Developing Relationships with Foundations
May 07, 2003
From Judith S. Davis <judiths@speakeasy.org> Chair, LWV California Education Fund Board

To: Jan Flapan <janflapan@compuserve.com> LWVUS Board

Developing a relationship with a foundation begins with a phone call to set up a visit.  I always call it a visit and the purpose is to sit down with a foundation person to talk about what they do and what we do and see where there might be possibilities for us working together. This is especially effective with community foundations of which there are many around the country. If you can't meet with a foundation director then a program person in one of the areas of interest to the League is the next best choice. Same objective. 

The reason I start this way is because I have found that foundations still really don't know exactly what we do or how we do it. This is an opportunity to get that message across. I always read their latest annual report before I go and make sure that I find some way that I can talk about what we do in terms of helping them reach their stated foundation goals and further the priorities in the community. 

I would then invite them to any pertinent event so they can see the League in action.  I would also send them information on any studies or activities in which they might have an interest. The desired result is for them to call you up one day and say, "We read the information on your Community College System Study and would like to meet with you to discuss it." This happened after years of work begun by the previous LWVC President and continued by our study chair and myself. The key is staying in touch and having good information to share. We are looking at some possible funding for civic engagement using the information we have gleaned from our study and possible funding for publication of the results. We have offered to be a resource for them in this area in the meantime.  This relationship was strengthened by the good work that was done on a previous grant from the Hewlett Foundation and a close working relationship with the program consultant for that grant. But once the grant was finished we didn't drop the relationship.  

Another facet of this is the fact that we put our final report up on the website for all to see and for Hewlett to get the credit for supporting our success. We also put the Community College Study up on the website. These things generate more interest than many might credit.  

When going to the foundations intiially I make a point to take the Executive Director if the League has one (if I am the Development Director) or the Development Director if the President is the point person or take a study chair to talk about the latest thing you are doing. The main thing to remember is make sure there is continuity with the changing boards so that the relationship doesn't get dropped along the way. It takes too long to build a successful relationship to just let it drop inadvertently.  It might cost a lunch or two (but probably not) but mostly it just costs time to plan and read and follow up.   

League members are welcome to e-mail or call me at 650-799-4082 to discuss this further.

Best regards,  

Judy Davis 

