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Children grieving a loss due 
to death or illness are at-
risk for poor performance 
in school, depression, 
addiction, and simply not 
living life fully and joyfully. 
At Imagine, children, teens 
and adults learn lifelong 
healthy coping skills, build on 
their natural resilience, and 
make meaning from their 
loss that allows for growth, 
healing and transformation. 
Imagine’s vision is to create 
communities where children 
who have experienced 
a painful loss grow up 
emotionally healthy and lead 
meaningful and productive 
lives. This is achieved by 
educating and training adults 
on how to support children 
in grief, providing effective 
direct services to grieving 
children and families, and 
educating society about the 
effects of unresolved grief on 
children and adults. 
One in nine children 
nationally will lose a parent 
or sibling before the age of 
20. 20,000 children in New 
Jersey will lose a parent 
to death annually. In Union 

County New Jersey alone, 
where Imagine is located, 
approximately 700 children 
age 0-18 will lose a parent 
to death annually. This does 
not include the loss of a 
sibling for which Imagine also 
provides support. Imagine is 
currently serving over 230 
children and adults from 48 
NJ towns. 

Imagine’s support groups 
are facilitated by over 70 
highly trained volunteer 
facilitators. Adult volunteers 
facilitate peer support 
groups. Teen Mentors are 
also trained to co-facilitate 
groups with adult volunteers 
for Imagine’s youngest 
participants. Imagine uses 
the peer support group 
model, the healing arts 
(paint, music, writing, clay,) 
physical play and movement, 
service to others, community 
gatherings, and Teen and 
Adult retreats, to provide a 
safe and healing environment 
for coping with the painful 
feelings that accompany 
loss. Families participate in 
Imagine’s Nights of Support 

every two weeks for as 
long as needed.  Imagine’s 
overarching goal in all they 
do educationally and through 
their direct service is to create 
Good Mourning Communities 
where grief is normalized and 
where grieving children and 
adults get the support and 
understanding they need. 

Founded in 2011 Imagine, A Center for Coping with Loss is a free year-round grief support center 
located in Mountainside, New Jersey. Imagine serves children, age 3-18, and young adults, age 18-
30, who are coping with loss due to the death of a parent or sibling, or are living with a parent 
or sibling with a terminal, chronic or life-altering illness. Concurrent support groups are available 
for the parents, guardians or other caregivers of the youth served. Separate support groups are 
available for parents grieving the death of a child. Imagine also provides grief education and training 
for thousands of teachers, parents, coaches, youth and other adults annually, and provides on-site 
support at schools, workplaces and agencies after any traumatic loss. 

Imagine’s mission is to support people who are coping with 
loss and foster resiliency and emotional well-being for all 
those who grieve.

What is Imagine? 
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More than 30% of Imagine’s income was from 
Dr. Gerald Glasser’s private foundation, The 
Thomas Glasser Foundation, established in 
memory of his son, Thomas Glasser who was 
a victim of the 9/11 attack. Dr. Glasser was the 
catalyst for the start of Imagine in Westfield, 
wanting to ensure that no one child should 
ever have to grieve alone. In 2011 Dr. Glasser 
invited Mary Robinson to come to Westfield 
and open a grief support center providing an 
initial grant for startup funding of $25,000 in 
October 2011. Imagine became incorporated 
at that time. In 2012 he donated $125,000, 
paid via installments of $25,000. After his 
death the Foundation continued to grant 
Imagine $125,000 annually through 2015, 
and in 2016 his family granted $85,000 to 
Imagine. 

Before JSC came on board, Imagine’s 2014 
goal was to raise $515,000. Their 2014 
budget was $480,000 and the organization’s 
gross profit that year was $490,025, bringing 
their net to $10,000. That year they came 
under their fundraising goal. Imagine was 
operating out of a church in Westfield and 
Mary’s dream was to move to establish the 
center in a dedicated space. Moving into their 
own facility would enable Imagine to double 
the number of families it served and expand 
its services in the community. This was an 
achievable goal that JSC and Mary would 
work toward making a reality. 

In January 2015, about three years after the inception of Imagine, Founder and Executive 
Director Mary Robinson hired Jeffrey Sobel Consulting (JSC) to both solve a short-term crisis 
and to position the organization toward sustainable growth. Imagine was experiencing the 
following hurdles to success: critical cash flow and budget problems; high staff turnover in 
the development department, lack of clarity regarding the role of board members resulting in 
tension and politics; revenue that wasn’t diversified; and the organization’s primary donor Dr. 
Gerald Glasser, passed away in June, 2013. 

The Challenges
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Compelling Attributes 

Imagine’s mission was easy 
to communicate – nearly 
everyone has a story of loss 
and can connect to Imagine 
on some level. Imagine’s 
geographic location was 
another asset. Located 
in the heart of Westfield, 
New Jersey, a prosperous 
community, Imagine 
attracted donors and 
volunteers from Westfield 
and several other thriving 
neighboring towns. From 
the beginning, Imagine had 
a strong base of donors with 
the potential for greater 

giving and an established 
database and infrastructure 
for managing its donors. 
They had established a 
sizable group of pledged 
donors in their Circle of 
Hope (COH) - each giving 
at a minimum of $1,000/
year for five years.  Within 
three years, Imagine was 
able to grow this community 
of donors from 5 to 80 
members. 

The small office staff was 
wholeheartedly devoted 
to the mission. They were 

well versed in donor 
acknowledgement and were 
implementing effective 
practices for expressing 
gratitude. Developing the 
strategic plan and financials 
wasn’t complicated for JSC. 
Imagine was grounded in 
good fundraising practice as 
they adhered to the Benevon 
fundraising model, a mission-
based system for raising 
sustainable funding. 

Thanks to the startup funding 
from Dr. Glasser, Imagine 
was able to initiate its work 
immediately. In January 2012, 
they started conducting 
home tours and in March 
they held their first facilitator 
training. Imagine launched 
programmatically with their 
Nights of Support on May 
7, 2012, just 7 months after 
they became incorporated. 
The Nights of Support was 
a sound program based 
upon The Dougy Center’s 
proven model of peer grief 
support. Based in Portland, 
Oregon, The Dougy Center’s 
pioneering peer support 
group model is being used 
by over 500 organizations 
worldwide. 

Imagine has numerous strengths. Most notably, Mary Robinson, Imagine’s Executive Director. 
Mary has more than 20 years working in the field of grief support and was Founder and Executive 
Director of Good Grief, Inc. a grief center now based in Morristown, New Jersey. Mary’s skills were 
instrumental in establishing Imagine’s strong program model. She has a clear vision for Imagine 
and her passion and commitment continues to drive the organization and inspire her team. As 
a result of her leadership, Imagine launched its first programs within seven months of being 
incorporated. Mary also had a solid understanding of foundations and grants management but 
lacked the organizational capacity to appropriately steward foundation funders. In addition to 
her rich experience in grief support and nonprofit management, Mary was receptive to outside 
development counsel.
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After Dr. Glasser died, the trustees of the 
foundation wanted to continue supporting 
Imagine at a reduced level of annual 
funding. The trustees appreciated how the 
organization was thriving and did not want 
Imagine to continue to be dependent on 
receiving its grant. Therefore, they awarded 
an $85,000 grant in 2016.  It’s important to 
note that JSC encouraged The Glasser family 
to provide a $475,000 donation in 2016 that 
would total their donation to $1,000,0000. 
A $1,000,000 donation would provide a 
naming opportunity for the new center, as 
part of the Campaign (Note: the Campaign 
will be discussed later in this paper). The 
trustees appreciated the sentiment but 
declined the invitation to naming rights. 

Something serendipitous happened during 
this time that helped relieve the cash flow 
challenges: Mary Robinson ran into a couple 
with whom she had a wonderful relationship 
and soon after they donated $50,000 to 
Imagine. The timing couldn’t have been more 
ideal and this donation helped turn the tide. 
Support from the Board was critical. The 
board was initially hesitant about moving 
into a new space and launching a campaign, 
but in time they soon realized the value 
of moving out of the church building. It’s 
important to note that the Imagine Board 
evolved into a supportive, valuable entity and 
they were also instrumental in successfully 
recruiting new Board Members. 

Thanks to receiving early payments from 
pledged donors, the $50,000 donation and 
a dedicated board, Imagine’s short-term 
challenges were resolved and the organization 
was ready to focus on the bigger issues – 
growth and sustainability.  JSC worked with 
Mary to create a two-year strategic plan for 
2015-2017. The plan included programmatic 
goals, fiscal and development goals, board 
development goals and organizational goals.  
JSC was charged with helping Imagine attain 
its fiscal and development goals. To that end, 
JSC implemented several strategies, programs, 
and initiatives as outlined below. 

The critical first step was to address and resolve the cash flow issues. Fixing Imagine’s cash 
flow problems was critical to its survival. JSC established a short-term plan to engage existing 
donors to: help them understand the current situation; increase the level at which they were 
giving; and encourage earlier payments on their long-term pledges. This included all Circle 
of Hope pledges and other donors that committed to smaller pledges. This brought in about 
$50,000 before April 1. The plan also included an assessment of current foundation funding 
and obtaining renewal grants as quickly as possible to expand the foundation base.  JSC also 
initiated a Spring Appeal and secured new corporate partnerships that brought in sponsorship 
commitments.

The First 6 Months.

JSC Impact
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JSC worked with Imagine to formalize 
board functioning in various ways. JSC met 
individually with each Board Member to create 
a personalized plan. Each Board Member had 
an individual review, plan and goals sheet that 
included the committees they served on, the 
volunteer activities they participated in, their 
important introductions and relationships 
(including in-kind support and contributions), 
their personal development and fundraising 
support, a list of their corporate prospects, 
board development and recruitment 
activities, and other support functions such 
as their calling lapsed donors or making 
thank you calls to donors. Establishing clear 
roles, responsibilities and goals for Board 
Members was critical to creating a productive 
working board. JSC and Imagine continually 
communicated with the Board Members 
on identifying their contacts that could be 
potential donors – from corporations to 
individuals. In addition to their personalized 
plans, Board Members were asked to 
complete a Giving & Getting Sheet to select 
what fundraising activities they wished to 
get involved with from a menu of 8 ways to 
fundraise. Furthermore, JSC worked with 
Imagine on recruiting new board members. 

2015-2017 Strategic Development Plan 

The critical first step was to address and resolve the cash flow issues. Fixing Imagine’s cash flow 
problems was critical to its survival. JSC established a short-term plan to engage existing donors 
to: help them understand the current situation; increase the level at which they were giving; and 
encourage earlier payments on their long-term pledges. This included all Circle of Hope pledges 
and other donors that committed to smaller pledges. This brought in about $50,000 before April 
1. The plan also included an assessment of current foundation funding and obtaining renewal 
grants as quickly as possible to expand the foundation base.  JSC also initiated a Spring Appeal 
and secured new corporate partnerships that brought in sponsorship commitments. 

JSC worked with Imagine to diversify its 
fundraising efforts by focusing on attaining 
donors through the following categories: 
annual donors; leadership donors; major gifts; 
corporations; events; peer-to-peer fundraising; 
and, foundation grants. JSC guided Imagine to 
convert to a multi-year fundraising model so 
it wasn’t starting over each year. Annual giving 
societies, such as the Circle of Hope, were 
critical to sustainability and JSC helped Imagine 
increase it annual COH memberships. In one year, 
JSC helped Imagine to increase its foundation 
grants by more than $100,000. Additionally, JSC 
managed two successful breakfast fundraisers for 
Imagine, based on the Benevon model.

Corporate Partners Program.

Board Development Fundraising Efforts
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In order for Imagine to serve a growing population of families in grief, the organization needed 
to secure a space of its own. Families would soon need to be placed on a waiting list if the 
organization remained in the church building. JSC began working with Imagine on strategizing 
and developing a capital campaign early in 2015 because this was a key element to securing a 
space of its own. JSC helped Imagine in the following areas: building financial plans, forecasting, 
donor prospecting work, donor cultivation and stewardship, writing, creating and designing the 
Case for Support and implementing the campaign. In March 2015, Imagine launched a four-
year $3.5 million campaign (2015-2018) Imagine our Future: The Campaign for Growth and 
Sustainability. Goals of the campaign were to expand the number of families served; increase 
the number of youth and adults receiving grief education and grief training in the schools; train 
more adult and teen facilitators to support Imagine’s growing Nights of Support; increase its 
annual operating budget for effective fiscal planning, develop Imagine’s infrastructure and hire 
critically needed staff to meet its program and organizational needs. 

2015-2017 Strategic Development Plan (cont.)

Campaign Case for Support (2015-2018)

JSC worked with Imagine on identifying 
major gift prospects for the campaign and 
were successful in converting eleven Circle of 
Hope members into campaign contributors. 
By the end of year one, Imagine had raised 
nearly $1 million in donations toward its total 
goal. By the spring of 2015, Imagine created 
a New Space Task Force charged with 
helping the organization find a home of its 
own, and by that summer they were looking 
at properties. JSC provided counsel and 
support throughout the process including 
connecting to key professional support, 
building the financial models to make key 
decisions, and guiding the Imagine team 
through the board approval process. By the 
summer of 2016, Imagine identified its new 

home and in February 2017, Imagine opened 
its own doors at 244 Sheffield Street in 
Mountainside. Imagine’s home of its own is 
more than three times the size of the church 
space and the staff and volunteers no longer 
need to set-up and break-down the church 
space it utilized for each Night of Support 
which was a time-consuming effort.

In summary, here’s a look at how Imagine’s 
revenue grew and how their budget 
increased from 2014 – 2017. Imagine’s annual 
budget from 2014-2017 is as follows: 2014: 
$465,000; 2015: $492,674; 2016: $625,000; 
2017: $735,000. 
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By Fall 2016, it was time for JSC and Imagine to re-visit its relationship. Until then, JSC was 
managing and leading Imagine’s development activities. A critical component of growing its 
fundraising efforts was to hire a Director of Development. JSC helped Imagine source and 
recruit a Development Director, Kathy Vergel, who was hired in the fall of 2016. At this point, 
Kathy began leading the development initiatives. This was always the end goal. JSC would then 
be there to fill in the gaps, move to a project-based contract, and provide strategic counsel. 
JSC would assist Imagine with: event management, board development, grant writing, and 
database management as well as provide counsel on development matters. Mary would focus 
her development efforts on Major Donors, Kathy on cultivating and stewarding the Circle of 
Hope, and the new center would be a powerful fundraising tool for attracting new donors, 
participants, and the community at-large. Its educational and training programs in the schools 
would be able to flourish with the existence of a new center. Imagine was poised for continual 
growth and sustainability and could remain focused on ensuring that no child shall have to 
grieve alone. 

“Hiring Jeffrey Sobel Consulting was 
the right decision at the right time.  
We needed a Development team that 
could take our development efforts 
to the next level and help us start 

to transition from a founding Board of Trustees to a Governance and 
Fundraising Board. We also needed to work with development experts 
who could help us hone our skills in this area and learn more about 
creating a development department.  They helped us keep on track 
with our goals and transition right on schedule to our own full-time in 
house Development Director whom they helped us hire.  We continue 
to work with JSC on specific projects such as grant writing and event 
management.  The JSC team is smart, experienced, creative and fun to 
work with.  From day one I felt their commitment to our mission and 
dedication to our cause.” 

– Mary Robinson, Founder and Executive Director, Imagine 

Looking Forward


