Interview with Vice Chancellor David Williams
10/6/2011

I. Intro to our project’s purpose/context; request to tape interview 

II. Questions
A. Gauging involvement in the Foundation
1. How long have you been a board member at the Community Foundation? How many other boards do you/have you served on?

I think this is my third year on the Community Foundation’s board. I’m a member of I think eight other boards. 

2. How often do you attend board meetings and Foundation functions?

I didn’t attend the last one, but other than that I attended every one, I think. The problem that I have is that board meetings end up being at times when I’m out of town, and I think I was at the NCAA when they had the last one. I didn’t attend the last one, but generally I attend every one. I might have missed one another time, but generally all the meetings.  

3. Compared to other board members, please describe your level of involvement in the foundation.

In the Community Foundation?  I would say that as a board member I would say that I’m in the middle I think that on a board of that size, and let me give you a comparison.  I’m also on the board of the Nashville symphony, which is another large board, and in large board what tends to happen is that you tend to have a large group that’s there and then a smaller group that’s on a working committee. So on the board at the Symphony, I’ve been the treasurer and the chair of the finance committee for six years, so on that one I’m extremely involved. Whereas on the CF, I’m not on one of those sub-committees, so my work would be about medium.  There are people who probably don’t do anything, and then there’s a small group of board members that are on sort of the real working committees, so I would say I’m average. 

4. Are you on a sub-committee of any kind?

(Answered from previous question) 

5. If you don’t mind saying, do you monetarily contribute to the Foundation, and if so, in what way?

Yes, we give both a monatery to its annual fund, and we actually have, my wife and I, have a donor fund with the CF.

B. About the Foundation as an organization

1. Why did you decide to be a Foundation board member and what do you like about it?

I’ve always felt two things.  One, I’ve always felt that universities sit in a very strange place.  They sit within communities, but many times they’re not a part of them.  I think universities owe a lot to the communities in which they’re sitting in, and I think there are a lot of ways they need to show that.  One of the ways is that the leadership of the universities should be available for and interested in being a part of any nonprofits and organizations within the community.  On a personal matter, I’ve always felt strongly and was raised to believe that you are a part of your community.  If you’re fortunate enough to be in a position where you can give back, then you should give back.  To those that a lot has been given, a lot is expected.  So my wife and I, when you look at our twelve years here, between my wife and I we’ve probably served on twenty different boards.  And that’s who we are, that’s who our parents are, that’s who our kids are.  And to me, that’s what you’re supposed to do.  We’re very fortunate, and I think it’s important to give back when I can. 

2. What kind of skills or strength do you think you personally can bring to the board at the CF?

One of the things is I think my background as a lawyer allows one to look at legal issues where you don’t need to go out and pay for a lawyer.  I think my financial background, I’m the treasurer of the Nashville Symphony and the Nashville TV board, and so I understand both nonprofit legal and financial issues.  I think also there’s that sort of concept that for whatever reason if you’re a recognized person in your community, that can clearly help when you go out and get some credibility and be at the forefront of helping raise money. And then finally, I think by having a link to Vanderbilt, it does help them maneuver or gain access to, when they need to, Vanderbilt. 

3. Do you enjoy serving on the Foundation’s board more or less than your role in other organizations?


4. What do you think is the Foundation’s greatest asset?

I think that’s easy—the people.  This was Ellen’s brainchild, and she’s so invested in it, and there’s no way that she could let that thing fail.  And then I think there’s sort of a spirited community because Nelson Andrews was the one that called me and asked me to serve on the board.  When I came here there were groups of people who gave so much and asked for so little, and the only thing that Nelson asked me was to be on the board.  He gave so much to the community that I felt like I had to, and Nelson was trying to get people who from different positions strengthened the board.  I think the greatest asset is people and also back that up with the people in Nashville. This is just a giving community.  And it’s a helping community.  All you have to do is look at the flood.  If you couldn’t be proud to be a resident of Nashville after that, you never would.  

5. What do you think is a weakness of the Foundation, if it has one?

I think the weakness of the foundation was not of the foundation, but of the proliferation of nonprofits and the competition for the dollars.  I was the chair of the United Way of TN board when we really saw that there was competition, and I sat with Ellen and we tried to sit down, and I actually was in favor of those two needing to merge, and it didn’t happen.  I think the weakness that they had is a weakness that a lot of them have, and that’s that you start to fight over the dollars.  There comes a point in time where you’re so much in battle that you tend to turn people off.  It’s not of their making, but our making in the sense that you don’t want to stop people from going out and doing good, but you don’t want to flood the area so much that not enough good is being done.  It’s not a criticism of the CF, but a criticism of the fact that we just have a situation that relates to the level of competition. 

6. From your point of view, what kind of impact has the recession had on gifts to the Foundation? How well has it been able to weather the storm?

Yes.  Yeah I think it did.  It probably didn’t affect as it did for other things.  One of the things about the CF is the donor advisory fund, and you don’t have that anywhere else.   And the job of the Foundation is to manage that, and so when you’re looking around and saying “Well…instead of $10,000, I can only give $5,000.”  You may be inclined to put that $5,000 in your donor advisory fund as opposed to putting $5,000 in your donor advisory fund and $5,000 to whatever charities you want.  So I think is that what you’ll see is that you didn’t find a lot of knock off on the donor advisory fund because that was a group of people who the recession didn’t really hit that hard.  One and two, they in a very strange way are going to control where their dollars go, and so it’s almost, I put $10,000 in a donor advisory bank account, I might not choose where it’s going to go for 3 years.  The recession really is an interesting thing.  A lot of people didn’t have less money, but they had more fear.  And when you have more fear, you tend to hog your money.  And the funny thing about our society is that in the recession, the criticism of the U.S. is that we had a low savings rate.  Now we have a high savings rate, and so now the government is saying “spend.”  We are saving now because we are fearful of the recession.  And so a lot of people held that money to see what was going to happen, and they’re still holding it.  

C. Foundation Leadership
1. Do you perceive there to be a thought-out and clear direction for the foundation’s future? Could you briefly describe that direction?

Yeah I think there is clearly a strategic plan, and it centers around how the CF can best serve the people in Middle TN and Nashville.  And I think that we try to sort of figure out how to do it, so the donor advisory fund is a good example of how to do that.  We tried to get into that market because of the competition.  It took those dollars away from things like United Way because you gave an individual a little more control over where the dollars were going to go. The CF also helps identify what the issues and problems are, and most importantly, how strong are all of these nonprofits.  One thing they created was this database to figure out how strong the organizations are.  You can look at an organization and figure out how strong it is.  How much of my money is going to management and people?  It serves in a lot of ways, and I think the major thing on that is that it can always be at the table and understand that things that are happening have a major effect on the plan.  When things change, they are outstanding at responding and figuring out how best to address the changes.  

3. In your opinion, are there clear evaluation and accountability systems in place at the foundation? Do you as a board member feel you are given sufficient information to determine the health of the organization?

Yeah, I think I’m given a lot of information as it relates to the health of the organization.  I would say the evaluation piece is a concept of a self-evaluation as each board member does this about their performance on the board and the performance of the board as a whole.  You can put a lot of documents in front of people, but I think really it becomes an internal thing that you’re figuring out is how you contribute.  As it relates to evaluation from others of the board and even of the organization, no I would say that I couldn’t sit here and tell you that I’m aware of all of that stuff.  I think the organization from my perception and from what people  are telling me is that the organization is doing really well.  I can tell you that the information that I get, the financial health is good.  I’m not one of the ones who goes and evaluates the leadership of it.  Part of the board does, but I’m not on that executive committee. 

4. How would you gauge your level of involvement in the decision-making of the foundation? If you have input to give, do you feel that it’s heard and considered?

5. Please describe the Foundation’s president, Ellen Lehman, as a leader. What would you say is her leadership style, strengths, and weaknesses if she has any, from your perspective?

Collaborative.  Knowledgeable, I mean she knows everything about what she needs to know about. Tenacious, she’s going to get what she needs to get and going to keep after you.  Dogmatic.  I like Ellen a lot, but I liked Ellen before I went on the board.  I thought she was a cool person and was a good leader.  I thought she ran the organization pretty good.  Weaknesses, this is a very strange one.  It’s a weakness that is a trait, and one that she has.  A sort of stubbornness as it relates to purpose.  In other words, the three of us could not walk into her office and say “here’s a problem with the CF,” she’s not going to hear that. But you kind of don’t want her to hear that. You kind of want her to work through it.  I think to run an organization like that as well and as long as she has, there has to be a degree of stubbornness and “we’re going to get this done no matter what”.  If the world’s crashing around us, it’s crashing around your part, not ours. 

6. What do you think the dynamics are for others on the board with her? 

I think everyone really does like her and respect her.  It’s an interesting board where they try to intermesh the new with the old and the intermediate. And so you know, I might be sitting around the board next to someone who is going to sit and tell me a story and tell me about something they were involved in back in the 1950’s, and then the next week I’m sitting next to someone like you all.  You know you tend to have to play to what the future is.  Some boards play too much to the past, but the CF does a good job of thinking about the future, the past, and the present.  And it also has a fair amount of people that you kind of accept will not be around, but they’re on the board for maybe name power.  I think in many boards this is needed, and some it’s not.  I think the CF is one that needs it.  There are certain names that whether they come to meetings or not, it’s pretty good to have them on the board.  And people accept the fact that if someone like the governor is on the board, there’s a reason, and we’re not going to expect him to be at every meeting. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]5. If there comes a time that Mrs. Lehman is unable to lead the foundation to the extent that she currently does, do you think the Foundation will be as successful as it currently is?

Interesting question.  I would certainly hope so, but I guess in my world, Ellen is the CF.  I thought you were going to ask if there was a plan of succession, and I haven’t heard of one.  When I think of the CF, more so than any board that I can think of here, I think of Ellen as the leader.  I’m sure somebody will step to the front, but it’s hard for me to imagine the CF without Ellen.  Obviously at some point in time someone will have to step up, but I can’t imagine it.  She is the CF. 

III. Thank you and closing remarks





