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RM: Could you please describe your experience with and your impressions of the CF, both the organization and the leadership? What kind of information they made available, and ultimately why you decided not to pursue establishing a fund with the CF?

CA: Well, it’s a little more complicated than that. What happened was I started a national organization to help soldiers and their families who are coming home from war, it’s called Not Alone. And when we started, we actually started as a for-profit entity that’s going to provide services in terms of creative and web-based tools and building community, sort of online… to help people, and education and those kinds of things. And so we went down to – we thought we had a deal with the Wounded Warrior project, to be their vendor, if you will. In fact, we had a four million dollar deal with them, we shook hands, were ready to close it and then a week before the board meets, this is when the Lehman Brothers collapsed, and they have a total turn over in leadership, and we’re out, and oh what do we do now, and we have to find a way to get nonprofit income coming in. and so, the CF seemed like a reasonable way to go because we could raise money in the community and then the CF could turn around and pay us to create the materials that we were creating to help out. And we were trying to avoid creating our own 501c3 because there are so many other 501c3s out there. But what we really needed was an entity that could do some operations in addition to just being a conduit for money flowing through. 

So we set up the fund at the foundation and worked a lot with Ellen and with Lani to get that done [Lani Wilkeson Rossmann served as Vice President (COO) from 2003-2011. She retired this summer.]. And the fund is still there, but after really two or three months of doing that, we figured out we just have to go and start our own 501c3, there’s really no way around it. And so, we did that, and then we merged that with Center Stone, which is the largest community-based mental health organization in the country, and so that’s where we ended up going. 

So when we were dealing with the CF, it was a real love fest, when we were working together. It was pretty complicated deal to try to figure out a lot of different moving parts. And we spent a fair amount of time with Lani and Ellen to get that going. And the CF was terrific in terms of... one of the things they’re really good at is doing graphic design, creating great case statement pieces, all those kinds of things. And they were good at working through complex, unusual kinds of situations. We decided to work with them, and then we decided, ok, we just have to go and do this other piece. 

And what I would say from that experience and from a lot of prior experiences in dealing with Ellen, is that Ellen is a very capable leader, she’s very fierce, and when she first started it, she’s always been that way, since I’ve ever known her, she’s just always been so very fierce, driven woman, and just incredibly determined, and uncompromising. I mean if you look at the Meyers Briggs, she’s just an ENTJ-J-J-J-J, you know, and so she knows how things ought to go and she expects them to go that way. And I would say that it would be fair to call her mercurial, because she is so passionate and when it doesn’t exactly how she wants to, being someone who is very, very left-brained, it makes her angry, because just about any other emotion that might occur to her, it’s going to resolve itself in anger, that’s just kinda – ha – So, I knew that about Ellen going into it, and so what we had to do back then, was you go work with Ellen, and she gives you the kind of ‘tough-as-nails’ kind of terrier action, and then as soon as you get done, you go over and talk to Lani and get your deal done. And Lani was the CFO, and was a good deal older than Ellen, a lot more experience, and a really good counter-balance because you couldn’t – she’s just as even-tempered as they possibly come, very sophisticated from a business perspective, so they were a great team, they really were an excellent balance. 

And her board has always been really strong and good, I mean, Howard [Howard Stringer? former board chair and current trustee], if she needed him, he’s there, cause he was probably before Debbie, he was the board chair. And they’ve always had very, very powerful board members. So, just from a leadership perspective I have to give Ellen very high marks for taking just from an absolute germ to being a very, a real powerhouse now. I mean she’s completely eaten United Way’s lunch, just as an example. And a lot of that is because she has the luxury of donor choice, and United Way doesn’t, United Way is always just – let us choose – and so then they end up in a big horrendous bureaucracy where nobody is ever happy, whereas with the CF, you have a little bit of choosing, but the donors really set the standard. 

She’s done very well with the technology side. They just put out a new website. [It was] a little clunky on the actual giving money side, and I think they’ve resolved that some, I think the Giving Matters piece is really good; the NowPlayingNashville piece is really good. They’ve done a good job of partnering with other vendors to help them put those things together. 

So you have to just give her really high marks. This last year has just been a horrible year for Ellen in terms of stress. Because of the flood, and she just went through a divorce, and, you know, that ain’t ever easy. And she got a lot more brittle then even she had been from that. She you could say that she’s kind of had that trauma injury, you know that kind of hyper-aroused, and really easy to anger, and it just really, just really… overworked, with just so much coming at her. But she has really regained, in the last two months, the old Ellen is back, and she’s got a sense of humor again. And she’s funny, because Ellen can be just incredibly gracious and very warm and very… and I say she’s very left-brained, but she’s also very clever, which is she’s very creative, and as a leader and she works her butt off. That’s probably why she and John ended up getting a divorce, because she is synonymous with that organization. And she’s told me, on more than one occasion, Carter, there’s no difference between Ellen Lehman the human and Ellen the head of this agency. I am the public face of this, and it’s impossible for me to separate the two, those two sides. 

And, so, you look at what you want from a leader. Someone who’s a visionary: check. She’s got that. Absolute integrity: check, check, check, check, check. I mean, there is no way that anybody’s going to get her to do anything that isn’t exactly what she’s supposed to do. Persistence: she will never quit. Never. Ever. There’s nothing you could do to her that would make her quit. Uh, humility… (chuckles) she struggles with that, but… I don’t think that… she actually can listen very well. A lot of the leaders who are very um, real Iacocca, ‘I’m in charge here,’ and ferocious like she would be, might have trouble listening, but she doesn’t. She’s a very good listener. Creativity, in terms of problem solving: yeah, check. You’ve got a really unusual, or like the flood situation, she’s very, like any ENTJ, she’s very good at processes and setting up systems to deal with things, she’s got a very systemic- that’s just how she thinks. She’s got- very good at organizing stuff and creating good systems and then passing it off and getting people in her organization to take care of those systems. Very good communicator, I give her great marks there. I don’t know how many thousands of letters she signs every month, with a little personal note on there. I mean, she is disciplined. Unbelievable. I mean, just incredible discipline. 

And, when you look at how young she was when she started that thing, and to take that great, she had of course a great family, her mom was a great leader, her dad was a really good leader [Lehman’s parents are Jane and Richard Eskind]. And to take a very determined passionate, hard driving, hard-nosed young woman and navigate all of the political and interpersonal things that she’s had to do, it’s been really remarkable. And she’ll continue, if, you know, the trauma doesn’t actually injure her in any serious way, she’ll be able to end up, continue – she could be there another twenty years, and she’ll continue to evolve and grow and change. People are like great wines, you know, she’s really gonna be a special, special. She is now, but just think, she’s got another twenty years at least, and that’s going to create a really special thing. 

If you look at her employees, they are all just incredibly loyal. You see almost, and I don’t know this for sure, but I suspect there is very low turnover, despite the fact that she’s demanding as hell. I mean, if something needs to get done and it’s going to take eighty hours, too bad, it’s got to get done. She’s really, really tough like that. But I think her employees are just dog-ass loyal. And they know that she might get mad at them and she may be incredibly firm, but they respect it, because they know that it comes its totally out of a mission – I’ve got this important mission to do – we’re out there helping people and so, by golly, we’re going to get it done. 

She’s one of the great leaders in town. And thinking through what I’d say are the characteristics of a leader, and she hits them. 

RM: What do you think about what that means for the organization’s life after Ellen is no longer the president?

CA: It’s hard to say. I would think right now that its – I don’t know how she’s getting along without Lani, because Lani was so important as a balance to her, and you really need obviously in any organization, peoples’ strengths in lots of different ways. She and Lani had a huge amount of technical strength in funding in budgets and finance and on the business side, she could read a contract and negotiate a contract as well as any lawyer, because she could understand really sophisticated deals and know what was important and what wasn’t important. She could get all the "i"s dotted and all the "t"s crossed. And Ellen, she’d stir the pot and get it going and ok here’s what we’re gonna do and - whump - here you go, Lani, make it so. Lani could do it cause she had the seasoning and the smarts and the knowledge. To my knowledge they haven’t replaced her, so I can’t imagine what the hell’s going on over there now. I can’t even imagine how they’re ding it without Lani. So that’s scary to me.


There’s not right now, someone else in the org that could step up and lead it, I don’t think. Lani could have, would have been a totally different leader than Ellen, but that’s ok. And if Ellen got hit by a bread truck, it would, the org would not have her kind of leadership, which is very visionary and very innovative, and very forward-looking, very continue evolving. But, it could do just fine. It’s got enough trajectory and enough momentum and enough system and enough processes, that it could do fine for, you know, four or five years, with someone who’s just straight and level, open the doors, and making sure they’re doing what they’re doing. So, I don’t really, obviously it wouldn’t be good if she got hit by a bread truck, but they’ve got enough systems and processes and other humans and what not, that I think it would be fine. 


And one of the um… that place is like a bank in that the number one most important thing is trust. People must trust the leader, must trust the integrity of the place, and to trust that things are going to go as they’re supposed to. And in that kind of org, having long-term employees is the best thing you can possibly have, because customers are always going to be just as loyal as the employees are. That’s why the pancake pantry, cause Lois and all these waitresses have been there thirty, thirty five years, and so people know that culture stays exactly the same, and that’s just a huge thing for the CF to have that steady hand there.


She’s great. I can’t tell you how many times we’ve been at a happy place, and then we’re warring, and then we’re back to a happy place, and then we’re at war, and when we’re happy place, I get lots of emails from her, and she’s real chirpy and real sweet, and then she gets mad at me and – silence – and then all the sudden she’ll get over it, and she’ll get back, chirp, chirp, chirp, and she is that way. But it’s not, you know, you can’t argue with results. You cannot argue with results.


I don’t worry about what happens about she’s gone. She’s got a great very powerful board. So yeah, they’ll be fine. There’d be plenty of people who’d like to step up to have that position, that’d be very competent. Jane just came back from running the Girl Scouts in NYC, in the whole country, she’d step in, or, there’s lots of people, there are a lot of good people. 

RM: So, as someone who has established a fund, how does the org stay accountable to you, and what you want to do with the money, how the money is invested, how it grows…

CA: Like I said, we didn’t really establish a fund – we kind of did, we kind of didn’t – so I don’t have a point of view to speak from to speak about that. 

RM: In our class we talk a lot about how organizations build capacity either through collaborating or keeping staff, and you’ve spoken a bit about that. About how they’re accountable to their constituents, which is different from a lot of other nonprofits that have a client base. I think they have a different really complex relationship with their donors/constituents.

CA: Yeah, they do a really great job on the communication front. Very well done annual reports, constantly get stuff in the mail; every month at least I’m getting something from them, to keep their name in front. They do a great job with NPR, there all time, Don Chapman, Dean of Deans; they’ve just really done a great job. 

RM: Is there anything other than the communication and the longevity of the staff that makes you really trust in the org?

CA: Well, Ellen is just… Ellen… she… I don’t know if there is a fiercer woman in this town. Or man. She is so fierce, and the ferociousness is just all is – it is integrity, that’s what it is. And it’s absolute. There is no possibility that anything other than integrity could come from that human. And what more could you ask for in that position?

RM: Anything else I should know?

[END OF INTERVIEW]

