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become educated about how each of us
might contribute in a meaningful way
toward making life better for others.
“The children are now taking his dream
to a new level,” Gibney says. The ones
investing the time to better understand
the challenges facing those who we are
chartered to help will pave the way for
others to follow. “The Family’s diverse
background will only help to strengthen
our foundation and make our grants
more effective.”

GOOD ADVICE ➣ “The problem with

oral tradition is that family members

often have different memories.”

CURTIS W. MEADOWS, JR. PRESIDENT 
EMERITUS, THE MEADOWS FOUNDATION

Drawing on Family Circumstances
Family circumstances can be so pow-
erful that discussion of family values
starts r ight there. Don and Jane
O’Keefe have long been personally
committed to helping the less fortu-
nate, with special emphasis on chil-
dren, health, and education of the
deaf.With profound conviction, they
value the lives of all children with
special needs, believing that every
child should have a chance at a full
life.The idea of a family foundation
arose when O’Keefe sold his business
and found himself in an unexpect-
edly favorable financial position.“We
have a special interest in the handi-
capped, since our youngest daughter
is deaf and has cerebral palsy,”
O’Keefe says.

Thinking Creatively and Expansively
Thinking creatively and expansively is
a characteristic of successful business
people, of which John Colina is a
good example, and it can lead to
extraordinary results. He and his wife
Nancy formed their Colina Family
Foundation without much of any

written Family Values, Mission, or
Family Involvement Statement. Not
long thereafter, their two daughters
asked if they could be involved. The
daughters were adults, married, with
life interests and value systems of their
own. Soon the family found itself
drawn into a deepening discussion of
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I always encourage the founding couple to take the time and make the effort to
write a lengthy statement, almost like a letter to the family. I advise them to state
their reasons for starting the family foundation, and their specific goals and
objectives, and describe the results they would like to see for their community
and for the family.  They should also make clear the types of philanthropic inter-
ests that are of no interest to them.  I suggest that they go through several drafts
and at least a week to give them adequate time to reflect, consider, and make
changes.  If the children are willing to honor the wishes of their parents, and most
are, the children have clear guidance as to what their parents really wanted.  They
receive a magnificent benefit from their parents – a gift, really – which is that they
can thoughtfully carry out the wishes of their parents.  That is more than a gift, it
is a blessing, because the children feel good about doing it.  The children also
meet interesting people, learn, experience and enrich their lives.  Only after doing
the work for several years will they fully appreciate the magnitude of the “gift” from
their parents.

I had a client whose father established a family fund at The Cleveland Foundation.
Of his two sons, one became interested in carrying out his father’s wishes, and
the other was not interested.  The one who is interested lives in California and
comes to Cleveland at least two or three times every year to ensure that the goals
his father set are being pursued and accomplished.  His affection for his father
and his loyalty are deeply touching to all of us who understand what he is doing.

Intent can create a connection that lasts the rest of your life. In philanthropy, you
will meet wonderful people, you will do beautiful things, and you will gain great
satisfaction.  For this man, the happiest time of his life is to see the results of his
father’s wishes working well.

MAL BANK, GENERAL COUNSEL, THE CLEVELAND FOUNDATION

Writing a Letter to the Family


