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The Murdock Charitable Trust (Trust) has a long history of supporting the non-profit community’s capacity-building activities and funding non-profit organizations that provide capacity-building support to the non-profit community.  During spring and summer 2007, Program Director Christopher (Kit) Gillem, while participating in an extended study leave, was able to meet with several non-profit support organizations in Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington.  

At the conclusion of the summer, the initial findings of the study were presented to the Trust.  

Highlights of the findings follow. 


* 
The Trust is dependent on a strong non-profit community, and nonprofits rely on training, technical assistance, mentoring, and consultants to improve and advance their missions.  The region has many non-profit support organizations doing very fine work to support the nonprofits approaching the Trust for funding. 


* 
The five regional non-profit support organizations studied engage in widely recognized and proven (or promising) best practices that include the following: engage with the organizations’ change agents (executive director, board members, key staff); work with organizations on multiple levels; manage peer group programs and networks; develop formal curriculum and associated materials; use quality in-house consultants; provide a variety of short- and long-term training opportunities; engage and collaborate with respected researchers; and others.    


* 
The growing non-profit community is facing many challenges including the following: the current economic environment; shifting demographics (senior leadership transition, a smaller and different work force, and adaptation to a changing volunteer work force); documenting organizational effectiveness due to increased scrutiny on the sector; the current local, state and federal political environment; developing innovative and sustainable business models in the age of reduced public support and an ever-changing philanthropic landscape; and others.

As a result of this, at the August 16, 2007 grants meeting, the (Trust) committed to the following . . . . provide multi-year core program support for state-wide and regional supporting entities that provide quality capacity building educational programs and services. By responding to a Request for Proposals, the invited five organizations will submit applications for core program support for three-five years for an amount that falls within a range of 5-15 percent of their operating budgets.  At the same time, the Trust approved other program considerations including these: convene the group of five from time to time;  hire a consultant to work with Staff to evaluate the program;  disseminate the report; enhance the Trust website with resources for nonprofits; and participate in these organizations’ annual events and programs.  This initiative has potential to expand, and based on the program evaluation, a second group of non-profit support organizations could be invited to participate.  There is more than enough work to be done to strengthen the non-profit sector, and there are several highly qualified non-profit support organizations doing quality work in the region.  

The initial group, invited to participate in this initiative, consists of the following organizations:


•
Alaska - The Foraker Group, Anchorage

•
Idaho - Idaho Nonprofit Center, Boise

•
Montana - Montana Nonprofit Association, Inc., Helena

•
Oregon - Technical Assistance for Community Services (TACS), Portland

•
Washington - The Nonprofit Center of South Puget Sound, Tacoma
Core Program Support:

A Request for Proposals (RFP) for core support was announced on October 1, 2007, with a deadline for full proposals in December 2007.  The RFP provided information to help define core support. Staff developed the following examples of core support areas or categories, core support expenses, and core support to provide program structure to assist the organizations in responding to the RFP.

	Examples of Core Support Areas

	•  Fiscal Management
	•  Contributed Income
	•  Earned Income

	•  Human Resources
	•  Leadership Development
	•  Technological Infrastructure

	•  Organizational Planning
	•  Communications/Marketing
	•  Education Programs

	•  Evaluation
	•  Measures of Success
	•  Program Expansion

	•  New Initiatives
	
	


	Examples of Core Support Expenses

	•  Contract Services
	•  Professional Fees
	•  Equipment

	•  Professional Development
	•  Travel
	•  Printed Materials

	•  Salary/Benefits of New Staff
	•  Rent for New or Improved Training/Office Space

	

	•
 Salary/Benefits of Current Staff with Expanded Duties or New Roles and Responsibilities Associated with this Proposal


	Examples of Core Support Activities, Programs, Projects, or Ideas 

	•
Implement the organization’s highest priority of a strategic or business plan

	•
Conduct a feasability study for a new earned income activity or education program

	•
Hire a new deputy director as part of a leadership transition plan 

	•
Evaluate the work or specific program(s) of the organization

	•
Fund an organizational technology assessment and implementation plan including equipment, software, consultants, training, and ongoing support

	•
Develop or improve new membership packet or corporate sponsorship program

	•
Create or improve education programs for emerging leaders in your region

	•
Provide additional training opportunities for emerging leaders in your organization

	•
Provide resources for new program ideas and activities presented by emerging leaders in your organization


RFP and Program Participation Considerations:


Each Nonprofit Support Organization (NSO) was invited to submit a funding request in the amount of between 5-15 percent of its current operating budget (minus any pass-through grants or major one-time grants) for three years.  Example: If the operating budget of the NSO is $500,000, and the organization chooses to use 15 percent as the requested amount, the total grant request would be $225,000 over three years.  It is anticipated that near the end of Year 3, if this Trust initiative is successful, a second three-year RFP will be developed to continue the program. 

Each NSO was invited to outline its ideas on how it would like to use the core support in the narrative portions of the proposal. A report on the progress of the initiative and progress on the organization’s annual operating plans and associated operating budgets will be submitted at the end of each year of grant support.

Based on the success of the July 31-August 1, 2007, meeting and in a subsequent November 1-2, 2007, convening of the five NSOs, it is anticipated that the Trust will invite the NSOs to convene twice during the three-year period to discuss their progress, share information, and perhaps meet with experts in the field. Conference calls will be used to share lessons learned and current trends.  On February 12, 2009, the five NSOs organized a conference call to discuss the current economic environment and the impact on operations and programs.  The NSOs have stated that these two-day cohort convenings and conference calls may be among the most valuable aspect of the initiative.  

Based on Staff’s interest and the feedback from the NSO group during the first convening, it is expected that each NSO will participate in some form of assessment/evaluation by an outside party during the three-year period and that the NSO should budget resources for such evaluation in the grant application. In this effort, the Trust’s goal is to provide resources for the NSO to learn about its own programs and services. It is anticipated that the assessment/evaluation component of the request will be appropriate for the size of the NSO.  It was anticipated that specific details of the evaluation would not be known at the time of the proposal submission deadline, and further discussion will need to take place in 2008 to finalize the evaluation component, which may not begin until 2009 or perhaps later. 

The Trust will also engage in a macro evaluation of this initiative, and all five NSOs have agreed to participate in the evaluation.  It is the intention of the Trust that participating in the group evaluation will not be a burden on the NSOs.  Staff will budget and oversee the Trust’s evaluation for the initiative.  Like any new initiatives, there may be unexpected events during the three-year period.  The Trust and the five NSOs will strive to stay in close communication to address any unforseen events.

The Nonprofit Support Organization Initative Grants:

All five organizations submitted proposals seeking support for three years. Each organization kept the request within the range of 5-15 percent of its current operating budget.  The total amount requested in all proposals was about $1.8 million over a three-year period.  This amount is within the range committed by the Trust at the August 16, 2007, grants meeting.    

Each proposal followed the RFP parameters regarding core support.  The proposals were very specific, except in the area of evaluation.  This was expected because, as stated earlier, the organizations did not have time to fully develop this element of the initiative.  All proposals include evaluation elements.  The larger organizations with more mature programs have robust evaluation goals, while the smaller organizations have more modest evaluation goals.

Ultimately, each of the proposals was considered worthy of support.  In each case, the proposed project addressed a need of the proposing organization at a level that was appropriate to its specific situations.  At the February 28, 2008, grants meeting, a total of about $1.8 million was committed to support the three-year initiative.  The following organizations received three-year grants:  


•
The Foraker Group

•
Idaho Nonprofit Development Center, Inc. 

•
Montana Nonprofit Association, Inc. 

•
Technical Assistance for Community Services (TACS)

•
Nonprofit Center (of South Puget Sound) 
All five organizations presented ambitious proposals that included new education programs, training opportunities, consultant services, and more.  Some of the planned three-year regional outcomes of this program include increasing training opportunities and consultant services by more than 50 percent and reaching more than 5,000 new individuals; increasing membership by more than 40 percent with more access to discounted services, products, consultants and training; increasing earned income by an organizational average of more than 25 percent; and improving programs and services by participating in assessment and evaluation by outside consultants. Core program support grants will provide the required resources for these plans.   It is anticipated that the Trust will evaluate this program at the end of the three years with the possibility of continuation and/or expansion.   

Fostering a Community of Learning:
The five participating organizations and the Trust are very interested in learning from this initiative.  The initiative will be monitored using four elements: (1) all five organizations will report annually on how they are achieving the specific three-year goals and objectives presented in the proposals; (2) all five organizations will also report on annual organization-wide programmatic and financial goals; (3) all five organizations will report on the findings by their own outside consultants regarding program/organization assessment/evaluation; and (4) the Trust will evaluate this initiative using an outside consultant.  

In spring 2008, the TCC Group was hired to conduct the macro evaluation of the initiative.  The TCC Group project manager is Dr. Peter York, the firm’s senior evaluator.  The TCC Group, with offices in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and San Francisco, has extensive experience evaluating capacity building initiatives.  During March and April 2009, TCC Group staff will make site visits and meet with staff, board, and stakeholders of the five NSOs.   It is the intention of the Trust that participating in the group evaluation will not be a burden on the organizations. Staff will guide the Trust’s evaluation for the initiative.  Like any new initiative, there may be unexpected events during the three-year period.  The Trust and the five NSOs will strive to stay in close communication to address any unforeseen events.  

A strong non-profit community provides vital services to society. The Trust itself is also dependent on having a strong group of nonprofits.  Nonprofits rely on training, technical assistance, mentoring, and consultants to improve and advance their missions. Services provided by NSOs build the capacity of nonprofits.  It is hoped that the five organizations and their clients will benefit from this initiative.  The Trust will share the results of this initiative with the nonprofit sector through periodic updates, convenings of interested parties, and reports. The Trust has strived to foster a community of learning among the five participating NSOs.  It is hoped that the circle of learning will extend to funders and the larger nonprofit community. 

Questions or comments about the Nonprofit Support Organization Initiative can be addressed to:

Christopher (Kit) Gillem, Program Director

Murdock Charitable Trust

kitg@murdock-trust.org
Vancouver 360.694.8415

www.murdock-trust.org
www.murdock-trust.org


360-694-8415


503-285-4086





P. O. Box 1618


Vancouver, WA 98668
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