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Abstract 

Community foundations play a pivotal role in American philanthropy as grantmaking public 

charities committed to the betterment and social good of local peoples.  Given the large financial 

responsibility and grantmaking power paired with garnering broad public support, community 

foundations find themselves operating similarly to both a private foundation and quasi-

government entity simultaneously. This paper studies essential management principles as applied 

to community foundations in America using available research and a primary source. A 

recommendation for further research is provided.  
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Essential Management Principles as Applied to Community Foundations in America 

Community foundations are a 104-year-old concept in America, credited first to 

Frederick Harris Goff who exclaimed that there should be a permanent organization that could 

accept monies for the greater good of the community’s greatest needs (Adams, 1970). Goff 

founded the Cleveland Foundation in 1914 as an alternative to large private trust to enable the 

appropriate use of philanthropic money for reasons beyond one’s personal interests, but rather 

for the community’s interest (The Cleveland Foundation, 2018). Over 750 community 

foundations exist in the United States today and they collectively gave an estimated $4.3 billion 

dollars to non-profit activities in 2011 alone (Council on Foundations, 2018). The effective 

application of essential management principles is essential given the large financial responsibility 

and grantmaking power community foundation bare while considering the public interest and 

support. This paper examines known community foundation practices against fundamental 

management theories while highlighting both successful applications and opportunities for 

development. While this paper does contain a primary source, further primary research in 

effectively managing community foundations is encouraged.  

A Personal Perspective 

Within the Washington, DC metro area, there are approximately five community 

foundations operating in their respective jurisdictions. Given the limited availability of 

information related to managing community foundations, Sari Raskin, Associate Director of 

Community Investment at the Community Foundation for Northern Virginia (CFNoVa), offered 

her insights for this paper after her tenure within the space in both Dallas and Northern Virginia. 

Raskin also serves as an authority of non-profit management, holding a certificate from the 

Center for Nonprofit Management in Dallas and a recent graduate of the Career Pathways 
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program offered by the Council on Foundations, a year-long programmed aimed specifically at 

acquisition, management, and retention with respect to foundations.  

Organizational Structure 

The organizational structure of most community foundations can be generalized into four 

main divisions: program, marketing, finance, and development (Raskin, 2018). The program arm 

serves in educating businesses in “doing good” and corporate giving. Additionally, the program 

division will administer the grant program and links various stakeholders together under various 

initiatives. The marketing arm plays its role by spreading the word of the foundation and further 

engaging the community of nonprofits. Finance has the task of navigating IRS rules and handling 

the obvious finances of the foundation. Marketing and finance are further elaborated upon in the 

marketing practices and accounting sections of this paper respectively. Lastly, the development 

arm sees over fundraising, meets with potential donors, convinces said donors to contribute 

funds to the foundation, and builds a network of professional financial advisors who can 

recommend contributions to the community foundation for both chartable and tax relief purposes 

(Raskin, 2018).  

Community foundations are unique in that they serve as both a grant funder and 

fundraiser, thus the division of tasks within the foundations’ organizational structure seems 

organic and balanced within the context of traditional management theories. Interestingly, some 

community foundations experience disputes between the program and marketing arms (Raskin, 

2018). Unlike a traditional business model where marketing is seen as a method to entice 

consumers, some in the community foundation space may see marketing costs as a deterrence to 

the grant monies they are ultimately trying to award.  
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Accounting and Finance 

The fiscal management over a community foundation may be the most challenging task. 

Financial philanthropic contributions vary wildly across the United States, and in some instances, 

there is not a long-term, stable endowment for future grant distributions or even operating the 

foundations themselves (National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2016). For instance, the 

Community Foundation for Northern Virginia tends to “build the plane while flying” as Raskin 

calls it, since they may put grant proposals out before fully knowing the contributions they 

should receive annually (Raskin, 2018). That is not to say there are not annual donors, such as 

AOL’s Ken Huntsman who serves on the CFNoVAa board; however, the organization still must 

host an annual gala, which is marketed aggressively, to cover operational and discretionary funds 

for the foundation (Raskin, 2018). Virginia is ranked ninth for financial philanthropy nationally 

(National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2016), which goes to show that other regions may well 

have an even more difficult situation than CFNoVA.  

Further, the accounting and financial responsibilities are great when you consider the 

hundreds of funds each foundation may manage and the complicated IRS laws and tax codes 

associated with charitable donations and grant administration. A Michigan study concluded that 

state tax credits had a profound effect on Community Foundations; donations decreased 27% in 

the years prior to the 1988 tax credit and increased by 77% after (Anderson & Beier, 1999). The 

Great Recession saw a decrease of charitable giving decrease of 7.0% and 6.2% in 2008 and 

2009 respectively; yet contributions were nearly proportional with respect to consumer income 

before the recession (Reich & Wimer, 2012). With such fluctuations as a result of policy or 

economic conditions, it is imperative to have qualified staff that can forecast and provide 

educated financial advice to continue a community foundation’s programs come feast or famine. 
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Fortunately, the Council on Foundations does offer legal council and advice for community 

foundations should they need it (Raskin, 2018).  

Marketing Practices 

As previously stated, the marketing efforts at a community foundation could be at odds 

with the instinctive nature of the grant staff (Raskin, 2018). Marketing is paramount in 

illustrating critical needs in the community and educating people of the community foundation. 

The aforementioned fiscal constraints that some foundations experience may only be addressed 

by effective marketing. In the for-profit world, it has been estimated that for every $100 invested 

in marketing, there is a 9% return on investment for traditional methods and a 118% return on-

line (Bateman, 2018). While it is the aim of the foundation to relieve poverty, “poverty relief is 

not sexy” says Raskin, and so community foundations must illustrate the effect of their programs 

on children, job training, the local economy, etc (Raskin, 2018).  

Social media and the internet have become more prevalent in the charitable giving space 

within the last decade as well. A study of 117 community foundations’ web presence reported 

that close to 90% of all community foundations sampled had content targeted to grant seekers 

and donors; however, less than 55% was targeted towards the communities actually served 

(Saxton, Guo, & Brown, 2007). Since the 2007 study, community foundations are usually active 

on social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook and engaging more with their 

constituents in the form of fund information and statistics being readily accessible. Additionally, 

community foundations have benefited from technology by being able to directly survey their 

constituents and receive donations from smaller donors electronically. This overall 

“responsiveness” of the foundation to the community can be seen as both a wholistic practice but 

also a better form of marketing. A decade ago, wealth managers and grant procurement folks had 
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a better understanding of the local community foundation than did the populations that were 

directly served by them. Today, a community foundation can be on a device screen targeting 

specific audiences for donations and specific audiences for information on available programs in 

the region.  It is worth noting that while technology may serve a great role with community 

foundations, there may still be community members without access to technology and thus 

foundations should be cognizant of this. 

My personal observations are that, while community foundation implementation of the 

internet for marketing practices has seemed to grow, they could benefit by further investment in 

the practice. Even more so, the community foundations have the ability to get direct, bottom-up 

feedback from their service populations, bypassing the filters of the local non-profits that may 

have an ideological agenda, and then make informed decisions on whether the grant monies to be 

distributes actually address the needs of those in need.  

This can be illustrated by my first-hand use of data gathering software and mobile tablets 

to both inform the community about CFNoVa’s work and collecting data on at-risk youth. Our 

team’s researched gathered a great deal of primary-source information that the community 

foundation could use to corroborate the claims of area non-profits that were hoping to receive 

grants. Ultimately, our findings went into a preliminary report of which will shape the 

development a specific program at the community foundation. This methodology of community 

outreach is two-fold in that it serves the community directly by educating and listening to them 

but also serves as a form of marketing. It could be inferred that this school of thought is 

gradually being adopted by education/community outreach positions growing at a great rate than 

marketing/communications positions in the nonprofit sector (Nonprofit HR, 2016). 
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Motivation & Employment 

Motivation of employees and employment statistics are especially interesting in the 

community foundation space. It seems that social responsibility, employee selection/retention, 

and motivation are closely knit within the rather small community foundation space. As Raskin 

says it, most “go to work everyday and feel fulfilled.” While a 2015 report concludes that 

turnover within non-profits is 19%, the same as the for-profit sector within the same period, 

community foundations supposedly experience significantly low turnover on average (Nonprofit 

HR, 2016). This phenomenon may be due to the unique position of community foundations to 

leverage large funds toward extremely impactful initiatives that adorn the support of many non-

profits and the government (Raskin, 2018). Still, the top three challenges for non-profits reported 

in 2016 were budget constraints on hiring qualified staff, finding qualified staff, and holding 

salary budgets amidst market pressure (Nonprofit HR, 2016).  

When filling positions, the community foundations appear to naturally attract individuals 

self-motivated and inspired by the work of the foundations. However, it is incumbent upon the 

foundations themselves to select employees so that they may reflect the people they are serving 

in staff, leadership, and engagement. This may be particularly difficult considering the entity 

must both court wealthy donors and have direct contact with the disadvantaged populations they 

wish to serve. Cultural intelligence and diversity inclusion is paramount to be responsive to 

community needs while still reflecting the community. A 2015 study that canvased 315 of the 

largest foundations and non-profits showed that while women accounted for 42% of 

organizations’ executives, 87% of all directors and presidents were Caucasian, 6% African 

American, 4% Hispanic, and 3% Asian (Medina, 2017). This claim is supported by two other 

studies; Community Wealth Partners reported that only 8% of non-profit leaders were of color 
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and D5 concluded that 92% of executive directors were Caucasian (Medina, 2017). These 

alarming statistics are further compounded in that 75% of white Americans have social networks 

with no minorities and implicit bias in a controlled study proved that peoples with “white 

sounding” names are 50% more likely to be hired in general than those with African-American 

sounding names (Medina, 2017).  

While the costs of not implementing diversity is usually associated with high employee 

turnover rates (Cox & Blake, 1991), the costs within the Community Foundation space is more 

likely a bias towards grant selection and initiatives serviced without influence from within by 

leadership of the affected populations. Traditional business theories focus on cultural sensitivity 

and insight under the presumption of multinational organizations, yet the same logic is valid to 

subpopulations within a Community Foundation’s local purview (Cox & Blake, 1991). 

Foremost, adequate diversity training at all levels of management can break the cycle of 

homogeneity within organizations (Cox & Blake, 1991). Interestingly, Community Foundations 

often have a role in work force development programs, and are uniquely positioned to apply 

those tactics to themselves by training and hiring minorities and disadvantaged populations to be 

productive employees and managers. A recent white paper proposes that foundations embed 

diversity organization-wide, create clear career paths for all, proactively identify high-potential 

diverse talent, and foster a culture of inclusion (Medina, 2017).  

The benefits of this inclusion are that when a board reflects the diversity of the 

community served, the organization will be suited well to approach assets in the community 

through connections with possible donors, cooperative partners, and policy makers. Additionally, 

a board that is diverse will support a community foundation's ability to react to outside 

authorities or events that change the situation for those they wish to serve (National Council of 



ESSENTIAL MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES AS APPLIED TO COMMUNITY 
FOUNDATIONS IN AMERICA 8 

Nonprofits, 2018). The National Council of Nonprofits goes on to support the established 

theories that when a board is facing a difficult decision, diverse perspectives on the board are 

better qualified to identify the full range of opportunities and risks as well as avoid stagnating the 

board by being outside of the usual social circles that tend to dominate the local boards (National 

Council of Nonprofits, 2018).  

Politics, Entrepreneurship, & the Future 

It does not come as a surprise that the rising political tensions in America are reflected at 

a community foundation level. While private foundations can promote initiatives at the whim of 

their board, community foundations must avoid political or controversial programs as they must 

fundraise from a diverse background of donors and serve the public population. Acting 

politically could alienate those they serve or starve them of the critical funding they need. The 

San Francisco Foundation has acted openly in opposition to the current White House 

administration, where others like the New York Community Trust and the New York Foundation 

have begun accepting letters of intent “to support nonprofits that are engaged in addressing rising 

hate crimes and New York City residents’ fears of deportation, discrimination, arrest and 

poverty” (Callahan & Ochs, 2017). While that example may be fairly apolitical, the NYCT has a 

history of donating to more controversial efforts such as Planned Parenthood and more 

politically charged non-profits (Callahan & Ochs, 2017).  

Raskin claims that CFNoVa has found challenges with staying centric in the current 

political climate; still, they channeled their need to represent the whole community by crafting a 

value statement that reflect their commitment to meeting peoples critical needs within the 

community (Raskin, 2018). One could argue that in regions that have a clearly predominant 

political affiliation, pandering towards political agendas could create a notable gain in donations. 
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Conversely, it must be recognized that politics tend to shift over time, and community 

foundations serve as long-term endowments toward the general good of all people within their 

community (Adams, 1970). Historically Democrats are more likely to give light contributions 

where Republicans are more likely to be the heaviest givers (The Philanthropy Roundtable, 

2018). Additionally, corporate charitable giving can amount to billions of dollars annually, often 

of which could be used for corporate interest rather than the whole community, and therefore 

may be channeled to a private foundation (Brudney & Farrell, 2002). Ultimately, it could be a 

disservice to a foundation’s livelihood should it partake in largely partisan issues.  

Only time will tell how the ever-shaping political climate may affect community 

foundations, however entrepreneurial spirit and the business world may hold the keys to how 

these entities will operate in the future. The aforementioned research on diversity in the 

workplace has started to give birth to similar research in the non-profit sector with the same 

conclusions. Raskin believes that as their foundation grows, it will serve them well to think more 

as a business, not only to net additional revenue through social enterprise, but also in the creation 

of new and innovative initiatives. CFNoVa has recently began an initiative first developed by the 

Cleveland Foundation called Community Wealth Building (CWB), an economic reform model 

that provides job training, employment, and business ownership to disadvantaged populations 

(Raskin, 2018). CWB is an excellent example of entrepreneurial, start-up gusto intersecting with 

philanthropy, business, and economics. The future for community foundations, should they steer 

clear of partisan politics, could be injecting significant reform into local models around the 

nation through “outside the box” means. These unique programs could be studied and, those that 

prove fruitful, replicated all around America, creating a community renaissance of private and 

public cooperation leading to the ultimate betterment of all society.  
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Conclusion 

Community foundations are a cornerstone in American philanthropy and have created 

tremendously positive impacts to hundreds of communities. As a whole, they have shown 

resilience in hard economic times, constant growth, and development of innovative initiatives. 

Still, much work is to be done to increase diversity to be consistent of represented populations, 

encourage refrain from partisan politics, and educate other arms of the organization on the 

benefits of effective marketing. Available data on the topic suggests that these areas for 

improvement are not too dissimilar from the rest of the American marketplace. Further research, 

specifically on community foundations, could benefit the industry as a whole, and universities 

should engage their business schools with better educating future or current non-profit leaders in 

essential management principles that are just as applicable to community foundations as they are 

on the private industry. In my view, the initiatives rendered by the great people of community 

foundations across America are a welcome alternative to private foundations and government 

programs. Through a better application of business and management principles, the beacon of 

light that community foundations casts across their communities can only shine brighter.  
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