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I. Introduction: The Osher Initiative for California Community College 
Students—An Unprecedented Opportunity

In 2008, California Community Colleges made history with the announcement of a $50 million 
commitment from well-known philanthropists Bernard and Barbro Osher. The Bernard Osher 
Foundation, awarded an upfront gift of $25 million to the Community College system and pledged 
another $25 million as part of a three-year match campaign to provide scholarships for California 
Community College students in perpetuity. 

The announcement launched an unprecedented statewide fundraising campaign that involved the 
entire Community College system. It was a first for the California Community Colleges, and was 
relatively unique in terms of system-wide fundraising efforts for community colleges throughout the 
nation. This paper is intended to provide background and history on that monumental effort, as well 
as provide meaningful feedback from California Community Colleges about the execution of the 
campaign and the resulting challenges and opportunities. The contents of this paper may provide 
insight to other organizations or foundations considering a similar effort, and may help colleges in the 
California system in understanding the motivations, challenges, and approaches of their peers. 

A Look Inside a Historic Day

On May 6, 2008, a history-making gift was announced at California’s State Capitol. As legislators, 
Community College leaders, and students looked on, former governor Arnold Schwarzenegger stood 
proudly with the “quiet philanthropist” Bernard Osher to announce a gift that would send ripples 
throughout the nation.

On that remarkable day, the Osher Initiative for California Community College Students (Osher 
Initiative) was announced, heralding a new era for community college philanthropy. The initiative, 
aiming to help students with financial need and commitment to complete their education, included 
a $70 million pledge from The Bernard Osher Foundation to benefit Community College students. 
Up to $50 million of that amount—including a $25 million up-front gift—was committed to the 
Foundation for California Community Colleges to establish the California Community Colleges 

“There is nothing more satisfying than 
helping others to realize their potential and 

celebrate their dreams.” – Bernard Osher
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Scholarship Endowment (Endowment). This permanent scholarship fund would eventually provide 
scholarship support to students at every California Community College, forever. 

The announcement of the initiative also came with an ambitious challenge: in order to receive up to 
$25 million in additional funding from The Osher Foundation, the Community College system would 
need to raise another $50 million within a three-year time frame. The result would be a scholarship 
endowment of potentially $100 million that would benefit thousands of students throughout the 
Community College system each year. 

As part of the initiative, the Osher Foundation also pledged $20 million to support endowed 
scholarship programs at specific California State University (CSU) and University of California (UC) 
campuses, providing scholarships for students transferring from Community Colleges to UC or CSU 
campuses. Prior to this initiative, the Osher Foundation had awarded postsecondary scholarship 
funding to colleges and universities across the nation, with special attention to reentry students, 
along with performing arts organizations, museums, and selected educational programs in Northern 
California and in Mr. Osher’s native state of Maine. However, the Osher Foundation’s lead gift to the 
Endowment was its most significant commitment to date.

Mr. Osher shared his inspiration for this gift with Affinity magazine in 2008. “I was impressed with 
the sheer size of the system—serving 2.6 million people on an annual basis—and with the range and 
importance of its educational offerings. I learned that 30 percent of the UC System’s graduates are 
transfers from the Community College system—and that the percentage for the CSU System is 60 
percent. I also learned that 70 percent of California’s nurses receive their training at a Community 
College as do 80 percent of the State’s firefighters, law enforcement officers, and emergency medical 
technicians. At the same time that my education about the value of our Community Colleges was 
increasing, I read about the ever-growing financial challenges facing the system and its students,” 
Osher said.

The Launch of a Historic Fundraising Campaign

The launch of the Osher Initiative was intended to inspire other philanthropists and funders to 
contribute by bringing to light the value of the system. Mr. Osher told Affinity magazine in 2008, 
“It is my hope that our commitment to California’s Community College students will hearten other 
major donors and charitable foundations to invest in our Community Colleges as well. More than any 
other institutions of higher education, the Community Colleges provide first-instance opportunities 
for advancement to the most diverse and financially needy of our people and truly are the great 
enfranchisers of our citizenry.” 

The fundraising campaign created an impressive challenge for the largest system of higher education 
in the nation: despite the fact that Americans donate billions of dollars to higher education annually, 
only a small percentage typically goes to Community Colleges. 
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Additionally, with over 100 individual colleges (which at the time of the campaign launch numbered 
109) and as the largest system of higher education in the nation, the California Community Colleges 
represent a diverse and at times unwieldy conglomeration of schools that have distinct communities, 
demographics, and challenges. 

A statewide campaign such as this had never before been embarked upon by the California Community 
College system, nor at any other college system across the nation, and certainly none that matched the 
size or scope of the California system. 

The Osher Foundation selected the Foundation for California Community Colleges, the nonprofit 
auxiliary to the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, to lead the campaign and 
coordinate with the college campuses and their individual foundations to raise funds toward the $50 
million goal. To distribute both the benefits of the gift and the size of the challenge equitably to the 
colleges, the Foundation for California Community Colleges, and California Community Colleges 
Chancellor’s Office developed individual fundraising goals for each college. The goals were determined 
based upon the size of an individual college, using its calculation of Full Time Equivalent Students 
(FTES) to allocate the fundraising amounts. Additionally, this calculation was used to determine the 
percentage of the initial $25 million gift that would be earmarked for each college for scholarship 
payouts.

Over the course of three years, over $28.5 million was raised by the California Community College 
system and the Foundation for California Community Colleges. With the resulting match of nearly 
$14 million from the Osher Foundation plus the lead $25 million gift, the ending result was a 
scholarship endowment of over $67 million. 

Permanent Support for Students

Through the Osher Foundation’s generosity, the 
final endowment total of $67.3 million will fund a 
minimum of 3,350 full-time scholarships in perpetuity 
(with scholarship estimates based on a guaranteed 
minimum payout of 5 percent). Additionally, at the 
campaign’s conclusion, the Endowment represented 
the largest statewide scholarship fund in the nation. 

While the match campaign associated with this 
initiative concluded in June 2011, students realized 
the impact of the Osher Foundation’s generosity 
long before then. The Endowment began funding 
scholarships for thousands of students in Fall 2009, 
providing grants of up to $1,000 per academic year to financially strained students, which helped to 
offset the cost of attending college by providing money for textbooks, equipment, uniforms, and other 
instructional needs. 

“More than any other 
institutions of higher education, 
the community colleges provide 
first-instance opportunities for 

advancement to the most diverse 
and financially needy of our 

people and truly are the great 
enfranchisers of our citizenry.”

– Bernard Osher
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This significant initiative has changed countless 
lives and will do so for many more students in 
the coming years. During the first two years 
(2009-10 and 2010-11), over $2.7 million in 
scholarship funds were awarded to thousands of 
students throughout the state. This timeframe 
also represents a period of significant market 
volatility, when other higher education 
endowments were reducing or even eliminating 
scholarship payouts due to decreases in value. 
For an endowment that had been launched 
only a year prior to its first payout, the number 
of lives touched in the first two years of the 
scholarship program is noteworthy.  

The Osher Foundation designed the 
Endowment to serve students with financial 
need who were on a path toward completing 
their educational goals; scholarship criteria 
include the completion of 24 degree applicable 
units, enrollment in 6 units for the terms 
during which scholarships are awarded, and 
qualification for the Board of Governors (BOG) 
fee waiver, which is based on demonstrated 
financial need. 

Scholarships and the Selection Criteria

Of all the areas in which the California 
Community College system could use support, 
why was this campaign built upon a scholarship 
program, particularly one limited to BOG fee 
waiver recipients who had completed at least 
24 degree-applicable units?

The idea for the initiative began with the Osher 
Foundation and was informed by a smaller-scale 
community college program it supported in 
Maine. (In that case, Maine’s State Legislature 
provided matching funds.) The California 
discussion progressed to the Governor’s Office, 

By the
Numbers

• 90 California Community Colleges
participated in the fundraising challenge.

• 33 of these met or exceeded their original 
fundraising goals.

• In the first three years of scholarship payouts 
from the fund, $4,876,000 was provided to 
Community Colleges for scholarships, or 
enough to fund 4,876 full-time scholarships 
of $1,000 each. 

• Regardless of financial market fluctuations, a 
minimum of 5 percent of the 
Endowment’s corpus will be paid out in 
scholarships each year, higher in years when 
earnings are good. Many higher education 
endowments curb or even stop paying out in 
years when earnings are not sufficient.

• Every year, every single Community College will 
receive at least 5 scholarships 
from the fund. Those that participated in the 
fundraising challenge will receive significantly 
more, thanks to their donors’ additional gifts.

• At the end of the campaign, the Endowment 
reached $67.3 million, including $28.5 
million in funds raised by the system and $13.9 
million in match dollars, in addition to the 
Osher Foundation’s lead gift of $25 million.

• The $67.3 million will result in at least 3,368 
full-time scholarships every year, forever.

• Over the course of 10 years, at least 33,680 
students will have benefited from this initiative. 
In 20 years, that number will grow to over 
67,000.
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and then the California Community College Chancellor’s Office and the Foundation for California 
Community Colleges  became involved.

The Osher Foundation’s support for institutions of higher education was largely focused in three areas: 
The Osher Centers for Integrative Medicine, The Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes, and scholarship 
programs. When considering ways to assist the California Community Colleges, the third area was 
seen as the most applicable, and an endowment gift would ensure benefits for students in perpetuity.
 
Prioritizing financial need over merit (as long as the student remained in good academic standing) 
and focusing support on tuition or expenses directly related to the student’s coursework were traits 
common to most Osher scholarship programs. In addition, the Osher Foundation had always 
prohibited administrative fees from impacting its scholarship endowments, approaching the efforts 
as a partnership with grantees in order to maximize the dollars reaching students. The Osher trustees 
were interested in including these characteristics in the initiative. 

While convinced of the importance of the California Community College system, the trustees were 
concerned by the relatively low rate at which students graduated, completed a certificate, or transferred 
to a 4-year school.  In conversation with the Chancellor’s Office and the Foundation for California 
Community Colleges, the Osher Foundation identified BOG waiver recipients as a pool of students 
with considerable financial need. Further focusing the program on those who had demonstrated 
persistence at the community college level allowed the Osher Foundation to move forward with a 
measure of confidence. In the end, the students who had demonstrated persistence while overcoming 
financial hardship were viewed a population worthy of investment and a compelling focal point for 
the fundraising campaign. 

II. Case Study: An Overview of the Campaign’s Challenges 
and Opportunities 

The three-year campaign for the Endowment was a monumental opportunity for the system, but it 
was not without its challenges. 

Throughout the campaign—particularly in the early months after the launch—the Foundation 
for California Community Colleges met with numerous colleges, districts, and stakeholder groups 
representing the colleges to roll out the campaign and encourage engagement. Early on, there were 
challenges in getting involvement from the colleges: 1) despite the 50 percent match offered by the 
Osher Foundation, colleges had a difficult time understanding the tangible benefits of the campaign 
given that the endowment was held in a separate pooled investment fund, managed by the Foundation 
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rather than by the local colleges, and 2) that no administrative fees could be taken from the donations 
to the colleges. Additionally, many colleges struggled with the capacity to take on such a challenge, 
given the ongoing cutbacks and already limited staffing and resources they were faced with at the time.  

Over time, participation greatly increased. As more colleges became engaged with the challenge 
and made it a priority on their campuses, others followed suit and began raising funds for the 
Endowment. The first gift from a Community College was received in early 2009 from Irvine Valley 
College. From then on, engagement increased exponentially. The first college to reach its goal was 
Santa Rosa Junior College in May 2009, closely followed by Bakersfield College in July of that 
same year. 

Despite the progress of some of the colleges, it became clear in 2010 that reaching the $50 million 
fundraising goal would prove difficult. At that time, the Foundation lifted the fundraising caps 
that were initially established at the launch of the campaign. Rather than limiting match funds to 
original goal amounts, colleges could receive match dollars on all funds raised for the Endowment, 
even if they surpassed their original goals and as long as the $25 million in committed match dollars 
was not already allocated. 

All told, 33 colleges reached or exceeded their original fundraising targets, with four others coming 
within 10 percent of their goal amounts (Appendix A).

On the other end of the spectrum, 39 of the Community Colleges did not participate in the 
challenge at all, or raised less than 10 percent of their original fundraising goal. An additional 21 
colleges raised less than 50 percent. 

Throughout the campaign, the Foundation continually assessed the challenges and obstacles to 
participation for the colleges. Along the way, adjustments were made wherever possible, such as 
lifting the original fundraising targets to benefit those colleges that were actively participating and 
had the potential to raise additional funds. To gather further feedback, a brief online survey of the 
Community College foundations was conducted at the conclusion of the campaign. Much of the 
feedback gathered through the survey was consistent with the more anecdotal feedback received 
throughout the course of the campaign.

The following pages summarize the challenges related to participation in the initiative, from the 
colleges’ perspective.
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III. The Colleges’ Perspective

Opportunities

Despite the difficulties indicated by numerous colleges, a majority of the campuses chose to 
participate in this fundraising challenge. For these colleges, the generous match dollars provided 
by the Osher Foundation, along with the general increase in philanthropic awareness this initiative 
created, were reason enough to get involved. Such a significant investment by a philanthropic 
organization such as the Osher Foundation sent a message to other donors and partners as to why 
Community Colleges and their students are worthy of investment. 

Commitment of Match Dollars

Receiving a guaranteed 50 percent match on any investment isn’t common for Community 
Colleges. The Osher Foundation’s generous commitment to match every dollar with 50 cents is 
something that spurred many Community College foundations into action—and subsequently 
spurred many donors to give. This component of the campaign was something many colleges felt 
was inspiring to donors, and therefore a tremendous opportunity to engage new and long-term 
donors alike.  

Guaranteed Scholarships for Students

Even though some of the colleges noted that raising funds for scholarships was not on their list 
of priorities, a number of those that did participate in the challenge commented that they could 
never fund enough scholarships, given the growing financial needs of students. For colleges located 
in economically disadvantaged regions of the state, this initiative was particularly compelling. For 
the Bakersfield College Foundation, for example, the Osher Initiative was a “no-brainer” given the 
cause it supported. According to Mike Stepanovich, the foundation’s executive director, affordability 
is a bigger issue than accessibility for Community College students in California’s Central Valley. 
“Bakersfield College made [this initiative] such a priority because scholarships are so essential in 
this area. The 56 additional scholarships this initiative provided are a godsend to students in a 
socioeconomically disadvantaged area [like ours].”

Pasadena City College’s Robert Westerbeck 
Scholarship Celebration, May 2011.
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Increasing Philanthropic Awareness

For many of the participating colleges, this initiative offered a tremendous marketing opportunity 
in terms of donor outreach efforts. The association of high-profile philanthropists like Bernard and 
Barbro Osher with the campaign helped raise the profile of the system and individual Community 
Colleges. Prior to the Osher Foundation’s gift, no other community college system in the nation 
had received such a significant investment. The national exposure this initiative gave the system, 
and the public message that Community Colleges are worthy of large-scale philanthropic efforts, is 
something that will continue to benefit the sector into the future. 

Many colleges used this initiative to launch their own campaigns. Sierra College and Mt. San 
Antonio College embarked on a “Climb Higher Campaign,” using key messages and facts from 
the Osher Initiative and applying them to their own customized campaigns targeting local donors. 
College of the Canyons dubbed their campaign “Dare to Dream.” Supported by the district’s 
Chancellor and embraced by faculty and staff, this campaign resulted in over $1 million being 
raised, largely through smaller, named scholarships and fundraising efforts honoring former faculty 
members.  

For smaller, more rural colleges, this initiative was particularly helpful in raising the college’s profile 
and giving local donors a tangible return on their investment. For Columbia College, located just 
north of Yosemite in Sonora, this project was the most successful fundraising effort the college 
had ever undertaken and helped significantly with visibility and publicity for the college’s overall 
fundraising activities. One of the gifts received through the college’s Osher campaign for $46,000 
was more than the foundation raised that entire year. Additionally, prior to this initiative, Columbia 
College had a total of 10 available scholarships of $1,000 or more. Thanks to the initiative, they 
now have 19 additional scholarships available for students, every year.

According to one Columbia College Foundation representative, “The Osher Initiative was an 
incredibly successful program for us… It provided tremendous visibility for us in our community 
and expanded our reach to donors, which resulted in over 300 new donors. Existing donors 
increased their giving by establishing named scholarships. Our college president was 100 percent 
behind our efforts and participated in the cultivation of many of the gifts. For me, it has served as a 
model campaign (clear message, tangible outcomes, maximum benefit through the match, etc.) that 
I will replicate for future fundraising efforts.”

Endowment Spending Policy

The Osher-prescribed approach to endowment spending distinguishes itself from typical college 
endowments in three ways. First, the endowment will distribute at least 5 percent of the corpus 
annually, regardless of market earnings or losses. Second, during prolonged periods of growth 
(annualized quarterly returns of greater than 10 percent), the payout will be based on 50 percent of 
the earnings. In other words, an average return of 12 percent would result in a 6 percent distribution 
in a given year. Finally, while investment management fees are allowable, administrative fees are 
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prohibited from impacting the endowment. This spending policy is not intended as an alternative 
to how institutions manage their college-wide endowments that support a variety of activities; it 
is specifically designed to achieve the goals of this scholarship program and maximize the support 
reaching students, especially those enrolled in the near term. As discussed later in this report, 
however, the lack of administrative support can present a challenge to some institutions.

In order for contributions to be eligible for match funds, donors had to adopt the Osher terms for 
their gifts. Some colleges and donors found this unique approach appealing. Institutions overseeing 
traditional endowments often curtail payouts during low-performing years or stop distributions 
altogether if the fund dips below its starting amount—practices that prompted Congressional 
hearings during the time in which this campaign was taking place. The severe financial downturn 
during 2008-09 also overlapped the campaign. The guaranteed payout of 5 percent assured donors 
that students would benefit from an uninterrupted stream of support during volatile times. There 
were a variety of consistent themes in terms of challenges or obstacles both from the 35 percent of 
colleges that did not participate in the fundraising challenge or raised less than 10 percent of their 
original goals and those that did participate and raised anywhere between 10 percent to over 100 
percent of their goals.  

Limited Capacity

Multiple colleges suggested that receiving financial support on a statewide level for resources, 
staffing, or other investments in the overall capacity of the Community College foundations would 
have allowed more colleges to become involved. Many were already struggling to meet their current 
objectives given their limited capacity and could not take on this challenge. Specifically, numerous 
colleges indicated that more staff who could dedicate their time to this initiative would have been 
necessary for them to take on an additional fundraising effort. 

According to one college foundation representative, “I think there should have been more of an 
effort to…raise other funds to assist the colleges with capacity building. Most of the California 
Community Colleges are just too under-staffed and under-valued to make this kind of an effort.” 

Divergent Priorities and Lack of Buy-in From Leadership

These two issues were many times interconnected. Numerous foundations noted that raising funds 
for scholarships or an endowment held elsewhere from the campus or local foundation were not 
priorities given the other goals for the organization. This lack of prioritization of the Osher Initiative 
was at many times consistent with college leadership or foundation boards not engaging in the 
initiative from a higher level. Without the support of leadership or college presidents, foundation 
leaders felt unable to engage in the fundraising challenge. 

One college foundation staff member summed it up with this sentiment: “We had other major 
fundraising efforts going on, and given our limited staff, the Osher Initiative, while worthy, wasn’t 
something that was a priority for our college.”
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Lack of Administrative Fees

One of the most frequently cited issues colleges had with this campaign was the lack of operating 
or administrative fees; the colleges were not permitted to take any type of annual operating fee 
from the dollars raised for the Endowment. Many foundations argued that they were responsible 
for raising funds for their own operations in addition to college programs and activities, without 
any support or investment from the colleges. For college foundations that rely on administrative 
fees for their ongoing operation, it was difficult to prioritize a program that did not offer such an 
incentive. According to one college foundation representative, “We generate a significant portion of 
our operating income from a management fee on our endowment assets, and the requirement that 
the funds be managed by the Foundation 
for California Community Colleges wasn’t 
appealing to 
our leadership.”  

One solution the Osher Foundation 
provided to this obstacle was to take a 
one-time administrative fee from their local 
gifts (with approval from the donor) before 
investing it into the Endowment; however, 
this was not something most colleges 
considered.

Limited Flexibility Regarding 
Scholarship Criteria

Colleges were split in this area. While 
some communicated that the criteria was 
broad and encouraged donor support with 
the ability to add additional criteria such 
as area of study, others felt that to some 
donors, it was limiting and less attractive. 
Specifically, the BOG waiver and the 24 
unit minimum, along with the lack of 
any GPA criteria, were cited as issues with 
donors who wanted their scholarships 
to support students from outside of 
California, recent high school graduates, 
or students with proven academic 
performance. 

NoteworthyGifts
• $1,791,176 from a bequest to

Pasadena City College

• $1.2 million from Southern 
California Edison to support multiple colleges

• $1 million from John Debs to
support City College of San Francisco

• $807,701 from a bequest to
Santa Monica College

• $740,178 from a bequest to
Long Beach City College

• $567,280 from a bequest to
Bakersfield College

• $501,668 from a bequest to
Imperial Valley College

• $500,000 from Monte Toole to
support the entire system

• $339,913 from a bequest to
Monterey Peninsula College

• $250,000 from Sempra Energy to
support multiple Southern California colleges 

• $172,000 from Genentech to support 
MiraCosta College and two other colleges
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Limited Timeline

Given the unstable economy and its direct effect on Community Colleges and their foundations 
during the time of this campaign, many colleges expressed that an extended timeline would have 
helped increase their efforts and made it easier to participate in the challenge. Typically, a campaign 
of this magnitude would have allowed for at least five years in which to complete. For example, 
many colleges had a difficult time “selling” the opportunity to their respective boards or colleges and 
did not receive approval to participate until later in the campaign. Such colleges felt their impact or 
success could have been greater with additional time. 

Lack of Involvement in Campaign Structure and Launch

One issue that came up repeatedly, both throughout the campaign and post-survey, was that colleges 
felt there should have been some representation or buy-in from the colleges themselves before the 
campaign was launched. They expressed such issues as the criteria (specifically the 24 units and 
BOG fee waiver) and the mechanism for determining the initial fundraising goals (FTES versus 
other factors such as community demographics or capacity of the college foundation) might have 
been suggested for inclusion in the criteria. 

One college foundation representative noted, “The focus of the initiative was the CCCs, and 
yet there was no representation of these constituents in the development of the gift or the 
implementation of the fundraising program. Had there been input from Community College 
personnel, the BOG requirement may not have been set as a hard and fast requirement. These 
students typically receive significant financial support and thus we are sometimes unable to award 
them the Osher scholarships because their need has already been met.” 

IV. A Statewide Perspective

Opportunities

Despite the challenges throughout the process and the fact that the campaign resulted in a $67 
million endowment rather than the intended goal of building a $100 million fund, there is still 
much to celebrate with regard to the Osher Initiative for California Community College students. 
For many colleges and indeed the overall system, this initiative brought to light the need to invest 
in Community Colleges and their students and opened the door to countless new donors. Despite 
a very difficult economy, this initiative enabled participating colleges to present donors with a solid, 
captivating case for support.  

From the time this campaign launched in May 2008 to its conclusion in June 2011, there were 
numerous major gifts made to California Community Colleges. Many donations were made as a 
direct result of this campaign, but others were designated to specific college needs. The significance 
of those non-campaign gifts is that the level of philanthropy seemed to grow for the system as a 
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whole during the campaign period. Whether or not this increase in philanthropy can be directly 
attributed to the Osher Initiative, it can be argued that the Osher Foundation’s history-making gift 
raised the visibility of Community Colleges and opened doors to gifts that would have previously 
been unheard of for a two-year system.  

In addition, another important donation was made during the course of the campaign. In spring 
2011, Dr. Norman Levan bestowed a $14 million gift on Bakersfield College—at the time, 
the largest gift to an individual community college in the nation. Because Dr. Levan’s interests 
went beyond scholarship support, the gift was not part of the Osher Initiative. However, the gift 
symbolizes another important step forward for Community College advancement, and helps 
potential donors realize that this sector of higher education is worthy of significant investment. 

This initiative helped contribute to a culture shift in the California Community Colleges system–
private philanthropy is a growing trend for the system, and many colleges are now realizing the need 
to invest in this function at an institutional level. 

Challenges

In addition to those challenges expressed by the Community College foundation staff and other 
personnel, the Foundation for California Community Colleges faced a number of challenges in 
managing and executing this campaign. While some issues may have been expected simply given the 
uniqueness of such a campaign and the Foundation’s relative newness to such a statewide fundraising 
effort, other challenges came as surprises throughout the course of the campaign. 

Limited Statewide Capacity and Infrastructure

Prior to the launch of the Osher Initiative, the Foundation had previously functioned as primarily 
an operating foundation, securing and providing grants and other programs and services to 
benefit Community Colleges. The traditional fundraising or resource development model was not 
previously in place. 

Just two months prior to the launch of the campaign in May 2008, the Foundation expanded 
its fundraising and external relations team, including the hire of a Vice President of Resource 
Development and an administrative staff person charged specifically with fundraising-related 
activities and support to the colleges in their fund-raising efforts, and numerous marketing, 
communications, and public relations staff members to handle communications aspects related to 
a campaign. However, it is important to note that all staff members were brought on to serve the 
needs of the entire Foundation, including its robust programs, so their attention and priorities were 
not limited to the Osher Initiative. 

Additionally, the creation of campaign collateral materials and policies was not completed until the 
expansion of the team, so many items, including the development of a comprehensive agreement 
between the Foundation and the individual colleges to spell out the roles and responsibilities of each 
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party, were not developed until the campaign was already well underway. Collectively, the demands 
of raising such a significant amount, building the infrastructure and policies, and relationship-
building for not only this fundraising initiative but all others related to the Foundation’s mission, 
represented a daunting, albeit exciting, challenge. 

What’s more, the Foundation faced the challenge of simultaneously building a fundraising 
infrastructure, raising campaign funds on a statewide level, and supporting the colleges in meeting 
their individual goals. This presented a significant investment of time and resources. Ideally, this 
activity would have been conducted up to a year prior to the public announcement of the campaign.  

Lack of Financial Support on a Statewide Level

A common theme of the colleges’ stated challenges related to the inability to draw revenue or secure 
a management fee from the funds raised for the Endowment, thereby impacting their operating 
revenue. What often went unnoticed was that the Foundation for California Community Colleges 
was in the same situation: as part of the grant agreement associated with the gift, no administrative 
fee was provided to the Foundation for the execution of this campaign, nor can the Foundation ever 
draw operating revenue from the Endowment.

The intent of this stipulation was a noble one: the Osher Foundation’s wish was to ensure that every 
dollar raised as part of this campaign supported the cause of student financial need, not the capacity 
of the fundraising arms. 

What this required, however, was a significant financial investment from the Foundation. As a 
nonprofit organization, the Foundation had to ensure that funding for additional staff brought on 
to execute this initiative was supported elsewhere. In other words, staff responsible for the Osher 
Initiative was also responsible for finding and securing capacity-building, operational, and program-
related funding for the organization to ensure sustainability. This created a divergence in priorities 
for all staff members, rendering them unable to commit the focused time and attention needed on a 
campaign of this magnitude.

Initial Lack of Engagement from California Community Colleges

At first, there was not a strong relationship between the community colleges and the Foundation 
for California Community Colleges (Foundation) related to this fundraising effort. At the time, 
the Foundation and its intentions were an enigma to many of the colleges and their foundations. 
The colleges had not worked with the organization on any collaborative fundraising efforts in the 
past and were unfamiliar with the Foundation in this capacity. The lack of willingness on the part 
of many of the California Community Colleges to participate was at first surprising. In a planning 
study conducted in 2009 by the Lester Consulting Group, a lack of overall trust was underscored by 
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colleges’ unwillingness to be involved in the study. (This study was a free service provided to colleges 
and funded through a generous grant from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, designed to 
determine the levels of giving opportunities available to the colleges for this campaign.) One of the 
main reasons for not wanting to participate was “we don’t want to share our donor lists because we 
don’t know the Foundation well enough to share such private information.”

Given the relationship building that clearly needed to take place, the Foundation frequently 
invested time and resources to communicate with colleges and educate them about the campaign, 
get leadership involved in the fundraising efforts, and build trust with the college foundation 
staff and leadership. While important, the amount of time this took detracted from the statewide 
fundraising and execution that could have been occurring throughout the three-year campaign, 
again underscoring the importance of a ramp-up or silent phase and adequate staffing levels within 
successful campaigns. 

While the relationships and subsequent participation improved greatly over time, the initial lack of 
trust and understanding created a significant challenge to the campaign’s overall success. 

Divergent Priorities and Events

The issue of divergent priorities on an organizational level has already been discussed as a 
challenge, but the conflicting priorities within this campaign were particularly difficult. Given 
the relatively short timeframe in which to raise $50 million, the time and commitment of all 
staff at the Foundation level should have been focused on raising capital for the Endowment. 
Instead, necessary actions needed to take place to facilitate the colleges’ fundraising efforts and the 
long-term management of the Endowment. Among the activities were: (1) the development of 
a comprehensive partnership agreement, which also had to be rolled out to and signed off by all 
colleges regardless of whether they were involved in the fundraising efforts; (2) the development 
and execution of policies and procedures for the scholarship, financial reporting, and ongoing 
accounting processes; and (3) the development and creation of all collateral materials and resources 
for colleges, including gift transmission forms, application and certification templates, advertisement 
and poster templates, key messages, and a website for the campaign. 

In addition, the Foundation received additional outside funding to conduct a planning study in 
early 2009. Ideally, such a planning study would take place prior to the launch of such a campaign. 
Although the campaign was already underway, the Foundation felt such a study was important, 
especially given the lack of initial participation and buy-in from many of the colleges. Gaining a 
better understanding of the colleges’ needs and challenges would help the Foundation make the 
necessary adjustments to the campaign in order to work toward the goal. While the study proved 
insightful, the amount of staff time dedicated to launching the study was a detriment to other 
fundraising efforts. 
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Lastly, Hands Across California was held in April 2011 to help raise funds and awareness for the 
Osher Initiative and the broader need to support Community College students amid ongoing state 
funding cuts. Dozens of Community College campuses held local events on the same date. Mirrored 
somewhat after the Hands Across America event held in 1986, Hands Across California took place 
just weeks prior to the original event’s 25th anniversary. The 2011 event was managed and executed 
by a small Foundation team and initially had the support of a few notable companies, celebrities, 
and politicians who eagerly endorsed the event and its cause. 

Given that Hands Across California was created and executed within a span of less than six 
months, and that the sponsorship dollars garnered fell short of being enough to support significant 
promotion of the event, the impact of the event on fundraising for the Endowment was minimal. 
While the event did provide a platform for raising awareness of the campaign, the fact remains that 
much-needed funds were not raised as part of the event. 

Statewide Campaign Committees

Lastly, another challenge to this initiative was the lack of a robust and active campaign committee or 
a large board of directors for the Foundation. Capital campaigns striving to raise millions of dollars 
typically involve dozens of board or committee members, who provide contacts and relationships 
that can help open the door to meaningful gifts. In this case, the Foundation was working with a 
voluntary, dedicated board of just five directors. In addition, although several notable Californians, 
including Honorary Chairperson Governor Schwarzenegger expressed enthusiasm about the 
initiative and pledged their support at the outset, their attention went to other issues during the 
three-year campaign period. Attempts to create a campaign advisory committee that could
help spearhead the campaign were not realized.
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V. Conclusion: Lessons Learned

Given the challenges faced by both individual colleges and the Foundation for California 
Community Colleges throughout this campaign, discouragement could have been a byproduct. 
However, the impacts of this initiative on Community College students and the increase in 
philanthropy for the system cannot be overlooked. As stated by one Community College fundraiser, 
“The California Community Colleges were fortunate to be the recipients of Mr. Osher’s generous 
support and the $67.3 million endowment should be viewed as a great success.” One should keep in 
mind, of course, that the character of the Osher Initiative was informed by the Osher Foundation’s 
longstanding practice of supporting scholarships whereas another philanthropy might have focused 
on staffing needs or capital projects. Clearly, if the Initiative had been designed by the individual 
community colleges in the State rather than by an external organization wanting to benefit the 
statewide community college system, alternative priorities may well have been selected, although 
most campuses admit that scholarship funding remains one of their key requirements going forward.

Without question, the challenges faced throughout the campaign can serve as valuable lessons 
to Community College fundraisers and help prepare the California system for future endeavors. 
Perhaps these lessons will also prove helpful to others in this sector of higher education who strive to 
increase the level of philanthropy for community colleges throughout the nation.

Key Takeaway Points for Community Colleges

 Don’t underestimate the power of the local impact. This campaign demonstrated what many 
Community College fundraisers already know: donors are interested in specific efforts that 
support their local community. Communicating the local impact will resonate more with donors 
than broad-based, statewide messaging. 

 Know your strengths and weaknesses. Conducting a formal feasibility study to ensure you have a 
realistic grasp on the challenges and opportunities ahead of you, along with understanding what 
will truly resonate with potential donors, will help better prepare your messaging, case statements, 
and overall approach. 

 Engage key constituents prior to launching a campaign. While a “silent phase” may be standard 
for many campaigns, this initiative did not have the benefit of such an opportunity to create buy-
in or educate key audiences before going public. As a result, significant time and resources were 
spent engaging and building relationships with audiences that should have been on board prior to 
the announcement. 

 Recognize that Community Colleges are primed for continued growth in private giving. Over 
the last three to four years, the multi-million dollar gifts to California Community Colleges have 
significantly increased, representing a culture shift in the world of higher education philanthropy. 



 Invest in resource development. Given the ongoing state budget cuts, college leaders are 
seeing more and more the value of private philanthropy, underscoring the need to invest in 
college advancement operations. Despite this growing trend, overall support for Community 
College advancement can be strengthened. The convergence of the need to increase support 
with the increase in donor interest in Community Colleges should be used to the advantage of 
Community College advancement professionals in making their case to college leadership.  

 Consider the long-term impact of gifts received. While this gift was a tremendous benefit to 
students across the California Community College system in need of scholarships, the impact on 
staff resources is considerable, and includes the ongoing administration of the annual scholarship 
reporting process, dissemination of funds, and ongoing communication with all 112 colleges. 
In some cases, a gift received may come with future obligations, and it is important to consider 
whether or not your organization can meet the expectations. 

 Be aware that donors are increasingly interested in Community Colleges. This campaign 
demonstrated that donors want to help those in financial need and to make an impact on the 
state’s economy through supporting the Community Colleges’ efforts to train and educate the 
workforce of tomorrow. The national and state awareness of Community Colleges and their 
missions continues to grow, making yet another case for Community College advancement 
efforts. 

 Create valuable partnerships. Building strong boards, creating statewide fundraising committees, 
and engaging influential leaders and others in the campaign planning and implementation is 
essential to the success of any campaign. Limited success in this area greatly affected the ability of 
this initiative to open doors with funding decision makers. 

 Focus on successes. Because this initiative involved so many diverse organizations, there were 
differing levels of success. One suggestion that came up after the end of the campaign was that a 
focus on the successes of the colleges who were engaged in this effort, including specific strategies 
and tactics that would be relevant to a variety of organizations, would have been more helpful to 
other colleges. In future campaigns, such an effort will be part of the overall strategy.

For more information about the Foundation for California Community Colleges and the Osher 
Initiative for California Community College Students, visit www.foundationccc.org
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