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Executive Summary 
 
Too many environmental non-profits compete for funds amongst a limited pool of 
donors. One fundamental value of the Wildlife Conservation Network (“WCN”), a U.S. 
501(c)(3) non-profit organization, is to approach fundraising with the lens of abundance 
rather than scarcity. There is a need to identify innovative approaches to effectively reach, 
engage, and enlist financial support from non-traditional sources of conservation 
funding. This Capstone explores opportunities for wildlife conservation funding from 
the for-profit sector, including corporate philanthropy, cause marketing partnerships, 
and corporate social responsibility. For WCN, this is a little-tapped resource with 
enormous growth potential, particularly suited for WCN's "high touch" donor 
engagement model.  We examine several factors that influence and support corporate 
giving: fostering of empathy towards animals and wildlife (to leverage emotionally-
driven philanthropy and behavior); strengths-based management (to harness skills 
across a lean team to support high-lift corporate engagements); and best practices in 
cause marketing engagements (underscoring the impact of bespoke and meaningful 
consumer and donor experiences). This Capstone is foundational to the growth of WCN's 
nascent corporate engagement program, identifies new opportunities, and supports the 
development of a leadership position to spearhead this effort.  
 
Key Learnings 
 
The following section summaries the methods and key learnings from three topical 
explorations – developing empathy towards wildlife, strengths-based team management, 
and best practices in cause marketing initiatives – each of which are foundational to 
supporting corporate philanthropic engagement with wildlife conservation efforts.  
 
I. Developing Empathy Towards Wildlife  
 
This exploration sought to understand the factors that create an emotional connection 
towards animals and wildlife. This inquiry is important to my work in wildlife 
conservation, specifically in fundraising and corporate marketing efforts, because 
philanthropy and purchasing is often emotionally driven. It is thus key to understand 
how to foster these empathetic responses towards animals that will increase the 
likelihood of donations or purchases that benefit wildlife.  
 
A literature survey explored the foundations of an emotional connection to animals: at 
what age, and through what experiences, is an emotional connection or empathy towards 
wildlife fostered? The answers to these questions are important to understanding key 
audiences and motivations amongst the “unconverted” and how, going forward, to plant 
seeds so that the next generation can more readily develop empathy towards wildlife.  
 



Key takeaways from the literature review show that the capacity to develop empathy 
and an emotional connection to nature or wildlife is fostered at an early age, often 
before adolescence. The research shows that brain plasticity is higher during younger 
years and the impact of experiences, storytelling, and inspiration are greater during this 
stage of development (Gerdes, 2013). 
 
For adults, these inspirational moments can still occur, but often require additional 
tools and experiences, such as real-life encounters or outdoor activities (Kals, 1999). 
Adults are also more likely to be drawn towards traditionally “charismatic” species 
(Ducarme, 2012), and consider wider ecosystem effects (Smith, 2012) (e.g., they may 
sometimes be more strategic in their giving). 
 
The implications for WCN’s corporate fundraising efforts are many: first, that we must 
deepen our investment in our donor travel program and any experiential learning 
opportunities for our target demographic (adults).  Second, we should be incorporating 
storytelling at all events and opportunities, as humans are hard wired to retain, and be 
inspired by, stories. Storytelling during an experience is ideal, as it deepens a sense of 
place and meaning (thus assigning greater value and worthiness for conservation) 
(Blizard, 2007).   
 
On a more theoretical level, it seems that a longer-term industry strategy should be to 
invest in the next generation, focusing on providing experiences for children so that they 
are more likely to be make conservation-forward decisions (whether with respect to 
lifestyle or philanthropy).  
 
II. Strengths-Based Team Management  
 
Because cause marketing partnerships require efforts of many cross-departmental staff at 
the Wildlife Conservation Network (e.g., development, communications, programs, and 
administrative), it is important to understand the key strengths on the WCN team to best 
leverage existing skills and interests. This will help streamline limited staff resources and 
deliver best possible results to corporate partners while elevating staff engagement and 
morale. 
 
This exploration utilized a literature review of applying strengths-based management in 
a professional setting, followed by a deployment of StrengthsFinder at Wildlife 
Conservation Network, and an analysis of how best practices can be applied at WCN.  
 
Key takeaways from the literature review were that strengths-based assessment tools are 
an approachable method of getting to know one’s team both personally and 
professionally. People naturally tend to focus on their weaknesses, which causes loss of 
confidence, and focusing on strengths as a management practice increases productivity 
and engagement (Jepsen, 2017). Strengths are often evident from an early age, and 
managers have a tendency to hire similarly “strengthed” people (Rath, 2009) and it is 



therefore important to cultivate a diversity of natural strengths to build the strongest, 
broadest set of strengths to support external engagements (Walter, 2013). 
 
For WCN, there are several opportunities to apply strengths-based management 
techniques in its leadership practices, both for the good of the organization and to better 
support corporate engagements. Chief amongst these takeaways is to identify talents and 
strengths early (ideally, at the hiring stage) and to provide opportunities for staff to 
explicitly address how they would like to be utilized with an organization. Building a 
team is only the first step, however; staff must be empowered to move in the directions 
that they want to go that leverages their existing skills and interests. A key lesson for 
managers is to empower, rather than direct, their teams towards collective success. 
Implementing a few of these basic techniques is foundational to the morale, effectiveness, 
and success of both the WCN team broadly and its corporate fundraising efforts.  
 
III. Best Practices in Cause Marketing 
 
The three primary types of non-profit engagement with the for-profit sector are corporate 
philanthropy, cause marketing partnerships, and corporate social responsibility 
initiatives. This exploration focuses on best practices in cause marketing partnerships, an 
area of keen personal career development interest. It is also a little-tapped arena for the 
Wildlife Conservation Network, with tremendous revenue growth opportunity for the 
organization. 
 
This exploration included a literature survey on cause marketing and fundraising 
partnerships between for-profit companies and the non-profit sector (specifically, the 
wildlife conservation industry, followed by an analysis of how best practices are 
incorporated into WCN’s corporate engagement practices.  
 
Key takeaways from the literature review included a caution against focusing on “first-
order” benefits (e.g., focusing exclusively or overly on revenue metrics alone) (Gourville, 
2004). In WCN’s recent experience, we have several corporate partners that deliver very 
low “first-order” benefits yet tremendous “second-order” value, such as celebrity 
endorsements and introductions to other high-profile corporate partners. Studies also 
found several key factors considered on the company side when selecting a non-profit 
partner, including stakeholder perceptions, nimbleness of the partner, involvement of 
competitors, and potential for negative backlash (Kotler, 2012).  There is also a general 
increase consumer expectation of corporate philanthropy and cause marketing 
engagements (Waters, 2011), which is consistent with the philanthropic trends and 
feedback collected in WCN donor surveys. Finally, cause marketing typically represents 
a minority – 5-15% – of NGO budgets (Waters, 2011) which is also consistent with WCN’s 
current corporate revenue proportions (8%). Interestingly, the literature review also 
found that most NGOs indicated that their primary goals in cause-marketing 
partnerships were awareness-raising and developing a long-term relationship with the 



company funder (Runte, 2009). This is in contrast to WCN’s goals which are nearly 
always centered on medium- and long-term revenue rather than awareness-building.  
 
Practical implications for WCN were many. We learned that WCN is doing many things 
right: namely, that its bespoke, “high-touch” and experiential model of donor 
engagement, which is core to our individual donor strategy, has been extended to our 
corporate donor strategy as well, to great success. The elements of WCN’s fundraising 
approach that are valued by corporate partners are identical to those favorited by WCN’s 
individual donors: high-touch engagement; one-stop shop for investment in multiple 
species and geographies; and 100% donation model that sends every cent of each 
donation directly to the field (free of any transaction or service fees). Corporate and 
individual donors alike treasure the direct connection to field partners (contrasted with 
the “middle man” approach employed by other wildlife NGOs) as well as the 
opportunity to visit WCN project sites personally.  
 
At a high level, WCN has growth opportunities with respect to its attitude towards “first-
order” benefits, and needs to focus on the greater second- and third- order benefits of 
cause marketing engagements and corporate relationships. Current efforts are heavily 
dependent on the efforts of 1-2 people which occasionally make it difficult to operate on 
for-profit timelines; increased capacity to properly support corporate engagements on a 
timely manner will be another key element of success going forward.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This Capstone provided foundational explorations that support an innovative, largely-
untapped resource for the Wildlife Conservation Network to leverage resources: cause 
marketing engagements with the corporate sector. It yielded insights on the origins of 
affinity and empathy for wildlife, which are critical for understanding how to engage 
both individuals at the helm decision-making within corporations, as well as “end-user” 
individuals at the crossroads of a purchasing decision. Many insights were also gathered 
with respect to management practices that should be implemented to best support 
corporate engagements on a tactical level; namely, that team-driven, strengths-based 
management styles will best serve both the organization and its fundraising efforts as a 
whole. Finally, a deeper understanding of best practices in cause marketing engagement 
was gained, underscoring the need for a deeply personalized and meaningful approach 
to corporate engagements to yield truly creative and effective fundraising initiatives. The 
ultimate impact of this Capstone elevates the goals of for-profit partners while generating 
significant funding for the Wildlife Conservation Network and the conservation space, 
ensuring a future for imperiled species across the world. 
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