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1. 
Introduction

This paper explores the growth of community foundations from infancy to maturity (and beyond). Some problems are normal, others are abnormal. It is important to know the difference so energies can be effectively focused. Board and staff of community foundations at every stage of development, by identifying the issues their foundation will face over the course of its life cycle, will be better prepared to deal with the present and plan for the future.

When one considers all of the complicating matters (see Appendix A) – community type and size, community make-up, and foundation history – it becomes clear that any combination of factors can accelerate or impede the growth and development of any given community foundation. What we want to concentrate on here are not the differences but the similarities. 

The objective is to describe a typical life cycle for a community foundation regardless of other influences and complications.  In doing so, I hope to help staff and board members:

· anticipate and prepare for the challenges related to each new phase;

· determine the best style of leadership for each stage; and

· help foundations that may be low-performing or “stuck” at a particular stage of growth understand the reasons and take steps to improve their chances of future success.

There are innumerable models one can use to describe organizational life cycles and management styles. For purposes of simplicity and consistency, I have chosen that of Dr. Ichak Adizes. This paper adapts his corporate lifecycle framework to the work of community foundations. 

2.
The Organizational Lifecycle 

In discussing organizational lifecycles it is important to remember that the phases do not correspond to chronological age or to asset size. These are not the determining factors of placement on the lifecycle chart.  So, as I describe the stages, consider where your foundation may be, based on the particular set of characteristics typical of that stage.  

At each stage of growth, there are opportunities for the organization to regress or move forward.  Particular internal or external circumstances can cause your foundation to move through stages faster or slower.  Usually significant events occur in each stage that are necessary to move forward in a foundation’s development.  You are in the best position to determine at which stage your particular community foundation currently “fits.” 

At every stage on the growth side of the lifecycle, there are normal problems faced by organizations. These are simply the natural challenges of growing up, appropriate to each stage of development. Human infants cannot walk immediately after birth but that is a normal problem. An adolescent who loses the ability to walk would get rushed to hospital. That would be an extremely abnormal problem for an able-bodied individual at that point in their development. 

If you have a lot of problems, that’s a good sign. It means you are changing. When you have no problems you’re probably dead. If there is no change, ther mediocre eventually catch up. Change is good for the good performers and very bad for the poor performers. Having problems is a good sign - if you know what to do about it. Problems that are not treated at the right time are crises in waiting.

The following is a graphic depiction of the organizational lifecycle I am going to describe. The jagged marks show particularly difficult transitions. The letters PAE and I relate to different management styles, which are more fully described in section 6 below. 


all graphics and charts of the Adizes Methodology courtesy of ManagementVitality

When you drive in a foreign city you drive slower. When you know the road ahead you can go much faster. Usually, in a fast changing organization, marketing and development change fast in response to a changing environment. Accounting and finance lag behind. 

The trick is not to grow all at once. The only next way is down, it’s just a question of time. Just as you would add to a building. If the original design is for three floors and demand is growing, you don’t just add the 4th, 5th and 6th floors. The building will collapse if you don’t first re-inforce the foundation to support the original structure. A growing organization outgrows its infrastructure very fast. It’s like buying trousers for a growing child. 

3.
Lifecycle Phases

a) Courtship

Courtship is the stage at which all new life begins. People get together and conceive. They conceive of a new organization and build a vision. It is a very exciting time. This is the vision or idea stage, where the community foundation has not yet formalized. Imagination and inspiration abound. The primary question is whether the dream for this foundation can be realized. The stage is characterized by enthusiasm, energy and creativity, usually driven by two or three people including one charismatic leader.

These initiators are busy at this stage getting others to share their enthusiasm and commitment. It is essential that they engage the right people. Who these people are will vary widely from community to community. Whatever other characteristics they may have, they need to have one thing in common - they should be the community’s “influencers” i.e. the people who have the most influence over others, those who shape opinion, not necessarily in formal ways. A common mistake is to think a lot of wealthy people need to be on-side in these early days. What is more important than wealth is that the founders attract people who have the community’s respect and who can, in turn, influence those with wealth.

	Characteristics, Normal Problems and Natural Challenges

	Idealistic vision

	Excitement and enthusiasm

	A great deal of the time is devoted to building commitment to the vision

	Strong, charismatic founder clearly in control

	Leadership comes from volunteers

	Frequent meetings

	Very few resources 

	Long term funding not in place and even requirements not clear


	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization

	Fear and doubt

	Rigid policies and procedures in place

	Few meetings

	Lack of commitment

	Lack of interest in other ideas

	Inflexible or unrealistic long term financial plan

	No interest in learning

	Unrealistic fanatical founder or 

Control is uncertain and vulnerable

	Leaders unable to inspire commitment from others


b) Infancy

This is the start-up phase of the foundation, when it incorporates, creates its bylaws, receives its official status as a charity and recruits its first board. High energy and creativity continue, with a more focused imperative on how to raise the funding needed. An office is established and the first printed materials developed.

Infant organizations require constant, 24-hour care from their founders. There are always near-disasters to clean up, and constant feedings are required. Just as human infants cry for milk, infant community foundations cry for "Money! Money! Money!"

	Characteristics, Normal Problems and Natural Challenges 

	Leadership is a one-person show but is willing to listen 

	No managerial depth 

	Little delegation 

	Hard work and risk taking nourish the commitment 

	Few policies, procedures, budgets, systems 

	Try everything, take risks, make mistakes 

	Support system (personal and external) encouraging and supportive

	Need for financial resources focuses all activity 

	Urgent need for operating funds, "We don't need any more ideas, we need money"


	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Prolonged extreme demands erode commitment, lead to burn-out

	Chronic negative cash flow 

	Focus on managing rather than doing the work 

	Premature delegation 

	Founder is arrogant 

	Founder’s views are ignored 

	Aversion to risk; no tolerance for mistakes 

	Loss of personal and external support systems causes founder to turn away from the organization 

	Need for money is not recognized, board unwilling or unable to see this as priority


c) Go-Go

The Go-Go stage is the toddler stage. An organization gets its first attractive opportunities and frantically scrambles to get results. Sometimes at this stage an “angel investor” emerges, providing financial support while the infant learns to stand on its own. The organization wants to get into everything and touches anything that crosses its path, just like human toddlers. Foundations get involved in a wide variety of activity, accept all kinds of gifts and try everything that comes their way. 

	Characteristics, Normal Problems and Natural Challenges 

	See endless opportunities, think they can do everything

	The org chart, if it exists, is messy, constantly changing, organized around people, not functions. 

	Leader is a “happy juggler”, everyone does everything

	Leadership is centralized; tasks are delegated but not responsibility 

	Board takes direction from and supports the leader

	Commitment grows; there are now many stakeholders 

	Too many priorities, highly flexible focus

	Tendency to equate asset growth with success

	First paid staff

	Office space is no or low cost, loaned or shared


	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Arrogance, the temptation to try everything is unmitigated by acknowledgement of risks

	Clearly defined org chart and position descriptions which people stick to

	People are inflexible or burn out

	No decision-making outside the leader or core group 

	Board exerts control, diverges from leader

	Commitment stagnant, remains with an internal group

	Clearly defined priorities lack flexibility

	No one takes responsibility for building the assets

	Continue to operate with volunteers in order to save money

	Operate from a board member’s basement


d) Adolescence

Adolescence is a difficult time. Organizations have to figure out who they are, what their purpose is, what their role in the world must be. They have to come to terms with limitations, and make difficult choices to forgo some opportunities and focus their energies. It is a time fraught with danger for organizations.

The overriding question is how to build the community foundation to be viable. Serious questions are raised about the business of the foundation and its financial sustainability. Accountability becomes important. Controls and organizational systems are needed but may be resisted. 

	Characteristics, Normal Problems and Natural Challenges 

	Few founders left on the board

	Board exercises new control over management

	Board in transition between working, hands on model and governance, policy model

	Board and staff roles fuzzy; step frequently on each others’ toes

	Administration and bureaucracy gain importance

	Conflict between entrepreneurial leader and administrators

	Yo-yo delegation 

	Policies developed but not followed 

	Lots of committees

	Too many meetings 


	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Revert to Go-Go 

	Founder's Trap

	Board loses confidence in staff leadership

	Infighting 

	CEO toppling

	Entrepreneur replaced by administrator; bureaucracy takes over 

	Paralysis due to power shifting back and forth 

	“us” vs. “them” cliques and factions 

	Inconsistent organizational goals 

	Rapid decline in mutual respect 


e) Prime

Organizations that survive Adolescence by growing up without growing old enter an optimal state called Prime. At Prime, an organization is systematic enough to replicate success and nimble and adaptive enough to evolve - solving the problems caused by change and staying young and vital. This is the maturing stage for the community foundation when it is experiencing steady growth. The questions now become:

how to continue the momentum

how to maintain stability without growing stale or losing creativity and enthusiasm

how to make best use of finite resources.

The organization achieves a reasonable comfort level in operations. Fees and endowment are generating adequate income and enabling higher levels of professional staffing. Administrative systems are in place and long range planning are undertaken. Often the first bequests are realized. The investment portfolio is diversified and financial issues are much more complex. 

The foundation is known and appreciated in the community. This stage sometimes coincides with a change in leadership at both the board and staff levels. 

	Characteristics, Normal Problems and Natural Challenges 

	Board has fewer meetings; concentrates on oversight of management, policy development and long range planning

	Board vs staff roles defined and respected

	Professional, more specialized staff in place with responsibilities clearly defined and appropriately delegated

	Management team contains a balance of styles

	Major focus on human resources; chronic shortage of good people

	The community looks to the foundation for leadership

	Not enough discretionary money available; need unrestricted funds

	Conflict between priorities: asset growth, serving the community, internal administration

	Technology is important, imposing demand for expertise and resources

	New opportunities explored; not all are successful; tolerance for moderate risk 

	Balanced self control & flexibility 

	Predictable performance 


	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Rely on past successes 

	Structure departments or divisions around people vs. functions 

	Move to a "we used to do that" mode 

	Become smug; stop striving; lose the “edge”

	Focus in instead of out


f) Stable

Something terrible happens when the main focus of the community foundation at its Prime turns inwards. If more attention is paid to the internal than the external environment, the foundation can fall out of step with the times. Having recently been at Prime, foundations can get cocky and begin acting as if they can dictate what needs to happen in the external environment. Although they do not realize it, their vitality has been sapped, flexibility impaired and rigidity begins to set in.

	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Losing flexibility 

	More time spent on internal issues than external 

	New ideas unwelcome, no longer exciting 

	Finance and administration are more important than asset development, grantmaking and community convening 

	Expectations lowered for asset growth 

	Focus on past achievements 

	Paralysis - unable to deal with uncertainties of the future 


g) Aristocracy

The community foundation has turned so far inward that it feels like an exclusive club. The internal hierarchy of office politics supports a self-congratulatory elite. Internal matters have become more important than the “customers” i.e. donors and the community. The customers may even be seen as a nuisance, diverting attention away from the very important internal matters people in Aristocratic foundations busy themselves with. This leads to real decline for the organization, but few acknowledge it yet. Those who crave a more vital, renewed organization quietly begin to leave.

	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Emphasis on how rather than what or why 

	"Don't make waves" attitude 

	Growth slows (except bequests)

	Donors and community find it hard to be heard

	Board is elitist, a group of cronies, little new blood

	CEO more involved in national initiatives, pays little attention to local

	Ongoing operating surpluses

	Bequests give appearance of sustainable growth

	Need to re-invent and re-energize the organization

	Excitement is absent


h) Salem City

After a while, the foundation's reversal of fortune becomes impossible to ignore. The smug, incestuous politics of the once Aristocratic organization then turns nasty. Salem City is characterized by witch-hunts. Scapegoats are eagerly sought and castigated. Blame is flung from one person to another like a hot potato. There are mutinies and defections. This is the last chance for the foundation to pull out of its nosedive, pay attention to its overall situation, and rebuild itself back towards Prime.
	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Emphasis on who caused the problem rather than on solving the problem 

	Backstabbing and infighting 

	Focus on internal turf wars 

	External customer becomes a nuisance 

	Witch hunts 

	Non-alignment with its primary markets 


i) Bureaucracy

If the witch-hunts of Salem City rage on to their bitter conclusion, all potential movers and shakers get driven out of the organization. The people who are left try to normalize things by building up processes and procedures to bring the organization back under control. However, the focus remains on the internal workings of the foundation, not on its mission and values. Policies breed more policies and the organization degenerates into Bureaucracy. Return to Prime at this late stage becomes extremely difficult if not impossible.

	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	Many systems but little functionality 

	Internal focus 

	Lots of policies without real control 


j) Death

The final curtain awaits all organizations that carry on after they have lost their vision, mission and values. If the only thing keeping a community foundation going is the historic endowed assets, it will become irrelevant and ultimately collapse though this may take much longer than organizations that are not built on endowments.

	Abnormal Problems Threaten Viability of the Organization 

	No one is committed but people will go to great lengths to preserve jobs

	Death may take years while the foundation is in a vegetative state on the artificial life support of its endowments

	There is a learned helplessness, an “if only” mentality


4.
Management Styles

Adizes describes four categories, which can be spoken of as “management styles” although the underlying concepts are more generic and apply to more than just management. They are the PAEI referred to above. Most people naturally blend a few of these styles and many of us develop skills in all four. However, no one is equally strong in each area over the long term. Everyone has at least one dominant style and often a secondary style which is almost as natural as the first. When leaders are engaged in managing organizational growth, they quickly learn that people react to change differently. They define problems differently and prefer different kinds of solutions.

The Producer (P)
The Producer has the drive and discipline necessary to see real results produced. Goal-oriented, impatient, active, and always busy, the Producer has little time for idle chitchat. Direct and to the point, typical Producers are behind-the-scenes movers and shakers. Many Producers are attracted to high-intensity departments such as Sales. They are too busy to waste time with meetings. They prefer to cut the small talk and get out there to get the job done.

The Administrator (A)
The Administrator ensures that rules are in place and followed, that plans are made and adhered to. Precise and accurate, the Administrator creates methods and procedures to make sure things are done right. Systematic, analytical and logical, Administrators clean up other people's carelessness. They like to keep the organization humming at a steady pace and are willing to do things more slowly and carefully, making certain that procedures are followed properly. Administrators are drawn to tasks that require systemic thinking and precision, such as accounting.

The Entrepreneur (E)
The Entrepreneur is an ideas person, always asking "why?" or "why not?" A visionary with dreams, plans and schemes, the Entrepreneur leads others to ideas that they would not pursue on their own. Success for an Entrepreneur requires both creativity and risk. They sometimes get bored with short-term tasks, and prefer developing the long-term vision. Entrepreneurs are charismatic, and often generate ideas for new projects, new approaches to problems, or even new businesses.

The Integrator (I)
The Integrator is people-oriented. True Integrators value social harmony, and thrive on peacemaking and teamwork. An organizer of social events, the Integrator's pleasantness is unmistakable. Amiable and empathetic, the Integrator is the first to cooperate in helping with tasks or problems. Integrators make the workplace feel friendly. They prefer to work by consensus, instead of taking a strong position against others. Integrators are attracted to people-oriented occupations like human resource development. (Please note that personnel administration, which usually falls under human resources is an A(dministrator) style job, not  an I(ntegrator) style job. It is training or development that is I.

When making a decision, all of these perspectives need to be brought to the table. Not surprising then that the inevitable consequence is conflict. However, this does not have to mean factions and bad feelings. In a setting of mutual trust and respect all parties realize that the best solutions are derived from a full consideration of all perspectives. If the foundation’s mission, values and goals are forefront, it becomes okay to question ideas and challenge decisions. When different perspectives are valued, conflict actually strengthens the organization. 

Refer back to the chart on page 3 which illustrates the styles that are best suited to particular lifecycle stages. PAE and I styles are constantly at odds with each other so when problems arise, each views the issues from a different perspective. No individual can embrace equally all the styles but teams an organizations can. By bringing together complementary teams of people with different strengths, organizations can cover all the bases. The challenge is not to avoid conflicts but to constructively manage natural conflicts between these four perspectives.

Take a few moments to reflect on your own particular management style and the styles of others in your organization.  Are you too heavily weighted toward one leadership type?  Where do you need balance, based upon your particular stage of growth?   This sort of analysis can be helpful in determining the qualities of new hires as you grow your organization.  

5. 
The Quest for Prime

According to many community foundation authorities, an ideal environment for a community foundation today would be a large enough region (say 250,000 to 500,000 population) with a thriving urban center where most decision-makers can be identified and reached.  

The region should be suitably diverse, including a university and hospital, and its economy supported by a healthy mix of industry and white collar professions.  The population base should go back many generations and the tradition of philanthropy well established. 

The ideal community foundation will have excellent representation from the region’s most respected leaders on its board.   Those leaders will have set aside or guaranteed adequate resources to cover the operating expenses until it has accumulated sufficient endowment or other financial resources for sel-sufficiency. They will have invested in competent, full-time staffing for the foundation and they will play an active role as ambassadors, in introducing foundation staff to all those who should know of it within their region.  

As it grows, the ideal community foundation will develop a strong, respected institutional presence in its region, based upon the quality of leadership it has shown.  It will have mutually supportive relationships with the region’s top nonprofit organizations and private foundations, and (in North America) excellent relations with the top estate planning professionals. 

The board leadership of this foundation will be a model of governance, excel in strategic planning, community convening, grantmaking and investment management.  There will be a significant focus on human resources through constant training and retreats for both board and staff members. Succession plans will be in place for senior staff and board members.

The community foundation staff will be sized appropriately for its budget, and will reflect the various types of leadership skills needed for a well-rounded organization.  

Chances are, while any given community foundation environment will have many of these characteristics, it will not have them all.   Various benchmarks have been developed over the years but there are no useful rules linking such things as assets or grantmaking activity to staff levels or board size. Many comparisons have been done but, not surprisingly, they fail to show definitively how to go about ensuring that a given community foundation achieves and maintains its Prime. Jjust as we know that parenting books cannot tell us how to raise perfect adults, we can nevertheless acknowledge the usefulness of the guidance they provide. 

The greatest threats to a mature foundation’s ability to stay in Prime:

1.  Complacency
Staff, board become bored, passive. The foundation is no longer be seen as a vibrant player in its community. New asset growth from living donors slows, though growth through bequests may give the impression of a healthy organization for many more years.  The board loses members. Programs become repetitive, stale. Large staff turnover occurs.

2.  Arrogance 
Staff becomes remote, elitist.  The reputation of the foundation begins to suffer.  The board is less involved in making decisions.  Very few are involved in making grants. The foundation seen as hard to reach, serving a small constituency with narrow interests. Outreach is minimal. 

3.  Community Gadfly
Senior staff and board become concerned with their image as part of the establishment, community insiders. They belong to the best clubs, serve on commissions, give and receive awards, attend all of the right events, are quoted in the media. Older donors begin to feel slighted & forgotten. The marginalized community feels irrelevant. New fund growth slows.  Operational funds spent for perks increase.  

4. CEO Toppling
Sudden, unplanned change at the top of the organization can be one of the worst things to happen to any community foundation. Almost always, it will cause the organization to lose momentum and revert to an earlier stage of its life cycle.  If the CEO embodied the foundation’s entrepreneurial, creative aspect, bureaucracy will take over and growth will stop. Key stakeholders will become disenchanted and mistrustful.  The situation can result from destructive conflict between the E and A styles, with A doing an end run around the CEO, directly to the Board. The Board members must be vigilant in order not to get drawn in.  
5.  Mission Drift
Sometimes community foundations run into trouble when they allow their primary mission to be overtaken by another agenda, perhaps brought to the table by an aggressive director, donor or politician.   This could include running charitable programs, focusing too many resources on a single set of issues, or simply carrying out the philanthropic agenda of a major donor.  

6.
Conclusion

Among the useful lessons learned by studying the community foundation life cycle:

· Some problems at each stage are normal; others are abnormal;

· Teamwork involving mutual trust and respect is vital to success;

· Different leadership styles can be adversarial or complementary, depending how they are managed;

· Different combinations of leadership styles are required at different stages in the lifecycle.
· Prime is not a destination. It’s a condition. The organization is still growing, therefore not at the top of the curve.  

I would like to acknowledge the work of Mike Rawl, CEO of the Mid-Shore Community Foundation. His “Exploring the Growth Cycles of Community Foundations” was the inspiration for this paper. It is a work in progress and I welcome suggestions and input from all who share an interest in this topic.

