
 

 
  

FLOW: 
Reaching 
Beyond the In-
Person In-Group 
Michelle Wentling 

  
 



Table of Contents 
I.   Abstract ................................................................. 2 

II.   Introduction .......................................................... 2 

III.   Background ........................................................... 2 

IV.   Solution ................................................................. 3 

V.   Conclusion ............................................................. 4 

VI.   Appendix ............................................................... 4 

VII.   References ............................................................. 5 

VIII.   Index ..................................................................... 5 

IX.    



FLOW: REACHING BEYOND THE IN-PERSON IN-GROUP - MICHELLE WENTLING 2 

Abstract 
 
The following paper identifies and analyzes multiple points for expansion and transformation of 
the social media outlets utilized by Friends of the Lower Olentangy Watershed (FLOW) based in 
Columbus, OH. A background to the underlying marketing and communication issues we 
experience at FLOW through social media is described from my perspective as a writing intern. 
The paper looks at interviews and studies conducted by academics across the nation that identify 
key general struggles for nonprofit marketing and general social media usage. Additionally, I 
compare FLOW’s tactics to those described in a case study of one of the world’s largest 
environmental nonprofits: Greenpeace. Finally, this paper suggests alternatives to the manner in 
which FLOW currently operates through their website and social media in order to communicate 
with an audience beyond those we know in person who belong to an in-group of environmental 
stewards. 

Introduction 
 
Friends of the Lower Olentangy Watershed focuses on ecosystem services within the Olentangy 
Watershed. The watershed is 32 miles long and is home to a diverse range of flora and fauna 
alike. Additionally, 250,000 people reside within this 32 mile stretch. FLOW struggles to 
captivate a larger portion of this audience, especially since many of the residents living within 
the watershed happen to be of a transient nature. Many rent within the area, and many are 
students since the area is also home to one of the nation’s largest universities. Therefore, a large 
portion of this population is drawn to the area solely for four years of education at the Ohio State 
University.  
 
Not only is the population within the watershed fairly transient, it is extremely diverse in age, 
occupation, political affiliation, and ideology. Environmental organizations and movements have 
a tendency to polarize populations in opposition of political parties that either support or 
denounce environmental action. Such politicization of environmental efforts has the ability to 
make it difficult to create and retain a cross-party coalition of environmental stewards. However, 
the work of FLOW affects all members of this population and can be framed as efforts to 
improve not only the strength of the watershed but also the health and well-being of human 
populations residing within the area. 
 
How, then, do we captivate and form a larger coalition among such a large audience of residents 
with a diverse set of ideologies and a high turnover rate through enhanced social media usage? 

Background 
 
FLOW’s Current Social Media Usage 
FLOW utilizes online communications on a nearly-daily basis. The organization regularly posts 
events on both their website and Facebook page. However, the group rarely, if ever, expands to 
other forms of social media. The organization explicitly refrains from identifying itself as an 
advocacy group. The efforts of those at FLOW, including myself and the fellow writing interns, 
must fall under the goals of an outreach organization. This is likely an effort on the part of the 
donors and chairs to prevent any association with lobbyists or simply politically charged 
environmental groups such as local constituents: Defend Our Future, NextGen Climate, etc.   
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Our website is in the form of a blog, which is a recent update. However, I can identify several 
limitations to this platform including lack of 2-way interaction and listening.  
Additionally, we do not localize our online media for specific demographic groups or locations 
within the 32 miles of watershed. The same material is being broadcasted to 60-year old 
Clintonville residents with vested interests in conservation as 20-year old OSU students new to 
Columbus living in dorms or apartments. Not only are the messages the same, but FLOW relies 
on two platforms: our website and our Facebook page. We are not active on Instagram or 
Twitter, which are most widely utilized by ages 18-29 (Brenner and Duggan, 1-8).  
 
Platform Focus for Stewardship Organizations 
According to Svendson and Campbell, environmental stewardship organizations are often 
overshadowed in the urban setting by larger quality of life issues such as public health, 
community well-being, economic development, and social justice. Therefore, it is often difficult 
for organizations such as FLOW that are focused on land management to gear the attention of its 
diverse residents toward issues such as water and pollution. For the aforementioned reason, 
environmental nonprofits and organizations to work primarily on direct action, self-help, and 
other forms of community-building (Svendson and Campbell, 2).  
 
FLOW’s Methods of Addressing the Audience 
At FLOW, we focus on direct, localized actions such as tree plantings, invasive species 
removals, and river cleanups. The Facebook page for FLOW, which is managed primarily by 
two people who demonstrate variance in tone and style, promotes events and shares educational 
material and success stories. However, these do not require back-and-forth interaction between 
FLOW and those of us working at FLOW and our audience, which can lead to diversion of 
attention among other deterrents. A series of interview with 11 community members conducted 
by researchers at the University of Nebraska identified major issues with social media use for 
nonprofits. The participants all identified, to some extent, a desire for listening and engagement 
on behalf of the nonprofit (Abel et. al, 5). Audiences require that the organization form a 
relationship with them. FLOW achieves relationships through in-person interactions at volunteer 
events, which are frequent. They do not, however, demonstrate quick response time or fluid, 
constant online interaction with their 1,000 Facebook followers. 

Solution 
 
Social Media Content 
With respect to both case studies for the American Redcross and Greenpeace as well as research 
conducted by universities on the subject, we can improve our social media platforms, campaigns, 
and methods in the following ways 
 

-   localization 
At FLOW, we can localize marketing to our demographics in order to address the more 
specific issues different sectors of the watershed population confront. According to 
Greenpeace, which relies heavily on online and social media campaigns to connect with a 
worldwide network of over 18,000 volunteers and 31 million subscribers, campaigns 
must be relevant to very specific target communities in order to ensure success 
(McQuillan, 5-9).  
 

-   direct action 
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Greenpeace also found it to be beneficial to provide social media audiences with action-
based links and components to their pages. These often link their Facebook to their 
website and encourage users to move beyond the specific action to the organization’s 
overall campaign (McQuillan, 8). The focus on direct action is also identified by the 
Journal of Urban Land Use. Svendson and Campbell suggest that environmental 
stewardship organizations place a higher importance on communication, leveraging, and 
community development—all of which can be achieved to some extent through online 
work (1). 
 

-   Listening 
The most pervasive successful social media strategy identified in case studies and 
interviews is the act of listening. Users require a two-way, personalized conversation with 
organizations. FLOW could improve response time on Facebook, respond to Facebook 
comments in a more personalized manner, and open an online forum for public questions 
and responses. With a heightened importance on listening, we can obtain stronger, solid 
relationships with our audience and form trust with even social medias with whom we 
may never have direct, in-person conversations.  

 
Expansion of Platforms 
 
In addition to a shift in personalization of content and conversation, FLOW can expand beyond 
the Facebook and weblog arena to address a population living within the watershed that is 
inactive on these sites. An Instagram and Twitter campaign should be instilled provided there is a 
sufficient number of volunteers or interns to manage the sites. Content should not simply be 
utilized as “one-size fits all”. We must curate specific messages and employ a variety of tones on 
each form of social media in order to refrain from message fatigue as well as to communicate 
more effectively with varying audiences. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Friends of the Lower Olentangy Watershed is widely known throughout the environmental 
community. However, in order for the organization to expand its audience to a larger portion of 
the diverse Columbus community, social media can be used more effectively to encourage direct 
action, listen to the population, and establish trust among our audiences. The vital component to 
transitioning to a more effective means of social media usage is the increase in specificity of 
messages. Messages and posts should be tailored to more specific demographics within the wider 
audience of 32 million in order to connect more clearly with them. 

Appendix 
% of U.S. adults who use each social media platform 

 Facebook Instagram LinkedIn Twitter 
Total 68% 35% 25% 24% 
Men 62% 30% 25% 23% 
Women 74% 39% 25% 24% 
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 Facebook Instagram LinkedIn Twitter 
Ages 18-29 81% 64% 29% 40% 
30-49 78% 40% 33% 27% 
50-64 65% 21% 24% 19% 
65+ 41% 10% 9% 8% 
White 67% 32% 26% 24% 
Black 70% 43% 28% 26% 
Hispanic 73% 38% 13% 20% 
High school or less 60% 29% 9% 18% 
Some college 71% 36% 22% 25% 
College graduate 77% 42% 50% 32% 
Urban 75% 42% 30% 29% 
Suburban 67% 34% 27% 23% 
Rural 58% 25% 13% 17% 

Source: Source: Survey conducted Jan. 3-10, 2018. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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