
 

Following are my notes from a conversation regarding library foundations with Mr. Stu 

Wilson, the Director and principal consultant for Library Strategies, a Consulting Group 

of the Friends of the Saint Paul Public Library.  If you are interested in this group, you 

can go to their website at www.librarystrategiesconsulting.org.   Mr. Wilson has worked 

with other groups in starting library foundations and is currently working with the State of 

Montana to establish a library foundation.  I spoke with him as a result of a post on the 

ALA foundation email list.  I used nearly the same questions as the conversation with 

Ms Clare Ross, but with some added which reflected the issues brought up at the 

meeting where her information was presented.   

 

 

Mr. Wilson was provided with these questions prior to the conversation: 

--What are the pro's and con's of a Library foundation -- or, Why a library foundation? 
 
A foundation focuses on big ticket sorts of items such as capital campaigns.  They can 
be very effective in advocacy and raising awareness of what libraries can do.   
The drawback may be that it takes time to create one, and the right board members are 
crucial. 
 
--How to set one up (obviously a 501 c 3, but beyond that) -- how much money should 
be gathered to start one, for example; audit requirements?  
 
Be sure to follow State guidelines for non-profit corporations – these differ by state.  The 
more seed money the better, but remember that the IRS 501 c 3 does require more cost 
than it used to have.  Audit requirements again may vary by start; however the federal 
requirements currently are relatively high for most start-ups. 
 
--Paid or volunteer staff?  Who will be on the board; who will hire a director/staff 
support; who will develop the mission, etc. 
 
Initially most foundations function with volunteer staff.  Boards should start (and often 
are required) with a minimum of 3 board members.  Eventually this will most likely 
become 5-9 members, but recruiting the right ones requires searching for both affluent 
and/or influential people.  The mission is usually developed by the initial board with 
input from the communities served and their needs, but is then revisited at various 
points along the way.  Once a foundation is functional and on its feet the board then 
usually is the one who would hire the director and any support staff, but the financial 
requirement for paid staff is critical. 
 
--What else is crucial when setting one up so that there are no loose ends down the 
road? 
 

http://www.librarystrategiesconsulting.org/


It’s essential to have a set of good policies from the very beginning.  Many models with 
such policies are available through on-line searches. 
 
 
The answers to the following questions are addressed better from the notes 
below that are a transcription the free-wheeling conversation rather than the 
specific questions.  Please drop to those notes in italics following the next four 
bullets: 
 
--How would a foundation differ from what the Borough Library Board is & does (the 
board is advisory, but as part of the Borough it may provide resolutions to the Assembly 
or Planning Commission with recommendations for action).  Would a foundation negate 
the need for such an advisory Board. 
 
--How would a foundation work with the Friends groups?  Would there be a problem 
between the foundation and Friends group regarding fundraising, donors, activities, 
etc?  Would the foundation negate the need for the Friends groups? 
 
--Given the 3 different administrations (2 city administrations plus the Borough) the 
funding base for the 7 libraries is very different.  How would this affect a foundation 
intended for all 7 libraries? 
 
--The 7 libraries are distinctly different -- 5 are in rural/remote areas, 2 are in 
populations centers; therefore, the statistics on use and through the door are vastly 
disproportionate.  Additionally, the need for various services is even more critical in the 
rural areas.  Further, the funding streams are very different as the cities are supported 
by sales taxes to the city, so that all who shop there are in effect paying taxes,  whereas 
the rural libraries are supported by "non-areawide" property taxes (i.e. they are  
supported by the property taxes drawn from their service area).  How does a foundation 
deal with apportioning funds when there are these dramatic differences.  The question 
becomes, "What's in it for me?? 
 
Notes from overall conversation follow:  

The structure of Friends groups and foundations are legally the same – both are usually 

non-profit for example. 

The difference is in areas such as volunteering and lower level fundraising.  

Foundations focus on larger support such as capital campaigns, and their events are 

usually at a broader or higher level.  Friends groups tend to focus more on events such 

as book sales, and the funds raised usually go for things such as supporting 

programming, craft supplies, and the like. 

 

Recruiting and/or volunteering is often at a different level. 



Foundations are newer – that movement started in the 80’s when funding cuts began 

and the need for larger scale fundraising started.  The reason to create them was for 

more support and the belief that they could get wider support. 

 

To legally start one of course includes the need for by-laws, articles of incorporation, 

and most state require 3 board members.   Most states have certain state-level 

requirements (Alaska does).  For the federal 501c3, the application now runs $850, and 

Mr Wilson recommends that an experienced non-profit attorney looks at the IRS 

application.  That process takes about 6 months to a year.  Lots of good models exist 

for these applications.   

Audit requirements are based on income –typically, start ups aren’t audited; however, a 

really good financial set up is a must.  Beginning seed money – the more the better.  

 

Staff – most foundations start with a volunteer board until they can hire someone as the 

executive director.  While some libraries can provide funding for an ED, most lay that 

onus on the Board or the foundation itself.  Varying degrees of cost determined by 

number of staff. 

Any foundation is a long term prospect, and it will take between 3 and 5 years to  

develop into a functioning entity.  Friends groups may help or a local community 

foundation of some sort may also provide help.   

Most fundraising takes good volunteers, and it’s important to think about who is doing 

the fundraising.  This is most important.   Of a 5-9 member board, 2-3 should be really 

strong at fundraising, and they should have broad connections to businesses, and 

“movers and shakers” of the area.  Look for those of affluence who are also 

knowledgeable of the area.  Friends groups typically do not know the business 

community as well as these board members would.   

 

It’s most important to put in place some critical policies at the very beginning.  Among 

others, these should include gift acceptance policies and investment policies – any 

policies that will affect the long-term functioning of the foundation.   

 

A foundation is very different from a governmental advisory board.  First of all, they are 

entirely independent of the governmental entity.  They may have non-voting 

representatives on the board from the different administrative entities though. 

Their major focus is on fundraising, something which the Borough Library Board does 

not have. 



 

Things to watch out for are that sometimes those who are recruited believe they should 

run the library; however, the foundation needs to stay within the role of support.  The 

one place where they may have influence is how the money they raise can be used, 

and that can be a positive force. 

 

Foundations do parallel Friends groups but primarily they are separate, but will probably 

collaborate in many ways.  It’s important to set up a Memorandum of Understanding 

between the two types of groups.   

Other points include the collaborative spirit between the two and in addition there may 

be cross representation. 

One model of a foundation fully merges the Friends into the Foundation.  In that model 

there are chapters within each community, but those chapters are not independent. 

 

As to “What’s in it for our library?” – this goes back to setting up policies, and you need 

very good policies to manage this.  It’s very possible to accept funds for a specific 

library in a restricted account – in this model, there would be restricted accounts for 

each participant plus an overarching account that would take in all the participants.  The 

policy should set up how to manage these restricted funds.  For example, for planning 

gifts (these are things such as legacies, etc) if the donor desires, their gift could go into 

the restricted account for a specific library. 

 

  

 

 

 

 


