Developing a Site Visit Program

The Family Advisor: Site Visit Companion

by Ann D. Gralnek, Program Officer, W. M. Keck Foundation
I. INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS

There are three types of site visits: 

· pre-grant assessment 

· post-grant monitoring 

· post-grant evaluative 

A site visit does not infer a grant is forthcoming. It helps to determine the advisability of investing in a particular program; support is not obligatory because you have taken a careful look.

Purposes of a site visit: 

· To gather subjective as well as objective information 

· To determine personal response to the people involved and the program 

· As means of comparison with other organizations in the community 

· To verify accuracy of proposal 

· To determine grant possibilities and, ultimately, probabilities 

Before embarking on a site visit obtain background information on organization: 

· general history 

· budget summaries and needs assessments 

· program outline 

· brief sketches on staff and governance personnel 

In setting up a meeting with an organization, make clear from the start that the visit is investigatory in nature--a fact-finding mission--with no promise of, nor indicative of, future funding.

It is less difficult to say "no" in the end if expectations are not raised in the beginning. Be candid with the organization.

Who to see, what to look at during a site visit:

Feel free to request meetings with representatives throughout an organization 

· administrative/management personnel 

· program/support staff 

· governance/Board members 

The people are critical to any program 

· talented, motivated people can sometimes take an ill-conceived project and develop it into a viable program; conversely, poor administrators can take a good program and destroy it. 

Anticipate spending 1½ to 2 hours on a site visit An opportunity to gain first-hand look at physical facility 

· One can get a sense of where the organization is located in relation to the constituency it serves 

· Assess space limitations on program goals 

Look at budget as translation of program into natural classifications 

· Goals and Objectives: Master Plan/3-5 year projection 

· Expenses: Personnel, Occupancy, Administrative costs 

· Income: Grants, Fees, Revenues 

· Assume built-in biases of non-profit organizations to underestimate expenses and overestimate income 

· Relate budget to governance; often budgets are unanimously approved as soon as income is equal to expenses, without the Board knowing any real reason why the balance should occur. 

II. ORGANIZATION

Be certain to receive a copy of the IRS Determination/Ruling letter. Note whether the organization is a private foundation, public charity or operating foundation. Understand the expenditure responsibility which needs to be taken if it is a private or operating foundation. Due to the complicated nature of the law, receive all reporting instruments for organizations which undertake lobbying efforts. If there has been a name change, find out why, and if the IRS and other appropriate agencies have been notified; and ascertain if tax status remains unaltered. Does the organization being considered fall under an umbrella organization, as is the case with many Catholic charities and university-related programs? If so, receive a copy of its ruling.

III. PERSONNEL

Do not shy away from subjective responses and have no hesitancy to meet and interview anyone associated with the organization; interviews should be arranged according to your time allocations. Be certain to meet with Administrative, Program Support and the Governance personnel.

In meeting with Administrative/Management personnel, you want to get a sense of the leadership; how he/she relates to people and whether he/she is an effective communicator of ideas. Does the person reflect a proprietary interest or is the position viewed as a "job"? How long has the person been in the present position and what is their previous experience? Has there been a change in program emphasis with staff changes? What is the staff's relationship and involvement with the governing board and who is ultimately responsible for meeting the budget and for program expansion/curtailment? What is your sense of each person's ability to respond under pressure, to deal with critical problems as they may arise?

Ask similar types of questions of Program Staff. Check for nuances as goals may differ from the organization's plan. What is the size and make-up of support staff? Is the organization overloaded with professionals or is it understaffed for program efficiency? Look at the growth pattern of the staff, checking for signs of instability, such as a high turnover rate or sudden changes. What use is made of part-time and volunteer support? If there is a dependence on volunteers, is there any difficulty meeting program needs at certain times of the year? Who is responsible for the coordination of volunteer activities?

The Governance of an organization, the trustees/directors/members of the governing board, is critical. Try to get a sense of commitment; are rubber stamp approvals given or are needs thoroughly examined? Why are the members serving? To lend professional expertise, as a civic duty, due to personal experience in the field, or at a friend's or colleague's request? Is there a strong or reluctant willingness to fundraise? How often does the board meet and how is attendance? Who are the pivotal members? What is the average length of service of board members? If the board is set up by committee, what is the meeting/reporting/action procedure for each? What staff representation is present at board/committee meetings and does staff have formal vote? Check for imbalances on the board, e.g., too many with professional expertise and no accounting or legal background. Note the possible discrepancy between a working board and an advisory one; too often the latter lends prestige without input. What is the board's relationship with staff? What controls are placed on the Administrator with regard to expenditure responsibility or extraordinary expense approval? Is the board being well-used?

IV. FACILITY

As you enter and walk through the facility, be conscious of its location and its physical space. Is the location easily accessible to the organization's constituency and is it able to attract and accommodate clients? What factors determined this specific location - availability, outreach or drop-in services? Does the physical space appear to be up to code: are there any signs of visible needed repairs/improvements/deferred maintenance? Is the space conducive to productivity, e.g., adequate lighting, sufficient room? Are there limitations or observable deficiencies to meet program/service requirements? Is too much hardware visible, e.g., a Xerox machine used exclusively or other unnecessary equipment? Do proper office systems/procedures appear to be in place, e.g., confidential medical records at a health care agency? Is the filing system accessible by too many or too few?

V. PROGRAM

What are the stated goals and purposes of the organization and does it appear that they are being met? What constitutes "community" - local neighborhood, community-at-large, regional or national direction? Is the staff reflective of the community it serves - is it culturally sensitive, bilingual? Has the organization bitten off more than it can chew? Has a lesser scale been tried and proven? Are there inconsistencies in the goals? What are the basic program components/services which will always be provided and what projects are dependent on funding? What internal monitoring systems have been established to assess programmatic and administrative problems and successes? How does the organization judge its program performance and by what standards? What is the frequency of the review process? Note that program accountability is often superficial while hours can be spent on fiscal control/reporting or vice versa. What means does the organization have to avoid duplication of services/programs with other community agencies? Is it unaware of similar work or is there a willingness to coordinate efforts? What documents are available to look at, e.g., staff reports, board documents, or administrative memorandums?

VI. FINANCIAL

Look carefully at the current operating budget and assume the following built-in biases: underestimate expenses and overestimate income (particularly true of cultural organizations). Scrutinize the basic (hard dollar) items: rent/mortgage; salary ranges - are they reasonable, too high or too low? Check for disproportionate costs and hidden costs, e.g., deferred maintenance. Look at program needs, the flexible (soft dollar) items: duplication with hard-core items; use of consultants and why; are travel expenses necessities, for whom and why? Where can budget cuts be made, if necessary? Who is ultimately responsible for balancing the budget? Get answers from both staff and board. How is the proper use of funds assured? In checking income, weigh percentages of government grant/private funding and other sources, such as fees-for-service or admission fees. Is there a dependence on a few major donors to sustain the organization? Is it desirable to alter such a skewed position and methods of correcting such? Is public charity status jeopardized by a major long-term commitment? Ask for the previous year's audit; if not available, look at previous budgets and have someone you rely on give an outside opinion.

All organizations should have a master plan, a three- to five-year forecast. If such a plan is not available in written form, it should be succinctly verbalized and the organization should be encouraged to develop a written statement. Does the plan simply include a built-in inflationary spiral or does it reflect a realistic growth pattern? What increases are legitimate? Does the plan get reviewed periodically? How often and by whom? What changes have been made in the plan during the past year and why? It's okay to dream, but working plans should be obtainable. If a claim toward self-support is made, is it achievable? Is growth in revenue-producing services consistent with the goals of the program? If self-support is not attainable, what alternatives have been considered?

What willingness is there to curtail services? There are certain pitfalls to be reckoned. Does dependence on government grants cause cashflow problems? Has government or private funding influenced the organization's direction or caused it to reorder its priorities? Are reporting requirements burdensomely time-consuming?

VII. CONCERNS OFTEN VOICED BY GRANTMAKERS

· Difficulty in saying "no" after a site visit has been made. Again, it does not mean grant is imminent. Use statistical data; ratio of proposals received to grant funds. 

· Large, well-established organizations do not receive same in-depth critical analysis as new programs. Same criteria should be applied; often it is the major community organizations which need site visits most; donors should not make assumptions based on past attainments: some can be poorly managed and wasteful despite public perceptions. 

· Advisability of unannounced site visits: once grant has been made, such visits can be helpful in monitoring success. Time limitations on most foundations' personnel preclude initial visits being unannounced, although they can be eye-opening experiences. 

· Advisability of foundation staff making judgments on salary levels and expenditures by organizations. Such budgetary items should be looked at in terms of responsibilities and acceptable ranges. 

Site visits can prove beneficial to the grantee organizations. Possibility exists to suggest alternative approaches to grantseeking. Perhaps technical assistance or managerial expertise are more necessary than an outright grant. Potential of unused space in the facility becoming an income-producing asset. Foundation personnel should be willing to share their expertise.

