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BACKGROUND 
 
The Overbrook Foundation was founded 62 years ago by Helen and Frank Altschul.  A 
decade ago, the Board of Directors undertook a major restructuring to move from a family-
driven, responsive foundation with progressive values to become a professional social 
change family foundation focused on human rights and the environment.  Now, ten years 
later, Overbrook has stepped back to take stock.  How well is the new structure working?  
How well is Overbrook balancing the pulls of family legacy vs. being a professional, focused 
steward of resources?  How effective are Overbrook’s programs in achieving its strategic 
aims?   
 
In March 2010, The Overbrook Foundation Board hired a consultant, Karie Brown, to 
conduct a strategic assessment of the programs and operations of the Foundation. From 
the outset, the heart of the assessment was the opportunity for Karie to interview all 
thirteen Board members. The interview questionnaire, designed with the help of the staff 
and the Board’s Strategic Planning Committee, covered such topics as: mission and vision, 
programs and strategy, Family and Director’s grants, management and staff, finances, and 
communications.  The results of these interviews are described in four documents: Board 
Survey Compilation (comprehensive description of responses); Initiatives Assessment 
Results (summary of ratings of nine Board members of Overbrook’s Program Initiatives); 
Executive Summary (overview of results); and Findings and Recommendations (highlights 
of key findings and presents recommendations for next steps).   In addition to the Board 
survey process, Karie worked closely with Steve Foster, Executive Director; met with the 
staff two times (once in person); and reviewed many Overbrook documents, key policies 
and the website.  
 
At Overbrook’s June Board meeting, Karie presented the findings and recommendations of 
the strategic assessment to the full Board of Directors.  The Board members discussed the 
findings and were able to brainstorm about several key issues. In addition, the Board 
members agreed upon next steps with regard to all of the major recommendations.  These 
agreed upon action steps are outlined in the Strategic Planning Activities section.   
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Overbrook is a healthy and strong organization.  Overbrook has a clear purpose and 
direction. It has a committed Board and high caliber staff.  While its financial resources 
have suffered in the recent economic recession, it remains well-resourced and with careful 
financial controls in place.  It has a robust institutional structure that supports its work.   
On the program side, it has come a long way toward focusing its programs and developing 
strategic initiatives through which it can have an outsized impact. It has credibility in the 
field as a thought leader and strategic funder for environmental and human rights issues.   
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There are, however, some improvements to its structure and processes that can be made 
and some impediments to success that can and should be addressed.  The two program 
areas are well-defined, but need to be assessed more rigorously and regularly.  The 
initiatives under the Human Rights program, in particular, should be reviewed and 
refined.  Greater clarity is also needed with regard to international grantmaking.    
 
The Board could benefit from greater clarity about its roles and responsibilities and Board 
meetings could be greatly enhanced by agreed-upon protocols and an intentional focus on 
policy, programs and strategy.  In addition, in the near future, in order to harness the best 
thinking of Board members on important, high-level issues, some persistent and somewhat 
thorny issues need to be put to rest.  The Board needs to agree upon an appropriate level 
and approach to discretionary grants.  The Board should also come up with a plan with 
regard to board composition.   
 

STRATEGIC PLANNING ACTIVITIES 
 
The Overbrook Foundation will not undertake a full-blown, long-term strategic plan at this 
time.  Instead, it will undergo a “tune-up” – addressing the major strategic assessment 
findings over the rest of 2010 and through 2011.  The key issues that emerged from the 
assessment along with the next steps, as agreed to by the Board, are outlined below. 
 
Formal Assessments and Plans 
 
Findings and Action Steps 
 
The Overbrook Foundation does not need to establish a regularized, formal strategic 
assessment and planning process.  Instead, as it has been doing over the last decade, it 
should engage in a reflective and tailored assessment process every five years or so.  These 
regular assessment and planning processes should be guided by the Board, led by the staff, 
and, if needed, supported by external consultants. 
 
Mission and Vision 
 
Findings 
 
The mission and vision statements are accurate, but overly generic, and could more 
compellingly portray the direction and values that guide the Foundation.  In addition, 
Overbrook’s stated values are not systematically applied to its internal operations. 
 
Action Steps 
 
We agreed to form a task force of Board and staff members to refine the mission and values 
statements.  The task force will review and incorporate, as appropriate, the many useful 
observations and suggestions from the Board surveys.  Through phone meetings, the task 
force will design updated statements and think about how to best apply the refined values 
to the internal operations of the Foundation.  Five Board members volunteered to serve on 
the task force: Kathryn, Charles, Kristen, Emily and Isaiah.  Karie will facilitate the work of 
the task force. The goal is to have new draft statements or proposed options by the Fall 
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2010 Board retreat.  The Board will provide input on these proposed statements and the 
task force will revise them for approval at the December 2010 Board meeting.    
 
Programs/Strategy 
 
Findings 
 
The survey revealed that the Board is most proud of Overbrook’s increased programmatic 
focus and effectiveness in its two program areas.  While giving up programmatic funding in 
other areas has been hard, the Board is clear that this focus has been essential to fostering 
the kind of change it wants to see in the world.  It is also clear that the Board wants to 
continue to fund the Environment and Human Rights programs; in coming years it wants 
to further focus and increase impact in these two programs.    
 
In Human Rights, the staff should undertake a review to determine the highest impact 
approaches, both domestically and internationally.  The movement-building initiatives 
seem particularly weak, while there appears to be some interest in a refined strategic media 
initiative.  In addition, perhaps the “Holding the U.S. Accountable” initiative has served its 
purpose.  Finally, the Gender Rights initiative should be reviewed for what approaches fall 
under its umbrella that are particularly strategic.  The rationale for domestic versus 
international spending should be explored as well as the rationale for the selected 
geographic focus (whether it stays the same or is adapted).   
 
The Environment staff should address the ongoing rationale for the Fellowship initiative.  
It should also clarify the rationale for funding in select Latin American countries or make a 
case for adapting the geographic focus. The staff should make the Climate Change 
framework more explicit.  Also, the staff should continue to support individual board 
members to work together to fund water/oceans issues.   
 
With regard to joint programming between Environment and Human Rights, staff should 
continue to look for overlaps in organic ways.  And, with regard to non-grantmaking 
program activities, the Board appreciates that such activities: are central to Overbrook’s 
outsized influence, inform staff, help Overbrook to not operate in a vacuum, and are a 
useful accompaniment to grantmaking.  The Board would like more regular reporting on 
such activities.  
 
Action Steps 
 
At the June Board meeting, the Board discussed its interests and needs with regard to the 
refinement of the two programs.  The results of this session are included in Appendix A 
and should be used to guide staff as it engages in its program review.  Overall, the Board 
would like to see enhancements of the programs in order to maximize impact and 
adaptations in the way information is presented to the Board in order to improve 
understanding and decision-making. 
 
The Board made the following decisions with regard to programs. 

 Program refinement.  Using the information from Appendix A, the staff will issue a 
series of programmatic reports and analyses to the Board over the course of 2010.  It 
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should use the fall 2010 Board retreat to share its emerging thoughts about the 
programs and garner Board input into program and reporting modifications. It is 
hoped that the Board will be able to sign off on staff program recommendations at the 
December 2010 Board meeting 

 Impact analysis.  The President and program staff should consider how to incorporate 
cost-effective impact analysis into grant reviews and conduct regular program 
assessments. They should also consider how to best share this information with the 
Board to enable it to keep abreast of emerging trends and set and adjust the programs 
and initiatives of the Foundation.  This impact assessment and reporting approach 
should be proposed to the Board at the fall 2010 Board retreat and finalized by the 
December Board meeting.   

 Breakout of amounts and percentages.  Program staff should regularly make available 
to the Board the breakdown of the amounts and percentages of grants going to the 
different programs and initiatives both domestically and internationally.   This 
reporting will be made available at annual Board meetings.  

 Non-grantmaking program activities.  The President and program staff will provide 
regular updates to the Board on non-grantmaking program at Board meetings and 
perhaps via other means, like the private website. These reports should cover such 
topics as: a description of these activities; the level of involvement of individual staff 
members; what they feel they have learned; and their assessment of the benefit of these 
activities.  

 
Family and Director Grants 
 
Findings 
 
As part of its effort to streamline grantmaking due to the impact of the economic crisis on 
its endowment, in October, 2009, the Overbrook Board agreed to set a limit for Family and 
Director grants as a percentage of annual total grantmaking.  It set this rate at 30%, which 
was slightly higher than average Family and Director grant funding in previous years 
(which had been set in dollar amounts rather than percentages).   While this policy was set 
recently, the topic of discretionary grants, as they are commonly known, remains a source 
of tension among Board members.  Eight members (including one director who would 
eliminate such funding entirely) would like to reduce the amount of Family and Directors 
grants.  These members want to bring such grants in line with the norms of the field and 
follow best practices. They feel it is the Board’s responsibility to increase the level and 
impact of the Board-directed program grants.  Five Board members (one of whom does not 
feel strongly) would like the level to remain the same in order to maintain the legacy of 
family grantmaking and enable family members to focus on other grantmaking areas of 
interest to themselves and founders.   
 
With regard to additional guidelines for such grantmaking, most Board members would 
like to ensure that all such grants 1) are in line with Overbrook’s mission and values and 2) 
are vetted methodically to ensure they meet legal requirements.  
 
Action Steps  
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In 2011, in concert with or subsequent to the work on Board composition (see below), 
Karie will conduct a benchmark analysis and make recommendations for appropriate 
levels and limits on discretionary grants.  A cost/benefit analysis of moving such grants to 
a separate entity, like New York Community Trust or another donor advised institution, 
will be conducted as part of this contract.  Karie will work with the Executive Committee of 
the Board to design and carry out this analysis and produce relevant recommendations. 
The goal would be for the Board to review the findings and recommendations, and make 
decisions accordingly, by the December 2012 meeting.   
Board and Management 
 
Findings 
 
The President and staff receive high marks from the Board with regard to staff leadership 
and management.  The President is seen as being effective in his relationship with the 
Board because of his neutrality, professionalism, forthrightness, and ability to work with 
all Board members.  No further staff reductions are needed.   
 
The survey revealed that Board meetings are not working well. Board members want to set 
the bar higher for the behavior of members in meetings in terms of: staying on topic; 
holding themselves accountable for constructive comments; being prepared and 
participating appropriately; treating staff well; and showing respect for presenters and 
fellow Board members by making judicious use of technology.  Board members want to 
increase the program and substantive discourse and improve decision-making at meetings.  
The Board held a brainstorming session at the June Board meeting with regard to Board 
protocols and how to enhance meeting content and decision-making; the results of this 
session are included in Appendix B.   
 
Not all Board members are clear about their roles and responsibilities.  Additionally, there 
is a need to clarify the Board Chair role and how that position functions.  The Board set the 
improvement of Board meetings and the clarification of Board roles as top priorities.  
 
With regard to Board composition, the survey revealed a range of opinions.  The Board is 
pretty evenly split with regard to the composition of family members on the Board.  About 
half feel that the number of family Board members is fine and appropriate as is; about half 
feel there should be a reduction in the number of family members and an increase in the 
number of non-family members.  The majority of the Board is in favor of having at least 
one non-family Board member.  With regard to the appropriate number of non-family 
Board members, opinions vary from increasing the number, to keeping it the same, to 
going back to a family-only Board.  The benefits cited for non-family Board members 
include: adding a fresh perspective, improving Board meeting dynamics, an increase in 
accountability, greater connection to communities supported, and relevant expertise. 
 
Action Steps 
 
Board roles and responsibilities.  The Board will hire Karie to: 1) review and update the 
Board orientation manual; 2) design and carry out a training for Board members covering: 
legal and fiduciary roles and responsibilities, particular responsibilities as members of a 
progressive grantmaking institution, meeting protocols, and key Board policies; and 3) 
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provide training and guidelines for the Board Chair in terms of roles, responsibilities and 
meeting facilitation.  Karie will work with the Governance Committee and the President to 
design the training and revise the Board orientation manual.  The orientation manual will 
be revised and the Board training will be developed over the summer.  The Board training will 
be conducted in two parts, at the 2010 fall Board retreat and at the December Board meeting. The 
Board Chair training will take place subsequent to the Board retreat and before the end of 
2010.   

 Board meeting protocols.  The Board will hire Karie to develop Board meeting 
protocols appropriate for the Overbrook Board.  Karie will work with the Governance 
Committee to review the results of the brainstorming session (documented in Appendix 
B) and develop proposed meeting guidelines.  These guidelines will be discussed and 
then decided upon at the fall Board retreat.  

 Board composition.  The Board will hire Karie (or another consultant) to work with the 
Board to: 1) determine the appropriate family member composition; and 2) determine 
the appropriate number of non-family Board members and the qualifications and 
backgrounds sought from potential candidates.  Karie will work with the Governance 
Committee over the course of 2011 to design and carry out this work.  The goal is for the 
Board to receive options and recommendations, and then make a decision with regard 
to any changes in Board composition, by the end of 2011.   
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APPENDIX A – REFINEMENTS TO PROGRAMS AND PROGRAM REPORTING 
 
At the June Board meeting, the Board brainstormed its interests and needs for the 
improvement of programming and program reporting.  The results of the brainstorming 
session are shared below; they are intended to help guide the staff as it reviews and refines 
the Human Rights and Environment programs over the course of 2010. 
 
Both Programs 
 

 Assessments.  Periodic and cost-effective assessments should be conducted of 
programs, initiatives and grants.  For example, the Board would like to hear about the 
impact of the climate change grants that Overbrook recently funded. 

 Programs, Sub-Programs, Initiatives and Grants.  The Board would like to understand 
how to better move from the broader program areas all the way down to grants. This 
means having a better understanding of how initiatives and grantees fit into the larger 
contextual picture.  For example, why marriage rights as a focus of LGBT rights? Why 
immigration as a focus for movement building?  This means that staff needs to better 
outline opportunities and trends so the Board can understand the rationale for 
initiatives and specific grants.   

 Board meetings.   The Board would like to enhance program discussions at Board 
meetings to support the Board’s role in setting and refining program strategies and 
direction.    Suggestions include: 
o Bringing in speakers.  
o Conducting more regular program analyses and sharing these at Board meetings.  
o When bringing on new grantees, perhaps discuss them at full Board meetings.   
o When renewing a grant after an extended relationship with a grantee, perhaps invite 

grantees to meetings to discuss strategies, what has been learned, new 
opportunities, etc.   

 Urgency and impact.  It would be helpful for Board to better understand tipping 
points, emerging trends, and urgent opportunities or threats in both program areas. 

 Presentation. When presenting grants, it would be helpful to contextualize the grant 
and explain why this grantee and its approach are considered high impact.   

 Grantee and grant size.  The Board needs a better understanding of why we choose 
grantees of a certain size and fund them with medium sized grants.  And, then, perhaps 
consider adapting this.  Should we consider funding fewer grantees with larger grants? 
This could increase our impact and focus and enable both staff and Board to know 
grantees well.   

 Balance.  Should equal funding be allocated to both programs?  Should we allocate 
funds where we see the highest potential? It is clear we cannot make this decision until 
the Board has a better understanding of both programs and a better sense of the 
context and need.   
 

Human Rights 
 

 Movement-building initiatives. There seems to be less enthusiasm for these initiatives.  
There is more interest in the strategic media initiative, but it needs clarification and 
focus. 
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 “Holding the U.S. Accountable” initiative.  Has this initiative served its purpose? 
Should we continue funding? 

 Gender Rights initiative. This should be reviewed for which approaches fall under its 
umbrella that are particularly strategic.   

 International grantmaking.  How do movement-building grants feed into international 
work?  What is the rationale for domestic versus international spending?  What is the 
rationale for the selected geographic focus areas (whether the focus areas stay the same 
or are adapted)? 
 

Environment 
 

 Fellowship initiative.  The Environment staff should address the ongoing rationale for 
the Fellowship initiative.   

 International funding.  The staff should also clarify the rationale for funding in select 
Latin American countries or make a case for adapting the geographic focus.  

 Climate change.  The Climate Change framework should be made more explicit.  

 Gulf Crisis.  Based on what is happening in the Gulf, is there a response needed by a 
foundation like Overbrook? Is there policy work to be done?  How can we add value?  
Should we consider this a disaster as we have with other urgent issues (e.g. Haiti)?    
Perhaps we should apply our design and planning approach to this disaster – to think 
about how to prevent or ameliorate such a disaster in the future. 

 
Conclusion 
 
At the end of the session, the Board concluded that it would like to see the following 
emerge from the staff’s efforts to refine the programs and program reporting: 

 A reshaping of the presentation of grants in both the Program Committee and Board 
meetings, so as to ensure the full Board is engaged and that all Board members can 
make good decisions about program direction and policies.   

 Understanding by the Board of the overarching framework for programs, initiatives and 
grants. 

 Understanding by the Board of the opportunities and tipping points that exist in each 
program area (this should be updated as needed. 

 Enough clarity among Board members by the end of 2011 about programs and the 
context of these programs, to determine if there should be an adjustment in the balance 
between the two program areas.   
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APPENDIX B – BOARD MEETINGS AND PROTOCOLS 
 
Issues to be Addressed 
 

 Decision-making and resolving differences of opinion.  Should there be a vote?  Should 
decisions be by majority?  What happens when a decision is made, but people want to 
revisit it?  For Overbrook, different practices have emerged in this regard:  
o By-laws and policies – these require discussion at one meeting and decision at a 

subsequent meeting. 
o Ongoing issues – these seem to linger and circulate and no decision is called 

because a strong majority has not emerged and tensions remain. 
o Items with shared opinions – decisions are made by consensus, but not very 

formally or clearly. 

 Enhancing program discussions.  How can we ensure that Board is giving attention 
needed to program decisions?  The fact that the majority of program discussions 
happen in Program Committee meetings around grant decisions means that Board 
meetings lack depth in terms of program content.  Without doing away with the 
Program Committee meetings, how can we increase program content in Board 
meetings?  How can we help the Board members play their role in terms of setting and 
guiding overall program direction?   

 Staying focused.    In Board meetings, we tend to delve into certain topics or go off 
topic.   How can we stay focused on what is needed? 

 Role of the Chair.  While it is natural for each Chair to bring their own particular 
approach to the Chair role, how can we ensure greater continuity and have consistent 
facilitation of meetings?   

 
Proposed/Possible Guidelines and Expectations 
 

 Respect.  Show respect for visitors, staff and each other. This means paying attention 
and staying focused throughout meeting.   

 Timing.  Arrive on time.  Complete meetings on time.  Have regular breaks so members 
can attend to their other responsibilities.   

 Be prepared. 

 Use of technology.   
o Determine what would be an acceptable approach to technology use.   
o Perhaps we should project topics on the wall, so people can stay focused, but we can 

be using technology to good effect.   
o Do not micromanage, but also set expectation that members will only use 

technology when it is related to Board meeting work.  And, perhaps have a “no 
technology” policy when visitors are presenting.  

 Decision-making.  Set and then follow a clear approach to decision making.  Recognize 
that resolving differences may be particularly difficult in a family foundation.  Also, be 
clear about how and when decisions can be revisited.   

 Role of Chair.  We need to clarify this role and the related expectations for the Chair.  
Some ideas include: 
o Consider having the President facilitate meetings, given that the Board Chair role 

rotates every two years.  The pros: more consistency; allows Chair to participate 
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fully; makes Chair role less daunting.  The cons: may diminish role of Board, 
especially as a family Board; reduces opportunities for professional development for 
Board members.   

o Call for decisions. 
o Encourage participation of all members. 
o Run meetings more actively. 
o Develop position description, which would detail role at meetings as well as all the 

behind-the-scene work that happens including committee work.   
 
Structure/Content of Meetings 
 

 Clarity of purpose. In the agenda, be clear about the purpose of each session 
(information sharing, brainstorming, decision-making etc.) and then make sure that 
each session stays true to its purpose.   

 Program content.  The staff should think about how to connect Program Committee 
meetings to Board meetings.  We should use Board meetings to refine and improve 
programmatic direction and strategy. 

 


