
The Deaconess Impact 
Partnership Initiative 
One organization guarantees that kids 
have homework help, hugs, and healthy 
snacks waiting for them after school.  
Another gives brothers and sisters a safe 
refuge as their parents weather crises.  A 
third is the voice for children’s rights in 
public policy negotiations.  While each of 
these agency’s day-to-day objectives vary 
considerably, all share a common goal: to 
ensure that children’s futures are healthy 
and hopeful.  That is a vision that resonates 
deeply with Deaconess Foundation’s 
mission to improve the health and 
well-being of children living in urban core 
neighborhoods of St. Louis.

Yet Deaconess Foundation is not funding 
any of these programs—directly.

Instead, through Deaconess Impact 
Partnership grants, the Foundation is 
fostering the long-term survival of these 

important agencies by strengthening their 
infrastructure or “organizational bones.”   
Rarely a catchy sell, improvements such as 
new MIS systems, accounting software,  
by-laws, or staff training are critical not 
only to an agency’s longevity, but also to 
its ability to advance social change.

New Direction
In 2004, Deaconess launched the 
Deaconess Impact Partnership, a 
capacity-building effort to strengthen the 
operations and leadership of eight 
exemplary child-serving nonprofits in the 

St. Louis region.  The Deaconess Impact 
Partnership represents a bold decision 
made after significant consideration by the 
Deaconess Board of Directors and staff.  
“We are making a deep commitment to a 
constellation of St. Louis’ agencies that 
provide vital services to our area’s children, 
and that we believe are open to significant 
organizational change,” explained Rev. 

Jerry Paul, President and CEO of Deaconess 
Foundation.  “Since the organizations vary 
greatly in terms of their size, the services 
they offer, their histories and cultures, they 
offer us a wonderful opportunity to learn 
and develop capacity-building expertise.”

Nonprofits in the Partnership are receiving 
three- to five-year investments from the 
Foundation, as well as participating in a 
range of Deaconess-designed training 
opportunities.  Since 2004, Deaconess has 
allocated approximately $3 million to the 
Initiative.

What is Capacity Building?
Capacity building has become one of those 
buzz terms with numerous 
definitions—and thus much ambiguity— in 
the nonprofit world.  At Deaconess, we have 
a clear interpretation.  Deaconess 
Foundation defines capacity building as 
the activities and decisions that 
strengthen an organization and enable 

Nurses For Newborns Foundation

Founded in 1991, Nurses for Newborns is a nurse home visitation 
agency which offers nationally-recognized programs designed to 
provide a safety net for families most at risk.  Nurses for Newborns 
Foundation services help prevent infant mortality, child abuse and 
neglect through programs that provide education, healthcare and 
positive parenting skills.  Visit @ www.nfnf.org.

Reflections from Sharon Rohrbach, CEO.

What will be the long-term impact of capacity building? 
“Nurses for Newborns will have a solid organizational model, more 
reliable revenue sources, and a business plan in place…Once that is 
achieved; Nurses for Newborns will be able to move beyond its 
present boundaries to serve more babies.”

What is key ingredient to success? 
“A deep and personal conviction in the mission and vision of the 
organization by leadership is a key requirement for embarking on 
capacity-building activities.”
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“In the spirit of our faith heritage, the mission of the Deaconess Foundation is the improved health of the St. Louis metropolitan community and its people.” 
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Christian Activity Center 

The Christian Activity Center (CAC) provides more than 4,000 
inner-city children each year with homework tutoring, health 
education, medical and dental care, computer training, adult 
mentoring, and character building programs.  Visit @ 
www.cacesl.org.

Reflections from Rev. Chet Cantrell, Executive Director.

Most rewarding aspect of the Partnership so far? 
“Capacity building has already expanded our potential 
tremendously.  We have become more stable each month, more 
accessible to the community and donors, improved our levels of 
service and developed an infrastructure that is capable of 
generating growth.”

An early win: CAC ended 2005 with the seeds of a reserve fund for 
first time in it history. 
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Foster And Adoptive Care Coalition

Founded in 1991, the Foster and Adoptive Care Coalition helps children in the foster care 
system gain a more hopeful future by recruiting quality foster and adoptive homes.  FACC 
also provides support to foster and adoptive families, such as advocacy, training, support 
groups, and emergency clothing.  Thirty-six public and private agencies from throughout 
Missouri and Illinois make up FACC’s membership.  Visit @ www.foster-adopt.org

Reflections from Melanie Scheetz, Executive Director.

Some early wins.  “Capacity building is making us a more vibrant agency.  We’ve seen 
some immediate benefits.  We’ve increased fundraising, improved program outcomes, 
increased our community presence, been able to send staff to high quality training, and 
fostered more engaged board members.”

Worth the time.  “Sometimes it is a struggle to juggle all the regular parts of being an 
executive direction with capacity-building activities, but it is well worth it.”
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Deaconess Impact Partnership 
at a Glance

Eight organizations that serve 
children in St. Louis Region’s urban 
core neighborhoods.

Three- to five-year funding covenants 
with Deaconess Foundation.

$3 million invested since 
August 2004.

Core capacity-building activities being 
supported:

 • Board development

 • Resource development

 • Marketing

 • Evaluation

 • Professional development

 • Executive coaching

 • Strategic and business planning

 • Information technology upgrades

 • Executive transitions

Core Deaconess Activities:

 • Direct grants 

 • On-going training and education
          sessions

 • Peer learning amongst executive
          directors

 • Coaching and consultation

Four Traits of an Effective Organization 
The TCC Group, which is evaluating the Deaconess Impact 
Partnership, has assessed hundreds of nonprofit organizations 
throughout the country and found that effective nonprofits 
demonstrate strength in the following four capacities.  Deaconess 
Foundation is helping Impact Partners achieve success in 
these areas.

• Leadership Capacity:  the ability of all organizational leaders to 
create and sustain the vision, inspire, model, prioritize, make 
decisions, provide direction and innovate. 

• Adaptive Capacity:  the ability of a nonprofit organization to 
monitor, assess and respond to internal and external changes

• Management Capacity: the ability of a nonprofit organization to 
ensure the effective and efficient use of organizational 
resources

• Technical Capacity: the ability of a nonprofit organization to 
implement all of the key organizational and programmatic 
functions
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Would you like to learn more about the Deaconess Impact 
Partnership?  Go to: www.deaconess.org.  Also, visit our capacity 
building resource bank at (add address) for many of the resources 
Deaconess has developed or used for capacity building.
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Neighborhood Houses

Neighborhood Houses strengthens 
children, families and communities 
through neighborhood centered, faith 
based, educational, life-changing 
programs that help create hope, health, 
and independence.   Neighborhood 
Houses operates three houses in three 
high risk St. Louis city neighborhoods, 
offering after-school programs, early 
childhood education, summer camp 
opportunities for youth and a range of 
family support services.   Visit @ 
www.neighborhoodhouses.org

Reflections from Rev. Eugene Bartell, 
Executive Director.

Why capacity building has mattered.  “Capacity building, through which we’ve done 
strategic planning, has given us the chance to engage the whole community in our growth.  
Staff at all levels, board members, volunteers program participants, and community 
collaborators have participated in an in-depth examination of our programs and in shaping 
our future.”

Seeing progress.  Neighborhood Houses will launch two new programs—infant day care 
and a visitation room for families with children in foster care— as a result of its strategic 
planning and partnering.
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Annie Malone Children And Family Ser vices

Annie Malone Children and Family Services, located in the Greater Ville neighborhood of St. Louis, 
has served St. Louis children, their families, and the community for over a century. The Center 
provides residential treatment, day care, early childhood education, parenting classes, crisis 
intervention, counseling, adoption support, respite, and other outreach services to children and 
families.  Visit @ www.anniemalone.com

Reflections from Richard King, CEO.

Why capacity building has mattered.  “The most significant thing Annie Malone has gained is the 
opportunity to enhance its effectiveness and to collaborate on a regular basis with other service 
providers who are committed to serving children and families...Because of capacity building, our 
organization is on much firmer ground and better prepared to address some pressing needs.”

On a personal level.   I have learned the real value and benefit of foundations like Deaconess 
helping with infrastructure needs.
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Voices For Children

There are nearly 3,000 children in foster care in the City of St. Louis today. Many need an 
advocate to speak up for them and help them move through the court system, out of foster 
care and into safe, permanent homes.  Voices for Children trains and monitors volunteers 
to speak in court on behalf of foster care children who have entered the child welfare 
system in St. Louis City.  Visit @ www.voicesforchildrenstl.org.

Reflections from Stephen Knapp, 
Executive Director.

Role capacity building has played.   
“Capacity building has been a 
catalyst for board involvement and 
cohesiveness.  We’ve got a five-year 
plan now, and the ability to build the 
infrastructure around a 
nationally-recognized method of 
representing children.”

Fuel to reach an end goal.  “We are on 
a path to representing 100% of the 
City’s foster care children — 
Deaconess is our bridge to achieving 
Voices’ vision.”

A Work in Progress—Lessons 
Learned So Far

Lead with Conviction.  Capacity 
building requires board and senior 
staff “buy in.”  As one Impact Partner 
observed, “you don’t sign on for 
capacity building just for an infusion 
of funds.  This requires a willingness to 
change, grow and learn.”

Assess with Honesty.  Capacity 
building should begin with a thorough 
assessment of the assets and 
weaknesses of an organization.

Take the Time.  Managing multiple 
capacity-building projects yields 
results, but has required significant 
investments of time by organizations’ 
leadership.

Be Ready.  The most successful efforts 
have taken root in organizations that 
have well-defined programs and 
mission, trained and consistent staff, 
and a leader able to take on new 
responsibilities.

Engage all Levels.  Capacity building 
has worked best in organizations that 
engage everyone from frontline staff 
to the Board Chair.

Peel the Onion.  Impact Partners have 
learned that what they initially 
thought was a need, really masked a 
whole different issue.  

Get the Right Help.  Hiring consultants 
is tricky business.  Understanding 
what you need and using a thorough 
interviewing process is critical.

Find Inspiration Amongst Peers.  
Executive directors have profited from 
sharing experiences with a trusted 
group of peers who face the same 
challenges.  
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Citizens For 
Missouri’s Children

Citizens for Missouri’s Children 
advocates for the well-being of the 
children of Missouri by promoting 
the development of good public 
policy. Since 1983, Citizens for 
Missouri’s Children has worked to 
improve systems, policies, 
programs and funding in areas 
impacting children, including 
foster care, education, child abuse, 
and health and dental care.  Visit @ 
www.mokids.org.

Reflections from Beth Griffin, Executive Director

Early accomplishments.   “Capacity building has allowed us to do many things to enhance 
the infrastructure and long-range viability of our organization….The process has brought 
fresh ideas and perspectives which have sparked new ideas.  The investment has also 
bolstered our board’s and volunteers’ commitment.

Early win.  Citizens for Missouri’s Children launched a membership campaign.
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Saint Louis Crisis Nursery

Families in crisis occasionally need emergency intervention, respite care, or other support and 
when it is not available, children are at heightened risk for abuse and/or neglect.  The Saint 
Louis Crisis Nursery provides 24-hour, 7-day a week support to the community in three metro 
area locations.  The Crisis Nursery serves over 3,000 children per year through short-term 
care, medical evaluation, and therapeutic interventions.  Other critical services include family 
support follow-up and education that is provided on-site and through home visits.

Reflections from DiAnne L. Mueller, Executive Director.

Capacity building is a bridge to program improvements.  “One of our first moves the Crisis 
Nursery took was to install a state-of-the-art computer system that networked all three 
sites.  Communications with families and between staff has improved 100%.”

Unexpected benefit. “Getting to know seven other executive directors and learn from their 
experiences has been priceless.”

some amazing institutions in our 
community and we want to ensure that 
they can serve children not only today, but 
also tomorrow,” said Rev. Paul.  

The Partnership
A total of eight agencies were chosen for the 
first Deaconess Impact Partnership.  These 
are:  Annie Malone Children and Family 
Services, Christian Activity Center, Citizens 
for Missouri’s Children, Foster and Adoptive 
Care Coalition, Neighborhood Houses, 
Nurses for Newborns  Foundation, Saint 
Louis Crisis Nursery and Voices for Children.

Deaconess Impact Partners began their 
journey by working in collaboration with 
Deaconess staff and external consultants to 
develop a capacity-building plan.  In most 
cases, priority was given to activities such 
as board development, financial planning, 
executive coaching, strategic planning, 
marketing and professional development. 

The plans serve as a blueprint for each 
Impact Partner’s endeavors.  However, they 
are ‘living’ documents and always evolving.  
As Neighborhood Houses’ Executive Director 
Eugene Bartell noted, “Capacity building is 
similar to house renovation.  Take down 
some drywall, and you find other areas of 
need.”  

“What I like best about the partnership are 
all the ‘extras’,” commented Melanie 
Scheetz, Executive Director of Foster and 
Adoptive Care Coalition.  “This is much more 
than a grant.”  

A core component of the Deaconess Impact 
Partnership is the opportunity for executive 
training and education.  Once a month, 
Deaconess convenes the Impact Partner 
Executive Directors for lunch.  The time 
together has become vital as executive 
directors trade tips and offer moral support 
to each other. Once a year, the executive 
directors participate in a two-day retreat.  
Deaconess has also sponsored trainings for 
agency staff and boards on a range of 
topics from: Media 101, to financial 
modeling, to board roles and 
responsibilities.  Deaconess staff, including 
Rev. Paul and Vice Presidents Jane Donahue 
and Elizabeth George, meet regularly with 
the organizations.

What Will Progress Look Like?  
The Deaconess Impact Partnership is not 
simply about completing a one-size-fits-all 
checklist of capacity-building activities.  
Instead, each Impact Partner has 
articulated how capacity building will 
enhance its future.  Some organizations 
want to expand the number of children they 
serve or sites from which they operate.  
Others want to “go deeper” with the families 
and youth with whom they work.  Some 
want to develop business models that will 
guarantee their futures.

Ultimately, Deaconess Foundation believes 
that capacity building should significantly 

boost organizations’ abilities to achieve 
their missions.  Since the Partnership is an 
unprecedented step for the Foundation, it is 
working closely with a national 
capacity-building consultant, the TCC Group, 
to evaluate how organizations are 
progressing and to make course 
adjustments.  (See more for how TCC 
defines success in sidebar on p. XX).   

“Capacity building cannot be isolated from 
the heart of an organization—its 
programming,” noted TCC Vice President 
Peter York.  “We are looking for links 
between a Partner’s improved 
infrastructure and its ability to better serve 
the community.”  For example, a Partner 
might use Deaconess funds to invest in a 
new client tracking system.  Capacity 
building does not end with the installation 
of the upgraded software.  In the evaluation 
led by TCC, Deaconess will explore how the 
new system helped the organization learn 
more about its clients and create 
responsive, efficient programming. 

The Ultimate Goal
In the end it is about the children.  As a 
ministry of the United Church of Christ, for 
over one hundred years, Deaconess 
Foundation’s mission has been rooted in the 
call to serve those with the least options.  
Today, while St. Louis is known as “a great 
place to raise a family,” that is not the 
reality for families in poverty.  The 
Deaconess Impact Partnership will be 
successful if it is able to build the strongest 
possible safety net for the countless 
children who are being dropped from health 
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Private sector investors look for 
organizations that have strong 
leadership, management systems, and 
infrastructure.  Yet, historically, most 
investors in the nonprofit 
sector—funders—have focused almost 
exclusively on programs.

— Paul Connolly and Carol Lukas, 
 Strengthening Nonprofit Performance

I have enjoyed the friendship and 
camaraderie—as well as the wisdom and 
insights—of these amazing folks.

— an Impact Partner

White House Chief of Staff Leon Panetta advocated for children at 
CMC’s Annual Lunch in 2005
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 it to better achieve its mission.  
Capacity building is designed to give an 
organization more muscle, more power to 
realize its vision.

Why Capacity Building Matters.
Great programs need great organizations 
behind them.  However, nonprofits have 
been dealt a mixed message.  Nonprofits are 
routinely requested to demonstrate that 
they are not overspending on 
administrative costs.  How often have 
executive directors had to answer: “How 
much of my dollar is going to direct 
service?”  The implicit message from 
funders:  spend as much as possible on 
getting program out the door.   At the same 
time, funders want to see that organizations 
have strategic plans, diverse boards, 
evaluation systems, and trained staff. 

In his book, Sustaining Nonprofit Capacity:  
A Case for Capacity Building, researcher Paul 
Light explains the predicament:  “The 
challenge is that nonprofits have little 
discretionary funding and must often 
choose between computers and kids, 
training and trees, or salaries and 
seniors…Nonprofits choose the computers, 
trees, and seniors nearly all the time.”

Deaconess Foundation experienced this 
tension between program and operations as 
it made hundreds of grants between 1997 
and 2003.  “We were impressed by 
committed staff and the innovative 
solutions they used to fight poverty.  But 
too often, stellar programs were held 
together with scotch tape, the best 
intentions, and donated computers,” noted 
Rev. Paul.

After substantial research, the Deaconess 
Foundation Board voted to focus its 
resources on capacity building.  “We have

insurance rolls, live in unsafe housing, or 
are being denied a good education.  This 
Deaconess Impact Partnership update is 
meant to serve as a snapshot of the Impact 
Partnership in progress as Deaconess 
Foundation makes a definitive attempt to 
change the landscape. 




