’s not all about the money, at least 
not entirely so.
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“Our hypothesis is that organizations that track learning will become more 
impactful,” says Conroy. “We want organizations that are becoming more impactful 
over time to get more funding on our platform and from others as well. It’s not just 
around who can raise the most money. It’s about how you’re going to be able to 
learn, create change, and affect the highest absolute impact. Isn’t that what all of us 
want to support?” To accomplish this, GlobalGiving is launching an “effectiveness 
framework” for their nonprofit customers to track their learning and impact over 
time. Over the next 10 years, GlobalGiving will provide nonprofits that list on 
GlobalGiving with the analytical tools they need to listen to their constituents, 
collect feedback, reflect on what has worked and what hasn’t, and outline how 
they’re going to change the project. 

“It’s really about building a better customer, a better constituent, a better 
beneficiary,” says Conroy. Give customers the tools that they need to make change 
happen and they will remember you as having a role in their success.

Becoming More Technology Driven 
Conroy says as the role of CMOs becomes more “technology centered and focused,” 
so too will hiring decisions. “We’re not going to grow by hiring hundreds of more 
people,” Conroy flatly admits. “We’re hoping to grow by hiring 10 more people who 
can help us quadruple the size of our program using technology and social media 
and digital marketing.”

GlobalGiving has already achieved extraordinary scale with its technology edge, 
requiring just one program officer for every 2,000 grantees rather than the industry 
standard of one officer per dozen or so grantees.

Bisbee, who is the process of hiring a new marketing associate, concurs. “I guess 
that in the future, hiring a bright, young person who thinks like a marketer and is 
analytical isn’t going to cut it,” she reflects. “I think we’ll need people with expertise 
in online community building and digital marketing and deep analytics capabilities.” 

In any case, Conroy’s final advice to CMOs everywhere captures an important 
organizational truism: if you feel like you’re butting heads with your technology 
team, that’s your number one problem to fix. “As soon as you can collaborate 
with your technology team to improve your communication, marketing, and email 
systems, you can hit levels of scale that you didn’t think were possible.”
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