Tom Fisher: Leadership through Organizational Change:

by Bonnie Prohaska and Mary Unkel
Tom Fisher, a Director of the Board of We Four, Inc., took extraordinary measures to rally the Board of Directors when We Four found itself at a Crossroads in late 2003. We Four, now Supportive Community Services, a Milwaukee-area nonprofit organization with a history of more than 30 years of providing guardianship and case management services to individuals with chronic mental illness, developmental, and other disabilities.  In 2003, the governing Board had dwindled to three Directors, including the agency’s founder. The organization was struggling with a number of issues:
· On-going Board turnover threatened the stability and credibility of the organization;

· The lack of clear role definitions, and minimal checks and balances between Board and staff functions, resulted in little public accountability; 

· The unclear parameters between Board and staff led to the resignation of the recently-hired Executive Director;

· A diminishing base of clients who could afford services was overwhelmed by the number of indigent clients by a ratio of 22 to 1; and
· Board meetings focused on administrative detail, neglecting big picture issues.
Under the auspices a Nonprofit Management Fund grant, the agency worked with a Board Development Consultant to strengthen the governance capacity of the Board and to create a strategic plan and business plan that would enable the organization to move past its existing impasse.

Solution:
After recruiting a fourth Director and exploring various alternatives, the Board of Directors voted for an organizational restructuring that transitioned the founder out of active participation in the management and governance of the organization.  As the former Vice Chair of the Board, Tom Fisher acceded to the Chair position, and a new Executive Director was hired to take the organization to its next level of development.  With its new management and governance teams, We Four, Inc. sought to reinvent itself to better serve the needs of the community.
Bonnie Prochaska and Mary Unkel interviewed Tom Fisher, Board Chair. and Dan Langenwalter, Executive Director, to hear their reflections on this tumultuous time of change and to learn how the agency now compares to what it was five years ago.

After a difficult period with dramatic restructuring, what were the first steps the Board of Directors took to stabilize the organization?

There were a variety of parallel ‘first steps’ going on; we increased the number of Directors with specific talents, resolved to understand the financial situation, developed a standardized fee schedule, documented a five year strategic plan; began building a business plan for financial sustainability, and worked to enhance the reputation of the organization in the community.  

Were any key partnerships formed in the early restructuring days?

Lee Schultz from IndependenceFirst joined the Board of Directors, which helped to recruit other new Directors. Lee brought stability and vision to the Board through his experience. He also brought support for IT, accounting services and co-employer options.  We also worked to rebuild relationships with the Milwaukee County Department on Aging, the Veterans Administration, and the probate court system.

What were some key findings and outcomes of the strategic planning process?
The staff was dedicated to the organization and committed to making the business successful. The Board and the newly hired full-time executive director understood they also needed to show the community the organization had changed. Marketing the organization became important to future success.  We changed our name to Supportive Community Services. This spoke better to our mission.

What tips can be shared with other organizations that might find themselves in a difficult transition?
· Get help.  We needed guidance from an experienced outside consultant.
· Board Directors need to be well informed about their role and the responsibilities they have with the organization.
· Board Directors also have to understand the finances of the organization and not be afraid to ask questions.
· Board meetings should be spent talking about “real stuff”, not simply reviewing routine reports.
· Strong and supportive leadership on the Board is necessary.
· A strong Executive Director is needed to build a solid and effective staff.

What items still need to be addressed by the Board of Directors and the organization?
· We are working on documenting all the key aspects of our operations.
· The staff needs to be as diverse as the client base to better identify with the culture of the families we serve.

Success Tips!
· Don’t forget why you’re there.  Stay focused on the mission.

· Trust employees to use their abilities for the betterment of the organization and clients.

· Reach out to the community - network.

· Three things people must do to make a successful organization -- show compassion, integrity and dedication towards the client.

· Customer service can never be overdone.

· Never underestimate two words – Thank You!

Epilogue

Five years after its reorganization, Supportive Community Services, Inc. now: serves 415 clients per year, up from 120 clients in 2003; has increased its income three-fold; set aside several months of financial reserves; grown from a staff of four to 15 full time employees; and relocated to larger, attractive, and accessible office space.  Unwilling to rest on the agency’s laurels, Executive Director, Dan Langenwalter regularly reminds his staff, “You’re never as good as you can get.”
