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Overview
This paper grew out of the Hiding in Plain Sight: Engaging Philanthropy with San Fernando Valley Nonprofits  
conference, held Wednesday, November 14, 2012 at Valley Presbyterian Hospital’s Jean & David Fleming 
Health Education Center. The conference brought together nearly 100 leaders in philanthropy and the  
nonprofit sector for a day of information-sharing, networking and brainstorming. 

The conference’s first goal was to offer information and insights for philanthropists 
— foundations, corporations and individual donors — about the diverse needs of 
the San Fernando Valley and its two million residents, and about the good work 
being done by Valley nonprofits. The second goal was to brainstorm about how 
philanthropy for the Valley can be made more strategic to support the nonprofit 
sector here, and how philanthropists and local nonprofits can better communicate 
with and learn from each other. This Action Paper summarizes 12 initial steps sug-
gested by that brainstorming.

To coordinate these actions, the Valley Philanthropy Initiative (VPI) was 
launched in February 2013. It aims to help foundations, corporations, and  
individual donors (1) learn about the good work of the more than 4,000  
nonprofits in the San Fernando Valley region of Los Angeles, and (2) make  
more strategic investments in them, so they can better serve the residents and  
communities of the Valley. Four Valley-based nonprofit infrastructure organizations 
collaborate on this Initiative — San Fernando Valley Community Foundation,  
San Fernando Valley Council of Governments, Valley Economic Alliance and  
Valley Nonprofit Resources.

Action Steps
Based on input provided by Conference participants, the following action  
steps are suggested:

1 – Hold an annual conference, perhaps sub-titled “Hiding in Plain Sight II”  
in 2013, to strengthen connections with the 2012 conference participants and  
others. Such an event, which can again be sited at Valley Presbyterian Hospital,  
can bring together funders, nonprofits and infrastructure organizations to  
discuss progress on increasing strategic philanthropy in the Valley, identify  
challenges to that progress, and brainstorm about how to overcome them.

2 – Create a “Valley Philanthropy Council” with the mission of “Bringing  
Nonprofits and Philanthropy Together to Improve Life in the San Fernando  
Valley.” Its occasional meetings could help coordinate future events and other 
activities of VPI. This body might begin with the Board of Directors and Advisory 
Board members of the San Fernando Valley Community Foundation, perhaps 
expanded to include representatives of Valley-based infrastructure organizations, 
nonprofit leaders and philanthropic leaders. 

3 – Create “Donor Learning Events” on philanthropic strategy for donors  
(including those with family foundations) interested in making more strategic  
investments in the Valley. Donors could be identified by participants in the  
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November 2012 conference, and by staff of Valley-based private banks, wealth  
managers, or other legal/financial/philanthropic advisors. This series might be  
coordinated by the San Fernando Valley Community Foundation, and sponsorships 
could be sought, e.g., from local financial institutions. Co-sponsorship might be sought 
from Southern California Grantmakers and/or California Community Foundation  
and Jewish Community Foundation. A similar series for corporate donors might be 
coordinated by Valley Economic Alliance.

4 – Create “Nonprofit Leadership Events,” aimed at preparing Board members  
and senior staff of Valley nonprofits to interact with philanthropic funders.  
These might be coordinated by Valley Nonprofit Resources, and aimed at helping  
nonprofits prepare a “portrait of their sustainability” as well as information about  
the impact they have on people and the community. This package would be  
substantially more than an elevator speech, and at the events participating  
nonprofits could draft them and share with other participants for constructive  
feedback. As a part of this effort, an assessment tool might be developed to help  
participating organizations self-assess their current level of sustainability (there is  
a research literature on this topic that could help).

5 – Provide information about local capacity-building services available to Valley 
nonprofits on fundraising, such as Annenberg Alchemy. This information would build 
on resources already available from Valley Nonprofit Resources, such as its list of local 
infrastructure organizations (distributed at the November conference).

6 – Create an Annual Philanthropic Forecast for the Valley, working in  
collaboration with philanthropic information resources such as Southern California 
Grantmakers, the USC Center on Philanthropy and Public Policy, and the Foundation 
Center. This forecast could be released each year at the annual conference suggested 
above. This publication would provide a summary of philanthropic activity directed at 
the Valley, and identify future challenges and opportunities.

7 – Develop a “brand” for the Valley’s nonprofit sector, working with pro bono 
resources from the marketing and communications field (such as Hershey Cause  
Communications). There is a need to have a collective identity about Valley nonprofits 
in order to promote awareness and action among philanthropists.

8 – Create a website for Valley nonprofits that could inform funders and other  
nonprofits about nonprofit sector activity in the Valley. This could start just as a set of 
links to websites of individual organizations.

9 – Promote wider collaboration among Valley nonprofits, e.g., through a working group dedicated to  
this purpose. Some years ago the Valley Nonprofit Alliance served this purpose, but has since disbanded.  
This working group also could constitute a “hub” for bringing together nonprofits interested in preparing  
joint proposals for funding support on projects of common interest.

10 – Invite affinity groups of Los Angeles foundations to hold meetings of their groups in the Valley,  
in order to better acquaint their members with the Valley. This might be coordinated through the  
San Fernando Valley Community Foundation.
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11 – Focus on volunteer services for people between 30-45 years of age through a public information 
campaign. People in this age range are less likely to give back either in time or money, because they tend 
to be pre-occupied with career building and raising families. This campaign might be organized through 
one of the four infrastructure organizations. Such an activity could be part of an effort to perpetuate the 
“giving back” philosophy across the life cycle.

12 – Create a “Wellbeing Index” for the Valley, as is happening in Santa Monica and many other commu-
nities around the world. This index could be based in part on data in reports by CSUN’s Regan Maas and 
LAEDC’s Bill Allen to the November 2012 conference (these reports are on the VPI website section).

 Context
Nonprofits in the Valley* face continuing challenges, as do nonprofits throughout the United States. Both  
the challenges and some strategies for responding to them are presented in a 2012 California Community  
Foundation essay, A More Sustainable Sector and in a national study, Capacity Building Landscape Project: 
Findings and Recommendations by Melinda Tuan for Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, to which 
VNR contributed. According to UCLA data summarized in a joint 2011 VNR-UCLA report on the Valley, 
the number of nonprofits in the Valley has grown steadily over the last decade, but median expenditures 
have declined, and many organizations have grown more fragile.

These challenges are being addressed by several initiatives in Los Angeles County. Supported by Weingart 
and other major local foundations, a Restructuring Initiative is providing support to 
a number of nonprofit organizations in exploring how new organizational struc-
tures might increase their effectiveness and sustainability. The Annenberg Alchemy 
program provides education and technical assistance to local nonprofits on fund-
raising and organizational effectiveness. Organized under the Capacity Builders 
Network, more than a dozen Management Support Organizations provide services 
to Los Angeles area nonprofits. 

One of these is Valley Nonprofit Resources, the only MSO focused on the Valley. 
VNR’s 2013-2014 focus is on sustainability, including (a) supporting efforts by  
nonprofits to revisit their existing strategic plans, and align them more for  
sustainability purposes; (b) to explore innovative fundraising strategies, and  
(c) to develop an overall sustainability strategy. Other Valley infrastructure  
organizations are also growing and focusing their resources on new initiatives –  
the SFV Community Foundation on philanthropy, the SFV Council of Governments 
on government agencies and programs, and the Valley Economic Alliance on the 
private sector.

*Note: Parts of the Santa Clarita Valley also are sometimes included in discussions of the San Fernando Valley.

 

Preparation of the VPI Action Paper was supported by a grant from Hershey Cause Communications 
March 2013
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