
The mortgage meltdown, which started 
as a pebble tumbling downhill, has 
turned into an avalanche. Renowned 
financial institutions have tanked; oth-
ers face bankruptcy, nationalization or 
fundamental restructuring. 401Ks and 
pensions are taking substantial hits, 
credit-worthy businesses and nonprofits 
can’t borrow, and market bailouts will 
cost taxpayers trillions.

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know 
that all this will dramatically affect rev-
enue for nonprofits. When wealth and 
business profits shrink so does contrib-
uted revenue and earned income from 
ticket sales, tuition and service fees. Our 
performing arts and museum clients are 
already detecting some impact, schools 
are receiving more financial aid inquiries, 
and shrinking government budgets are 
negatively impacting nonprofits that de-
liver contracted community services and 
anti-poverty programs. Bond interest 
rates that underwrite capital projects are 
also increasing, which can unexpectedly 
sap the financial strength of otherwise 
strong institutions.

How are nonprofits to respond?
One answer is that nonprofits should 
continue playing to their strength: deliv-
ering exceptional value at modest cost. 
I said as much in an editorial last year 
when our firm was still part of Phillips 
Oppenheim:

With nonprofits taking an ever more 
prominent role in our society and 
economy, it is increasingly important 
that nonprofit boards and executives fo-
cus on managerial excellence (and that) 
nonprofit leaders ….confront the issue of 
how to do more with less.

There will be few easy choices, and hu-

man and societal costs will be attached 
to whatever paths we choose. One ques-
tion will be asked again and again: what 
sacrifices must we make to remain both 
operationally strong and true to our  
core mission?

Delivering exceptional value can mean 
innovation, tough-mindedness and 
adopting heretofore unthinkable strate-
gies. It can include simplifying opera-
tions by spinning off non-core services 
or merging to achieve greater economies 
of scale. It can mean downsizing cost-
cutting and renegotiating, but it can also 
mean improved personnel retention 
strategies and aggressively recruiting 
new staff and board leaders who finan-
cially strengthen organizations. 

Every little bit helps. Nonprofits should 
review their revenue diversification 
strategies, while carefully considering 
program costs. Leaders will need to more 
carefully monitor what their constituents 
value and what they will fund. Organiza-
tions that rely on earned income should 
be brutally realistic as they analyze the 
kinds of exhibitions, performances and 
services that drive earned income mar-
gins from ticket sales and fees.

Communities across America and the 
world depend on the pure “bang for the 
buck” delivered by nonprofits. Nonprof-
its that thrive through these difficult 
times will innovate as they deliver value 
worthy of funding, and nonprofit boards 
and professionals will continue educat-
ing us in the lasting value of investing in 
our communities. 

In short, this is a time for nonprofits to 
shine. It’s a matter of having leaders who 
can rethink, reinvent and renew as they 
successfully meet the challenges of this 
tough economic environment. 

The INSIGHT publication helps non-
profit leaders share their experiences 
with the boarder community.

Mark Oppenheim
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“As the funding pie 
shrinks, nonprofit 
boards and executives 
must prepare to 
weather some 
extremely challenging 
times.” 
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A legendary San Francisco institution, the Glide 
Foundation was built and led for over 40 years by 
two enormously charismatic leaders, Cecil Williams 
and Janice Mirikitani. In a deliberate, introspec-
tive journey that embraced the board, staff and 

funders, Williams and Mirikitani began the work of 
transitioning themselves into other roles and the 
organization into a new era. In 2007, Willa Seldon 
was selected as the organization’s new CEO and 
was conferred with responsibilities and titles the 
founders had held for over four decades. 

Glide’s experience is instructive for nonprofit 
leaders who are planning significant transitions. A 
more detailed article on Glide’s transition experi-
ence is available at www.moppenheim.com/
insight/GlideTransition.

The First 80 Years
Glide Memorial United Methodist Church was 
founded in 1929 and so, technically, Williams and 
Mirikitani are not the original founders of Glide. 
On the other hand, they have built and dominated 
what has become a nationally recognized organi-
zation around the Church. Glide was featured in 
the film “Pursuit of Happyness,” Chris Gardner’s 
biography on his experience as a down-and-out 
salesman caring for his son while learning the 
financial services business.

Glide Memorial experienced a rebirth when Cecil 
Williams was selected to take the helm of the church 
in the midst of the turbulent 1960’s. He revolution-
ized church practices and embraced groups that 
few others would – hippies, addicts, diverse ethnic 
minorities, members of LGBT communities, the poor 
and the marginalized. Williams, together with Janice 
Mirikitani, a noted poet and dancer, responded to 
the pressing needs of the community by opening 
their hearts and encouraging others to do so. With 
their leadership, Glide moved to the cutting edge of 
anti-poverty, civil rights, HIV/AIDS, recovery, gender 
equality, tolerance and other battles. 

Today, Glide has over 150 employees and a $16M 
budget that funds an array of service programs for 
those in need in the community, including meals, 
health care, housing and programs that enhance 
employability, self-reliance and self-respect. The 
Foundation also supports the Church as it minis-
ters to a diverse community.

Birthing a New Era
In the mid-1990s Williams, Mirikitani and the Board 
of Directors began to consider how Glide could 
remain strong without having its charismatic lead-
ers guide every action. The leadership transition 
began with the selection of a new minister to lead 
the Church, and the appointment of Willa Seldon 
as CEO of the Glide Foundation. 

“Glide is a complicated organization – culturally 
complex, organizationally complex – with diverse 
voices and a constant dialogue over what is right 
for the community,” comments Seldon, who be-
came the new CEO in mid-2007.  

Willa Seldon has been committed to community 
service throughout her business and nonprofit 
career. After holding a range of leadership posi-
tions with Salomon Brothers, Williams-Sonoma, 
AirTouch Communications, and a venture capital 
firm which she co-founded, she led a turn-around 
of the Tides Center in collaboration with founder 
Drummond Pike. 

Of primary concern in the transition of leadership 
was the role and responsibilities of the found-
ers. “Jan and Cecil are such a part of Glide, and 
they have been so important to Glide’s financial 
strength, that it was imperative that they continue 
to play a central and defined role, even while they 
stepped back… That said, I questioned whether 
they would step back sufficiently for me to truly 
be Glide’s Chief Executive Officer. Finding the right 
balance has been a process that began well before 
I was ever approached for this position, and it 
continues to this day.” 

The Mechanics of Transition: Plan-
ning, Recruiting, Empowering
“When I joined Glide I wanted to take advantage of 
the strengths we already had,” notes Seldon. “We 
already had exceptional programs….Our problem 
was that the organization’s operating infrastruc-
ture, financial controls and strategic planning pro-
cesses had not kept pace. Operating infrastructure 
improvements translate directly into an improved 
ability to serve.” 

Seldon conducted a search for a Chief Financial 
Officer “who could help strengthen our financial 
management practices and also provide a fresh 
perspective on the operating infrastructure.” 
Seldon selected as her CFO Kristen Yamamoto, a 
no-nonsense professional with a CPA, a Stanford 
MBA, a track record of success in business and 
nonprofit organizations, and a total commitment 
to Glide’s mission. 

Seldon then conducted a search for a new Vice 
President of Development and Advancement, 
selecting Ken Sommer. Sommer had the requisite 

portfolio of experience, including familiarity with 
the Tenderloin District, and, more important to 
Seldon, he was a strong cultural fit. 

Discussing her approach to hiring new leaders, 
Seldon emphasizes, “To us, a candidate’s style and 
passion for our mission is just as important as their 
professional accomplishments.” She continues, “I 
would rather continue searching than hire some-
one who may not be right.”

Structure + Empathy = Lasting Change
Seldon is evolving Glide’s management practices 
by introducing structured planning, goal-setting 
and accountability. “At Glide…transformation does 
not consist of externally imposed organizing prin-
ciples, new hires and change techniques such as 
you might find in a traditional corporate environ-
ment. Our evolution is just as much about personal 
transformation as it is about organizational trans-
formation. Everyone is part of the change.” 

No one should think that change at Glide is slow; 
even while strengthening itself operationally and 

financially, Glide is moving energetically into the 
future. The organization recently opened 81 new 
housing units, more than doubled its training and 
education programs for transition-age youth, cre-
ated a new teen center, and a new health care and 
education initiative. Glide is also revitalizing an 
old tradition of Wednesday night “speak out,” an 
invaluable tool for community engagement.

Remembering the Mission
Seldon views an intense focus upon Glide’s core 
mission and constituents to be critical, and she 
admires and appreciates the balanced engage-
ment that Williams and Mirikitani have shown 
throughout. Seldon observes: “Poverty does not 
stand still, and we all feel that justice demands a 
response. Glide needs to be agile and capable of 
responding in real time to the changing needs of a 
very dynamic community. Our job is to keep Glide 
focused on the needs of our clients first as well as 
ensuring that we remain operationally strong.” 

Seldon also credits the Glide community as a 
whole with helping to position the organization 
for a bright future: “Remembering what we stand 
for keeps us focused. Our commitment to Glide’s 
mission and constituents is a powerful unifying 
force. Whenever we are distracted by differing per-
spectives, we think about who we serve and how 
we should be acting. It is amazing what a group of 
people can accomplish when they remember what 
brought them together in the first place.”  
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We invite submissions through our website at 
www.mOppenheim.com/Insight/submit. 





James Pepper Henry 
Director and CEO, Anchorage Museum
Founded in 1968, the Anchorage Museum is 
one of the far north’s leading arts, science & 
technology and ethnographic history muse-
ums. Henry comes to the Anchorage from the 
Smithsonian’s National Museum of the Ameri-
can Indian where he was the Associate Director 
for Community and Constituent Services. 
(www.anchoragemuseum.org) 

Jay Xu 
Director, Asian Art Museum 
The Asian Art Museum is one of the largest 
museums devoted exclusively to Asian art. Xu 
was previously the Art Institute of Chicago’s 
Pritzker Chair of Asian and Ancient Art, the 
Foster Foundation Curator of Chinese Art at 
the Seattle Art Museum, and also performed 
curatorial work at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art and the Shanghai Museum.  
(www.asianart.org) 

Rick Torkelson 
Director of Operations, Brentwood School
The Brentwood School, one of southern Cali-
fornia’s leading Independent School serving 
K – 12 students, has appointed Rick Torkelson 
as Director of Operations. Torkelson comes to 
Brentwood from Loyola Marymont University 
where he served as Director of Facilities Man-
agement. (www.bwscampus.com)

David Brunner 
Executive Director, Center for Natural 
Lands Management (CNLM)
CNLM manages land and maintains open 
space (over 50,000 acres) for the benefit of 
native plants and animals. Brunner succeeds 
founder Sherry Theresa, and has served 
in a number of senior management posi-
tions with conservation organizations, most 
recently with the National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation, and as the Director of the UC 
Berkeley Botanical Garden. (www.cnlm.org)

Anne Moses 
Executive Director, Children’s Health 
Council
CHC makes a difference in the lives of chil-
dren and their families by providing school 
and clinical services to meet diverse learning 
needs. Moses spent 22 years with the Santa 
Clara Valley Health and Hospital System, most 
recently as Deputy Director, before provid-
ing consulting services to a broad range of 
organizations. (www.chconline.org) 

Joseph Elbaum 
Executive Director, Congregation Emanu-El
Since its founding in 1850, Congregation 
Emanu-El has a distinguished history of serv-
ing the Jewish community in San Francisco 
and participating nationally in the Reform 
movement. Elbaum comes to Emanu-El after 
leading Congregation Rodeph Sholom in 
New York City and a distinguished career 
with IBM. (www.emanuelsf.org)

Tjiska Van Wyk 
Director of Development, Edgewood Center
Founded more than 150 years ago as a Gold 
Rush orphanage, Edgewood helps children and 
families overcome challenges of abuse, neglect, 
mental illness and family crisis. Van Wyk most 
recently served as Director of Development of 
the San Francisco Zoological Society.  
(www.edgewood.org)

Ann Dabovich 
Director of Development,  
Exploratorium
The Exploratorium is San Francisco’s inter-
nationally renowned interactive science 
museum and education laboratory. Dobovich 
was the Director of Development for the My-
elin Repair Foundation, and has a long record 
of building philanthropic support for capital 
projects and annual funding. 
(www.exploratorium.edu)

Ward Heneveld 
Program Officer - Quality Education in 
Developing Countries 
Partnership between the Bill & Melinda 
Gates and William & Flora Hewlett  
Foundations
The Hewlett and Gates Foundations will 
invest in research, demonstration projects, 
evaluation and advocacy to improve the 
quality of education in developing countries. 
Heneveld is a senior educator, education 
policy expert and program manager with 
substantial on-the-ground experience and 
experience in working with diverse NGOs and 
government entities. 
(www.gatesfoundation.org; www.hewlett.org) 

Jeremy Madsen 
Executive Director, Greenbelt Alliance
Greenbelt Alliance has been the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area’s advocate for open spaces 
and vibrant places for over 50 years. Madsen 
comes to Greenbelt Alliance from the San 
Francisco Foundation, where he helped 
launch the Great Communities Collaborative.
(www.greenbelt.org)
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Scott Jules 
Director of Development, Kickstart 
KickStart is a prize-winning social enterprise 
that helps millions of people in Africa escape 
poverty by promoting sustainable employ-
ment and economic growth. Jules previously 
worked with Stanford University where he 
served as Associate Director of Development 
for the School of Medicine.  
(www.kickstart.org)

Talena Mara 
Vice President of Education, Orange 
County Performing Arts Center
One of the nation’s most respected perform-
ing arts centers, OCPAC presents an eclectic 
range of performances of national and 
international importance. Mara is a veteran 
educator, and has previously held positions 
with the New York City Opera, the Juilliard 
School, and the Manhattan School of Music. 
(www.ocpac.org)

Stuart Canning 
San Francisco Symphony, Associate  
Director of Individual Giving 
Led by Maestro Michael Tilson Thomas, the 
San Francisco Symphony sets the highest 
standard for excellence in musical perfor-
mance at home and around the world. Can-
ning assumes his position after tenures with 
Stanford University, the American University 
in Paris, Brown University and the United Way 
(www.sfsymphony.org)
Michael Garb 
Executive Director, Youth and Family 
Enrichment Services
YFES provides quality services to children, 
youth and families, and is a model for cost ef-
fectively delivering a broad range of support 
to the community. Garb comes to YFES after a 
distinguished business career, most recently 
as Vice President and Chief Operating Officer 
of Greg Martin Auctions.  
(www.yfes.org) 

Paula Golden 
Vice President of Development,  
X Prize Foundation
The X PRIZE Foundation is a non-profit 
501(c)3 prize institute that shapes competi-
tions to promote advances in fields like space, 
energy, the environment, health and global 
poverty. Golden served most recently as 
Director of Development for Neuroscience at 
UCLA and Vice President of Development for 
St. John’s Health Center Foundation.  
(www.xprize.org)

A listing of other recently completed searches 
can be found on www.mOppenheim.com.



San Francisco Office
580 California Street, 5th Floor
San Francisco, CA 94104-1026
Tel.415.283.3255
Fax 309.415.3028

Phoenix Office
2425 East Camelback, Suite 950
Phoenix, AZ 85106
Tel. 480.584.6440

E-mail: info@mOppenheim.com
Fax: 309.415.3092

m/Oppenheim Associates supports nonprofit 
boards and leaders to strengthen, grow and 
transform nonprofit organizations. 

580 California Street, 5th Floor, San Francisco, CA 94104-1026

Serving Nonprofits and Nonprofit Leaders

Associates

Associates

m/Oppenheim 

supports 

nonprofits 

and 

nonprofit leaders.


