Group Reflections:  April 23

Group 1

One of the most important lessons that our group took home from last weeks panel is that “Not everyone is right all the time for every organization”. Angelina Moon from Big Brothers Big Sisters of America emphasized this point by explaining that organizations do go through different phases and that different types of employees may be necessary at these different phases. For example a start up organization needs employees who are able to multi-task, be creative, and wear different ‘hats’ in the organization. However, an organization that is ten years old may need employees who are happy doing one job day after day and doing that job very well. For an organization to be successful it should recognize these different stages and consider them during the hiring process. It is even ok for an organization to be up front with employees about how the needs of the organization may change in the future. Some employees may change with the organization and some may be happier working somewhere else. 

A second lesson that our group thought was important to be successful in the non-profit world was making legalities your type priority. Many non-profits may let the legal side of their business slide and become sloppy, but this is not a way to have a successful organization. If the proper legal protections are not in place board members and executive directors can be held responsible for accidents, bad decisions, or fraud that they really aren’t responsible for. Also in today’s non-profit world to receive grants or funding from many organizations a non-profit has to have the proper legal procedures in place, such as getting an audit every year. Smaller non-profits may not like to spend their limited funds on an audit but this will make them eligible for more grants and is a good way to make sure everything in the organization is running smoothly. It is important to have legal checks in place. 

A final lesson about start up non-profits is to make sure that they are really necessary. Are you starting this non-profit to make yourself feel good? Or is there really a need in the community? Is there an organization already doing what you are doing? Or is there a way for you to merge with another non-profit? The most important mission of a non-profit is to aid the community. If an individual is thinking of starting a non-profit they should consider all of these questions and evaluate which path will lead to the best results for the community. There are so many non-profits right now and especially with funding for non-profits declining it is important to maximize the use of the funding we have. In some cases this may be giving funding to another non-profit that may have a mission similar to the one you would want.

You have picked out 3 important learnings and supported them well.  This is excellent sensing. It could be more reflective by indicating how this information strengthened or changed your view of non-profits.  What will you now think or do differently as a result of the information you took in or last Thursday evening?

Group 2 is ready to present our project on thursday. We hope to help in some way, the OCC. We hope they stay around, and our ideas and work will do something to keep them afloat. Group 2 has come up with plenty of our own ideas, but we also communicated with other groups to see if our ideas meshed in some way. I'm not sure if we will, but we might introduce our favorite logo that was supposed to go with an early idea of a refrigerator magnet from group 5.. There is a small chance that the OCC will like it but no harm in showing them. Adam is presenting a powerpoint about our ideas, and where we started.. I will present our postcard ideas and our postcards. Katie will be summing up what we learned from our time. Hopefully that will impress the OCC. Thanks for another good panel.

I’m looking forward to your presentation on Thursday.

Group 3

Our final true class of the semester, last Thursday, was certainly one that we will not forget.  It seems that everyone has had many weeks now to think about where we are in this course and has had time to let all advice from our presenters sink in.  Most presenters say that it takes passion, a common theme in non-profit work, to work at a non-profit agency.  However, it was interesting to hear from our presenters last week that it doesn’t just take passion, but it also takes interest in the field.  It was interesting to hear that they all said that they move from organization to organization fairly frequently so as not to get bored with their work.  

At the University of Tennessee, this common moving around is very apparent.  From students to faculty to staff, it is rare to see the same faces roam the halls of campus buildings for too long.  No matter how hard we try, we always see new faces and that seems to be in large part due to the fast paced nature of our society today.  No longer do people stay in their job for 30 years with the same company, instead they move around from place to place, just to “keep things interesting.”  Although all three presenters on Thursday had a good idea of what it takes to be a great CEO of a non-profit agency, they all openly admitted that this skill doesn’t buy happiness in their work.  It was also good to hear their own versions of tough love in non-profit work and the way that their decisions at work are business decisions, not just committee decisions made by popular vote.  Further, their business minded opinions were even more apparent when they discussed how their “strategic plans” are actually just business plans, much like any business!  It was great to hear how they so openly admitted that non-profit is a business, its just not a business to make money, but a business to fight for a cause and/or help improve lives at the same time.

Thanks.  Useful thoughts.  Good Reflection.  How does this mesh with your prior thoughts? Does this change or reinforce your ideas for career or how you approach your study or work?  You have reflecting in here, but it is more on the class than on your own thinking about your progression of learning.
From my perspective, this is about our progression of learning.  It is more about how we think [Good. Please clarify what you mean by “how.” What is different now in the “how?”], not just what we think.  At the end of the day, I want to be able to work in an environment that rewards people for their hard work and makes a difference in the community. Great, but it’s not just working hard, but also working smarter, which means working differently. What did you hear/see that gives you ideas for how you can be more effective in what you do, not just by doing more of the same, perhaps more efficiently or for more hours per day. After listening to each of the panel’s for the last few weeks, it has changed my perspective on non-profit/government work.  However, I am not sure at this point if it has changed it for better or for worse.I don’t know what “better or worse” means, and that’s not the question.  The question is what is different inside you after processing what you sensed from the classroom experienced. How has your perspective changed?  What has changed, not what has accumulated? Some of the individuals seem to love what they do and some seem to wish for a greater purpose in their work, hence the comments from our panel last week. For your reflecting, I am interested not in what others love or do, but what is happening inside you.

--Bob Cunningham



Group 4

This week we had the opportunity to speak to a senior group about OCCS. Attendance was low. The participants were interested in the program but it has proven to be very difficult to get the word out about OCCS. We were able to do our focus group. I think this is a valuable tool that OCCS should definitely use. Gathering input from the seniors will help OCCS learn how to reach seniors. There are a lot of exciting and creative ways for OCCS to gain exposure and build its membership. Our group worked well together. Each member contributed their input and expertise. The event was small but very informative for the attendees as well as our group.

I agree that focus groups are useful for product development and marketing.  This reflection needs evidence to support your opinions and comment on the panel session. Kathy told me about your experience in Halls.
I want to apologize to Group 4, and especially Brooke, regarding my reservations about health care facilities as potential gateways to build client base for OCCS.  Kathy had a positive experience at a health care facility. She attributes this result to the fact that Jill Beason, a board member and executive at Mercy Partners was with her, the fact that the executive at the facility is an old friend who roped in doctors and other employees to hear her.  When the top administrator in a hierarchical organization is on board, employees listen. My experience in health facilities is that employees are overworked, have little time to spend communicating with each other or with customers, change jobs often, and may not communicate effectively.  Perhaps I underestimated the potential for this market and overestimated the potential of churches, based upon the results at our church.  Maybe churches have their own program, as with a Methodist church, or maybe they would like to start such a program themselves.  I don’t know. My intent was for you to have a positive experience, and I thought a church would offer such an experience.  I was wrong, and I apologize.  At the same time, you experienced what Kathy was going through during her first year on the job as the executive director of OCCS. Everyone thought it would be easier to gain subscribers than it has turned out to be.  Everyone I talk to thinks it is a wonderful idea; yet many drag their feet at signing up.


We have a built-in feedback loop built into the system because when someone calls in for information on providers, there are follow-up phone calls by someone on the staff.  At present, the staff is not overworked and can handle this load. As the numbers build, OCCS will have to build-in volunteers to provide this quality check and feedback.
--Bob Cunningham
Group 5


Thursday’s class was one of the most beneficial panels of the semester for our group.  The panel focused heavily on the role of consulting in non-profits and the challenges start-up organizations must overcome to be successful.  It was particularly insightful for our group because in essence, our project presentation to OCCS relies heavily on the ideas of consulting.


Consultants are granted a vantage point within a non-profit that most members in the organization will never have.  A consultant can take an outsider’s view of an organization, freely point out its strengths and weaknesses, potential flaws, and recommend a course of action that might strongly assist the organization in fulfilling its mission.  This week’s panel stretched our thinking.  In a sense, we transitioned as a group from learning how to be effective managers to learning how to take a step back and be objective problem solvers.Good point!  While we have tried to devise our plan for assisting OCCS throughout the semester, this week gave us the tools we might use to deliver our group’s recommendation.  The panel exchanged stories of how different organizations receive consulting advice.  Some organizations are open to criticism, while some tend to reflect it and not build upon it.  We believe OCCS will be receptive of advice. Hearing the experiences has helped prepare us for talking with OCCS in needed changes in the organization that we believe may help it reach sustainability.  


The panel gave significant time to talking about issues faced by start-up organizations and their advice for mitigating the risks posed by each.  It seemed much of the advice could be directly tied to OCCS and it may have been beneficial for OCCS if a few board members were able to hear the panel’s discussion.  Of particular note to our group was the panel’s discussion of the make-up of start-up boards.  OCCS is essentially still a start-up organization.  One of our primary recommendations to OCCS is its need to find board members that can fulfill the skills that its administrator might lack.  Eight months ago the board thought we needed fundraisers in order to maintain the matching grant.  Then, with the Mobile Meals emphasizing grants, the board switched to looking to build memberships in order to achieve sustainability through dues.  We are still looking more to high-profile people to fill the board a bit more than I would prefer, and the system is still a bit ad hoc.  I am chair of the board nominating committee, but because of the ad hoc nature of the replacement process (kick someone off if they don’t attend and fill the spot reasonably quickly), at which time whoever makes a suggestion usually gets inside track.  I have gotten Janet Kelly and Marva Rudolf on, and both are good, but they are university employees also, and we are a bit heavy there.  Suggesting a change in the make-up of the board may be a more drastic recommendation, or one that is met with resistance.  However, after hearing the panel discussion of why it’s so important that start-up orgs. have competent, skill-based board members, we are confident we are making an appropriate recommendation to OCCS.  Its/It’s possible that the panel’s discussion taught us that finding the right mix of board members is one of the most important first steps for a start-up organization.Yes, because a start-up usually has few staff, and the staff needs people to lean on for advice.

This week’s panel really helped us in preparing for the presentation to OCCS.  It gave us a degree of exposure to what we might experience as a group in discussion with board members, boosted our confidence that we are making appropriate recommendations to OCCS, and expanded our way of assessing organizational problems.  The role of effective communication was also brought back to mind because delivering “hard” advice is not always easy.Good point. Being an effective non-profit manager goes beyond knowing how to manage the daily operations of the organization or communicating the mission.  Effective management involves problem solving and corrective actions. This week’s panel gave us another skill for management: objective observation.  

Well-done.
