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This has been the longest goodbye ever!  After announcing my 
retirement last spring, the time has finally arrived.  

It is with mixed emotions that I leave a place that has been such 
an important part of my life.  For 20 years, LEAVEN has given 
me a routine, purpose, structure, identity, and community.  The 
mission has provided emotional fulfillment, intellectual stimula-
tion, social connection, and spiritual enlightenment. 

This job has allowed me to see the best of humanity – the com-
passion of volunteers, gratitude of clients, commitment of the 
board, integrity of the staff, generosity of donors, and support 
of our community partners.  Because of all these people, I have 
witnessed hardship to hope time and time again.  

I am excited about LEAVEN’s future in Nikki Gerhard’s capable 
hands.  I will be a sideline observer, willing sounding board, and 
huge cheerleader for her and LEAVEN’s continued success.   

As the successor to the foundation of excellence that Mary Parsons has paved, I am truly honored and excit-
ed to join LEAVEN after having admired for many years the work the organization has accomplished. I want to 
thank everyone for your warm welcome, including staff and the Board of Directors for their support and as-
sistance in helping me transition into this position. Following in Mary’s shoes will not be easy, but with your 
participation and support, we can ensure that LEAVEN has a bright future! 

I bring with me an extensive background in community development and affordable housing advocacy gar-
nered through 17 years of professional experiences in municipal government. During my tenure with the City 
of Green Bay, I was introduced to affordable housing as the manager of the Green Bay Housing Authority. 
Through the provision of subsidized housing and case management, my team was able to provide direct    
client services to an average of 200 households annually. For the last seven years, I served as the Community 
Development Specialist for the City of Appleton, supporting local nonprofit organizations active in the Fox 
Cities local homeless continuum of care and affordable housing strategies. It was during my tenure with     
Appleton that I was first introduced to LEAVEN. Immediately, I could see the passion and respect that staff 
and volunteers have for those seeking assistance, and was drawn to the great- and necessary- work Mary and 
her team were accomplishing! As executive director, I will leverage my background in program development, 
strategy enhancement, fiscal expertise, and community outreach. I will continue to build LEAVEN’s legacy, 
working alongside our devoted board members, enthusiastic staff, and motivated volunteer team. 

I look forward with great anticipation to the year ahead! Thank you for your continued support of LEAVEN, 
and please keep us in your prayers during this exciting transitional time! 

A Final Message From Mary Parsons, Outgoing Executive Director 

A Welcome Letter From Nikki Gerhard, Incoming Executive Director 



In 2022, LEAVEN assisted 3,903 unique households, and distributed nearly $780K in direct client assistance. 
We made 3,482 referrals to one or more of our LEAVEN Community Resource Center partners, of which 
1,270 were successfully acted upon.  We couldn’t have done it without the support of donors like you.       
Together we stabilized these struggling households by helping them secure or maintain housing, keep their 
utilities connected, repair the family vehicle, or otherwise address their emergency need. 

LEAVEN continued to refer eligible households to federal pandemic relief benefits, including Wisconsin’s 
Emergency Rental Assistance (WERA) program, which distributed an estimated $510M statewide in rent, se-
curity deposit, and utility payments.  By connecting eligible households to these public funds, we were able 
to use our charitable dollars to help other economically challenged households with higher levels of assis-
tance.   

WERA closed applications on January 31, 2023, due to low remaining funds.  The end of WERA and unwind-
ing of other pandemic relief benefits, coupled with high rents and minimal affordable housing stock, is an 
ominous confluence of factors that will shift the demand for rent and utility assistance back to LEAVEN.  
Through your generous support and LEAVEN’s responsible stewardship, we will continue to address the basic 
needs of our neighbors in need, preventing them from slipping into homelessness, greater poverty, and ill 
health.    

In 2022, the LEAVEN Board identified three areas of focus and began developing strategies to help us better 
deliver on our mission to “stabilize and empower people in financial crisis by providing financial assistance, 
resource coordination, and case management to address near-term and long-term basic needs.” 

Strategy #1: 

Reimagine and redesign a client experience that is simple, seamless, inclusive and respectful of our appli-
cants’ time, while balancing this ease of access with our commitment to stewardship.  Compassion with 
accountability.  

To this end, we implemented system and process changes that simplify the way people access our services.  
We recently launched a new custom case management system that gives people the option of submitting 
information before their appointment at LEAVEN.  By having much of the demographic and expense infor-
mation completed ahead of time, we hope to reduce the fear and shame our clients may experience in ver-
bally sharing this sensitive information.  We also expect to get more accurate data, reduce our no-show rate, 
and shorten our appointments.  The time-savings we gain by this new process will allow our interviewers to 
focus on each clients’ unique situation and provide greater opportunities for resource coordination with our 
onsite partners. 

Embedded in this goal is our duty to communicate and effectively interact 
with people across cultures, races, and barriers, thereby fostering inclusive-
ness and reducing the risk of misunderstanding, hurt feelings and uncon-
scious bias. 

In 2022, LEAVEN board, staff, and a select number of volunteers embarked 
on a Cultural Competency journey led by Dr. PaFoua (Pam) Her with 4Chi 
Business Solutions.  In alignment with their equity work, the Multicultural 
Coalition (MCI), underwrote this training at no cost to LEAVEN.  “As a com-

A Year in Review and a Look Ahead 

Dr. PaFoua (Pam) Her  



Match Giving Programs 

At LEAVEN, we believe that every 
donation - regardless of size - has 
the power to make a difference. But 
what if there was a way to make 
your donation go further? Employee 
match programs may be your        
answer. Employee match programs 
are a benefit that companies offer to 
encourage and reward giving among 
their staff. Think of this as free mon-
ey you are empowered to employ on 
behalf of your community. Most 
companies that have these pro-
grams will match an employee’s gift 
one-to-one, but others match gifts 
two-to-one, and some even match 
donations three-to-one! This means 
that your gift can be worth two to 
four times as much as what you   
donate. 

Employee match programs require a 
small amount of effort to engage, 
but the work will pay off for the non-
profits you choose to support. Don’t 
leave money for social good on the 
table! Find out if your employer has 
a match program and take ad-
vantage of it this year and every 
year. 

A Year in Review and a Look Ahead (continued) 

munity member each of us has a personal, lived experience that 
has shaped us in ways that many times we haven’t taken time to 
deconstruct. This journey is integral to making personal, organiza-
tional, and ultimately community change. The cultural competen-
cy journey begins with each individual, understanding who we are 
and then looking around us with a shifted lens that provides deep-
er understanding to create impact,” Dr. Her said. 

This thought-provoking journey provides insights and guidance 
that directly impact organizational culture and the lenses in which 
diversion, equity, and inclusion are developed, integrated, and 
sustained.  While the training with Dr. Pam will be completed this 
fall, the journey does not stop there!  Staff will continue to be in-
tentional about incorporating aspects identified and learned dur-
ing the course into the organizational practices of LEAVEN. 

Strategy #2 

Build awareness of our services, positioning LEAVEN as the first 
point of entry for people in need of financial assistance.              

The first step towards accomplishing this goal required a quality 
website that was engaging and easy to use.  Thanks to the tireless 
efforts of Peggy Heller, we are excited to announce the launch of 
our new website (leavenfoxcities.org)!  Redesigned with Give 
Help/Get Help options, the site provides easy access to the infor-
mation visitors seek.  We are indebted to Peggy, who volunteered 
her time to provide us a website we are proud to share with you.  
Please check it out!  And while you’re there, sign up to join our 
email list.   

Our Marketing Committee is exploring other ways to build aware-
ness of our mission and appeal to a variety of stakeholders –     
including clients, donors, volunteers, community partners, and 
more.  

Strategy #3 

Ensure LEAVEN is addressing both near-term and long-term basic 
needs and providing assistance that is sustainable.   
To better understand LEAVEN’s impact on our clients’ stability, we 
ask about their ability to meet their financial obligations in the fu-
ture.  65% of our clients report they won’t need additional assis-
tance, 11% believe they’ll need more help, and 14% aren’t sure.  
We continue to explore ways to address the 35% whose stability is 
tenuous.  Collaboration with our LEAVEN Community Resource 
Center partners will be the key in addressing the barriers and chal-
lenges that prevent some clients from achieving self-sufficiency.  

Do you want to get more involved in 
LEAVEN’s mission? Consider  

becoming a  LEAVEN volunteer.  
Opportunities are available in vari-
ous roles. To learn more, go to our  

website: leavenfoxcities.org   
or email Kiara at LEAVEN:  

kiara.west@leavenfoxcities.org 
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IRA Withdrawal Provision  

Over Age 70 ½?  Consider Giving to 
LEAVEN Directly from Your IRA 

If you are over age 
70½, you could save a 
significant amount of 
income taxes by mak-
ing a gift to LEAVEN 
directly from your IRA. 

Such a gift, called a Qualified Charita-
ble Distribution (QCD), counts toward 
your minimum required distribution.  
The QCD does not get included in your 
federal income, nor do you claim a 
charitable deduction on your federal 
tax return. 

Although the annual QCD limit per IRA 
owner is $100,000, oftentimes those 
making much smaller gifts and those 
with more modest incomes enjoy 
higher tax savings (as a percentage of 
the gift) from a QCD.  This strategy can 
be particularly valuable for you 1) if 
you don’t itemize deductions, 2) if you 
could reduce taxable income the most 
by using QCDs for your charitable giv-
ing and claiming the standard deduc-
tion, 3) if additional income would 
increase your Medicare premium, 4) if 
your social security benefits are taxed 
but at less than the 85% maximum, or 
5) if you have other charitable gifts in 
excess of deduction limitations. 

EXAMPLE:  Betty, age 71 and a single 
taxpayer in the 25% federal income 
tax bracket, wants to make a $1,000 
gift to LEAVEN.  She doesn’t itemize 

because her deductions are well be-
low the $7,850 standard deduction.  
Her income is such that each addi-
tional dollar of income causes an 
additional 85 cents of her social se-
curity benefits to be taxed.  If she 
simply writes a check to LEAVEN, she 
doesn’t get a tax benefit because she 
doesn’t itemize.  However, if she 
does a QCD, there is $1,000 less of 
IRA taxable income and $850 less of 
taxable social security benefits.  In 
her tax bracket, the $1,850 reduction 
in taxable income reduces her feder-
al income tax by $463 (46% of her 
$1,000 gift to LEAVEN). 

The amount of federal income tax 
savings could approach 50% but will 
depend on your particular situation.  
Also, you may have appreciated se-
curities held over a year that may be 
better given to LEAVEN.  Thus it is a 
good idea to discuss your charitable 
giving strategy with your tax and in-
vestment advisors in advance of year
-end to determine which strategy is 
better for you. 

If you determine that a QCD is a ben-
eficial way for you to support LEAV-
EN, be sure to allow enough time 
before year-end to 1) request that 
your IRA provider issue a check paya-
ble to LEAVEN directly from your IRA, 
and 2) deliver that check to LEAVEN.  
LEAVEN will provide you a letter 
thanking you for your gift and noting 
that you did not receive any goods or 

services in exchange for your gift.  Be 
sure to keep that letter and remember 
the QCD at tax time so your gift is 
properly reported on your tax return 
as a QCD. 

Although helping people in need, not 
income tax savings, is the reason for 
making a gift to LEAVEN, tax savings 
from wisely choosing how to make the 
gift provides an added bonus for sup-
porting LEAVEN’s mission. 

www.leavenfoxcities.org  Facebook: LEAVEN Fox Cities 1475 Opportunity Way, Menasha, WI  54952  
Email: leaven@leavenfoxcities.org  ~  920-738-9635 

In Our Clients’ Words… 

Thank you for helping me out by pay-
ing part of my mortgage while I was 
out of work.  I am back at work now 
and actually have a full-time and part-
time job.  Your support means a lot to 
me. 

Over the years you have kept hope 
alive in my life, an on the occasions I 
have come to you for financial assis-
tance, I have always received help in 
my hour of need.  And now I am de-
lighted to have a car!  I want to thank 
you for all you do in reaching out and 
helping close financial gaps for those 
in need.  My most recent need was 
with getting my car up and running so 
I can get to work.  Thank you, and 
may you be blessed by what you do. 

A child writes:  Thank you for helping 
me and my mom with paying rent for 
November.  Thank you for helping us 
get clothing.  Thank you for spending 
time with us. 
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New mission, vision, strategy  
 
As we look ahead to our upcoming 
30th year of service in 2017, LEAVEN 
staff and Board of Directors reflect-
ed on our role in the community 
and outlined our vision for the fu-
ture.  We reviewed our programs 
and services, identified our 
strengths, set goals for the organiza-
tion, and developed strategies to 
get there.   

For the first time 
since LEAVEN’s 
inception in 1987, 
we are proud to 
unveil a new mis-
sion statement: 

 

LEAVEN stabilizes and empowers 
people in financial crisis by provid-
ing financial assistance, referrals, 
and case management to address 
their near-term and long-term basic 
needs. 

LEAVEN has often been referred to 
as the “financial emergency room,” 
providing financial assistance to 
stop the bleeding and referral assis-
tance to connect our clients with 
long-term and supportive services.  
For our clients experiencing one-
time or situational poverty, this ap-
proach is effective.  

In the last four years, 15,651 house-
holds have visited LEAVEN for assis-
tance.  Of that, 8,015 sought assis-

News from the Executive Director  

Fall  2016 

tance just one time and another 
3,383 came twice. LEAVEN’s limited 
assistance was a hand-up in tempo-
rary, often desperate times. 

The remaining 4,253 households 
who came three or more times pre-
sented with more complex prob-
lems.  While providing emergency 
assistance is a necessary starting 
point, it is not enough.  We want to 
address their problems in a more 
systemic way to reduce their need 
for and reliance on emergency fi-
nancial assistance.   

Our new mission clarifies and ex-
pands on LEAVEN’s previous mis-
sion statement which read: 
“LEAVEN works through volunteers 
to assist people in crisis who have 
basic needs that cannot be met 
elsewhere.”   

Poverty is a complicated issue and 
we know that simply providing lim-
ited financial assistance and refer-
rals isn’t going to solve the prob-
lem.  As part of our new mission, 
we’re designing programs and em-
bedding services to reduce barriers 
and create opportunities for low-
income individuals and families to 
connect with solutions. Applying 
the “emergency room” metaphor, 
LEAVEN will still address emergen-
cies through our prevention and 
stabilization services.  But we will 
also connect our clients to the 
“specialized care” that will lift and 
empower them to long-term stability.  

Our goal is to strengthen outcomes 
by ensuring that our clients are tran-
sitioning from crisis management to 
self-sufficiency.  LEAVEN has taken a 
more holistic approach of helping our 
clients increase their economic secu-
rity, reduce their financial liability 
and improve their health and stabil-
ity.  By identifying and understanding 
our clients’ needs, we develop an 
actionable plan that addresses both 
their short-term and long-term goals.  
We’re eliminating many of the barri-
ers our clients face by offering some 
vital services on-site.  In addition, 
we’re monitoring recidivism rates to 
ensure positive and significant pro-
gress.  

We will continue to significantly uti-
lize volunteers to accomplish our 
mission.  Our work would not be pos-
sible without the contributions of 
over 200 volunteers who donated 
15,733 hours of service in 2015. 

Mary Parsons,  
Executive Director 

The Board of Directors of LEAVEN 
is proud to approve the new mission 
statement.  As we continue to learn 
more about the root causes of pov-
erty, we are applying practices that 
not only provide emergency assis-
tance, but also provide the connec-
tions with fiscal and employment 
professionals who can help individu-
als and families move past future 
emergency needs.                                                                                                            
Harry Spiegelberg, Board President 
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Legal Services 
Every Thursday afternoon, a team of Kimberly-Clark 
attorneys, paralegals and assistants donate their time 
and expertise to review and advise our clients on a wide 
scope of legal issues.  Since February, they have assisted 
close to 100 people on the steps they may want to take 
to resolve matters of divorce, custody, bankruptcy, 
small claims, landlord/tenant issues, immigration, per-
sonal injury and employment and labor.  

This a partnership that has generated a high level of 
value to our clients, LEAVEN, and to the Kimberly-Clark 
volunteers.  Jeff Curtin, Vice President and Deputy 
General Counsel, explains that “caring is one of Kim-
berly-Clark’s four core values. It defines the founda-
tion on which the company was built more than 100 
years ago and serves to motivate us to make a positive 
difference in people’s lives and the communities 
where we live and work.  Many of us have personal 
reasons for volunteering.  For some, it is giving back to 
a community where we have lived our entire lives. For 
others, it is the personal reward that comes with help-
ing those in need stand-up and get back on their feet. 
Finally, there are those who want to return a helping 
hand that they were grateful to have had earlier in 
their own lives.” 

In addition to a full schedule with multiple clients eve-
ry week, Jeff has been surprised by how “humbling it 
has been for Kimberly-Clark volunteers to hear about 
the significant challenges many people face in our 
community.  Before having this opportunity to partner 
with LEAVEN, many of us didn’t realize how many peo-
ple in our community struggle to provide basic needs 
for their families.” 

Education Advocate 
In 2015, 15% of LEAVEN clients reported having less 
than or some high school education.  For another 43%, 
their highest level of educational attainment was a 
high school diploma or GED.  Our statistics clearly 
show the impact an inadequate education and lack of 
job training have on an individual’s economic security.   

In February, Fox Valley Technical College made a strate-
gic investment to deepen its reach to individuals living 
in poverty by embedding an Education Advocate into 
nonprofit organizations who serve this population.   We 
are fortunate to have Kelly Kohl at LEAVEN two days 
per week to provide a convenient resource for clients 
who are interested in completing their high school cre-
dential or pursuing one of Fox Valley Technical Col-
lege’s programs.  Kelly is able to guide them through 
the process of enrollment and funding; assist in the de-
velopment of skills that will encourage their success, 
and work with them to remove barriers that will pre-
vent their completion of their education goal. 

Through August, Kelly has met with 211 people at 
LEAVEN, whom she finds are looking to implement 
changes that will help them overcome the cycle of pov-
erty.  She describes these meetings as a “time of soul 
searching, forward thinking, and exploration into what 
solutions will assist them in creating stability and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency for themselves and their family.”   
Eighteen individuals have enrolled – seven in the GED 
program and another eleven in various degree or cer-
tificate programs!     

One of those is Ellen, a woman who felt she was unable 
to pursue her high school credential because she owed 
Fox Valley Technical College $15.00 (yes, fifteen).  Kelly 
quickly resolved the issue and Ellen has been working 
hard towards her degree ever since.  Another student is 
maintaining a 4.0 GPA in her chosen program and has 
sought out and received over $1,000 in scholarships 
since they began working together. 

These stories are testimony to the impact the Educa-
tion Advocate role plays in the non-profit organizations.  
“I cannot begin to express how challenging it is to over-
come the barriers that stand in the way of LEAVEN cli-
ents to pursue their education in addition to the nu-
merous other responsibilities they have.  For these indi-
viduals, the thought of making education a priority is a 
success in itself – the pursuit of education takes unbe-
lievable courage and determination,” says Kelly. 

News from Our On-Site Providers 
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