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Disclaimer: This case is based on a real organization headquartered in Washington, D.C. 

The details in the case are deliberately limited to information about ACS CAN. You are 

encouraged to conduct research, but only publicly available sources are acceptable. You 

are not permitted to contact your coach, advisor, professors, or any other individual. 

Please contact the competition directors at: challenge@hilltopconsultants.org if you have 

any questions during the competition.  

mailto:challenge@hilltopconsultants.org
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Background: American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network 

 

The American Cancer Society (ACS) Cancer Action Network (CAN) is a national 

non-profit grassroots advocacy organization focused on supporting legislative and 

regulatory public policies to impact cancer. Cancer is a first degree problem in everyone's 

lives; even if we are not directly impacted by cancer, we know someone who is. 

According to the World Health Organization, cancer is the second leading cause of death 

around the world, with an estimated 9.6 million deaths recorded in 2018 alone. It is 

currently estimated that 38.4% of Americans will be diagnosed with cancer in their 

lifetime. In addition to being a horrific disease and the second leading cause of death in 

the US as well, cancer cost the US health system roughly $87.8 billion in 2014.    

 

The American Cancer Society’s mission is to save lives, celebrate lives, and lead 

the fight for a world without cancer. ACS CAN is an affiliate organization of the 

American Cancer Society that was founded in 2001 to impact this mission through 

grassroots public policy advocacy.  Providing training, support and guidance for 

volunteers to advocate to their elected and government officials to build awareness and 

make an impact on public policy important to cancer. With this approach, volunteers 

influence legislators with their own unique stories and experiences. The goal of this 

process is to meaningfully influence politicians and motivate them to act and improve 

legislation to create better policies for cancer patients and their families. Legislation 

ranges from increasing funding at the federal level for cancer research at the National 

Institutes of Health and cancer control programs at the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, to tobacco control and access to care nationwide. 

 

Goals of the Organization: 

 

ACS CAN’s business model is built upon volunteer support and as a evidence-

based organization, research has shown, public policies are as impactful to cancer as are 

new scientific discoveries.  For this reason, ACS CAN plays a critical role in the success 
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of ACS’s mission to “create a world without cancer.” With regards to ACS CAN, this 

translates to two main policy goals: a) to enact legislation aimed at preventing cancer 

through funding proven prevention interventions, and, b) to improve the healthcare 

system for cancer survivors and those suffering from cancer.  

 

Industry Analysis: 

ACS CAN and its parent organization, the American Cancer Society, operate in 

the health services sector of the nonprofit industry. The health services sector is 

expansive and remains the largest sector within the US nonprofit industry in terms of 

economic value and employment. Since nonprofit health care comprises up to half of all 

nonprofit revenue and employment and retains the largest share of wages and salaries in 

the nonprofit industry, competition is fierce between organizations to attract talent, 

determine points of differentiation, and generate revenue as each organization ultimately 

seeks to scale its operations. 

The nonprofit health services sector can be further decomposed into various sub-

sectors that include healthcare providers, such as nonprofit hospitals, scientific research 

organizations, and support organizations like the American Cancer Society. Although 

these sub-sectors operate in different spaces within the nonprofit health services sector, 

they still compete to attract talent, especially in administrative roles, and attain name 

recognition that facilitates organizational activities. Because ACS CAN is the advocacy 

affiliate of the American Cancer Society and functions as the policy arm of its parent 

organization, both ACS CAN and ACS constitute major players within the sub-sector of 

health-based support organizations. In fact, the marketplace for health support 

organizations that focus on diseases is highly competitive as the pursuit of fundraising 

opportunities and charitable donations pit nonprofits against each other. Due to this 

competitive landscape, effective fundraising to raise awareness and enact legislative 

change requires a range of strategies that include engaging and retaining volunteers and 

donors, building a brand, extensive marketing, social media engagement, and most 

importantly, achieving points of differentiation and unique value propositions.  



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

M C D O N O U G H  B U S I N E S S  S T R A T E G Y  C H A L L E N G E  
 

Page 5 

Case: American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network 2019 

 

 

Advocacy, Lobbying, and Public Policy in American Government: 

As the advocacy affiliate of the American Cancer Society, ACS CAN was 

founded to directly lobby the goals of ACS with the express purpose of influencing 

legislators and other policymakers to enact favorable legislation that makes the 

elimination of cancer a national priority. ACS CAN is a separate organization from the 

American Cancer Society (ACS), and files separate 990 forms as a 501 (c) (4). Because 

the American Cancer Society is subject to restrictions on advocacy activities as a 

byproduct of its tax classification, ACS CAN serves to advance the parent organization’s 

agenda with advocacy measures including but not limited to lobbying.     

 

Since advocacy in this scenario encompasses lobbying but is not defined by the 

term, it is important to render a distinction between advocacy activities and lobbying 

related activities. Generally, advocacy refers to the sociopolitical discussion regarding the 

issues most closely related to an organization’s purpose or mission. Typically, nonprofit 

advocacy requires prolonged time and effort because it serves as ongoing effort to engage 

representatives, policymakers, the community, donors, and other stakeholders. As such, 

advocacy entails education and the promotion of services rather than trying to influence a 

particular legislative change.  

 

Meanwhile, lobbying supports or opposes a specific piece of legislation, 

regulation, candidate, or official (though ACS CAN is non-partisan and does not support 

or oppose candidates or elected officials.) Staff or volunteers may work to influence 

legislation or policymakers on behalf of the organization or an organization may ask for 

public support on a specific issue. For many nonprofits, lobbying educates their donors 

about specific legislation that can benefit or harm the general public, the nonprofit’s 

mission, or its constituents. 
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While the regulatory designations between advocacy and lobbying are beyond the 

scope of this case, both lobbying and advocacy are great strategies to help further a 

nonprofit organization’s goals. Correspondingly, ACS CAN uses each strategy 

extensively to further its parent organization’s objective of championing the fight against 

cancer.   

 

Competitors/Similar Organizations: 

Though ACS CAN is legally separate from the ACS, the organization as a whole 

faces many of the same competitors in the charitable space. The Susan G. Komen 

Foundation, St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital, The American Institute for Cancer Research, 

and the Livestrong Foundation are all large nonprofits dedicated to broad scale cancer 

research and advocacy. However, the ACS also faces competition from disease specific 

organizations. Nearly every form of cancer has its own dedicated charitable organization. 

As ACS members have told us, the ACS received most of its donations and volunteers 

from those who have been affected by cancer in their lives or in the lives of those close to 

them.  Many feel more inclined to support an organization more directly related to their 

experience (e.g. a breast cancer patient may want to support a cancer organization that 

focuses exclusively on breast cancer). Additionally, the distinction between ACS and 

ACS CAN is often not clear to the uninitiated donor.  

 

Increasing Volunteer Diversity: The Problem 

Ultimately, volunteers are critical to the organization and success of ACS CAN. 

As a primarily grass-roots organization, there are relatively few employees on payroll, 

while the vast majority of the work and lobbying is done on a national scale by 

volunteers. Volunteers can engage with ACS CAN in a variety of ways - setting up 

meetings, writing emails and letters to their elected officials, or attending the public 

meeting sessions of their elected officials. ACS CAN has a grassroots volunteer 

leadership program, an “ambassador” program, that includes a State Lead Ambassador in 

each state and the District of Columbian, and an “ACT” Lead in each congressional 

district. While there are clear responsibilities that have been designated to these 
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grassroots leadership volunteers, ultimately, they engage to whatever degree they wish, 

and they self-report their engagement to ACS CAN using an online database. 

Additionally, grassroots volunteer leaders work most closely with the grassroots manager 

(a full-time staff member) assigned to their state, and receive additional support from 

regional and national grassroots, volunteer engagement, and training staff. However, 

State Lead Ambassadors and ACT Lead Ambassadors are encouraged to take on the 

management of other, downstream volunteers by involving them in the planning of local 

events, coordinating their participation in state capitol lobby day visits, etc.  

 

Due to the critical role that volunteers play in the organization, it is important that 

ACS CAN continue to attract and retain volunteers that are talented, come from a diverse 

background, and are passionate about the ACS CAN agenda on cancer awareness and 

policy issues. Increasingly, lawmakers and elected officials are looking for nonprofit 

organizations to better reflect the communities they serve. ACS CAN recognizes that it 

has a long way to go in engaging a younger, more diverse volunteer base. In the 

aftermath of the 2018 Congressional Midterm elections, which has resulted in the 

inauguration of the youngest, most female, and most diverse Congress to date, ACS 

CAN’s volunteer base should ideally represent the shifting demographics of the country. 

Furthermore, meaningfully engaging with a younger generation will secure the continued 

vitality of this organization  

 

ACS CAN is looking for each team to develop a comprehensive volunteer 

attraction, engagement, and retention strategy that will mobilize the younger generation 

with the purpose of supporting the ACS CAN mission. The youth of today will become 

tomorrow’s leaders and helping ACS CAN engage with a new volunteer base can help 

sustain their organization and make their mission of “a world without cancer” a reality.  
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