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The youth we work with are nothing if not resilient. They have seen challenges that most of us 
can hardly imagine. They have lived through scenes that belong on cop shows. They have suf-
fered broken families, broken promises, broken dreams. And somehow they emerge, time and 
time again, with the courage to go on. 

In the past year, we as an organization have had to take an example from them. These 
times have been tough on social services, as funding sources and the programs that counted 
on them were stretched thin, reduced, or even taken away. We’ve had to go back to basics, to 
remember what we’re here for, who we’re here for. Like our youth, we’ve had to swallow hard 
and bounce back.

There are two different stories to be told about the last year at Hale Kipa. One is the 
process of absorbing budget and contract cuts into sweeping program changes without turning 
away the youth that count on us. The other is finding opportunities to invest in our long term 
future through opportunities like generous funding from the Hau‘oli Mau Loa Foundation. 

Resilience is the ability, even in the midst of the crisis, to put aside some amount of your 
time, energy and resources for the future. To recognize that there is a brighter future and to 
prepare ourselves to meet it. Like our youth, we have managed to do just that.

Our nobility is not in never falling, 
but in getting up every time we fall.
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                                      Budget           
                               cuts, pro-                 
                       gram closings, 
shrinking staff. These are 
the symptoms of a shrinking 
economy as felt by the social 
services. For organizations 
that have already optimized 
their infrastructure to do 
the most good with the least 
resources, it is natural to 
meet these new challenges 
with frustration. People who 
work hard are now working 
even harder to keep services 
flowing, as the funding for 
providing those services is 
curtailed. What’s a youth 
services agency to do?

It’s the nonprofit’s quanda-
ry: if they succeed in provid-
ing the same level of service 
with less resources, have they 
admitted there was waste 
before the cuts? On the other 
hand, how can they turn away 
people who need help? 

For those who work daily 
in the social services, the an-
swers to these questions are 
obvious. Agencies that pro-
vide services to less fortunate 
families of our community 
are virtually always running 
short. Short of time, short 
of money, short of facilities. 
There is never enough to do 
all they might want to do to 

rescue every child from the 
cycle of poverty, to divert 
every teen from rotating in 
and out of the system, to 
instill hope in every young 
person who’s seen the face of 
hopelessness.

In a recession, these agen-
cies run shorter. It’s an unfor-
tunate confluence of events: 
at the same time people need 
nonprofit services more than 
ever, and as government 
increasingly turns to nonprof-
its to handle social problems, 
funding cuts make the mis-
sion that much more difficult. 
Something has to give.

For many agencies, the 
first reaction is to protect 
programs by cutting infra-
structure. Unfortunately, 
while these cuts help in the 
short term by keeping services 
flowing, they can be ruinous 
for the organization down the 
road. To keep itself healthy, 
the nonprofit agency has to 
avoid what a recent study by 
the Stanford University busi-
ness school calls “the cycle of 
starvation of non-profits.” 

The first step in the cycle is 
funders’ unrealistic expecta-
tions about how much it costs 
to run a nonprofit. At the sec-
ond step, nonprofits feel pres-
sure to conform to funders’ 
unrealistic expectations. At 
the third step, nonprofits re-

spond to this pressure in two 
ways: They spend too little on 
overhead, and they under-
report their expenditures on 
tax forms and in fundraising 
materials. This underspend-
ing and underreporting in 
turn perpetuates funders’ 
unrealistic expectations. Over 
time, funders expect grantees 
to do more and more with less 
and less—a cycle that slowly 
starves nonprofits. 1

The answer, suggests the 
authors, is for organizations 
to get realistic about the costs 
of infrastructure and to make 
sure funders understand 
these costs. Funders must be 
weaned from inflated expecta-
tions, and must be sensitive 
to the stress that shortages of 
resources place on the organi-
zation. Everyone has to hold 
fast to the core values and 
mission of the agency and stay 
willing to do what it takes to 
reach realistic goals.

Individuals Need 
Futures, Too
Researchers of higher educa-
tion have recently noticed a 
curious phenomenon: In the 
midst of this economic down-
turn, enrollment in commu-
nity and trade colleges has 

1  Ann Goggins Gregory and Don 
Haward, “The Nonprofit Starvation 
Cycle,” Stanford Social Innovation 
Review. Fall 2009: 50.
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increased dramatically. Why? 
Certainly the cost of higher 
education has to be a burden 
for individuals and families 
that are under-earning. A 
decline in college admis-
sions, especially at colleges 
that serve the less wealthy, 
would make sense. Instead, 
the downturn that has caused 
layoffs and reduced hours has 
simultaneously provided the 
motivation to invest in new 
skills to go forward. People 
recognize that the recovery 
they hope for is, to some 
degree, in their own hands.

In “tough economic times,” 
savvy nonprofit administrators 
take the same position, look-
ing and working for a positive 
future even as they deal with 
bad news. They actively seek 
positive messages and look for 
constructive steps they can 
take right now, rather than 
wait for things to get bet-
ter. Youth services agencies, 
after all, are about hope, fresh 
starts, and new beginnings. 

Constructive steps include 
building organizational 
capacity. As opposed to 
programmatic services, 
organizational capacity is the 
capability to improve the per-
formance of the organization 
individual by individual in 
order to improve the overall 
quality of services. When 

the organization’s overriding 
concern is “doors open and 
lights on,” it is difficult to find 
energy to invest in capacity 
building. But like that trade 
school freshman who plans 
for better days even while life 
is hard, nonprofits must look 
past the present difficulties. 

The results of such a 
strategy are felt immediately. 
Concentrating on core com-
petencies for staff and getting 
back to basics puts the focus 
on the organization’s people. 
It gives the organization the 
opportunity to make sure 
that its mission hasn’t drifted. 
While the investment hasn’t 
gone straight to programs, 
clients still benefit with the 
improvement in the overall 
quality of services. And the 
staff themselves benefit, 
enriched with a new sense of 
purpose and a firm belief in 
their ability to affect change. 

Still, part of the mix for 
most agencies will almost 
certainly include budget cuts. 
Even then, the organization 
must evaluate strategically 
what effect each cut will have 
on its long-term mission and 
performance. In the best of 
times there is a tense balance 
between expenses for infra-
structure and those for direct 
mission-related work. In tough 
times, the tension is even 

greater. If the nonprofit cuts 
too deeply into programs, they 
risk fulfilling their mission. 
If they radically cut infra-
structure in order to preserve 
program funding, they may 
weaken their management 
and technology to the point of 
collapse. At which point, the 
mission fails anyway.

Finding Our Future
With all this in mind, Hale 
Kipa has embarked on a new 
initiative to invest in the 
future even while struggling 
to meet the commitments of 
the present. The organization 
has added a development spe-
cialist to help grow existing 
sources of revenue and iden-
tify and develop new revenue 
opportunities. The idea that 
funders must thoroughly 
understand the costs of doing 
business is core to the emerg-
ing development strategy. At 
the same time, the agency has 
begun a long-term investment 
in professional development 
and training to give staff the 
skills they need to succeed in 
a changing environment. 

Nonetheless, Hale Kipa 
has not been able to avoid 
some reductions in personnel, 
and a couple of programs be-
came impossible to maintain 
due to specific funding cuts. 
(see Program Notes, page 12.) 
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Hau‘oli Mau Loa   

 1 Hau‘oli Mau Loa Foundation, “Strategic Directions for the Children of Hawai‘i,” 
Summer 2008, 19-17, 54.

In making these cuts, Hale 
Kipa has been careful to 
explain to staff, to funders, 
and to key constituents why 
they are necessary, and how 
the agency is making sure es-
sential services are not being 
compromised. When difficult 
cuts are handled forthrightly 
and with compassion, con-

fidence is preserved in the 
agency’s ability to go forward 
with its mission to serve at-
risk youth.

There are no easy paths 
for nonprofits in the pres-
ent economic environment, 
any more than there are 
shortcuts for youth that find 
themselves in dire situations. 

But just as there are coping 
tools for youth to call upon in 
tough times, there are ways 
to minimize risks in the form 
of capacity building. When 
living through crisis, both 
individuals and organizations 
have to face this fact: invest 
in the future or there may not 
be one when the time comes.



A few years back, a couple of 
Hawai‘i businesswomen with 
a successful family portrait 
business had a great idea: 
since many of Hawai‘i’s less 
fortunate families couldn’t 
afford their services, they 
would photograph these kids 
for free. It wasn’t long before 
they had an even better idea: 
teach the kids themselves to 
use the camera as a way to in-
crease their self-esteem, their 
self-awareness. 

Those thoughts blossomed 

into Project Focus, and some 
of the inspiring results are 
the photographs throughout 
this report. Each year Project 
Focus has chosen one agency 
from which to invite partici-
pants to their program. This 
year, Hale Kipa’s youth got 
the opportunity to collaborate 
with professional photogra-
phers and show their work 
around the island. The project 
asked youth to designate a 
person who had positively af-
fected their lives. For some it 
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Even though my mom made 
some wrong choices in her life, 
she is making up for all the 
lost years with her children. 
Dezandria, age 18



was a family member—a par-
ent, sibling or cousin. Others 
chose a friend or mentor. At 
least two participants singled 
out their Hale Kipa coun-
selor. They wrote a few lines 
about that significant other, 
and photographed them for 
a public exposition. Then the 
youth photographers them-
selves were photographed by 
the professionals.

At stake was far more than 
the ability to use a camera. 
Many of these kids have suf-
fered losses so profound that 
there was only one thing left 
to be afraid of: success. Hale 
Kipa CEO Punky Pletan-
Cross describes a meeting 
with “a young woman some 
years ago who said to me that 

she didn’t fear failure because 
she lives with it every day. But 
success scares the heck out of 
her because she knows that 
once she has done it, she will 
have to do it again and again.” 
In spite of these challenges, 
and of seemingly insur-
mountable battles with the 
bureaucracy that had to grant 
permission to let the kids 
participate, Project Focus 
was a smashing success. Most 
participants saw the project 

through, and showed their 
work with pride at the public 
opening. Macy’s chipped in 
with generous sponsorship 
and a shopping spree for each 
of the participants.

What shines through the 
photographs is the resiliency 
of each of the youth, despite 
the difficulty they have had in 
their young lives. “When we 
heard their stories, the same 
theme recurred over and 
over,” recalls Laurie Callies, 
one of Project Focus’ found-
ers along with Lisa Uesugi. 
“They would seem to say, ‘I 
don’t have anyone I can count 
on, but I am going to keep 
moving forward.’ They know 
what it takes to have to make 
things work in their lives. 
They know how to make 
their lives work.”

My foster mom helps me 
through hard times by 
cheering me up, being there 
for me, and always loving 
me till the very end. 
Devron, age 14

My sister Palani and I have had our ups 
and downs, but she learned to trust me 
and built a really close bond with me. 
Brittany, age 17
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1  TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) is 
a federal fund that is administered by the State. Rather 
than cut whole programs, the Department of Human 
Services asked each TANF funded program to reduce 
their budgets by 12.

Program Notes

Capital Campaign Update
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Revenue And Support 2009 2008
Government appropriations and assistance 10,419,722  10,740,322
Contributions (including Foundation Grants) 792,629  983,135
Aloha United Way Allocation  218,263  187,749
Interest Income 27,530  54,938
Realized and unrealized loss on investments (80,834)  (55,705)
Other Income    89,369  60,504

Total Revenue and Support      11,466,679 11,970,943

Expenses and Losses

Program Services   9,890,894  10,266,439
Management and General 894,322  831,958
Fundraising 336,879  191,371

Total Expenses and Losses 11,122,095  11,289,768

Change in Net Assets 344,584  681,175

Net Assets at Beginning of Year   3,322,831   2,641,656

Net Assets at End of Year     3,667,415  3,322,831

Financial Information as of June 30, 2008 and June 30, 2009
Figures are excerpted from our audited financial statements. 
A complete copy of the audited financial statement is 
available by writing or calling Hale Kipa, Inc. 

Financial Statement
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