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FOREWORD

If ever there were a moment to meet a total stranger who would
offer you free professional speaker coaching, it would probably
be late at night in a dark office and while'you have severe jet lag,
right? The night I first met Amy Wolff, I had just flown in from
a weeks-long international-trip. I was knee-deep in disoriented
sleepiness and just wanted to go home, curl up, and watch Netflix
with my family. Thatis precisely when a mutual friend introduced
Amy and me via text. The generous, always-wanting-to-make-an-
impact Amy was undeterred by my hesitation: “Let’s meet up at the
Noonday Collection office tonight when I am done with my client
work, and I can coach you for your next keynote.”

After what was certainly an exhausting day working with paid
corporate clients and in the middle of her business trip to my home-
town of Austin, Amy generously, compassionately, and directly
coached me through my keynote speech. She then offered to do
the same for the entire Noonday Collection community of social
entrepreneurs at our annual Shine Conference. Amy has been a top-
rated keynote speaker for our event ever since. Her passion to help

our mission of empowering the marginalized was, and is, palpable.

XV



FOREWORD

What I didn’t know after that evening of coaching is that Amy
would become a dear friend. I have since witnessed what it looks
like when one woman opens her heart to a need and her full plate
doesn’t overflow—it simply grows larger. Amy has a bias toward
action in the big things, yes, but in the little things as well.

A lot of us succumb to the bystander effect in our daily lives.
This sociological phenomenon occurs in a group whenever we see
someone’s need and could help meet it but choose to walk on by
instead. The probability of help is inversely related to the number
of bystanders. In other words, the larger the group, the more likely
it is that you will keep walking instead of stopping to lend a hand.
Instead of fighting for one another, we choose to simply “stand by,”
assuming someone else will step up to help:

Amy Wolff is no bystander. When she sees a need, she assumes
that it’s her job to do something about it. Just glimpse at her life.
From leading teams to Rwanda to visit with survivors of the gen-
ocide to volunteering in her daughter’s classrooms and starting a
global movement of hope, Amy sees herself as the solution to the
problems she sees' while'still running a business and raising two
daughters.

It is with this spirit of generosity and action with no strings
attached that Amy birthed a movement. In Signs of Hope, she pulls
back the curtain on how it all began and shows us how the simple
idea of offering inspiring words on yard signs, stickers, bracelets,
and more has prevented suicide, enabled people to feel seen, and
ultimately offered hope to millions around the world. Amy demys-
tifies the oft-overused idea of what a “world changer” looks like and
guides each of us to see that even in our regular humdrum lives, we
can offer hope to others in our midst too.

“I don’t think we should focus on changing the world. But I think
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FOREWORD

we should actively participate in it. And when we do that with immense
love and kindness, I think our world will change.”

Amy’s first book is a hope-filled anthem championing each of
us to actively participate in being the change-makers we long to be.
She offers us courage to be the one in the crowd who chooses not
to stand by but to stand up. I can’t think of a more qualified guide

to lead us on this journey.

Jessica Honegger

Founder of Noonday Collection
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Chapter 1

STARTING A GLOBAL MOVEMENT

n October 2017 a man from Salem, Oregon; walked into a pizza
Ishop to pick up dinner for his family. No ene saw his depression.
No one read his mind. After months of thinking, “Today is the
day,” he picked up the pizza with his mind made up: tonight he’d
take his life.

Instead of driving the normal way home, he took a more
nostalgic route—a road he had taken to school when he was young.
On that drive home, something alongside the road caught him off
guard, so off guard that he pulled over his car in disbelief. It was a
simple eighteen-by-twenty-four-inch white yard sign that contained
three simple words printed in black: Don’t Give Up.

He sat there and wept as the hardened, darkest parts of his soul
felt the sting of hope. When he looked in his rearview mirror, he
saw the back of the sign: You Matter.

He didn’t pray for a sign, but he got one anyway.

He drove home with enough hope to make it through the night
and enough courage to tell his family how deeply he was suffering.

In the following weeks, he altered his drive to work so he could pass
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the sign for a daily dose of encouragement. A few months later he
took another step of courage to write an anonymous letter to the
address where the sign resided. The envelope was typed and labeled
to “Do-Gooders,” with the return address labeled “You Saved Me.”
The recipients thought it was junk mail, but thank goodness they
opened it anyway.

They read, “I had given up. Beyond given up, I was gone. I saw
myself as already dead. . . . I felt it important that you know that at
least one person has been saved by you.”

The recipient of the letter had his own demons. He had suffered
with depression too and had lost several close friends to suicide.
When he had learned of these white yard signs several months ear-
lier, he knew he wanted to stake them-in'his yard. Surprisingly,
when the day came to put them out; he felt reluctant. What if the
signs “outed” his depression? Would people think he was weird?
Would they worry about him? Despite the fears, he decided put-
ting out the signs was worth it if they encouraged someone feeling
isolated or discouraged. Oh man, was he right.

He rotated several different signs in his yard over the course
of many months: Your Mistakes Don’t Define You. You Are Not
Alone. You-Are Worthy of Love. After two months, there was a
knock on his door. It was a woman he had never met, standing on
his doorstep with flowers.

“Your signs have helped me so much. I wanted to stop and
thank you.”

A stranger at his door. With flowers. Expressing gratitude.
Shortly after, he received that anonymous letter thanking him for
saving a life.

He took to Facebook to process the tidal wave of emotions he

felt: “I believe we are all struggling with stuff. We all have battles
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we are fighting. Most of us feel like we are alone with these feelings,
that we are unique in our suffering. We are not. I have learned there
is strength in being vulnerable. When we share our experience,
when we open up, we can uplift and help our fellow humans and
ourselves. . . . Don’t give up.”

Five months before the Salem man drove home from the pizza
shop and two months before the man put out his signs, I was sit-
ting in a family room of dear friends. It was mid-April 2017 on a
Wednesday night—small group night. I, my husband (Jake), and
our two daughters (Avery and Harper) met weekly with three other
young families and two women. We had been meeting regularly
for over seven years. The group was essentially @ book club on
steroids. Yes, we'd discuss books we were reading, typically books
about faith, but in reality, we gathered faithfully for the commu-
nity aspect. We probably spent-more time doing life together than
discussing chapters. We supported ‘each other through family cri-
ses, sleepless nights with' newborns, a heartbreaking divorce, health
scares, miscarriages; job transitions, the tragic loss of an incredible
son, and parenting woes. Wednesdays were our nights for genuine,
deep community.

This ‘particular April night was typical. We walked through
the door witha plate of cookies and could hear Lanny preemptively
brewing a second pot of coffee for our group. Our daughters, four
and seven at the time, immediately bolted up the stairs to find the
other kids playing with Legos and blocks in the upstairs playroom.
Jake and I walked through the dining room into the kitchen to find
our friends drinking coffee around the large kitchen island. The
guys congregated to talk about the most recent sports game while
the ladies talked about our week. Stereotypical, I know.

We all play roles in social settings, and naturally mine is



SIGNS OF HOPE

timekeeper, so after we spent thirty minutes chitchatting about
nothing and everything, I beckoned the group to the family room
to discuss a few chapters of our current book. We shooed the chil-
dren upstairs for the millionth time as we refilled our mugs and got
cozy on the couches.

As we settled in, Mark, a biology teacher in a nearby school
district, said, “You guys would never believe the suicide rates this
year. Six teenagers. And another six who attempted in the last two
weeks.”

Instantly I envisioned the neighbors down the street. I had
never met them. I couldn’t even pick them out of a crowd. But we
had just learned that their son died by suicide in a nearby orchard.
I can’t drive by their house without feeling sympathy. I also remem-
bered the recent headline about a young man-at our local university
who was found in the trunk of his car in a nearby town. These were
not just statistics. They were real people. With grieving families.

We lingered in the heaviness, unhurried. I so appreciate that
about our group—we give space for big emotions and hard conver-
sations. I'm sure we eventually got around to discussing the book,
but I don’t remember that.

I just remember feeling sick.

Anyone who knows me knows I'm a doer. I am not passive
about anything (which is why my husband constantly reminds me
to choose my battles, but obviously he doesn’t understand they’re
allworth fighting, right?). So I sat there wondering what I could do
about the suicides. Like clockwork, a little after eight o’clock, our
irritable, sleepy children wandered downstairs complaining of sto-
len toys and owies and wanting more snacks, so we quickly wrapped
up. I put our mugs in the sink and grabbed the empty cookie plat-

ter; the cookies had magically disappeared after we transitioned
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out of sight into the family room. We waved goodbye over our
shoulders as we carried the girls to the car and buckled them in.

It took all of ninety seconds to get home—we lived just a few
blocks away. We put the girls to bed and settled in for the night,
but I still couldn’t shake the angst I felt about the suicides. I had
to do something. The problem was, I wasn’t a therapist or qualified
to do anything significant. I was a young mom, a small business
owner who often traveled for work, and a volunteer in my daugh-
ters” classrooms. I wasn’t qualified and 1 was too busy. Luckily, the
next morning I woke up with clarity. I had an idea: It was a silly
idea, but it was something.

I was going to print encouraging yard signs.

The Inception

For years after reading Bob Goff’s book Love Does, I'd had a vision of
simple white yard signs with'encouraging messages. His book is full
of crazy stories of showing generous love to friends and strangers,
like when he created an educational school for witch doctors in
Uganda or-when he traveled the world with his children, meeting
with world leaders who accepted their invitation for friendship. Yes,
friendship. It was while reading his whimsical stories that I started
envisioning the signs in my mind. Putting up yard signs didn’t feel
urgent, but it did seem weird. So random. Too simple. But now I
was desperate for something tangible to do with the angst in my
soul and my concern for my community.

I did a quick Google search and realized that custom yard signs
were expensive—fifteen dollars per sign. My big heart and small

bank account were at odds. So on May 6, 2017, I posted what would
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be the most important Facebook post of my life. “Ever since reading
Love Does by Bob Goff, I've had a bizarre idea to show extravagant
love to strangers. It’s small. But it’s been on my mind for years. Over
the last few months, Newberg has had a lot of suicides, and now
I can’t get this small idea out of my head. So do any of you know
where someone could get affordable printed yard signs (think wire
stakes into grass)? Recommendations?”

Jessica Brittell responded, “I might be able to assist!”

Jessica was an acquaintance from college—a graphic designer
and small business owner of a vintage retail shop in town. She
had unique access to print vendors because of her line of work as a
designer. She found me signs for seven dollars'a pop. That night I
talked to Jake.

“Babe, twenty signs would be $140. What do you think?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Do it.”

Picking the messages was easy. ['had always known they’d say
Don’t Give Up. Simple and clear. But what would I put on the
other side of the signs? At the time, our small group had just fin-
ished reading Brené Brown’s book The Gifts of Imperfection, so 1
chose two concepts from her book for the front messages: “You Are
Worthy of Love” and “Your Mistakes Do Not Define You.” Ten of
each. When it came to the design, I told Jess, “Let’s make it super
simple and bold. Just black and white.”

Day One

On May 13, a dreary, rainy Saturday afternoon in Newberg,
Oregon, Jake loaded the girls into their car seats while I shoved the

signs into our trunk. We were going on a secret mission to stake
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the signs around town in highly visible areas. As I stood in our cold
garage, loading the signs into the car, I started to feel nervous. I was
overcome with doubt.

This is dumb, Amy. Who do you think you are? No one will be
encouraged by these. This is lame and embarrassing.

If T weren’t frugal and already $140 into this project, I might
have abandoned the mission in that moment. But gosh darn it, I
wasn’t going to let the signs gather dust in my garage. With the
family waiting, I jumped into the passenger seat.

Deep breath.

We're doing this.

We drove toward the high school, looking for yards to place the
signs in. When Jake finally pulled over in front-of a prime (a.k.a.
visible) location, my heart raced. Asking strangers to put yard signs
in their grass for two weeks was bizarre! So as any good mother
would do, I grabbed my seven-year-old from the back seat and asked
her to come with me. Surely her charm and sweet smile would
disarm any skepticism. She‘was curious, willing, and oh so full of
compassion, so we happily bounded up to the door. It took forever
for the man to-answer, but when he did, we explained our idea.

“Hi, my name is Amy. My family heard about the suicide
rates recently and felt compelled to do something. We made these
signs—there’s no website, no agenda—we just want to spread love
in our community. Would you put this in your yard for two weeks?”

To my surprise and delight, when he realized we were just a
young family trying to do something, he nearly grabbed the sign
out of my hand. He didn’t say much. He just said yes.

Door. After door. After door.

People were thrilled to participate. After we staked a few

around the high school, middle school, and elementary school, we
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placed the others alongside high-traffic roads. After staking nine-
teen signs, we drove home in silence as my head spun. Did anyone
notice them yet? Did the signs encourage them? What are people
thinking? When we arrived home, I took the last sign and stuck it in
our yard. A few hours later my neighbor sent me a private Facebook
message: ‘I have a feeling you were the one who stuck these signs
around town? If so, you should go on our community Facebook
page. People are asking about them!”

I immediately jumped on Facebook and found the community
page where people could post about garage sales, traffic accidents,
and local news and have all kinds of (heated) discussions. I was so
excited to read people’s reactions, but when I tried to access the
page’s news feed, I was locked out. I didn’t haveaccess. I submitted
a request to join the group and waited. It felt like the longest eight
hours of my life. When I finally was approved, I was blown away

by the comments.

Day Two

People had been posting pictures of the signs. There were a hundred
comments, mostly speculations of who had put them out.

“Is this Rotary?”

“Did a church put these up?”

“These helped me so much today!”

“I want a sign in my yard.”

“Me too!”

Oh my gosh! The signs weren’t dumb after all. They did encour-
age people! Because so many people wanted signs, I decided to come

out of anonymity to help facilitate sign requests. I posted our story on
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my personal Facebook page. I mentioned about hearing the suicide
rates and wanting to do something and about Bob Goff and Brené
Brown and driving our kids around town to stake signs. Immediately
my notifications blew up. Within a few days my post was shared 613
times and liked by 1,400 people—most of whom I had never met.
We sold the signs for seven dollars each—the same price it cost
to make them (we weren’t in it for the money). Orders poured in
from Facebook messenger, Facebook comments, Instagram mes-
senger, Instagram comments, and in text messages and emails from
those who knew me personally. I quickly realized I'was in over my

head. I frantically texted Jessica.
Jess, | need twenty more signs! People want them in-their yards!
Thirty minutes later . . .
Scratch that last text. I need fifty more!
Two hours later. .".

0Oh, my-word, Jess, | need 150 more signs.

Day Three

There were no signs that things were slowing down (see what I did
there?). In a panic, I called a dear friend from college. “Vangie, I
don’t know what happened. Is this a business? Do we need a busi-
ness license? Should this be a nonprofit organization? Or is this just

a movement we facilitate until it fizzles out?”
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“Do you want to make money?” Vangie asked.

“No.”

“Well, do you want to be a charitable organization?”

“I don’t want to force this to be something big, but 'm willing
to keep it going if people show interest.”

We hung up the call deciding that we were a movement—a
grassroots, organic movement of love. My husband Jake, Jessica,
Vangie, and I would help facilitate orders and support the move-
ment, but when it died off, we’d let it go.

The orders were still coming in strong, and collecting payment
was getting tricky. I sent a Hail Mary email to Northside Community
Church, the church I had grown up in since fifth grade. I told our
pastor what was happening. I asked him to sponsor the next batch of
signs, which would cost around $500. That would solve our payment
collection challenges. Without hesitating, ‘and expecting nothing in

return, the church funded our hope-spreading efforts.

Day Five

It was Wednesday, night, small group night again. I grabbed my
mug of coffee and plopped down on the couch feeling exhausted.
My willingness was strong, but my sanity was waning. I'd had a
busy week at work, conducting workshops for clients. I already had
my dream job of being a speaker coach. I train lawyers, shoe design-
ers, engineers, TEDx Talk speakers, and everyone in between, all
over the country, helping refine their presentation skills. But this
movement was starting to feel like a second gig. I was responding to
requests before work, during lunch breaks, after work, and between

dinner and bedtime.

I0
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My work on the movement was thrilling but not sustainable.

As our group sat on the couch together, I read aloud the mes-
sages that had poured in—messages from people impacted by the
signs. It was truly amazing. My friends were ecstatic. Lanny sug-
gested we anonymously share the stories on an Instagram account,
which was a neat idea—a Humans of New York vibe—but I had
no clue how to set up a second account in addition to my personal
one. So she took my phone from my lap, and within minutes she
created @dontgiveupsigns. Kara suggested business cards to give
people when they picked up their orders—to connect them with
our story and other people’s stories. (Little did we know that those
business cards would become something much more:)

That night my friends pulled out their pom-poms (figuratively,
not literally), giving me new wind in my sails. Once we were back
home and had tucked the girls into bed, Jake said it was time to
make a website to capture orders. Eventually the church’s donation
would run out, and we needed ‘a'way to collect money more effi-
ciently. He texted afew tech-savvy friends, who recommended an
e-commerce site: Jake set-up an account and purchased the URL
dontgiveupsigns.com. When it prompted him for a credit card pay-
ment, twenty dellars a month, I looked at him and asked, “Are we
all in? Are we willing to continue putting our personal money in this
thing to keep it going as long as it goes?” Once again, he didn’t flinch.

“Of course.”

Day Six

I went to the bank and opened a separate account. Deep breath.

Things were getting legit.

II
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Day Seven

It was a normal day of getting ready for school: picking out clothes,
pouring bowls of cereal, throwing peanut butter and jelly sand-
wiches together, and the gitls pleading for me to brush their long,
tangled hair more slowly. At 7:50 a.m. we headed outside to wait at
the bus stop with a half dozen other families.

We were talking about the movement when my friend Lisel
said, “You know, my teenage son and his friends would probably
love wristbands.”

Surely not, I thought. I had flashbacks to the yellow “Live
Strong” Lance Armstrong wristbands fad that crashed and burned
when it was revealed that he had cheated in his races. But wrist-
bands might be kinda cool. I found a vendor online and had a
few hundred wristbands printed (which would become hundreds
of thousands within a few short years). That same day I received a
message from a high school acquaintance who owned a town car
service. “Have you thought about car decals?” Huh. Not a bad idea.

So I ordered a few dozen of those.

Day Eight and Beyond

Within a few short weeks, we were offering yard signs, car decals,
and wristbands. We added You Matter to our sign family. Then
You Are Not Alone, One Day at a Time, and It’s Not Too Late.
Eventually we printed Spanish signs: Tu Vales—No Te Rindas.
There was no rhyme or reason to picking the messages. We just

knew they should be concise, uplifting, and simple so anyone

12
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anywhere could find hope for themselves. It seemed fitting to later
add You Are Enough and You Got This.

One thing we struggled with was whether we should brand
the signs so people could know where they came from. Back to my
phone-a-friend, Vangjie.

“Vang, should we put the website on our signs and other tokens
so when people want to find us, they can?” We mulled it over,
talking pros and cons. We discussed it at least a half dozen times
during the first year. But every time we’d end the conversation
in complete agreement. No branding. No marketing. No promot-
ing. No agendas. When people thought we were nuts, we agreed.
It was a terrible business decision. But we weren’t a business. We
had already decided that we wouldn’t-upcharge any of the prod-
uct. We'd sell at cost. We didn’t want to make money. Instead,
we wanted as many people as possible to access affordable tokens
that made love and hope tangible. We were an organic movement.
Keeping the products atcost and unadulterated from branding were
at the core of our movement’s integrity.

The second hardest decision was whether we’d make the move-
ment faith-based. Actually, that’s not true. It wasn’t hard but it was
tested. From day one I knew it wouldn’t be religious, despite my
personal belief'in God. I vividly remember asking my six-year-old
daughter Avery what she would put on a sign. She instantly replied,
“God loves you!” I looked into her sweet green eyes and said, “Oh,
honey. I can’t do that.”

“What? Mawwwm! Why not?”

I explained why. If the movement were religious, a lot of people
would reject the words of hope. “Oh, that’s a Christian thing.” One
day while I was passing out stickers in downtown Portland at the

Saturday market (more on that in the next chapter), a man snapped
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at me, “Is this a Christian thing?” I told him I believed in God but
that I didn’t put that on the sticker or signs. His skepticism instantly
faded. He grabbed the sticker, smiled, and said, “Oh, okay. Thanks!”
People will accept kindness if they feel there’s no hidden agenda.
Despite my personal faith, I want all people of all faiths (or none at
all), in all walks of life, to receive hope from our tokens.

The testing came a few years into the movement when a Christian
institution offered to sponsor a premium billboard for us in the
heart of Portland. Thousands of people every single day would be
reminded of their worth. Amazing, right? The only problem was that
they wanted to put their logo in the corner. I admit, I'was all in. I
mean, come on! A billboard along the interstate! But alas, another call
to Vangie, another sobering conversation; and the answer was clear.
No strings attached. No branding. No religious affiliation. Nada.

In addition to growing our-unbranded, nonreligious sign
collection, we expanded our product line again. Sometimes the
additions were due to suggestions. Sometimes because they were
low price point itemsand easy to stock in my home: stickers, post-
cards, stamps, pins, pencils, and temporary tattoos. And those
business cards Kara recommended? People asked to buy them—~buy
them! They-had a simple, encouraging message on one side, with
our Instagram and website on the back. People wanted to leave the
cards in public places for unsuspecting strangers to find (and, oh
boy, did they!).

My once tidy, trendy office with hanging houseplants and
curated bookshelves with treasures from my international adven-
tures became a jungle of boxes. Product bins replaced the bookshelf
treasures. Every desk drawer was full of product.

Within a few months the movement was taking over our lives.

And it was just the beginning.

14
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GOING DEEPER

- Have you taken a big risk that felt foolish but also so right?
What happened?

- Do you agree with our decisions not to make the movement a
brand or a business and to avoid religious connections? Why
or why not?

- Why do you think the signs instantly resonated.with so many
people?

151



Mini Chapter:

DON'T GIVE UP

0 you want to run a marathon with us?”
D These two college friends must have suffered from amnesia.
Me? The nonrunner friend? Uh, no, thanks. Except I told them yes
(they’re very convincing). The run was in San Francisco in October
2009, so I started training that January. That’s right. Ten months.
That’s because the day I said yes, I couldn’t run a single mile with-
out feeling like my lungs would collapse or my legs would give out. I
started with one agonizing mile at a time. Because I live in Oregon,
where the weather is gloomy most of the year, I pounded out a lot

of miles on a treadmill, watching cooking shows while trying not
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Changing the world--or at least your corner of it--is easier
than you think.

Amy Wolff, a busy mom and small business owner, didn't
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hearing about several suicides and suicide attempts in her
community, she printed 20 yard signs with hopeful
messages and anonymously placed them throughout her
city. This small action sparked a global movement of
encouragement, hope, and love, which spread to 50 states
and 27 countries in just 18 months.

Signs of Hope is an intimate collection of stories from Amy's
personal life, as well as people impacted by the movement,
about the power of hope and love in the midst of suffering.

Signs of Hope is your catalyst for doing something today . . .
because there's no perfect time to help others. The time is
now.
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