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Several forces drive the resulting 

investment in more robust 

communications: a desire by 

foundations to demonstrate the 

results of  their philanthropic 

efforts; a commitment to being 

more transparent; and a need to 

respond to increasing scrutiny 

from policy makers and the media 

seeking proof  that foundations 

deliver value to American society.

As a result, foundations have 

moved beyond simply publishing 

annual reports, grants lists, and 

the occasional press release. They 

are implementing sophisticated 

and comprehensive communica-

tions programs. These enhanced 

activities require a deep 

knowledge of  how to create and 

deliver messages, how to brand 

and position organizations, and 

how to integrate new forms of  

communications technology and 

social networking tools into 

communications programs. 

So, with more and more founda-

tions making more significant 

investments in communications – 

and expecting more in return – 

what is the state of  communica-

tions practice today? What do 

foundation communicators do 

best, what are some common 

challenges, what are some of  the 

challenges facing the field, and 

where is practice headed in 

coming years? 

To answer these questions and 

others, DeSantis Breindel teamed 

with the Communications 

Network, a nonprofit membership 

organization of  more than 300 

communications professionals. 

The Communications Network is 

dedicated to helping advance, 

promote, and encourage the 

adoption of  effective communi-

cations practices in philanthropy. 

The project, which received 

support from the California 

HealthCare Foundation, surveyed 

over 400 communications 

professionals at private and 

community foundations across 

the country. Of  the 185 responses 

received, some 62% work for 

private foundations and 38% are 

from community foundations. 

The respondents reflect a 

representative geographical mix 

and foundation size, with about 

a third from foundations with less 

than $100 million in assets and 

a quarter from foundations with 

more than a billion in assets.

The results provide a clear 

snapshot of  where the field is 

today and where its practitioners 

would like to take it in the future. 

Overall, those doing this work take 

great pride and express enormous 

satisfaction. Still, the survey 

findings pinpoint areas where 

work needs to be done if  comm-

unications is to contribute to its 

fullest potential. 

In recent years, growing numbers of 
foundations have recognized the value of 
using strategic communications as a tool for 
advancing their missions and extending the 
impact of their grantmaking.
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They’re an experienced group by 

and large. Most respondents are 

their foundation’s most senior 

communications executive and 

average more than five years on 

the job. Prior to assuming their 

current position, approximately 

half  came from another not-for-

profit or foundation and a third 

came from the corporate world. 

It’s a good thing they’re 

experienced, because they have 

a lot on their plates. A number 

of  respondents are the sole 

communications professional 

at their foundations. Surprisingly, 

the size of  department isn’t 

always related to the size of  the 

foundation’s assets. While smaller 

foundations have one or two 

communications professionals 

on staff, the largest foundations 

run the gamut: 30% of  found-

ations with $1 billion to $5 billion 

in assets have at least six 

employees, but almost a 

quarter have just one or two.

 Staff  size is more closely aligned 

with a foundation’s communi-

cations budget – though not 

perfectly so. Eighty-eight percent 

of  foundations with budgets under 

$100,000 are one-person depart-

ments. A similar percentage with 

budgets over $1.5 million have at 

least six employees. But there are 

still plenty of  teams in all budget 

categories with just one or two 

communications employees. 

The bottom line for foundation 

communications executives? 

Big budgets. High expectations. 

Small staff.

This might appear to be a 

formula for discontent, but the 

respondents to our survey were 

anything but discontented. In fact, 

their enthusiasm for the work they 

do – even if  they felt resources 

were limited – was consistent and 

inspiring. Respondents frequently 

identified the caliber of  the people 

they work with and the chance to 

have an impact on issues 

important to them as contributing 

to their job satisfaction. Three 

comments give a good sense of  

the overall attitude of  respondents:

Respondent profile:

Who are the men and women running 
communications at the country’s private 
and community foundations? 

The privilege of  
working on some of  
the most complex 
problems facing 
American society...

Taking a courageous 
public stand on an 
issue central to 
our mission

Telling the amazing 
stories of  our donors 
and grantees
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Surprisingly, the size of  a 

communications budget wasn’t 

always proportional to foundation 

size, although the largest 

foundations did have the biggest 

budgets. As Figure A reveals, 

even the largest and smallest 

foundations had quite a range 

of  budgets.

As for the future, most respond-

ents indicated that they expect 

their budgets to increase over

 the next two years, with 15-20% 

indicating that they expect to 

move up a budget category. (It is 

worth noting that the survey was 

conducted before the recent 

turmoil in the equities markets 

and the overall economic decline.) 

Survey respondents have a good 

idea of  how they’ll spend these 

additional dollars. Additional staff  

topped wish lists, followed by Web 

2.0 applications like podcasting 

and social networking. 

Budget Ranges:

We asked about the current state of found-
ation communications budgets and where 
they were headed. 

< $100M

$100-300M

$300-1B

$1-5B

< $100M

$100-300M

$300-1B

$1-5B

(Fig. A) Foundation budgets vary significantly – not always by asset size
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Survey respondents listed a 

broad range goals for their 

communications work, as 

summarized in Figure B. For 

both private and community 

foundations, respondents were 

more or less evenly divided 

between five key goals: 

promoting issues, creating 

awareness, publicizing results/

impact, collaborating with peers, 

influencing public policy and 

soliciting feedback. 

Surprisingly, few respondents 

listed “promoting issues,” 

“creating awareness,” or 

“publicizing results” as major 

priorities. True, these were top 

choices. But in the case of  private 

foundations, two-thirds of  

communications executives did 

not consider any of  these three 

to be high priorities. 

Even the 51% awareness figure 

for community foundations 

seems unusually low. How can 

a community foundation continue 

to raise funds if  building 

awareness isn’t a top priority? 

Given the nature of  foundation 

work, a higher ranking for 

promoting issues and building 

awareness would have seemed 

logical. This is clearly an area 

for additional research.
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(Fig. B) Respondents who say the following communications objectives 

 are “extremely” or “very” important

Promoting issues

Creating awareness

Publicizing results/impact

Collaborating with peers

Influencing public policy

Soliciting feedback

37%

32%

31%

29%

27%

27%

Creating awareness

Bolstering donor relations

Publicizing results/impact

Raising funds

Promoting issues

Collaborating with peers

51%

51%

46%

46%

34%

34%
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The annual report remains a 

significant tool for communicating 

with a range of  audiences: 

grantees, donors and the public. 

It also consumes a significant 

portion of  foundation communi-

cations resources – time and 

budget. Figure C indicates that 

annual report budgets vary greatly 

from foundation to foundation.

The encouraging news is that this 

traditional communications 

vehicle is finally going interactive, 

although change is coming slowly. 

What exactly is an “interactive” 

annual report? It’s not a static 

PDF on the foundation’s website. 

A fully interactive annual report 

allows readers to access 

information in their own way. 

It makes use of  Web 2.0 tools. 

It builds connections and 

relationships. It truly brings an 

annual report to life. Only about 

nine percent of  foundations are 

producing interactive annuals, 

although quite a few respondents 

said they hope to add more 

interactivity to their annuals in the 

next two years. One potential 

roadblock on this particular digital 

highway: a number of  respond-

ents reported that their executive 

team isn’t always willing to go 

digital quite as soon as they would 

like to. It’s a safe bet that this is a 

challenge that many communica-

tions executives will be addressing 

in the years ahead. 

The annual report:

No survey of foundation communications 
would be complete without a look at the 
annual report.

(Fig. C) External spend on annual report (without printing)

60%
< $25K 

26%
$25-50K

7%
$51-75K

4%
$76-100K

3%
> $100K
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In fact, the past few years have 

been quite busy on the web front. 

Activity has centered on adding 

content – for existing and new 

audiences. Roughly two-thirds of  

private foundations and just over 

40 % of  community foundations 

have redesigned their sites. 

While this level of  activity has 

been impressive, the focus has 

been on traditional web 

applications – if  you can use a 

word like “traditional” with the 

internet. There hasn’t been much 

activity on the Web 2.0 front: 

adding truly interactive grant 

applications and reporting 

functionality, for example, rather 

than static PDFs. Video and other 

multimedia content still ranks far 

below static content. And only 

25% of  private foundations and 

16% of  community foundations 

have waded into the area of  

interactive tools such as blogs and 

social networks, where the 

opportunity to build and deepen 

relationships with grantees and 

others is greatest. Foundations 

shouldn’t feel badly about this. 

The adoption of  Web 2.0 tools in 

the corporate world isn’t too far 

ahead of  where foundations are – 

even with budgets that are 

sometimes vastly bigger.

In fact, many respondents are 

planning to add this functionality 

over the next two years. Web 2.0 

applications like blogs and video 

topped the list of  what’s next on 

the agenda, followed by upgraded 

content and functionality to give 

visitors good reasons to come 

back often. A complete redesign 

and migrating to a new platform 

were also high on the list. 

Foundations clearly recognize the 

opportunity to transform 

foundation sites into true hubs for 

grantees, policy makers, the 

media and others. The challenge 

ahead is not so much adding new 

functionality as it is keeping the 

sites fresh, giving the foundation’s 

most important audiences a 

reason to come back to the site 

and stay there. This challenge 

doesn’t end with deployment. 

It’s ongoing.

Web trends:

Our survey uncovered some interesting 
trends concerning foundation websites. 

66%
Private

Foundations

Percent of  foundations that 

redesigned their websites from

June 2007- December 2008

40%
Community

Foundations

25%
Private

Foundations

Percent of  foundations who use 

blogs and social networking

16%
Community

Foundations

(Fig. D)
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Measuring impact:

Foundations are increasingly seeking to gauge 
the effectiveness of their communications 
efforts, a trend that mirrors the growing 
insistence from foundations for grantees to 
provide data on the impact they are having.

(Fig. E) Widespread focus on measuring effectiveness

64%Changes in awareness

Understanding of  issues

Press coverage

Website traffic

Requests for publications

Readership of  publications

Grantee Perception Report

17%

33%

45%

82%

89%

95%

92%

66%

53%

39%

31%

66%

31%

PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS

COMMUNITY FOUNDATIONS
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In communications, the most 

universally tracked item is web 

hits, followed by press coverage.

As Figure E reveals, foundations 

are mostly measuring outputs 

rather than outcomes: what they 

are doing rather than what they 

are achieving; website visits rather 

than changes in awareness; media 

placements rather than changes 

in opinions. In fact, only a third of  

community foundations track 

changes in awareness of  the 

foundation and its work; this is 

surprising, given the fund-raising 

needs of  these organizations. 

Less than half  of  private 

foundations measure how well 

their issues are understood, and 

the figure for community 

foundations is even lower. Clearly, 

this is an area for attention.

Interestingly, effectiveness is used 

by quite a number of  foundations 

in communications performance 

evaluations. However, the data in 

Figure F call into question the 

accuracy of  these evaluations. 

Still, the trend is undeniably 

positive, because those who 

work in the communications 

world should be evaluated and 

compensated based on facts, not 

guesswork. Impact and outcomes, 

not output. That’s why found-

ations need to develop strategies 

and methodologies for measuring 

the hard stuff  – changes in 

awareness, perception, policy – 

attributable to their communic-

ations activities. That’s how 

communications can truly 

demonstrate its value to the 

organization.

(Fig. F) Effectiveness drives performance evaluations. 

 How communications professionals are evaluated.

56%

PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS

COMMUNITY FOUNDATIONS

Changes in awareness

Understanding of  issues

Press coverage

Website traffic

Requests for publications

Readership of  publications

34%

63%

42%

44%

66%

42%

38%

31%

9%

13%

16%
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Speaking of  value, it was 

reassuring to learn that 96% of  

respondents believe that their 

senior management views their 

role as at least “somewhat” 

important (see Figure G). 

But the “very” important number 

should be much, much higher. 

Consider the “somewhat 

important” figure on the 

community foundation side. 

Eighteen percent of  respondents 

feel that management thinks their 

function is only “somewhat 

important.” Somewhat important? 

A community foundation wouldn’t 

exist without marketing! Every 

management team at every 

community foundation should 

view communications as nothing 

less than mission critical.

Our study also uncovered room 

for improvement in relations 

between communications and 

program staff. Among private 

foundations, only 29% of  

respondents described their 

relationship with their program 

colleagues as “completely 

collaborative.” Among community 

foundation respondents that 

figure was 33%. Forty percent of  

private foundation respondents 

and 25% of  community found-

ation respondents described their 

relationship with program staff  as 

either “mixed” or “working it out.” 

Encouragingly, 31% of  private 

foundation respondents and 42% 

of  community foundation respond-

ents felt that their relationship 

with program staff  was “well on 

the way to being collaborative. 

The key to gaining full buy-in from 

senior management and achieving 

complete collaboration with 

program colleagues lies in moving 

from tactical to strategic. As one 

respondent wrote: “My goal is to 

move from ‘I need this’ … to … 

‘Here’s what I want to accomplish. 

How can you help me get there?’” 

Communications professionals 

need to get involved in the 

grantmaking process, for example, 

at the planning stages, rather 

than later, when all that’s left to 

do is announce a grant. As noted 

earlier, using metrics to 

demonstrate effectiveness can 

boost internal respect for the 

communications function.

Our survey revealed that in many 

ways, the role of  foundation 

communications is at a key 

inflection point. Though respected 

as an important contributor to 

overall foundation success, 

communications is poised to 

assume even greater importance 

in helping foundation’s achieve 

their goals. Foundations 

increasingly recognize that 

communicating their mission 

and demonstrating their impact 

can contribute significantly to 

their effectiveness.

Survey respondents over-

whelmingly revealed a desire 

to step up to make this happen. 

60%
Very 

important

36%
Somewhat 

important

Private Foundations:

(Fig. G) 

Perceived importance 

of  communications by senior 

management in 2008

78%
Very 

important

18%
Somewhat 

important

Community Foundations:



However, there will have to be 

significant changes if  this is to 

occur. Foundations will need to 

more fully embrace the power of  

interactive tools to connect with 

their key audiences. Measurement 

must move from reporting on 

activities to demonstrating true 

impact. Communications 

professionals must become 

more proactive contributors to 

foundation strategy, not the 

people looked to solely for 

tactical support.

Our survey provides ample 

grounds for optimism. Foundation 

communications officers are 

seasoned experts with great 

enthusiasm for the work they do 

and a clear vision for where they 

want to take their profession.

© 2008 DeSantis Breindel

Foundation Communications: The State of  the Practice _ by Howard Breindel 10


