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Summary  

 

In 2014, the Canadian Cancer Society was facing a challenge – a significant slowing of dollars 

coming into the charity’s coffers as a result of a loss of share to a number of other charities. We 

needed to understand how we could reignite Canadian’s commitment to the Canadian Cancer 

Society, but quickly realized we needed to tackle not just the image of the CCS, but actually how 

cancer is perceived by Canadians as a whole. 

 

The result was the Fearless Challenge, a unique multi-channel initiative that encouraged Canadians 

to face their fear, so those living with cancer could do the same. 

 

With highly successful traditional and digital advertising, as well as a great deal of press pickup, the 

Fearless Challenge has proved that Canadians are behind taking the fear out of cancer. 
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Marketing Challenge 
 

The Canadian Cancer Society (CCS) was established in 1938 and has since become the most 

influential charitable organization in Canada.   

 

However, despite this influence, they have been steadily losing share of fundraising dollars to the 

over 250 cancer-related charities in Canada and other large not-for-profits such as the Heart and 

Stroke Foundation of Canada, Canadian Red Cross, United Way and more.  

 

Canadians were directing their charity dollars to different causes (both cancer and non-cancer 

specific) in large part because they were growing tired of the same messaging and “noise” about 

around charities in Canada.  

 

The CCS needed to change the way Canadians thought about cancer. 

 

Our challenge was to develop a breakthrough fundraising campaign that would boost fundraising 

dollars and reignite interest in and conversation around CCS. 
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Methodology 
 

Our research team began a comprehensive two-step research phase, moving through discovery to 

cause-awareness level-setting. Discovery revealed that the competitive set is mainly talking about 

finding a cure for cancer, despite cancer being caused by a variety of factors, including genetics, 

lifestyle, and even environment.12   

 

Having established that we needed to move away from simply talking about finding a cure and 

move into a new territory, we undertook extensive qualitative and anthropological research in 

partnership with renowned anthropologist Grant McCracken, where we uncovered a key insight no 

other Canadian cancer charity was using in their marketing strategies: 
 

Despite an over 60% average survival rate, Cancer is still the most feared diagnosis a 

person can get3. Cancer is seen as a death sentence.  

 

Our research also revealed that the way Canadians are engaging with charities was changing. Door-

to-door and even email-based donation methods were quickly losing ground to mobile donation and 

crowd-funding.  

 

Armed with these two key insights, the research team now knew exactly what charitable causes 

Canadians were donating to, and how they were donating. We now needed a creative idea capable 

of capitalizing on both that would leave competitive charities flat-footed. 
 

 

 

 

Creative Execution 
 

From our innovative research insight, we changed to conversation from cancer “cure” to being 

“fearless” about cancer. We developed a new online campaign - the Fearless Challenge, a 

groundbreaking fundraising event and campaign that challenges Canadians to face their fears, so 

those living with cancer can do the same. We needed to reframe the conversation around cancer – 

with new breakthroughs – cancer could be seen more as a nuisance than a death sentence. We 

wanted cancer to be seen like the common cold.  

 

Gathering over 30 celebrity endorsements, we launched the campaign in August 2014 with a 

customized fundraising platform, FearlessChallenge.com, featuring video pledges of Canadians 

offering to face their fears for fundraising dollars. 

 

Once participants reached their stated goal they would have to “complete” their challenge, whether 

this meant shaving their beards, going sky-diving, getting a tattoo, or touching a snake.  

Videos of the completed challenge were uploaded to the website and featured across the Canadian 

Cancer Society’s channels. The campaign, which is a fully integrated (Ontario-only) campaign 

featuring radio, video, OOH, and interactive digital drove Ontarians to the site at 

FearlessChallenge.ca. 

 

On the site, users could initiate their own challenge, and of course view and donate to the 

challenges of others. Seamless social sharing functionality encouraged users to share their challenge 

with family and friends.  
 

                                                        
1 “The Next Generation of Canadian Giving”, 2013. Blackbaud. 
2 “Peer to Peer Fundraising Benchmark Study” 2013, Blackbaud. 
3 Ipsos 
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Business Impact  
 

While the campaign is still ongoing, initial results have been staggering: 

 The campaign has received over 38M earned media impressions with coverage from Toronto 

Star, Globe & Mail, ET Canada, Breakfast Television, AdWeek, Creative Review, 

NewsTalk1010, and CTV to name a few.  

 The paid media results are breaking benchmarks with click-through rates of 14.2% and 

engagement rates of 30.3% (compared to industry benchmarks of 0.1-0.4%)4 

 

Comments on the campaign were overwhelmingly positive: 

 Jeff Hopper of CTV said, “I can’t think of a better reason to terrify myself.” 

 AdWeek called the Fearless Challenge “Kickstarter meets Fear Factor for a good cause”.  

 Even health and cancer bloggers got on board: “I am so glad that this campaign is not just 

about putting a pink sticker on things but to challenge each person to take a tiny step into the 

world of fear that we were plunged into and celebrate the bravery that is put upon every 

cancer warrior.” (FacingCancer.ca – BothSides Blog) 

 

Clearly, the Fearless Challenge has shown Canadians that the fear really can be taken out of cancer. 
 

 

                                                        
4  UM Media Tracking, Internal Social Sentiment and Activity Reporting, Donation Reporting, 2014. 


