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The Hospital for Sick Children,
 corporately branded as SickKids, 
is Toronto’s famed pediatric 
hospital and research centre. 
Advertising campaigns have been 
a constant in SickKids’ fundraising 
strategy, alerting the general 
public to the need for private 
donations to fund their life-saving 
research and care. 

In 2014, SickKids launched their 
biggest campaign to date, “Better 
tomorrows,” under the creative 
direction of J Walter Thompson 
Canada. This documentary-style 
campaign included 42 television 
spots telling the personal stories 
of real SickKids patients. The 
tone was emotional; it was a 
heart-wrenching exposé of the 
reality that sick children and their 
families face.

 The two-year campaign brought 
in record donations for SickKids 
Foundation, topped off by $39 
million in donations in December 
2015 alone. But the foundation 
noted that surges in donations 
came from returning donors; the 
campaign was failing to bring in new 
donors. 

Market research showed that this 
committed donor pool was 
predominantly women aged 35-59. 
SickKids Foundation recognized that 
they faced two unique challenges. 
First, their donors were aging and 
they were failing to attract new, 
younger donors. Second, they were 
failing to reach half of the potential 
donor population: men. 

Rather than allowing their 
demographic challenges to slow 
their success, SickKids Foundation 
decided to plan ahead by launching 
a campaign to target their untapped 
market of men 35-and-under.
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SickKids ads of the past tugged at heartstring



The SickKids VS campaign casts sick children as tough competitors against their conditions.

An innovative rebrand

Under the direction of marketing 
agency Cossette, SickKids rebranded. 
The failure of their previous campaign 
to attract new donors meant that the 
SickKids brand had become stale. People 
expect warmth and compassion from 
hospital fundraising. SickKids had to do 
something different and drastic; they 
had to refine their image. A bold rebrand 
can be risky. You can lose your current 
donor base. If the rebrand fails, it can be 
costly. 

With the help of Cossette, SickKids’ 
strategy was a drastic rebrand from a 
cause brand to a performance brand. 
Cause branding is the customary 
approach for campaigns raising 
awareness or money for a worthy cause. 
Cause marketing is warm, slow-paced, 
emotional; it tugs at your heartstrings 
and begs for your sympathy. Cause 
branding is emotional; it begs for 
your sympathy. Cause marketing has 
been shown to work better on women. 
Performance branding is associated with 
the likes of Nike and UnderArmour. 
Performance marketing uses visuals 
and devices or sports performance 
as metaphors and analogies for 
perseverance and toughness; it connects 
the brand with an adrenaline rush. 

The result was the VS campaign. VS 
casts young patients as warriors and 
their conditions as the enemy. Sick 
children are athletes and superheroes 
who stand tall in the faces of their 
unbelievable challenges. The tone is 
bold, loud, energetic, and aggressive.

“It’s a dimension of the brand that has 
always been there, just not one that we 
have focused on in communications,” 
explains Lori Davidson, VP of Brand 
Strategy and Communications at 
SickKids. “SickKids is very much about 
warmth and compassion, but it’s also 
a highly competent leading institution, 
and finding the emotional resonance of 
that side of the story was something we 
saw as an opportunity.”



Like all SickKids campaigns, it is 
focused on the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) because of limited resources and 
to avoid overstepping Canada’s other 
children’s hospitals. 

The first battlefront was television. 
The campaign was launched by the 
premiere
 of their television ad “SickKids VS: 
Undeniable” (a must-watch) during the 
commercial breaks of a Toronto Maple 
Leafs home game - a strategic move to 
target young men. The ad was nothing 
anybody has seen from SickKids before. 
It combined fight imagery, medical 
animations, neon motion graphics and 

 It was fast-paced, inspiring, scary, 
and heartbreaking. The backing music 
was a remix of “undeniable” by Donnie 
Daydream, a song previously featured 
in ads for Adidas and Finlandia Vodka. 
The tagline read “sick is not weak.” 

The strategy of the VS campaign 
is “go big or go home”. They are 
communicating on as many platforms - 
aptly referred to as 
“battlefronts” - as possible, telling as 
many stories as possible. SickKids 
Foundation wants to raise awareness 
that SickKids is a 
leader in many different battles in child 
health such as cancer, infant mortality, 
cystic fibrosis, and autism.

They set themselves up with the 
content to do so by having documentary 
filmmaker Mark Zibert, who filmed their 
“New Beginnings” campaign, record 40 
hours of footage inside the hospital. He 
filmed without 
storyboarding and caught as many 
moments and stories as he could, 
producing a huge backstock of content 
that could be used for multi-year, multi-
platform campaign.

The “SickKids VS: Undeniable” TV spot cast patients as warriors and called on viewers to join the battle.

SickKids becomes a 
household name



The television premiere was 
quickly followed by large, 
dramatic signage, billboard, and 
installations all over the GTA, 
supported by media planning and 
buying by OMD. SickKids VS took 
over every sceen and billboard in 
Air Canada 

Centre, Yonge-Dundas Square, 
and Billy Bishop Airport. SickKids 
representatives canvassed in 
Toronto’s shopping malls. A Lite-
Brite “VS” sign was installed on 
Yonge Street that pedestrians could 
flip a switch to illuminate if they 
donated spare change. 

 SickKids VS takes over Yonge-Dundas square in Toronto

Working with Delloite Digital, the VS campaign used 
crowdfunding to target online audiences. A 30-day 
campaign from November 20-December 20, 2016, 
“#SickKidsVS 100 a day” asked for 100 new monthly 
donors per day for 30 days and used a meter to 
allow users to follow their progress. This campaign 
was promoted on social media using heartbreaking 
but tough visuals that matched those of the TV and 
billboard ads. 

By reaching the GTA through many different platforms 
and having a physically dominant presence in the city, 
the SickKids VS campaign has been able to stay top of 
mind; you would be hardpressed to find a Torontonian 
that hasn’t heard of the campaign. The goal is to 
release new TV spots and web campaigns that tell new 
stories, continuously surprising their audiences, while 
they have everyone’s attention. The most recent was a 
second TV advertisement released in December that 
featured a young girl named Grace who lost her battle - 
the first time that SickKids told a losing story. 



The well-deserved praise

The “SickKids Vs: Undeniable” adver-
tisement received record-breaking TV 
and YouTube viewership; in fact, all of 
the VS campaign videos have received 
more social media and youtube atten-
tion than any SickKids 
campaign before. According to Da-
vidson, website traffic, social media 
engagement, and online donation 
metrics show an increase in the pro-
portion of male user traffic and growth 
in the number of younger users (ages 
24-44) on the SickKids Foundation 
social media and website. She also 
reported an overall increase in online 
donations since the launch of the VS 
campaign. 

Although there are no concrete web or 
donation metrics due to the early 
stage of the campaign, the media re-
sponse to the VS campaign is stagger-
ing. To date, the campaign has been 
covered by 233 media stories from 19 
countries. Many of these stories are in 
trade publications - Strategy, Market-
ing Magazine, and AdWeek to name 
a few - that are singing the praises of 
SickKids and Cossette for taking a risk 
and pulling it off.

“One of the most gratifying things,” 
explains Davidson, “has been the 
families and community members 
of SickKids who have said it 
represents exactly how they feel 
about the struggles their children are 
overcoming. And the hospital staff 
who say ‘That is exactly why we get up 
every day.’” However, not everyone 
shares in this positive reaction. 
Some parents of sick children are 
unsure about, or even offended by, 
the way that patients are perceived 
in the ads. But the overwhelming 
majority reaction to the VS campaign is 

Criticism and crisis strategy
Rebranding was particularly risky for SickKids given the nature of their work. 
Representing pediatric patients and their families in advertising is no easy feat. Along 
with the overwhelming praise, the SickKids VS campaign receives criticism for being too 
aggressive. Parents and academics took to blogs to explain that the ads portray unrealistic 
expectations for children facing life-threatening diseases and suggest that patients and 
families who fight the struggle difficult are weak. Those facing lifelong disabilities like 
cerebral palsy or autism don’t want to be angry at their conditions, they want to learn to 
accept them. SickKids is not turning a blind eye to the criticism. Within a week of release 
the “undeniable” ad, SickKids wrote a media release to apologize to those it offended and 
to explain the good intentions behind their messaging: that SickKids is fighting for every 
child and that the goal of research is to one day eliminate life-threatening diseases. 
SickKids Foundation is on top of their crisis communication; they respond directly to 
every negative comment on their social media. SickKids has received far more praise than 
criticism overall.

Critics feel its inappropriate to cast sick children as warriors



SickKids and Cossette plan to keep the SickKids 
VS campaign alive for 3-5 years, reinventing 
it as they go.Three months into the campaign, 
SickKids is top of mind in Toronto, and print, 
web, and television ads continue to surface. 

Davidson taunts us with the news that next fall 
- referring to October 2018 - SickKids plans to 
launch the biggest fundraising campaign in the 
history of Canadian healthcare. So clearly, the 
VS campaign is just getting started. 

Like the new SickKids brand, the VS campaign 
itself is fierce, energetic, resilient, and inspiring. 
Its an impressive example of a bold and 
risky rebrand, by a company that deals with 
a sensitive topic no less, that teaches all of 
us a lesson in how to be creative in reaching 
new target audiences. Most importantly, it 
proves that non-profit, healthcare, and charity 
fundraising can be badass, too. 

And they’re just getting started 
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