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H

e painted. It made him feel better. He thought it would help others. That’s
the simple part of Jeff Sparr’s story. It’s the everything-in-the-middle part
that can and will move you. In his battle with Obsessive Compulsive
Disorder (OCD) – a disorder of the brain and behavior defined by persistent
thoughts and ritualistic behaviors that
can interfere with daily activities and relationships – Sparr had good days and
bad, until his days mostly became bad.
Thinking he had lost his mind, Sparr
By Michael J. Pallerino
sought help at Butler Hospital, a leading
psychiatric facility in Providence, R.I.,
which eventually diagnosed him with OCD. After a friend recommended
painting as a way to deal with his anxiety, Sparr stopped by a local art supply
store and bought some paints, brushes and canvases. He started painting.
When an impromptu art show featuring his works and thrown together by his
cousin, Matt Kaplan, sold more than $16,000 worth of paintings, Sparr was
motivated into action.

Aligning your brand with more
than bottom line success
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The Cause
Two weeks later, Kaplan and Sparr showed
up at a Children’s Intensive Treatment Unit at
Butler Hospital, where Sparr was both a patient and board member, with a huge bag of
paints, brushes and canvases. After spending
the ensuing hours – and weeks – motivating people with his therapeutic form of relief,
Sparr started PeaceLove, a movement of hope
and support for communities impacted by
mental health disorders. Through the sale of
merchandise and support of its growing list
of partners, it continues to change lives impacted by mental health disorders.
Today, PeaceLove is driven by the help it
receives from corporate partners such as CVS
Health, Michaels, Zappos, Jockey Scrubs, Life
is Good, and more. Each of these organizations
continue to make incredible investments in
time, energy and resources to grow and transform opportunities to support mental health
and PeaceLove’s expressive arts programs.
“There are a ton of great causes in the
world, all of them important,” says Kaplan, the
co-founder and CEO of PeaceLove. “We provide
our partners opportunities to do well by doing
good. We collaborate with them to create merchandise that carry a message of hope in support of mental health. Proceeds from the sales
provide life-changing expressive arts programs
to communities in need. It’s a win, win, win.”
Each brand is not only helping create
awareness for PeaceLove and mental health,
but some are even creating corporate level
wellness initiatives for their employees. They
also are providing volunteer opportunities
within the communities they support to expand the PeaceLove brand and its mission.
One of PeaceLove’s biggest partnership
success stories involves ALEX AND ANI. In
May 2014, PeaceLove began to work with
its Charity By Design division to create the
“Peace of Mind” bangle, with the hope that
consumers would connect with its message
and signature paint splatter design. Together,
they worked to share the PeaceLove story. To
date, more than 60,000 bangles have been
sold, with 20 percent of the profit going directly to support PeaceLove programs.
“More and more companies are investing
in mental health,” Kaplan says. “The bottom
line is that it’s good for business. We have met
some brilliant people and organizations that
are sincerely interested and passionate about
bringing this challenge and opportunity to the
forefront of their organizations and customers.”
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Passion Projects are the
new Passion Projects
More and more companies are helping brand
their commitment into the communities and
consumer groups they serve by taking on passion projects. For example, American Express
recently launched a six-month competition
that’s similar to a monthly Kickstarter for
funding passion project ideas.
Under the program’s guidelines, anyone
can submit an idea for a project by answering
two questions: “What is your passion project?”
and “Why is it important to you?”
The Twitter-friendly – 140 characters
each – competition will award 10 winners
through December and give them $2,000 in
gift cards to spend.

Marketing executives like Chris Sizemore say that these types of efforts are
proving that a company’s main barometer
of success is transcending what the bottom
line reads. “Many customers notice when
a business or brand is involved in philanthropic efforts or is giving back to the community, which in turn creates a bottom line
impact because they want to do business
with you,” says Sizemore, co-founder and
CEO of Creative Mischief, a national interactive design agency.
The real bottom line is that a successful
company is a socially conscious one. “The
stronger your brand connects with the community, the stronger your brand becomes,”
Sizemore says. “Without a strong connection
to philanthropy and the community, a brand is
disconnected to its customer base.”

More than anything else, it shows integrity. Giving back makes a difference, which
should be equally as important as anything
else. Sizemore says that the “making a difference” part speaks more for a brand than the
bottom line.
“Philanthropy and giving back can be
a brand’s largest area of growth,” Sizemore
says. “If a company focuses on cultivating
new generations of philanthropists and getting involved in the community, they connect
with their customers. Corporate clients see
the benefit of working with a socially conscious company. If clients or consumers like
a company’s product and like what the company stands for, they will want to do business with that company. Consumers will

often feel a connection with a brand if they
share the same values.”

Finding a cause that fits your mission
Carlos Moreno loves to talk about the kids.
And when the conversation hits the part
about the role that education plays in shaping their futures, the impassioned inflection
in his voice moves a couple of octaves higher.
The former teacher and principal believes
wholeheartedly that education is the path to
a greater good. It’s the “how” that shifts him
into another direction.

When Moreno, the co-executive director of Big Picture Learning, starts talking to
potential allies of the non-profit organization
dedicated to a fundamental redesign of today’s education system, his passion can be
mesmerizing. In the schools that Big Picture
Learning envisions, students take responsibility for their own education. Testing for
competencies in core subjects is not enough
– educators have to pay attention to the
whole child. His interests. His talents. His
family connections.
Founded by Dennis Littky and Elliot Washor in 1995, Big Picture Learning’s sole mission
has been to encourage, incite and effect change
in the U.S. educational system. Part of their
educational redesign called for its students to
spend considerable time doing real work in
the community under the tutelage of volunteer
mentors. They would not be evaluated solely
on the basis of standardized tests. Instead,
they would be assessed on their performance,
on exhibitions and demonstrations of achievement, on motivation, and on the habits of
mind, hand, heart and behavior that
they display.
A part of the success behind Big Picture Learning is
the companies that have
committed both financial
and volunteer efforts. For
example, after the director of educational programs at the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation discovered the
school, the foundation
became a continual
financial contributor,
pledging several grants
that helped take the
program national.

“There’s a ‘feel good’ element to large corporations helping low income kids to get lifetrajectory-transforming opportunities,” Moreno
says. “It makes them seem more human and
compassionate. I think there is an alignment to
passion projects for some companies.”
Take a good hard look at the new Corporate
America, and you might be pleasantly surprised
by some of what you see, Sizemore says. “There
has definitely been a shift in business and commitment to social responsibility. Companies are
finding ways to cut costs and be more sustainable, and are repurposing the money they’re saving toward philanthropy and community work.”
Sizemore says today’s businesses are
helping their employees and clients make a
difference. “Employees have begun to look at
this as a factor in where they want to work,
and customers and clients have begun to view
this as a factor in how they do business with
or where they spend their money. Businesses
are helping their employees and clients make
a difference.”
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