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HOW TO
Select & Approach 
High Profile Ambassadors 
Today more than ever, charities are employing high profile people to help them get 
their message out.  Nicole Partridge finds out more about the benefits of having an 
ambassador programme and how to select and approach the right people.

Angelina Jolie

   Ambassadors
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It was early 2001 when a young striking actress walked into 
the Washington office of UNHCR. There were no press 
agents by her side, no paparazzi, no screaming fans and not 

a red carpet in sight. She simply introduced herself to staff and 
then asked if there was anything she could do to help.

A short time later, equipped with a notebook, camera and a 
burning desire to learn more about the plight of refugees, she 
boarded a plane bound for war torn Sierra Leone and Tanzania 
– a trip that would prove to be a turning point.

In August of the same year, after discussions with UNHCR 
and several trips to Africa, Cambodia and Pakistan, Rudd 
Lubbers, the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees officially 
appointed Angelina Jolie as Goodwill Ambassador.  

Since her appointment eight years ago, Angelina has 
travelled to more than 20 counties and five continents. It has 
been these arduous field trips to some of the world’s most 
impoverished nations, coupled with her willingness to be a 
voice for the rights of refugees, both publicly and politically 
that has cemented her role with UNHCR and won her 
international acclaim.

Naomi Steer, National Director, for UNHCR Australia 
believes the appointment of Angelina Jolie was one of 
UNHCR’s most significant public awareness initiatives. “I 
think Angelina single-handedly brought global attention to the 
work of UNHCR,” says Naomi. Global humanitarian issues 
are now being played out on the world’s stage with Angelina 
taking a leading role. 

Another award winning actor, playing a significant role 
with UNHCR is Ben Affleck.  In December 2008, Ben 
launched a short film, titled Gimme Shelter, which highlights 
the crisis in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  Like 
Angelina, Ben has travelled to central Africa numerous times 
in order to better understand the plight of the refugees and to 
help raise awareness and funds for UNHCR’s global work for 
refugees.  

Angelina Jolie and Ben Affleck are just a few of a growing 
list of high profile people who are lending their name and 
influence to champion causes around the world. By using their 
star power, many celebrities have turned the spotlight on issues 
such as global poverty and injustice, depression, homelessness 
and cancer.

According to an article in the Washington Post, the links 
between Hollywood and philanthropy are stronger than ever. 
Stars generate millions of dollars in donations, sensitize the 
public and engage people attracted by popular culture with the 

serious foreign policy issues of the day.  Public appearances 
by well-known Hollywood heavyweights have made a huge 
impact for charity. According to the Post, when CNN’s 
Anderson Cooper interviewed Angelina on her work with 
UNHCR in 1996, donations spiked by half a million dollars. 

Here in Australia, charities are also seeing a significant 
shift in revenue as a direct result of engaging high profile 
ambassadors.

When Sarah Murdoch joined the National Breast Cancer 
Foundation in 1997, the organisation was raising $1 million per 
year for breast cancer research. Today, according to Vanessa 
Marven, Media and Communications Manager that figure 
is around $16.5m - an increase attributed largely to Sarah’s 
involvement. In addition to increased revenue, Vanessa says 
Sarah’s patronage has added credibility, helped engage many 
other high profile ambassadors and equipped them to reach a 
wider audience.

Naomi Steer agrees with the power of a high profile person 
in increasing revenue and attracting a new audience.  In 2000 
when UNHCR were trying to enlist public support for Afghan 
refugees, it was the backing of cricket legend Ian Chappell that 
helped them communicate their message to a much broader 
audience. She also highlights the impact Jane Turner, (a.k.a. 
Kath, from Kath and Kim) has had on the organisation. “Jane, 
in her role as Kath has a lot of public credibility and speaks 
to a much wider audience than we would be able to,” Naomi 
explains. After travelling to Chad with UNHCR several years 
ago, Jane appeared on A Current Affair. “It had been difficult to 
get support for what was happening in Chad at the time. Jane 
was on air for five minutes and we were absolutely inundated 
with calls. It was the largest amount we had raised for a single 
appeal.”

SELECTING & APPROACHING THE RIGHT PERSON 
The benefits are clear, so how do you go about selecting 

and approaching a high profile person?
“When selecting and approaching anyone for a charitable 
cause, you have to be convinced that there is a good 
relationship and good fit between the cause and that person,” 
explains Sue-Anne Wallace, CEO of the Fundraising Institute 
of Australia. “It’s going to be quite an intimate relationship if it 
works well.  Just choosing a big name is not going to provide 
any particular benefit to the charity if that affinity and passion 
doesn’t exist on both sides.” 

With his Sri Lankan background, commitment to 
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sponsoring children and genuine interest in the work and 
the organisation, Jamie Durie was a natural fit for Plan in 
Australia, says Aimee Suchard-Lowe, Director of Marketing 
and Communications. “After seeing the work we were doing 
was making a difference, Jamie was inspired to become an 
ambassador,” she says “The partnership works so well. Our 
focus is to be positive, real and engaging and Jamie is just 
that.”

Jamie himself believes his role with Plan was a natural 
progression from his sponsorship. He is also very clear 
about his position, “It’s about creating awareness in every 
opportunity I have,” he points out. “Whether it’s on or off 
television. It can be via websites, direct mail campaigns, radio 
campaigns, documentaries and charity appearances.  I get 
involved with all those activities and I fly the flag wherever I 
can. My goal is to help people better understand the good work 
Plan does around the world.”

Flying the flag for breast cancer research became all the 
more important for television presenter and actress, Sara 
Groen after a brush with breast cancer in her family. “I had 
done a few bits and pieces for the National Breast Cancer 
Foundation seven years ago when I first started out in 
television, explains Sara, “then my mum was diagnosed with 
breast cancer. Through her experience and treatment, I became 
more involved.  I wanted to do something to give back to the 
Foundation.”

According to Sara, her role with the National Breast Cancer 
Foundation includes speaking at events, raising awareness 
through her television appearances and participating in 
strategic initiatives. “In 2007, I was heavily involved in the 
Mount Franklin campaign, where I worked with a designer 
to develop a bag and bottle,” she says. “This year, I will be 
working on the Fashion Targets Breast Cancer campaign.”  

Sara also firmly believes one of the keys to success in 
selecting the right ambassador is to find someone who is 
passionate about your cause. “It was important for me to 
commit myself to something I felt passionate about and that I 
could give my time to.” 

 It’s been this kind of passion that has been a driving force 
for Jamie Durie who speaks enthusiastically about his child 
sponsorships, television specials and all the amazing people he 
has met during his time in Sri Lanka, Africa and more recently, 
India.  

But what if the relationship doesn’t flow naturally from 
a passionate personal connection? Vanessa Marven suggests 
doing research first. “In selecting ambassadors for the National 
Breast Cancer Foundation, we look for people who reflect 
the brand essence of our organisation. Our brand is to be 
accessible, female and influential,” she says.  Scan the list 
of 32 celebrities who help raise the profile of breast cancer 
research and you’ll see they are just that. Not all have had a 
personal experience with breast cancer, but all fit the brand 
essence of the organisation.

Jamie Durie’s advice to charities is to approach with a 
shotgun, not a rifle.  “Find out whether that person has a 
common thread, or an affinity to the work first,” advises Jamie, 
who receives around 20 requests per week. “Many charities 
will waste their time and the celebrities’ time if they haven’t 
done their homework.”    

UNHCR looks for influential people and celebrities who 
have global, national or regional appeal. The process starts 
with a 12 month working relationship covering a range of 
activities including: visits to the field, media, or supporting an 
event.  Both parties will then decide if the partnership has a 

future. According to Naomi, UNHCR’s Special Representatives 
also contribute financially. “The fundamental in fundraising is 
that you can’t ask others to give if you’re not giving,” she says. 
“Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt have donated millions of dollars 
to UNHCR. In the first five years, it was around a million 
dollars each year. Along with the Gates’, Angelina was one of 
the largest contributors to UNHCR,” she adds. 

Naomi’s advice to charities, “Start looking for people who 
are aligned with your mission and cause and who are a good 
fit. Think through the kind of activities or initiatives you would 
want them to be involved in and then approach them with a 
discussion.”

APPROACHING HIGH PROFILE AMBASSADORS
“Before approaching a high profile person, you need to 

be clear about what your charity stands for and then look for 
someone who is best aligned with those values,” explains 
Vanessa Marven. “The person you choose has to have a good 
reputation and be highly regarded. If something goes wrong, it 
can destroy your credibility in an instant. Charities are built on 
credibility and trust.” 

According to Vanessa, once a celebrity has been selected, 
a letter of invitation is sent out from Patron, Sarah Murdoch. 
Next, the Foundation aims to set up a meeting to ascertain the 
person’s availability and what they are interested in doing for 
the organisation. “I think it’s important to establish up front 
whether they will do media interviews, attend events or travel. 
Once we have negotiated this, we can begin to work together.” 

For Plan, the relationship with Jamie Durie progressed 
without a letter of invitation or any kind of formal contract. 
“We talk with Jamie about his journeys (television specials) 
which will happen once every two years,” says Aimee. “In 
addition to the television specials he’s incredibly giving with 
his brand; he lets us utilize his name in other ways, because he 
trusts the relationship. We always keep him informed if we are 
doing a direct mail piece and we need to use one of his quotes 
or images.  He usually says ‘yeah. Not a problem!’” 

CONTRACT OR NO CONTRACT?
Aimee believes charities don’t always need to take a 

commercial approach with strict binding contracts. “Contracts 
can make both parties feel safe, in control and there’s less 
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risk. When you have a genuine relationship with clear-
shared understanding of goals, objectives and agreed rules 
of agreement, it feels real – which is important for your 
supporters too. It’s too easy, given commercial sponsorships, to 
question the reality and genuineness of a partnership.”

While a less commercial approach works for some 
charities, the flip side, according to Sue-Anne Wallace, is that 
a contract can help establish clarity for both parties. “It doesn’t 
necessarily have to be formal or legalistic, but it does need to 
be clear on what the celebrity will do and what the charity will 
do,” she explains.

HOW DO YOU KEEP A HIGH PROFILE AMBASSADOR 
ENGAGED?

 “Once you have celebrities on board, you have to keep 
them engaged, just as much as you have to keep the community 
engaged,” stresses Vanessa Marven. “We communicate with 
our ambassadors via our newsletters, phone calls and emails. 
We also keep them informed of developments and progress 
around the research we are funding. I think it would be difficult 
if initial contact was made and then they didn’t hear from 
us.  If someone signed on and then they didn’t hear from the 
organisation for 12 months, that would be a mistake.” 

Plan International Australia is also in constant contact with 
their ambassador, Jamie Durie, who says his inspiration for 
continuing are the kids he meets and the impact Plan’s work is 
having around the world.  He can re-count numerous stories of 
courageous people he has met during his travels – there’s the 
mother in Uganda racked with AIDS, the incredible lady with 
the mobile crèche, the children in Pakistan. “I don’t think those 
memories ever leave you,” reflects Jamie. “I think it makes 
you appreciate life more and what you have.  It also makes 
you appreciate what you can contribute as a human being, as 
an ambassador and a fellow man.  I cherish the opportunities 
I have had to travel to those places and meet those special 
people.”  

Sara Groen’s inspiration to continue comes from her 
own mother’s battle with cancer and the relationships she 
has developed with the team at the National Breast Cancer 
Foundation. “Over the past four years, I have developed really 
great relationships with these women. They’ll email me or call 
me and depending on my schedule, I’ll tell them what I can and 

can’t do. It’s just a matter of keeping up the discussion,” says 
Sara. According to Sara, the role will continue for as long as 
she feels she has something to contribute.

The motivation for the young woman who approached 
UNHCR eight years ago, is the fact that she has seen the need.  
In a recently published book, titled: Angelina, the biography, 
she says this, “Once you’ve seen people suffering, how can 
you not remember it all the time and do something towards 
making things better.  How can you not do something?  It 
sounds corny, but I want to make things better in the world, so 
whatever it takes to do that, I’m there.”

Nicole Partridge
Freelance Writer.
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In 2002, Olivia Newton-John joined forces with the Austin 
Hospital in Victoria to raise funds for a $140 million integrated 
cancer and wellness centre. Named after Olivia, the centre will 
combine world-class treatment, advanced cancer research and 
wellness therapies. “When we first approached Olivia, she was 
really excited about what we were doing,” said Director of Fund-
raising for Austin Health, Sharon Hillman. “The campaign is so 
successful because it is Olivia’s cause and everything about her 
involvement is real and genuine.”

Among the many events Olivia has championed; one of the 
most notable was the Great Walk to Beijing in April 2008, which 
attracted more than 100 celebrities, sports stars and cancer survi-
vors and $7 million worth of international media coverage. “Olivia 
has really been able to put our cancer centre appeal on the map, 
and has been able to give us some amazing brand recognition,” 
Sharon said.

Sharon offers the following tips for celebrity engagement: 
•  Do your research before making an approach.
•  Make sure you establish a link between the person and the  
   cause. 
•  Find someone who is genuinely committed, honest and passion 
   ate. 
•  Ensure you have the resources to manage the relationship. 
•  Remember that a ‘celebrity endorsement’ is not always the right        
    answer – only proceed when it makes good sense for your       
    brand –  and theirs.


