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Tawnia Wise presents the principles in this book in a lighthearted yet practical way and can impact your nonprofit organization no matter what stage of development you’re in—there is something for everyone! Even if you think you’ve already checked it off your list, revisit these areas with a frame of openness and long-term sustainability from the inside out. Tawnia and Wise Resource Development prioritize the teaching and implementation of these often-overlooked principles with their clients. They don’t just provide services; they build relationships to educate and support their clients in becoming the best version of themselves, expanding our capacity to support our communities now and into the future.


—KATT ANDERSON


Director, Lightpath Health




It’s been an honor knowing and witnessing the work of Tawnia Wise. When multiple funders stated that they recognized her work due to its quality and thoroughness, Wise Resource Development emerged as a major asset in helping the nonprofits in Southern Dallas. During my tenure at the State Fair of Texas as Vice President of Community Affairs, I was fortunate to fund her services to many agencies that, because of her assistance, have surpassed million-dollar budgets. Many of these agencies are led by people of color who did not have access to resources to grow their impact. Tawnia’s expertise is evident in her ability to have a massive client load, and more importantly, the results speak for themselves—so many agencies are thriving because of her knowledge. I’m excited about this book and the wisdom the reader will glean from her wealth of experience. It will enhance your toolkit for transformation!


—DR. FROSWA’ BOOKER DREW


Founder, Reconciliation and Restoration Foundation President, Soulstice Consultancy




Tawnia Wise is an experienced, thought-provoking leader who can share knowledge and experience in ways that are easy to understand and implement in real life. People who work for nonprofits are unique. They are driven to help make this world a better place. Having a tool, like Become a Nonprofit Pro, that can help our passionate professionals do this work is not only a necessary resource but valued and appreciated.


—CATHY BARKER


President and CEO, Jewish Family Service of Greater Dallas




Both new and seasoned fundraisers will find this to be a trusted reference for creating and executing a comprehensive revenue strategy. Tawnia utilizes real life scenarios from her career in fundraising to bring best practices to life in a realistic and simplified way that provides a reminder of the importance of the fundamentals in creating a diverse and sustainable fundraising portfolio.


—JAMIE WILLIAMS, MBA


Chief Executive Officer, It’s Time Texas




Tawnia’s book is a much needed source of knowledge, insight, and practical advice for the nonprofit community, based on her real world experience in supporting start ups and founderled nonprofits. I’ve been privileged to work directly with her, as a colleague and advisor, and have seen firsthand the value she has brought to many of the nonprofits I work with, who are partners in the South Dallas Employment Project. I view her work as a major asset to the nonprofit community!


—WES JUREY


Managing Partner & Co-Founder, South Dallas Employment Project




Wise Resource Development knows all aspects of fundraising. They are strategic and thoughtful to their approach and tailor how they intersect with your organization based on your needs.


—MANDY SHREVE


Chief Administrative Officer, CitySquare
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This book is dedicated to my kids, Cole and Carmyn, for inspiring and pushing me to do the work to become my best self and for sacrificing, as kids of a single mom sometimes do, for a career that fuels our family.
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INTRODUCTION
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When approached with the idea to write a book about my work with nonprofits, I became excited at the opportunity to put the most common advice that I give into a format that can reach more people and have a broader impact than what I can achieve personally as a consultant and what Wise Resource Development (WISE) can as a consultancy.


Before starting WISE in 2014, I spent my career in nonprofits. I was able to gain experience at nonprofits of different sizes, levels of sophistication, and stages of the organizational life cycle. I leveraged that experience to build a consultancy that I love. I wake up on most days knowing I am lucky that I get to do this work every day.


Because every consultant at WISE has worked in-house in nonprofits and has fundraising and leadership experience, WISE specializes in working with founder-led organizations. We know what it is like to be overworked and underresourced. We understand fundraising best practices, how nonprofits operate, and how to design programs.


While the book is written with a target audience of nonprofit founders, executive directors, board members, and other nonprofit leaders at organizations that are in the start-up phase, my hope is that anyone who serves a nonprofit that they love in some capacity will gain some value from Become a Nonprofit Pro.


I always like to be clear that the start-up phase is not time dependent for nonprofits. It is behavioral, and organizations can still be in a start-up phase into their thirtieth year of operation and beyond. The start-up phase is usually characterized as having a lack of formalized structures. It can be defined by the scrappy “Get it done on a shoestring” mindset that limits investment in strategy, planning, professionalism, structure, and growth.


If you picked up this book because you’re thinking about forming a nonprofit, it will help you do a gut check on your intentions and prepare for a major undertaking. A word of caution if your goal is to save a failing for-profit business by transforming it into a nonprofit or to create a job for yourself: Just as a deteriorating company won’t attract investors, an ineffective nonprofit won’t convince funders to donate to their cause. To make either work, you must be financially solvent, forward-thinking, and business savvy.


And going into it, consider the major differences between a nonprofit and a for-profit. If you own a for-profit company, you make all the decisions. Profits are yours, and you can keep financial information private. If you lead a nonprofit, you report to a board of directors, and the company belongs to the public. The board makes the decisions, including major financial and strategy ones. Additionally, financials are not private. They are public documents and are used by potential donors to determine your financial competency and compliance.


If you are currently leading a nonprofit, this book is designed to help you take it to the next level. It is broken down into nine chapters, each a common pitfall that can have significant consequences on the health, sustainability, and effectiveness of a nonprofit. Since my back-ground—and the WISE consultancy’s expertise—is in fundraising, the book is written through the lens of fundraising and being competitive for donor investment.


In some cases, I refer to the WISE consultancy as “we,” and there are some terms that I use interchangeably, including development and fundraising. I have included a glossary of terms at the back of the book for quick reference. Glossary words or terms are highlighted throughout the book.


In many cases the organizations referred to have been fictionalized. Names and minor details have been changed to protect identities. However, the scenarios described in examples, including the Getting It WISE (clients who “got it right” and serve as success stories) and WISE Cautionary Tales (I love a good cautionary tale—learn from others so you don’t have to make the same mistakes) sections, are as close to my experience and recollection as possible.


For each chapter, refer to www.wiseresourcedevelopment.com for downloadable resources, tools, and templates.


Thank you for picking up this book and taking this journey with me. I’m here to help you improve your nonprofit in ways you might never have considered. Let’s get to work!
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The majority of people who engage the WISE consultancy are seeking fundraising support. As such, I think it is important to start this book by explaining how fundraising relates to the overall health and sustainability of a nonprofit. To do this, we’ll talk through the basic structure of a functioning nonprofit utilizing the three-legged stool metaphor.


Three-Legged Stool: Your Mission Relies Equally on Programs, Operations, and Fundraising


A well-intentioned mission and strong fundraising efforts cannot compensate for programming and operational systems that are broken or not formally structured. That’s why, when nonprofits come to us for fundraising strategy, we look at these systems holistically—oftentimes much to their surprise. Your organization, whether in its infancy or fifteenth year, needs to be operationally sound to be sustainable and fundable.
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How do you build a stool that can withstand the weight of your mission? Each leg has a purpose that contributes to the overall strength of the stool. Let’s see what this looks like.


Your Mission’s Purpose is to Meet a Demonstrated Need


Your mission, or the seat of the stool, is your why.


If you aim to launch a new nonprofit, first understand the community need. This involves making sure you’re not trying to fill the same gap other local nonprofits are. While I respect someone’s personal calling to meet a need, it is essential to find the optimum way to plug in before launching a nonprofit. Currently, there are more than 1.5 million nonprofits registered with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and fighting over the same $471.44 billion (which averages out to roughly $300,000 in donations given annually per nonprofit). Not only is it inefficient to duplicate services in a community, but a nonprofit also won’t be viable over the long term if it can’t be competitive for funding. Funders have started pushing organizations to merge for this very reason. Therefore, before starting a new nonprofit, research your nonprofit landscape.


If there is a true and clear need or gap in services, ask these questions:


• What makes you and your new nonprofit most qualified to meet that need?


• Do you have a relationship to the target market you aim to serve?


• Do you have access to funding sources?


Your answers will be some of your selling points to funders, especially

when you don’t yet have a track record of community impact.




GETTING IT WISE: DEMONSTRATE QUALIFICATIONS


One of our clients in the start-up phase provides pro bono legal services for youth and young adults imprisoned while they were minors. The founder launched the organization with compelling experience and statistical information that demonstrated how it is uniquely qualified to meet the needs of this population. The qualifications are based on the professional experience and credentials of the organization’s leadership: “No other organization combines evidence-based best practices in health, law, and criminology to impact those entering the justice system and those who have already been convicted.”


The client is also able to demonstrate that it has access to and deep knowledge about the population it is serving.





Your value proposition is what makes your organization unique and most qualified. If there is another nonprofit providing services similar to yours, you must—to be competitive for funding—be able to demonstrate what makes your organization unique by answering the following:


• Are you serving a different population or geographical area?


• Do you have a different approach or service model?


• What makes your service model better than existing options?


Your Program’s Purpose Is to Demonstrate Impact


Programs are how your mission is fulfilled, and they must provide proof to funders that what you’re doing has real impact. Funders want to fund demonstrated results or, for a new program, a well-thought-out plan to meet a specific need. When you make any kind of purchase, you want to know what you are investing in for your moneys—funders do too!




WISE PRO TIP: DESIGNING A NEW PROGRAM


When designing a new program, consider the following:


• Is there evidence-based research that you can use to develop your program?


• Are there other organizations or program models in other parts of the country that you could model your program after?


• Are they serving a similar population in a similar geographical area?


• What are they doing really well that you can reasonably replicate?


• Are they willing to serve as a consultant to support your program implementation?


We are often hired by nonprofits to implement a grantwriting strategy. But because doing so can reveal weaknesses in an organization’s program model, sometimes our first step is to help them develop a formal program structure. This is so that we can talk about the programs in a way a funder will understand. This process is not uncommon, and we encourage you to embrace it, even if you have been implementing your program for decades. Many nonprofits evolve organically, and taking the time to reassess the health and structure of your program through the lens of a rigorous grant-application process will, in the end, make it stronger in impact and more sellable to funders.


In doing this work, it’s important to think through every detail of the program and how it leads to the desired impact. Here we like to use a logic model, a common tool used by nonprofits to outline the inputs, activities, timelines, outputs, and outcomes associated with your program. Some funders ask for this. If the program is a crisis call center, for example, here are some potential questions a logic model will guide you through answering:


• Where will it be housed?


• What equipment is needed?


• Who will oversee it?


• What qualifications and training will the staff or volunteers need?


• What is the client experience from start to finish?


• How will impact or results be measured?


• What does success look like?


Funders have the right to know the results of their donation. These are usually referred to as impact or outcome measures. They are the key performance indicators (KPIs) of programmatic success. Unfortunately, many nonprofits do not track outcomes. Without being able to provide evidence of impact, how do you—and your funders—know you are successful in your mission?


We recommend that when determining how impact will be measured, your programs and fundraising staff should be involved. This is important because your fundraisers often have a better sense for what funders expect to see regarding metrics. And while you must walk the line of not adapting your programs to the whims of funders, you need their support to remain viable.







GETTING IT WISE: BE COMPETITIVE


A previous client of ours was implementing the Working Families Success Model, a nationally recognized and evidence-based model that moves individuals and families out of poverty through an approach that bundles basic needs and income supports, financial coaching, job skills training, and employment coaching. Having a solid understanding of this model and how organizations are implementing it and tracking its success, I pointed out the importance of tracking changes in an individual’s FICO score, which, along with reflecting an individual’s ability to get fair credit and carry a lower burden when it came to deposits for utilities and other services, could be used as an impact measurement. The program staff, however, was hesitant to factor this into their programming because they wouldn’t be able to pull the scores without client consent. But when I explained that funders expect to see this type of outcome and that other organizations were able to track this metric, she was anxious to be competitive for funding and began tracking FICO scores.





Competition can be seen as an ugly word in the nonprofit world. But the reality is when you ask for a donation, you are vying for the same dollars many other nonprofits are after. The positive here is that when nonprofits are pushed to prove impact in similar ways, a benchmark is established. Still, if your outcomes don’t meet that benchmark, it doesn’t mean you no longer qualify for that funding. It might mean you have some explaining to do to make the funder understand your unique situation. For instance, does the population you serve have more barriers to success?
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GETTING IT WISE: USE COMPARISON


When you are articulating the success of your programs, consider the difference between the status quo and the direct impact your organization makes. Comparison is an important consideration when measuring program success. For example, one client that helps returning citizens successfully transition from incarceration describes its outcomes in the following way:


Our character-based program model has produced industry-leading results with recidivism rates (return to prison) consistently below 9 percent (compared to the Texas three-year average of 21.4 percent), dropping to approximately 4 percent for those who live in transitional homes and graduate from our postrelease program.


The client measures recidivism in the same way the state does so that it can compare its results. It has also identified recidivism data from other reentry programs for comparison.





Your Operations’ Purpose is to Protect Your Mission


Operations refers to the procedures and systems a nonprofit uses to

carry out day-to-day activities. Some common operational issues that

we see involve financial accounting and human resources-related challenges—important organizational functions for nonprofits of any size.


A sustainable and accountable nonprofit must have adequate financial systems and operate with financial transparency. This means if there is not someone on staff with nonprofit accounting expertise, there must be a hired consultant or board member with this capability. We will review financial systems in chapter 2, but I want to touch on the importance of financial transparency here, as financial issues are one of the easiest ways to damage your operational leg. Too many times, I have witnessed the results of an executive director manipulating financial reports or presenting them in a way that downplays a negative financial position. Not only is this unethical, but it also puts the organization and the board members (who are fiscally responsible for the organization) at risk and inhibits their ability to do their job (ensuring the success and sustainability of the organization). Financial issues must be dealt with head on. They do not resolve themselves while in hiding.


Another common operational issue involves the lack of HR systems and expertise. Again, if you do not have this expertise on staff, get it through a consulting relationship or a board member. Implement a formal performance management process, and make sure that you know the applicable employment laws. Dealing with terminations can become a nightmare and consume valuable nonprofit resources if you make missteps that involve employment law.




A WISE CAUTIONARY TALE: PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS PROTECT YOUR MISSION


We had a client who terminated a supervisor when a race-related grievance was filed by a subordinate. There was some debate on whether this complaint was filed in earnest or in response to the supervisor addressing performance. This “he-said-she-said” situation was complicated by the fact there was no formal performance management system in place that would have protected all parties involved—the supervisor, the subordinate, and the organization. While in this case, the grievance and the subsequent termination did not result in a lawsuit, it did result in significant damage to the culture of the organization and led to a complete turnover of the impacted department. Following this, the organization implemented a formal performance management system. Doing so not only better protects them from a potential future wrongful termination lawsuit, but it also clarifies expectations and creates accountability for staff.





Cultural issues are extremely common in nonprofits and require intentionality to mitigate, especially as your organization grows. Many nonprofits can be crippled by turf wars and siloed departments, all of which can ultimately damage the organization’s efforts in fundraising, outreach, and programming.


One of our clients had such siloed marketing and fundraising departments that they were using different mailing lists. The marketing department was sending communications to a deceased donor, angering family members who were also active supporters of the organization. This lack of communication between departments will, at best, create inefficiencies and, at worst, devalue the organization’s reputation and brand.


Utilize formal HR processes and procedures to promote the culture you desire within your nonprofit. Culture is driven by organizational leadership, both in setting and modeling clear expectations. We’ll talk more about culture in chapter 7.


Your Fundraising’s Purpose is to Sustain Community Impact


Fundraising financially fuels your programs and operations and must be sustainable with diversified revenue streams and robust individual giving.


There are three types of donors around which organizations build fundraising strategies: individuals, corporations, and institutional funders (grant-making entities). Individual giving comprises almost 68 percent of all giving in the United States, with foundation giving at 19 percent and corporate giving at 3 percent.1 Year over year, individuals have proven to be the most reliable donors. This is why it is best practice for nonprofits to have strong individual donor giving strategies. We will discuss diversification of revenue streams in chapter 3.


There are many fundraising strategies that tap into giving from the three different types of donors, including grant writing, special events, annual appeals and campaigns, giving days, and capital campaigns. There are advantages and disadvantages to each of these, but having a mix of strategies with a focus on individual giving and unrestricted revenue is the key to building a strong fundraising leg. We will go into fundraising strategies in more detail in chapter 9.


Another important consideration when developing sustainable fundraising strategies is whether the gift is restricted. Unrestricted revenue means that the organization’s leadership can decide how to spend those funds.




WISE PRO TIP: AVOID RESTRICTING YOUR ASK


Individual donors are much more likely to give unrestricted gifts than institutional donors. Still, in all asks, it is important not to unnecessarily restrict the gift. Remember this, especially when it comes to special appeals. Nonprofits can unwittingly restrict their gifts in an appeal by saying something like, “Your gift of $50 will provide a backpack for a student this fall.”


What happens when you get more donations for backpacks than you need? Or what if you never intended to spend the $50 on backpacks, but you were trying to follow the best practice of helping donors understand the value of their gift? I hate to break it to you, but in the ask, you promised the donor how their gift would be spent. You restricted the gift to backpacks.


Instead of using “will,” use “could” to provide the concept of what $50 could do. This way, you are giving yourself room to spend the money in a different way if the need arises.





Often, one or more of the legs of an organization’s stool is structurally damaged. It can be hidden for a time but will eventually reveal itself—often when a stakeholder, like a funder, tries to sit upon the stool, and it collapses under their weight. Let’s take a look at what happened with Holly’s Haven.




A WISE CASE STUDY: HOLLY’S HAVEN


When we first started working with Holly’s Haven, an organization that provides social and emotional learning (SEL) through out-of-school-time activities, it was a darling in the community. It was a small organization led by Becky, its cofounder and executive director, and four program staff. Becky was charismatic and well connected with area funders, so raising money was easy for Holly’s Haven.


Becky hired us with visions of growth. She wanted to expand services into other low-income neighborhoods that had a clear need. As she explained it, her SEL programs were proven to work. After all, she had several stories of program alumni who went on to graduate from college and become successful professionals, breaking out of generations of poverty. She was sure that growing the program would get funders’ support. Becky aimed to raise $500,000, which would allow Holly’s Haven to secure larger space, hire staff, and double the number of youths served each year to five hundred. This growth campaign would conveniently take place during their ten-year anniversary.


When WISE takes on a growth or capital campaign project, we conduct a fundraising assessment as part of the feasibility study and planning process. This is to determine the campaign’s viability and build a strategy that leverages the organization’s unique assets as well as mitigates any threats to the campaign’s success. The assessment of Holly’s Haven revealed some weaknesses in their programs and operations.
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