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A Quick Note…
We are not legal professionals, and this 
should not be interpreted as legal 
advice. What follows is our personal 
experience and the insights we've 
gained throughout our journey.



Session Outcomes

Know 

• Starting a 501(c)(4) 
doesn’t have to be 
scary 

• Policy advocacy is a 
great place to start 

• Tools, tips, and tricks 
for starting a 501(c)(4)

Feel 

• Less anxious or hesitant 
about advocacy or 
501(c)(4) work 

• Inspired by the 
opportunities 

• Do the “Why, What, 
How” exercise with 
your team at home 

• Ask, listen, and do 
what your target 
communities are 
telling you 

Do



Agenda

Introduction to the Bainum Family Foundation and 
Children’s Equity Fund 

Sharing the “Why, What, and How” of Starting the 
Children’s Equity Fund 

Risks

Q&A 

Breakout Session: “How Might We / How Might I” 

Closing and Resources Available 



Who We Are 
Introduction to the Children’s Equity Fund and
Bainum Family Foundation



Sister Organizations: 
Shared Vision, Complementary Missions

CEF’s Vision and Mission

Vision:  

 A society where all children thrive.

Foundation’s Vision and Mission 

Vision:  

A society where all children and families 

thrive.

Mission:  

We work alongside communities experiencing 

racial and economic disparities to create lasting 

systems change for the well-being of children 

and families.

Mission:  

We champion comprehensive policy changes 

at the federal, state and local levels to create 

lasting systems change that improves the well-

being of children and families.



BFF Focus Areas 

What We Focus On 

Early Learning

Health 

Mental Health

Family Economic 
Security

Housing 

Early Learning

Health 

Mental Health

Family Economic 
Security

Housing 

Health Democracy

CEF Focus Areas 



The Why, What, and How of 
Starting the Children’s Equity Fund



Why Did We Start a 501(c)(4)?



The Foundation’s Evolution

Locus of 
Intervention

The Individual Child

Issue
Education

Age
Young Adults School-aged Addition of Early 

Childhood

Families, Educators, 
Policymakers

Historical WorkFocus 2015 Strategy Shift

Early Learning
Wrap-around Supports

Early Childhood

Today’s Strategic Approach

Systems Change
Policies and processes, power and 
relationships, mental model shifts



We Focus on Solutions at All Levels 



Policies Practices Resources 
Flows

Relationships 
and 

Connections

Power 
Dynamics

Mental 
Models

Structural 
Change
(explicit)

Relational Change
(semi-explicit)

Transformative Change
(implicit)

Transforming Systems 
Requires Policy Change

Source: The Waters of Systems Change  

https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change


What 501(c)(4) Approaches Would 
Support Children and Families?



How Can 
Different 
Tax 
Statuses 
Engage?

501(c)(3) private 
foundation

501(c)(3) public 
charities

501(c)(4) social 
welfare org

Tax Treatment

• Tax exempt
• For charitable         

purposes
• Contributions tax-

deductible

• Tax exempt
• For charitable             

purposes
• Contributions tax-

deductible

• Tax exempt
• For social welfare
       purposes
• Contributions not tax

-deductible

Can lobby? No
(except in self-defense)

Yes, to a limited extent
can lobby through the 
impartial part test or H-

election 

Yes, unlimited

Can fund 
lobbying?

Kind of
(can fund 

orgs that lobby via  
grants, but 

no earmarking)

Not Applicable 

Yes, unlimited
(and can fund c3s, 

c4s and other orgs to 
lobby)

Can engage in 
or fund political
activities?

No No Yes, to a limited extent



Method for Engaging in Policy Change

• Research
• Local innovation 

• Dependent on perfect 
alignment of

• Policy
• Process
• Politics

RELATIONSHIP 
BUILDING

• Regular meetings with Hill staff
• Encourage other relevant 

caucuses
• Provide recognition awards

STRATEGIC 
COMMUNICATIONS

• Communication of policy 
change

• Provide resources to support 
implementation

• Creation of legislative 
language/bill

TRANSLATION

IDEA GENERATION

IMPLEMENTATION

POLICY PASSAGE
• Briefing materials
• Coalition building
• Hill meetings
• Polling

LOBBYING

• Identify legislative vehicle
• ID the right champion(s)
• Socialize idea with 

committees of jurisdiction
• Fiscal analysis

STRATEGY DEV. REGULATION
• Work with Administrative 

agencies on 
guidance/regulation

501(C)3 Organizations 

501(C)4 Organizations

Both



A Deeper Look:
Tools Available as a 501(c)4 Funder

Our voice + brand: 
Ads and 

communications on 
issues and candidates

Support ballot 
initiatives and 

super PACs

Board 
activation

Separate fund to pool 
resources for political 

purposes

Make grants to 
501(c)(4)s + some 

other entities
Polling on issues or 

candidates
Staff as direct 

lobbyists

Hire consultants as 
direct lobbyists



Programmatic Pathways to Change

Mission
To advance early 
childhood, family-
supportive, and pro-
democracy policy at the 
state and federal level.

Impact Goal
We will achieve 
sustainable and lasting 
policy change so all 
children in the U.S. have 
access to affordable 
and high-quality child
care and early 
education options that 
help them thrive. 

Building Bipartisan Advocacy Infrastructure
that support our commitment to Early Learning

Building Political Influence
Help elect candidates who are aligned with our Early Learning goals and champion our 
issues

Approaches: Early Learning and Family Economic Security

Driving Voter Education
Increase the salience of our issues with voters, motivating them to support policies and 
candidates that will advance our impact goals

Advocating for Ideal Policy Solutions 
Lifting solutions that provide a vision for the ideal child care system

Advance a Healthy Democracy 
Support organizations that are working to expand voting rights at the state level 

Early Childhood

Healthy Democracy

Political Influence and Voter Education



How Did We Do It?
(Very carefully!)



CEF Timeline



Primary principle of shared operations: 501(c)(3) cannot (and cannot 
appear to) subsidize the activities of the 501(c)(4). 

A 501(c)(4)must always bear at least its fair share of costs.

How: Infrastructure and Operations

Staff

Office

IT

Admin

Bainum Family 
Foundation

Children’s Equity 
Fund

501(c)(3) 
Private Foundation

501(c)(4) 
Social Welfare Org



Things a 501(c)(3) and 501(c)(4) Don't Share:

Governance
Board of Directors, board 

committees, etc.

Finances
Bank accounts, tax returns, consultant 
agreements, grants, credit cards, etc.

Communications
Social media, business cards, 

branding, email addresses, etc.

Governance
Board of Directors, board 

committees, etc.

Finances
Bank accounts, tax returns, consultant 
agreements, grants, credit cards, etc.

Communications
Social media, business cards, 

branding, email addresses, etc.



Risks



Legal, Reputational, and Financial Risks

• Improper coordination may trigger 
IRS penalties or loss of tax-exempt 
status Shared resources must be 
clearly documented and fairly 
allocated

• Violating lobbying limits for the 
501(c)(3) can lead to sanctions

• Failure to maintain separate 
governance (boards, records, 
finances) may be seen as 
commingling 

Legal

•  Public perception of partisanship 
may erode public trust

• Confusion about roles and 
boundaries can damage credibility

• Media scrutiny can amplify minor 
missteps into major controversies

Reputational

• Cross-subsidization may violate IRS 
rules and result in penalties

• Inadequate cost-sharing agreements 
can lead to audit findings

• Complex accounting increases risk of 
errors and administrative burden

Financial



A 
Quick 
Note…

We acknowledge the moment we are in.

We seek to respond appropriately in this moment, AND 
our work in systems change goes beyond any single 
administration or moment. 

We are here to support and advance long-term 
change.



Questions?



Breakout Groups 



Breakout 
Session 

At your tables: “How Might We, How Might I…” 
● Take 3 minutes for self-reflection around the following 

questions: 

• Is your organization currently engaged in policy advocacy? If 
not, what barriers are preventing it? 

• How might a 501(c)(4) support the outcomes your 
organization seeks?

• Has there been any internal discussion about forming a 
501(c)(4)? If so, what questions or concerns have surfaced? 

• How might you use your role or influence within the 
organization to help advance this conversation? How might 
you offer support or leadership? 

● Take 12 minutes to discuss at your table with your peers and 
be prepared to share one takeaway or aha you have



Final Reflections and Call to Action

“It is our right and responsibility 
to create a new world.” 

~adrienne maree brown



Thank you

Rebecca Cisek
Julia McKay 

Scan here for 
additional 
resources
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