
 
 

 

Anne Arundel Watershed Stewards Academy 
                                           Capacity Assessment: Spring 2016 
 
PROJECT OVERVIEW 
Anne Arundel Watershed Stewards Academy (WSA) contracted with Due East Partners to assist the 
organization in revising and refocusing its development efforts to achieve the following objective: 
develop short and medium range fundraising goals with a specific emphasis on increasing 
unrestricted revenue.  
 
Gretchen Tomkies and Bess Langbein of Due East Partners are working in partnership with WSA 
toward this objective through a series of four phases:  

(1) Evaluate WSA’s current capacity and identify strategies to increase capacity,  

(2) Review, refine, and reframe the vision,   

(3) Create the development plan, and 

(4) Coaching and training.  

 
This report summarizes the outcomes of phase one, the capacity assessment.  
 
ANALYSIS 
To get a quick but in-depth understanding of the organization’s current capacity, with emphasis on 
capacity as it relates to fundraising, Due East evaluated WSA based on 5 Drivers of Growth: Vision, 
Leadership, Visibility Organization and Constituency. These drivers of organizational growth (see 
below) provide a tested, analytical framework to assess and frame WSA’s relative strengths and 
opportunities, which are important to understand and consider as we identify suitable strategies 
for expanding the fundraising program.   
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Due East collected relevant information through meetings with the executive director, Suzanne 
Etgen, written materials supplied by Suzanne or available online, and a staff and board survey. 
Please note that a capacity assessment for a more robust-type of fundraising campaign would 
include interviews with constituents, but given the scope of the project, this step was unnecessary.  

 
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
With the understanding that high-performing fundraising programs are built over time, we rated 
the 5 Drivers of Growth along a 4-point continuum from developing to high performing (see key).  
 

Vision  ** 

Leadership *** 

Visibility  ** 

Organization ** 
Constituency ** 

 
 
Organizations that operate highly-successful fundraising programs are rated as strong or high 
performing in four of the five drivers.  WSA is currently a solid organization that has made many 
good strategic decisions about its organizational growth since its 2009 inception. In this current 
phase of growth, having moved from 1.5 staff to 4 staff (3 full-time and 2 part-time) over the past 
year, as well as keen board interest and engagement, Due East recommends a number of slight 
shifts and enhancements to existing operations, as well as immediate next steps.   
 
Based on Due East’s analysis, WSA should focus on the following three drivers to build capacity for 
fundraising, with short-range (in the next 12 months) action on the following: 
 

 Vision:  Reframe and refine the vision.  

 Constituency:  Clarify constituencies, identifying the top 3, review current engagement 
activities for these constituents and refine these activities to support the 3 key target 
audiences. 

 Organization:  Develop a short and medium range development and marketing plan, staff 
and fill board committees and hire a full or part-time fundraising professional or add 
additional program staff in order to allow executive director to allocate more time to 
fundraising. 

 
The following pages provide specific findings and detailed recommendations for each of the 5 
Drivers of Growth as they apply to the planning and expansion of WSA’s fundraising program. Each 
section begins with quotes from the Board and staff survey. 

  

Key: 
*   Developing 
**  Solid 
*** Strong 
**** High Performing 
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VISION  

Findings: * See Appendix for the current vision statement. 

 The board has already invested time in creating a vision statement for WSA with a solid 
result. The current vision clearly expresses what the organization aims to accomplish. But as 
survey comments indicate, perhaps it says too much!  

 The board understands that the vision and fundraising are linked, but are not necessarily 
clear on how they are linked. 

 Most board members - more than 80% - agree they can explain the vision. 

 There may be confusion about the purpose of a vision statement as compared to a mission. 

Recommendations: 

 Major donors invest in the vision of an organization. Don’t get us wrong, the details of how, 
what and why matter, but it is this big-picture vision statement of how you will make the 
world a better place that inspires action. Using the current statement and drawing on the 
core work already performed, Due East and WSA staff and board will engage in a visioning 
session in June that will result in a refined statement. 

 Once the new vision statement is complete, practice talking about it in your own words 
drawing on personal experiences. Due East will provide opportunities for this during the 
development training sessions. In the meantime, try it with friends or family. 

 To clarify the difference between vision and mission, and to provide examples of strong 
statements, see the following: 

Kiva 
Mission: To connect people through lending to alleviate poverty. 
Vision: We envision a world where all people- even in the most remote areas of the globe- 

hold the power to create opportunity for themselves and others. 
 

Wounded Warrior Project 
Mission: To honor and empower Wounded Warriors. 
Vision: To foster the most successful, well-adjusted generation of wounded service 

members in our nation's history. 
 

“Clear, yes. Simple, no.” 

“Each statement is clear and simple, but there are a lot of statements.” 

“The vision doesn’t very clearly present a vision of what the world would be like if we 
were successful.” 



 

4 
  

LEADERSHIP 

Findings: 

 Staff and Board executive leadership have credibility, commitment and are well-respected. 

 Development and marketing leadership is lacking, simply because the staff is lean. There are 
Board committees dedicated to development and marketing, but without staff support 
these committees cannot be successful.  

 The board is willing to commit time, expertise and dollars to grow the fundraising program. 
Most commonly, board members cite a need for a fundraising professional to lead the 
program’s growth.  

 All board members financially support the organization. 

 Board members are not sure if they are well-connected to prospective funders. 

 There is a new board member orientation and mentor program to bring new board 
members up to speed. 

Recommendations: 

 Each board committee needs staff support to be successful. 

 Board committees should be formalized with job descriptions to include Executive, 
Governance, Development & Marketing, and Finance. All board members should be on a 
committee, at which the majority of work is performed. Work is reported-on at board 
meetings. This means the general board meetings can be reduced to bi-monthly (perhaps 
moving to quarterly) with committee work being performed in between meetings. 

 To establish accountability and to keep focused, the Board as a whole and each committee 
should set annual goals. Make goals realistic, but add a few “stretch” goals.  

 For succession planning purposes and to build internal leadership, consider having a Chair 
and Vice Chair for each committee, with chairs serving a one-year term. 

 There is opportunity for new board members and current members less familiar with 
nonprofit fundraising to take on greater leadership roles after completing the development 
trainings and coaching provided by Due East.  

 Look to strengthen the existing orientation program. Solicit feedback from newer board 
members to find out what they know and what they don’t.   
 
 

“We need a dedicated development staff… Right now we have amazing program stuff 
but not staff that really understands development, who can work in partnership with the 
ED.” 
 
“No lack of (Board) energy, more a lack of a concise approach…” 
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VISIBILITY 

Findings: 

 Reputation: WSA is well-known and respected within the Anne Arundel County 
environmental community. It is lesser known among the general A.A. County population. 
Additionally, there is some misunderstanding about what stewards do. 

 Constituent Communications: The organization has a current and user-friendly web site, a 
social media presence, and e-newsletter. In short, it has many of the tools needed for 
communications among its constituents. However, these tools are not part of a plan to 
strategically time or target messaging, nor is the process owned by one staff person or 
clearly delineated among staff.  

 Media:  WSA does a good job of seeking and securing earned media. A cursory scan shows 
five recent news articles covered by online or print media.    

Recommendations: 

 Develop a marketing/communications plan built around your fundraising calendar. Don’t 
make it so complex that you are unable to execute it – fewer quality “touches” will work.  

 Draw on the organization’s success with earned media: write op eds, develop relationships 
with Sun, Post, and Capital and other key reporters so they seek you for a quote when they 
are covering an Anne Arundel County or State environmental story. 

 If you hire a fundraising professional, consider seeking someone with a background in both 
fundraising and marketing.  

 Staff the Board’s Marketing Committee. This committee should help build the plan and 
provide (or secure) professional expertise on strategies. 

 Add a budget line item for marketing. Consider making it 10% of your total unrestricted 
charitable revenue. 
 

  

“I believe we have a very strong reputation and network.” 
 
“Those who know us have a positive opinion of what we do – but many don’t know us!” 
 
“We do great work – but could use a communications plan with operating procedures 
and some marketing expertise to spread our message in vibrant and attractive ways.” 
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CONSTITUENCY 

Findings:  

 Survey results show more than 50% board members believe WSA has identified its 
constituency, that the constituency understands and cares about its mission and programs, 
and are regularly engaged with WSA. BUT, as the above quote indicates, perhaps we don’t 
really know who were talking about? 

 WSA does a good job of communicating with constituencies. 

 There are many opportunities for constituents to connect with the WSA, but it is uncertain 
if these events are attended by key constituencies. 

Recommendations: 

 Get clarity on WSA’s constituencies: who does or should care about WSA. Then, identify the 
top 3 among them. Following is the start of a list for discussion: 

o Current Watershed Stewards 
o Anne Arundel County Govt. 
o Current donors or grantors 
o Any individual, business or community group who has benefitted from a project 
o Environmentally-minded individuals 
o Community associations 
o Waterfront home owners 
o Corporate volunteer groups 

 

 Focus messaging on your key constituents.  Figure out who you need to be talking with the 
majority of the time and develop the right messages for that audience.  

 Within those constituencies identify WSA’s top donor prospects. As WSA and Due East 
create the development plan, we will identify strategies top prospects.  

 Identify ways to grow your base of support. Once you’ve defined your top 3 constituencies, 
determine the most effective ways to find and engage them. For example, after the 
completion of a neighborhood project, collect addresses and follow up with a solicitation. 

  

“I think we’ve defined it (but I don’t know who it is), but I wonder if it’s the right 
audience.” 
 
“Those that are part of the family are seriously committed and passionate.” 
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 Maximize existing or develop new and sustainable engagement opportunities for key 
constituents such as your storm water tours, Backyard Buffer workshop and give-away, 
volunteer opportunities, and conference.  Constituents, particularly donors, want to know 
more about your organization, how your programs impact them and their neighborhoods, 
and what you offer. They want a “test drive” before they make a “purchase”.  The 
relationships with your constituents are inherently reciprocal.     

 Determine if the “right” people are attending each engagement opportunity – major donor 
prospects, consistent annual donors or prospective stewards?  

 The Board and staff need to know on a regular basis who makes up the donor base. Develop 
canned reports that show giving by constituency: number of gifts and total amount, as a 
percent of the whole, etc.  Include in Board meeting materials.  
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ORGANIZATION 

Findings: 

 Staff are highly capable and committed to WSA, but stretched thin.  

 Collectively, the staff works well and the group has a “good energy.” As part of the rapid 
transition from 1.5 staff to 4 staff, the Executive Director is still heavily involved in projects 
that should be owned by staff.   

 Like the paid staff, board members are also capable and committed. The Board initiative to 
undertake this evaluation is one indication of their commitment. 

 Legal and foundational documents such as the 501(c)3, bylaws, submission of the Form 990 
are in good order. 

 There are some written policies and procedures, but not many. These are important to the 
long-term continuity of the organization. 

 Board members find financial and fundraising reports confusing.  

 Use of data tracking and reporting on donors if off to a good start, but it may be time to 
look deeper into the data. 

Recommendations: 

 Engage a fundraising professional, part-time or full-time depending on resources, to fill the 
gap in fundraising leadership. Hiring this person will provide board committee support and 
help each board member maximize their individual relationships. Make sure this person has 
a solid background with small nonprofits and knows what is expected of a one-person 
development operation. An environmental background would be nice, but go for 
development experience over subject matter. 

 Alternatively, determine the willingness of the Executive Director to lead the fundraising 
charge. If willing, consider hiring staff to take on her programmatic responsibilities. 

 The Executive Director should continue to spend a minimum of 25% of her time on 
fundraising, but spend less time on details and more on major donor cultivation and 
solicitation. Additionally, she should retain large grant-writing projects – or personally 

“Suzanne is awesome…I’d love to get her out of the weeds and able to do more 
strategic work. And we need to raise money to hire more staff to do this.” 
 
“The board is dedicated.” 
 
“I don’t think there are fully functioning (Board) committees except for Executive 
Committee and to a lesser extent Development.” 
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mange a grant writing consultant. Grant writing is a specialized skill that involves in depth 
understanding of programs. A new development hire is unlikely to have this skill set.   

 If a fundraising professional is hired, it will be critical for everyone involved with the 
organization to know the role they play (and everyone else’s role) in the process of 
fundraising, including: program staff, fundraising staff, board members and the executive 
director. Don’t expect your fundraiser to “go it alone.”  

 Consider adding non-board members to committees. This serves a variety of purposes:  
o Allows the WSA to test individuals before asking them to become board members 
o Allows individuals too-busy to join the board an opportunity to engage, bringing 

with them specific skill sets needed to advance the organization’s growth. 
o Increases the number of WSA champions in the community, helping to increase 

awareness and visibility 

 Write (or collect and modify) development policies and procedures: gift acceptance, gift 
acknowledgement, anonymous donors, and press response.  

 Constituent data collection and management should have policies and procedures to ensure 
records are added and updated accurately.  

 To help the staff “own” projects, ED should continue to employ seasonal staff planning and 
goal setting. This, along with policies and procedures should improve staff independence 
and future staff turnover. 

 The Development Committee, in collaboration with the Finance Committee, should identify 
a series of standard reports to track and evaluate fundraising programming. But, do not 
spend time changing your data coding structure. The current coding will work for basic 
reports. Keep in mind the following when thinking about what to track in reports:  

o Donations fall into one of two categories: Restricted or Unrestricted.  
 Donations are restricted if the donor specified the gift’s use (e.g.: for a 

particular program, salaries, etc.). In this case, WSA must ensure funds are 
spent according to the donors wishes regardless of whether they require 
reporting on the expenditures.  

 Donations are unrestricted if the donor does not specify its use. In this case, 
WSA can (and should) use the funds for general operations. 

o Strategies (what the WSA calls campaigns) are used to raise restricted and 
unrestricted donations. They include: annual campaigns, event sponsorships, major 
donor solicitation, etc. 

o Constituents are the people or institutions making gifts. Individuals, Corporations, 
Foundations or Government Agencies.  
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APPENDIX  
 
Vision: 
 
By 2024, residents in communities across Anne Arundel County will think and act in ways that 
consider their impacts to local streams. They will: 

 Appreciate the collective responsibility of the community to protect the watershed and 
be willing participants in effecting change. 

 Celebrate significant positive impact in the watershed through many individual actions. 

 Experience clean water as a result of many individual actions. 
 
The Watershed Stewards Academy will… 

 Educate thousands of people in Anne Arundel County about the link between the 
land and the water, important ways to impact clean water and how to 
communicate our message. 

 Produce a ripple effect that multiplies our reach in every community in the 
County. 

 Restore the watershed, one landscape at a time
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