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Editor’s Note: From 2013 to 2017, Big Brothers 
Big Sisters of Massachusetts Bay (BBBSMB) 
increased its annual revenue by 62 percent, 
allowing the organization to increase the number 
of new children paired with a mentor each year by 
100 percent and to increase the overall number of 
children served each year by 54 percent. Here’s a 
brief explanation of how Wendy Foster, CEO, and 
her colleagues achieved this audacious goal.

In 2012, Big Brothers Big Sisters of Massachusetts 
Bay (BBBSMB) leaders were confident their 
programs were having a transformational impact 
on children yet wondered: “How do we provide 
mentors for more children? How do we ensure our 
sustainability for years to come?” With a modest 
endowment and cash reserves and a significant 
percentage of revenue coming from fundraising 
events which are “transactional, costly, fiercely 
competitive, and plagued by donor fatigue,” CEO 
Wendy Foster and her board knew they needed to 
make some changes.

That’s when Wendy, her leadership team, and 
board created a five-year plan for expanding the 
organization’s resources. They focused on moving 
to 1) a healthy and diverse fundraising platform 
with no more than 30 percent of revenue coming 
from events and 2) sustainable growth – refusing 
to allow annual spending to grow faster than 
the organization’s ability to confidently increase 
revenue and not let the quality of services slide 
(both had happened in the past). She said, “We 

had to re-convince people that we could deliver, 
because we had gotten off track with growth 
before the recession. Our [new] multiyear plan 
showed exactly what it would take to serve 
more kids with the greatest outcomes, build 
the infrastructure to scale, attract new mission-
based donors and volunteers, and guide the 
organization onto a much more sustainable path. 
The fact that we had a detailed plan that focused 
on sustainability and harnessed the lessons we 
had learned in past attempts to grow set us apart. 
It gave our stakeholders an exciting vision and 
confidence that their investment would result 
in more children served over the five years and 
ensure the organization would help children for 
many generations to come.” 
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Four Bold Moves
As BBBSMB finalized its plan to increase revenue, 
services, and impact on the community, Wendy 
and her board made four bold moves, not without 
controversy. 

1. Short-term trade-off for long-term benefits 
To free up dollars to pay for new development 
staff and bolster its infrastructure, the organization 
raised funds that traditionally would have been 
allocated to programs. Many nonprofits might see 
this decision as counterproductive to mission, but 
leadership knew it was important for the long-
range plan for sustainability and growth. Although 
it drew some criticism from staff, the courageous 
resolve from BBBSMB leaders paid off. Wendy 
said, “As a leader you are constantly balancing 
the ‘here and now’ with the future. There is no 
doubt that making the short-term tradeoff to build 
fundraising capacity has resulted in our ability to 
serve thousands more kids in the longer term.”

Building a Culture of Philanthropy
Achieving the growth goal required disciplined 
execution. The previous revenue model that relied 
heavily on special events wasn’t a platform for 
sustainable growth, so a shift from transactional 
to relationship-driven fundraising was necessary. 
Leadership also knew they had to change how 
they talked to donors, meaningfully engage them 
in the organization and its strategy, and expand 
the number of donors. They knew donors needed 
the chance to ask questions and participate in the 
change process.

Staff started by listening to long-time major 
donors who said they were tired of feeling the 
pressure to ensure successful events as the 
primary way to support ever-growing annual 
operating budgets. They were equally frustrated 
at the general lack of sustainable growth, the “yo-
yoing” between advancing and falling back. Wendy 
and her team took this feedback to heart. The new 
strategy included specific fundraising targets over 
the next five years, additional staff, and number of 
children served each year. They leveraged lessons 
learned, provided a framework for how to get 
stronger, demonstrated a solid understanding of 
the financial model, and shared their passion and 
excitement for serving more youth. “Our program 
gives kids a sense that there is somebody out 
there who is totally invested in them, who will root 
for them, and who will help them succeed. That’s 
a game-changer for under-resourced kids and 
through this plan we were going to reach more 
than 3,000 new children,” Wendy said.

They asked major donors to step up to help make 
their vision a reality, and they came through with 
multi-year pledges of more than $8 million over 
the plan’s five years. Although BBBSMB held the 
same number of events as previous years, event 
revenue decreased from 60 percent to 30 percent 
of the budget, thanks to an increase in individual 
donations, a shift that put the organization onto a 
more sustainable path.

“

“
“ There is no doubt that making the short-term tradeoff to build fundraising capacity 

has resulted in our ability to serve thousands more kids in the longer term.

“

2. Unprecedented investment in development 
talent 
Wendy and the board decided to hire a “rock 
star” Chief Development Officer (CDO). They used 
outside assistance to recruit and hire experienced 
development talent to execute the strategy.   
Human service nonprofits regularly lose great 
development professionals to higher education 
institutions and hospitals that can afford to pay 
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more. BBBSMB decided it was going to compete 
on salary requirements to build a top talent team 
that could change the game for them. The result 
was a CDO with a higher salary than anyone else 
at the agency, including the CEO. “The math works 
because when you invest in high caliber talent, 
you generate more revenue. Most nonprofits are 
gun-shy about the initial investment, but if the 
sector doesn’t get serious about competing for 
development talent, we won’t get the talent we 
need to secure the support from donors to make 
the difference we are being called to make in our 
communities.” 

Wendy was looking for a change agent, and she 
found one! She hired a seasoned professional 
who had great success raising funds from major 
donors, as well as a demonstrated ability to build 
a fundraising team. The CDO’s goals included 
increasing the number of donors, the total amount 
of donations, and specific dollar benchmarks; and 
building a team of individual-giving and major-gift 
development professionals. This unconventional 
salary structure required a great deal of time 

organization—board, donors, and stakeholders—
to lift BBBSMB to the next level. (Previously, 
directors were asked to make BBBSMB one of their 
top three charities and make a donation that was 
“meaningful.”) 

Wendy and the board took the following steps:

1) The nominating committee evaluated 
board composition to identify gaps in 
experience and expertise.

2) The board analysis revealed that BBBSMB 
needed an infusion of high caliber 
directors. They engaged a search firm 
to help accelerate the development of a 
candidate pipeline 

3) Over the five years, 14 new directors were 
recruited.

As a result of these changes, some board 
members left, some rose to the occasion, and new 
members with a robust contact network joined. 
The board give/get contributions maintained at 17 
percent over the five-year period even as overall 
revenue grew by 62 percent.

4. A $1.5 Million Reserve  
The board set a goal of building a cash surplus into 
each year’s annual budget. The 2013 budget was 
crafted so that there would be a $250,000 surplus 
at the end of the year. Using the same strategy 
over the next three years resulted in adding 
more than $1.5 million dollars to BBBSMB’s cash 
reserves (six months of operating expenses). Close 
monitoring of revenue and expenses required 
new levels of discipline, drive, and tenacity. The 
organization only scaled its programming as 
revenue increases could sustain the required 
service infrastructure capacity. 

As a result of creating a culture of philanthropy 
and building a more sustainable revenue stream, 
leadership achieved additional financial goals, 
including a competitive salary structure and the 
ability to award bonuses for specific benchmarks. 
These targets include the number of children 
served, quality of programs, and revenue 
goals. The organization can now demonstrate 
appreciation and value for high-performing staff 
monetarily with a bonus pool built into monthly 
expenses. 

“ …when you invest in high caliber 
talent, you generate more revenue. … 
if the sector doesn’t get serious about 
competing for development talent, 
we won’t get the talent we need to 
secure the support from donors to 
make the difference we are being 
called to make in our communities.

“

spent convincing leadership staff that this was 
the right direction. Challenging dialogue and 
taxing conversations are part of all major change 
processes. 

3. Increased Board Engagement 
From the beginning, it was clear that the board of 
directors had to increase their contributions and 
identify new donor prospects. The board became 
accountable for a “give/get” target of $10,000 per 
year with a rationale that it would take the entire 
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Toward Greater Vitality 
BBBSMB recently created a new five-year plan 
(spanning 2018 to 2022) to grow its current $7 
million budget to $10 million and increase the 
number of youth served by 80 percent. “The 
organization’s momentum is considerable. 
In our fiscal year 2018 we will again achieve 
record-breaking revenue and service targets.” 
The organization continues to scale growth in 
parallel to the necessary infrastructure for stability 
and high-quality services. It’s on a clear path to 
continued high performance and financial stability.

Photos in this story provided by Big Brothers Big Sisters 
of Massachusetts Bay.

Performance in Action
This story is part of the Leap Ambassadors Community Performance in Action series, which features stories about 
organizations on the path to high performance—different in size, location, mission, and maturity, but with a shared 
commitment to getting better at getting better. Find additional stories at leapambassadors.org/performance-in-ac-
tion/

The Leap Ambassadors Community
The Leap Ambassadors Community is a community of nonprofit thought leaders, leader practitioners, progressive 
funders, policy makers, and instigators who share the focus and purpose to inspire, motivate, and support nonprof-
it and public sector leaders (and their stakeholders) to build great organizations for greater societal impact and to 
increase the expectation and adoption of high performance as the path to this end.  Learn more at leapambassa-
dors.org
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Interested in increasing your own financial health and 
sustainability over the long term, like BBBSMB? Then 
check out Pillar 4 (Financial Health and Sustainability) in 
the Performance Practice as a way to spark discussion 
and begin your own process. 
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