Sustaining the work of support organisations: how to secure their income

Notes of a discussion at the Annual Networking Meeting of EFC’s Community Philanthropy Initiative, May 2004, Athens

The community philanthropy movement needs a solid infrastructure system to fuel its development. Therefore the sustainability of organisations that provide support of various kinds to community philanthropy is a key issue. To find the resources to support and sustain the infrastructure remains a challenge for many countries. There are different types of support organisations and their financing differs as well, depending on what they do and where they operate.
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This session was organised in cooperation with the Worldwide Initiatives for Grantmaker Support – Community Foundations (WINGS-CF).

Eleanor Sacks started the discussion with an overview of the growth of organisations and programmes supporting the work of community foundations in different regions. The Council on Foundations in the US was the first member-based support organisation with community foundations as one of its constituent groups (and in fact had been formed out of a support structure created initially just for the community foundations). It has staff whose sole responsibility is to community foundations and since 1985, has been holding an annual conference solely for community foundations.

In the early 1990s, other countries saw the formation of similar associations and support organisations, with Community Foundation Network in the UK and Community Foundations of Canada as the first two national member-based support organisations formed by and for community foundations. Counterpart organisations soon followed in Russia, South Africa, Mexico, Poland and Australia, among others, but in most cases these offered services to community foundations within a service structure for a broader range of grantmakers.

The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, Ford Foundation and WK Kellogg Foundation, all based in the US, are among the identified major funders of organisations and programmes that support community foundations.

The session presenters and the participants described a mixture of sources to fund their own organisation’s operation:

Canada

· membership dues

· grants from members. Ten to twelve of CFC’s largest members provide grants to CFC on top of membership dues. These currently account for 23% of CFC’s revenue. While CFC’s goal is to increase membership dues and grants from members to 60% in four years, it will seek to maintain a balance between support generated from its members and from other sources. The goal was set based on the experience of successful associations in different parts of the world.

· grants from private foundations

· project funding. CFC ensures that every project it undertakes will contribute some funds for overhead costs. CFC however recognises that project management can create a lot of bureaucracy and that it can be an unpredictable source of support.

United Kingdom


· four years ago, only 1 to 2% of the budget was funded by membership; this has increased to 10% after a review of subscription levels and structure.

· CFN receives grants from UK trusts as well as from the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation.

· CFN runs an Information and Communications Technology Project which has become self-sustaining with fees generated from the project’s services offered both to members and to non-members.

· CFN serves as a funding conduit for some donors to support its members, receiving a percentage of the funds. This is a small element of income now but could grow.

United Way

· funding support from membership covers less than 5% of the total budget.

· the organisation is heavily supported by corporate foundations.

CAF Russia

· CAF receives payment from offering consultancy to companies to help the setting up of community foundations in areas where they operate.

There were some issues and concerns raised, among them the potential danger of donor fatigue, especially given the reliance on grants from a small number of foundations. There was discussion of the possibility of sharing resources through creating regional associations or networks but this was likely to be impractical as support organisations differ in the range and nature of the services they provide. There was also a challenge from one participant to look into sustainability not only in terms of funding but also in terms of the organisation’s relevance and impact.

The exchange of experience and ideas throughout the session highlighted important lessons learned about dependence on one source of income and about making the case to members and external funders on the value of the support organisation:

1. It is not wise to depend solely on membership for funding, even in areas where there are established community foundations prepared to pay significant membership dues/ subscriptions. Having other sources of funds provides the opportunity for creativity and growth.

2. A support organisation must be able to make the case for members to give more. CFC has taken some steps towards this such as:

· engaging an MBA student to do market research on different fund sources in the non-profit sector

· seeking opportunities to become more entrepreneurial.

3. Community foundations value the opportunity to get together, especially when times get rough. They realise that they could do things better collectively than individually and support organisations need to be recognised as providing for this.

4. Joint undertakings with like-minded organisations tend to attract funding. Therefore within the community foundation network in a country it is vital to collaborate and not duplicate.

5. Invest in knowledge, skills and technology. 

