
Beware of the $6 Haircut
By: Schuyler Lehman
President, Mission Advancement Partners 

We are all driven to find a bargain, and there are 
bargains to be found.  But for the things that are truly 
important in life, don’t take the risk.

I am a “do-it-yourselfer” in almost everything that 
comes along.  I think to myself, “how hard can it be?” 
just as I decide to try it on my own or choose the 
service provider with the lowest cost.

My wife and I recently had our living room and foyer 
repainted.  My first response was, “I can do it.”  I 
quickly realized that the ceilings were far too high for 
me to reach even on a ladder, so I agreed to consider 
professional painters.  One day we asked three 
different painters to give us bids on painting the 
rooms.  Two of the three were about the same.  The 
third was significantly less – in fact – half the cost of 
the others.

That evening Jennifer and I sat down to discuss the 
bids, and we agreed to try the low cost provider, all the 
while thinking, “How hard can this be?”  By the title of 
this article and tone thus far, you know exactly where 
this is going.  The experience was a disaster.  The low 
cost painters did not do all the prep work necessary to 
protect our home.  There were paint stains on our 
carpet and paint marks on the molding that were not 
cleaned by the painters.  We got what we paid for.

Non-profit boards are sometimes enticed by the same 
way of thinking when it comes to selecting the 
resources and vendors necessary to grow the mission 
of the organization they represent.  It is too easy for a 
Board to rationalize conducting a capital campaign “in-
house” or selecting the low cost provider of any service 
on the basis of being “good stewards of their donors’ 
resources.”  But is it really good stewardship if the 
objectives are not attained?  When can you cut 
corners, and in what areas should you ensure the 
highest quality possible?

Below are answers to common questions I have been 
asked by many Board Members and Institutional 
Leaders about the role and value of counsel in a capital 
campaign. 

Why should we spend money on professional counsel?
Statistically, with few exceptions, capital campaigns 
that use counsel raise significantly more than 
campaigns conducted without counsel.

Following are a few of the many reasons for this: 

Professional counsel brings the experience of having 
navigated the successful campaign course many 
times.  They are trained to recognize obstacles and 
challenges before they become problems.

Professional counsel provides a persistent and 
insistent voice in the ears of leaders.  Counsel 
ensures that the campaign remains a priority for the 
organization and encourages volunteers and staff 
not to take the path of least resistance. 

Consultants are experts at motivating and 
effectively utilizing the time of high- level 
volunteers. 

We have a great Director of Development with 
years of experience. Why can’t he/she lead the 
campaign? 
Many of the largest non-profits in the country with 
some of the most experienced, successful and highly 
compensated development professionals hire 
counsel to conduct capital campaigns.  This is largely 
because a capital campaign is foundationally 
different than raising operational support, and 
maintaining that annual support must remain their 
number-one priority. 

How can we justify the cost of counsel to our 
donors? 
There are always costs associated with raising 
money.  What most fail to recognize is that a 
majority of small and mid-sized non-profits pay 
upwards of 25 to 30 cents on the dollar to raise 
annual operational support.  A capital campaign
led by professional counsel will likely be the most 
effective investment of expense dollars a non-profit 
has experienced, most frequently representing 5 to 
9 cents on the dollar raised. 

To further complicate things, it is important to 
consider the consequences of making the wrong 
decision on the firm that you choose.  When it 
comes to designing and conducting a capital 
campaign, a non-profit organization does not have 
the luxury of making a mistake the first time – they 
have one chance to do it right.  There is no one who 
can completely fix the problems after these 
activities have begun1
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Remembering Carson Leslie: An Inspiration for The Covenant School 
Dallas, Texas

By: Jeffery Doherty, Senior Consultant
Mission Advancement Partners

Carson met with school leadership to share his vision 
and thoughts for The Covenant School. He put his 
handprint on a much-needed multiuse facility for 
sporting and special events that includes classrooms, 
locker rooms and a kitchen.  Carson’s image, words, 
and inspiration are reflected throughout the plans 
and drawings of the future home of The Carson Leslie 
Center, the cornerstone of the school’s Master Plan 
and the main component in a capital campaign being 
conducted by The Covenant School. Mission 
Advancement Partners is privileged to provide 
counsel for this project, which aims to raise $12 
million for new facilities to accommodate growing 
enrollment. 

On January 12, 2010, Carson’s battle with cancer 
ended. In the words of Kyle Queal, Head of School, 
"Carson Leslie lived a full life of faith in the face of 
death and its sting. Though weak in the eyes of the 
world, Carson was strong in Jesus Christ. He is a hero 
and now rightly walks the hall of faith with others of 
whom the world is not worthy. While all who knew 
him mourn Carson's passing, we do not mourn 
without hope." Carson was a very special part of The 
Covenant School community and will always be 
remembered.

Carson’s book, Carry Me, is available through pre-
orders at http://gw.vtrenz.net/?QUQCHA8HOJ. 
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BEWARE OF THE $6 HAIRCUT, and consider 
many criteria in the selection of your vendors 
for all that you do.  

Consider the following:

1. What are the objectives of your activity or 
event?

2. What are the consequences of not meeting 
these objectives?

3. Cost must always be an issue, but weigh equally:
a. The firm’s track record and experience
b. Their philosophy and approach
c. The strengths of the specific people  with  whom  

you will work 

Make the best possible decision for the long-term well 
being of the organization.  Take it from an old penny-
pincher and do- it- yourselfer; I put only the best and 
most expensive batteries in my smoke detectors.  Not 
because I think my house is going to burn down, but 
because I don’t want to be awakened at 3:00 am with 
the low-battery alarm going off.

Carson Leslie attended The Covenant School from the 
age of five until his junior year in high school. Carson 
was a good student and an athlete. The things he loved 
most were sports, babies, and Mexican food.  In 
October, 2006, Carson was diagnosed with cancer.   
Early in Carson’s illness founding Covenant School 
Board member, Mr. Gary Koerner, walked into his 
hospital room and gave him the bible verse of Joshua 
1:9, “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and 
courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, 
for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you 
go.” Carson said, "Joshua 1:9 is not just my cancer 
verse, it is my life verse. And no matter how long I live, 
I want this verse on my tombstone. If people visit my 
grave I hope they think about how Joshua 1:9 got me 
through my struggles in life, and I hope it will offer 
them the same kind of comfort it has given me." 
Carson’s fight, faith and positive attitude inspired his 
school and everyone around him. 

Friends suggested that Carson journal about his fight 
with cancer. He asked his English teacher Mrs. Pat 
Gordon, if he could write a book in order to qualify for 
his passing grade for English class.  Mrs. Gordon 
worked with Carson to help him publish his book.   
When explaining his motivation for writing the book, 
Carson said “I really want this book to be a blessing for 
people with cancer. I believe my story will give readers 
a new perspective on the importance of how words 
and/or actions affect those around them. I wish to 
make a difference, and I know others my age want to 
do the same. Maybe after they read my book they will 
discover how to live the struggle.”

Carson’s faith, courage and selfless thought of others in 
his darkest hours inspired the leaders of The Covenant 
School to do something extraordinary to honor him.
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