Interview with Ms. Ellen Lehman, CEO

I. Request to tape interview 
II. Questions

What do you do on a day to day basis?
[bookmark: _GoBack]	What we do on a daily basis may have nothing to do with our to-do list. We can write out all the plans in the world for what we’re going to do on any given day or any given week and we may never get to them. And that’s because the phone will ring and it will be a nonprofit who’s in crisis, or it will be a donor that wants to do something today, or it will be one of our existing donors that had something monumental happen or simply found time on their own to-do list to finally talk to us. We’ve had people walk in and want an hour or two of our time, and we’re happy to figure out how we can oblige. So as far as, at least in my experience, what I’m going to get to in two hours or six hours, I don’t even plot that out anymore, because I know that will get bombarded by something that comes along that is totally unexpected.
	In a theoretical way… how am I dividing my time? First of all, I can tell you it doesn’t ever add up to 100%. It’ll always add up to something substantially higher than that. You know, I guess there’s a management component to what I do, there’s a sales component, there’s a marketing component to what I do, there is an operational, administrative component to what I do. There isn’t a single facet of this organization that I don’t touch on a daily basis. We are not set up to be siloed, and frankly that stems from the fact that I was the only employee for some period of time, and then there were two of us, there were three of us for a very long time, and so we didn’t have the opportunity to have much division of labor. 
	The way I describe my job is I literally am the chief cook and bottle washer. I make the coffee in the morning, we’re past the stage where I clean toilets, but I have been known to do that, I buy the candy because candy is very important around here. On a higher level than cleaning toilets, is probably the fact that I lead the conversation that sets the priorities. However, honestly, though it may not look very clean, and it may not be the answer you want, our priorities change with a phone call. The flood is a perfect example of that…

Accountability
-Who holds your nonprofit accountable?
	We are held accountable by making sure we deposit checks when people think they should be deposited, by whether we open mail when people think we should open mail, showing up to events people think we should show up to. We are held accountable by getting people their thank-you notes, which are their tax receipts. And then getting them another one when they’ve lost the other one and it’s time to pay taxes. We are accountable for offering the fullest and broadest range of philanthropic services and making it look easy. That is probably the summary statement of what we do. As long as it’s charitable and as long as someone has the heart to do it, then it is our job to keep it within the legal requirements and guidelines, because they don’t know how that works, and shouldn’t. We’re in charge of keeping it legal, keeping it safe, and providing the convenience and providing the comfort, the comfort to make the gift. 
And then there’s the accountability of getting a clean opinion on the audit every year, which we always do. Being good stewards of the funds and making prudent and, you know, brilliant investment decisions, because everyone expects us to out-perform everyone in the own personal finances, which doesn’t ever seem quite fair to me. 
Easily a thousand times a day. Then there’s the whole world wide web, where people are on our website, looking to understand what it is we do. I’m sure Rebecca has told to about GivingMatters.com, where people are able to get on and look at our 990’s, look at our audits, how much money we spend on ourselves vs. how much money we spend on our programs, it’s all out there. We aim to, it’s our goal, to be as transparent and as forthcoming as possible. 

-Charitynavigator.org has given the CFMT 3 out of 4 stars overall and for the financial and accountability/transparency ratings.  What is your reaction to this rating?
	Last time we were 5 stars, I don’t even know. I don’t pay attention to them. Here’s the deal: they have a rubric to measure performance, that they try to fit everybody in the same sort of mold. We’re not the kind of charity that’s providing direct services. We are providing services to donors and nonprofits, but we are not providing… you know we’re not feeding the hungry or clothing the naked, and it’s very hard for us to fit into the cookie cutter, and I think we shouldn’t. GivingMatters.com is a much more, I think, realistic way of allowing people to judge nonprofits on the basis of effectiveness. A lot the reason GivingMatters profiles are so in-depth is because not everybody choses to judge a nonprofit the same way. In this particular community, we have some people who are interested in doing revenue vs. expenses… they just want to know you brought in more money than you gave out. There are other people who make their decisions based on who’s on the board. They don’t really care about the money, they just want to know that there’s somebody that they know on the board they believe in, and that’s their personal measuring stick. There’s some that don’t really care about your finances, because that may be a function of which way the economic winds are blowing, and their all about programs. And there are some that don’t really care about the programs, they care about the religious affiliation. And all those are fine. There are some people who will only give because of enlightened self-interest. And frankly, I think everybody gives because of enlightened self-interest. No one can support every charity… people are gonna make decisions based on self-interest. 
	So, things like Charity Navigator really are not as valuable. I don’t think people understand them. I’m thrilled if we get five stars, or if we get three out of four, or whatever. I know I’ve not done anything that would cause them not to grade us well, but we don’t fit into a cookie cutter.  

-How does the CF approach effective governance?
	That’s kind of like “Have you stopped beating your wife lately?” I don’t even know where to start. We have a board, we have board meetings, we have a committee structure, the volunteers are the deciders, and the staff works for them. 

Strategic Planning

-How is the strategic plan produced?
	It’s done by the board, and they are the people who set the policy. The staff then takes the strategic policy that the board has adopted and then looks at creating tactics and strategies underneath that. It is updated every three years. 

-What methods do you use to link strategy and implementation?
	The board’s job is to set the policies and the staff’s job is to implement them. The staff responds to what the board has created in the policies and looks for tactical ways to do that. We then take those strategies and tactics—some are very specifically defined and some are very broadly defined—and we will use them to work with the committees. Do we always follow them? Nope. Does the committee always like what we do? Nope. Do I always like what the committee does? Nope. So there is a tremendous amount of conversation and give and take, and back and forth, and frankly like I said at the beginning of this, the board understands that it is not their responsibility to run this place. It’s my responsibility to run the place. The board is available to back me up, and when I have questions, to help me think through those sort of strategic questions. But the committees are the place where documentation is most closely overseen. And then the committees report back to the board itself. 
	There are lots of strategies and tactics that never ever, ever, ever, ever happen. It’s not because they weren’t well thought out, and it’s not because they weren’t great ideas, but life intervenes. The trick to managing an organization is setting the chart but knowing that things come up and you change course, but then you get back to it. 
 
Capacity and Collaboration

-What do you do to ensure the CF makes the most of its capacity?
		The staff is really sort of a self-policing unit. Everybody works here. There are some people who work weekends, there are some people who get here at four in the morning, there are some people who get here at 9:30 but they stay until seven. The expectation that I have for people is not about clocking in, the expectation is about getting your work done. My leadership style personally is there is not a single thing I would ask somebody to do that I wouldn’t personally do or haven’t done already. I’m usually one of the first people here and usually one of the last people to leave. I work seven days a week. Not full days on the weekends… I try to occasionally take a couple hours off. I’m infamous for sending emails to people at three in the morning. I try to lead by example. This place started in my garage, and so technically I’ve done every single job. 
	The other part is going back to the idea that no one is siloed. One thing I love about this team is that we are like a little kid’s soccer team. Yesterday, we had a big event for 650 people for lunch and every single person, the entire staff, was involved in that. The finance department was processing the checks and writing the thank-you letters, they were also processing the expense side of it. The marketing folks were putting together the video. The donor services folks were making centerpieces. Literally, we are like a little kid’s soccer team. We all run to the ball when something comes up. This is a very collegial group of folks who understand it doesn’t really matter what their job description says, if we need them to stuff envelopes, we’re all going to sit around the table and stuff envelopes. 


-What is your view regarding collaboration? 
	Not unlike what you all will end of with, I have a Master’s degree from London School of Economics, in Public Enterprise I think it is, and my sense is that there is nothing important that can be accomplished in this community, or in this country, that is not collaborative. Certainly in this community, which I think is probably what you want me to talk about more, the public sector does not have the funds to do something unilaterally anymore. The private sector does not have the funds to do something unilaterally anymore. And the nonprofit sector doesn’t either. We have to come together and look for collaborations. In 1999, we started a fund here called the Fund for Administrative Collaboration. We changed the name recently to the Fund for Strategic Opportunities, which doesn’t really matter. But the premise is that we need to work smarter, not harder. We need to look for opportunities to collaborate, not just on programs, because programmatic collaborations are very easy, but also on administration. Every nonprofit organization needs to constantly re-evaluate and figure our whether or not there are opportunities for them to spend less on overhead and spend more on the people they are serving. In this recession era period, since 2008, frankly, I have been, when given the opportunity, up on my soapbox talking about the fact that we need to redefine what board membership is. Traditionally, being a member of a nonprofit board meant protecting the organization, making sure they have the funds to accomplish their goals and to pay their light bills. I think that’s wrong. I don’t think that model works anymore. I don’t think it is incumbent upon a board member to protect the organization. I think it’s incumbent upon a board member to make sure the services are delivered and that they are good stewards of charitable dollars. I think there are lots of organizations in town that need to merge. They would be able to provide better service together than they can independently, and they would do that at less cost. (Florence Crittendon Fund example; daycare example)
	And that’s one thing about the CF that you’re not going to find at STARS, for example. Roger at STARS is doing a great job, but he’s paid to be myopic. At the CF, we are paid to be myopic, but in addition we are paid to look strategically at cross-cutting the opportunities, looking for gaps. Kind of like the running back on a football team. A good running back doesn’t see the opposing players, he sees the gaps, and that’s a lot of what we’re trying to do. One of the main competencies of this organization is that it is part of our value-added to the community to look for opportunities to change the way things are done and to fill gaps. Nonprofits are supposed to be myopic. They’re supposed to think that their work is the most important, so they regularly go in and ask people for ridiculous amounts of money, and we understand that for donors, it becomes not a gift, but an investment. In order to make an investment in the for-profit sector, you need information. We look at that as that’s exactly what we need for the nonprofit sector. It’s not just about transparency, it’s about sharing data and helping donors feel confident about making an investment. 

-Can you briefly discuss the decision not to merge with the United Way and what went into that decision?
	I don’t think there was an official decision made. It goes back to what I was saying before: I don’t think there is any not profit that doesn’t have the responsibility to look for ways to do things differently, not necessarily better or worse, just differently. There was a time when the United Way was between executive directors, it made sense to explore the possibility of whether or not we could both work more efficiently. The CF does everything the United Way does, except have on-site corporate campaigns. And we serve not only Davidson County, but 39 other counties. The conversations were about was there a way to more effectively serve the organizations and provide stewardship for community resources. We had really good conversations. There were some things… I think we spent a great deal of time talking about what we were both doing. I think we spent a great deal of time talking about the things only one of us was doing. How to take a one county organization and merge it with a 40 county organization. How to take an organization that was focused on annual giving and merge it with an organization that was focused on really long-term gifts. Essentially, the analogy that we had always used was that United Way with the community checking account: money went in every year and money went out every year for community health and human services organizations. I believe they now support 60 organizations. We are the charitable savings account: just like with any savings account, if the roof starts leaking then you can spend money on the roof, but as a general rule the money is there for the long haul. We support those same 60 organizations that the United Way does, and a lot of others a year, because we’re just working on a bigger scale. I think that the conversations didn’t end up causing a merger because two things happened: one is they hired a new executive director. David [Williams] chaired the search committee and I was on the search committee. And it just seemed like it was time to let this person do their thing and see how it went. I think that’s really what happened. I can’t remember that there was any official decision, it just sort of went like “Oh, okay, we’ll come back in a few years.” This guy is the 7th or 8th executive director of the United Way in the 20 years that I’ve been running this place. 
	-So, it could be approached again in the future as a possibility?
		Sure. I don’t believe in talking the talk unless you walk the walk. And I do think there’s not a nonprofit organization that shouldn’t be open to the possibility and re-evaluation.

Paid Staff and Volunteers

-How do you provide your staff with opportunities to grow personally and professionally?
	It depends on how much opportunity we have that year. Professional development is a necessity, but it is also a luxury at some points. It really just depends on the budget and the workload. Some years, when we have been able to put into the budget, which is again, approved by the board, some professional development things, and we’ve had the opportunity for people to tell us what would make their life easier, and we look for opportunities to send them to Vanderbilt for something, or do whatever it is they need. 

Marketing and Communications
	(Said we do not need marketing plan) Rebecca and her team are great at using a combination of sort of tried and true methods of social media and the widest range of tools at our disposal. The reality is that, unlike other nonprofit that have a very defined target market, we don’t. We have some people who want to come here because they’re fun events or because they’re social and they want to meet people. We have some people who are looking at disinheriting the IRS and it’s all about taxes. We have some people who someone who is near and dear to them has died and they want to create something in their memory. We have some people who are rich, we have some people who are poor, we have some people who know exactly what they want to do, we have some people who don’t have a clue. We have some people who make decisions based on issues and opportunities, and we have others who make decisions based on allegiance. There is not a single person in the 40 counties that we serve that isn’t part of our target market, because we believe that everybody should give. Marketing is everything to everyone. 

Philanthropic Fundraising
-How does the CF differentiate fund-raising from development? Does the CF “fund-raise?”
	We occasionally will do fundraising. We don’t really call it development, we call it donor education. We still do fundraising for various things, most of which we lose money on, actually. For example, the luncheon yesterday: we sold tickets for the luncheon. We made enough to cover the cost, but that’s pretty much it. We have things for the Tomorrow Fund, and certainly that’s a population that isn’t thinking about estate planning or long-term kinds of things, they’re thinking about “Here’s my membership” or “Here, I want to come to this Battle of the Food Trucks.” So, we occasionally will do fundraising. As a general rule, however, we are about gifts of assets, not gifts of income. 

Earned Income Strategies
Financial Management

Advocacy and Lobbying
-Do you see the CF as an advocate for certain issues/needs in Middle Tennessee?
Advocacy and lobbying, according to the IRS, are two different things, and there is a very, very, very fine line between the two. It is very important for a nonprofit to be very careful getting into that arena. I think for us, the advocacy is about giving. We exist to promote and facilitate philanthropy. If you cut it down to the core, that is what we exist to do. Whether or not they chose to use our services, they need to be willing to give, because a rising tide will float all boats. The more people give, the more people feel good about giving, the better off this community will be. That tends to be our bully pulpit, that tends to be our advocacy. We’re saying it’s important that you give back; pick your passion. 

International
-Even though the essence of a community foundation is that it focuses on its own community, are there ways in which you think in a global perspective? Have you ever thought about reaching out to other countries in any way?
	When the tsunami hit, we were right in the thick of raising money from this community, the same for Haiti. The work we will be doing to help Pat Summit raise awareness about Alzheimer’s and put together the Pat Summit Foundation Fund to raise money to raise awareness and educate folks, and to fund research. That certainly is worldwide. Alzheimer’s isn’t just an American thing. One of the things that we were working on is providing confidential and anonymous online support to warriors returning who had invisible wounds. Anything that’s on the web is international. I guess sort of the global vs. local line is getting blurred. 

Social Entrepreneurship
-Do you see yourself as a social entrepreneur? How so or why not?
	You know, I think that is the worst term. I really refuse to answer that question. Because honestly, social entrepreneurship means different things to everybody. I say to people don’t ever say that to me, because then I have to figure out which version of social entrepreneurship you’re talking about. If you happen to be talking about cause marketing, on the for-profit side, then yes we help people do that. If you happen to be talking about the object of earning income to help support on nonprofit, then yes we do that. Sorry, it’s just ridiculous… it’s a ridiculous term. 

Ending questions:

-What do you consider to be the CF’s greatest asset?
	There are two: one is our flexibility and the other is our staff. In the infinite wisdom of Congress and the IRS, the CF has the ability to address the needs of a community, and not only with a short-term perspective but a long-term perspective. We have the ability to one minute talk with somebody about a scholarship fund, the next minute talk to somebody about their estate planning, the next minute talk to someone about a cute little idea they have to raise money for X, Y, or Z. That flexibility and agility is really important, especially in this community where we have such an entrepreneurial and creative group of folks. 

-Can you provide us with a copy of your most recent strategic plan?
	You don’t need it. You don’t need all this stuff. Everything I’ve told you pretty much covers it. Honestly, our strategic plan has pretty much been the same. The board reviews it every year and tweaks it. They add things for NowPlayingNashville when that comes up, and they add things for GivingMatters when that comes up, different opportunities when the tax code changes. But as a general rule, at the highest level we have been doing the same thing for 20 years, and will be for 20 more years. It is about making is comfortable, convenient, and cost effective for people to give. Strategies are often developed when you’re looking in the rearview mirror and saying “Oh yeah, that’s what we were doing.” That’s certainly what I see when I look at my resume. 


III. Thank you
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