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American Brain Foundation 
Board of Directors Meeting 

June 13, 2020 
10:00am CST 

Video Conference Call 
 

In attendance:   David Dodick, MD, Chair; Susan Schneider Williams, Vice Chair; James 
Essey, Treasurer; Shafali Jeste, MD, Secretary; Jacqueline French, MD; Kevin Goodno; Robert 
Griggs, MD; James Grotta, MD; Frances Jensen, MD; Sharon Klein; Ronald Peterson, MD; 
Mary Post, CAE; Sean Sansiveri; Martin Shenkman, CPA; Joseph Sirven, MD; James Stevens, 
MD 

Staff: Jane Ransom, ED; Tim Engel, CFO; Kim Howard, Emily Christian, Lisa Dahlberg, Julia 
Miglets-Nelson, Liam Moore 

Excused:   David Eagleman, PhD; James Erwin; Dan Gasby; Cindy McCain; Suzanne Miller; 
Ben Utecht 

The meeting was called to order at 10:05 a.m. CT.   

The minutes of the April 9, 2020 meeting were approved unanimously. 

Board Chair Remarks (David Dodick, MD) 

The ABF has put out a strong statement on Injustice, Inequality, and Racism. The Governance 
Committee will develop and implement a plan of action at the board level and Jane and her 
team are committed to develop and implement a plan of action at the staff level.  
 
Building upon the priorities identified during the Board’s February strategic planning session, the 
Board should review at this meeting: 

• Commitment to Cures: 2020 Update and 2021 Vision 
• Research Task Force and Research Advisory Committee:  Update and Strategy 
• Public Awareness Campaign: 3-Year Strategy Presentation by Yakkety Yak 

 
Executive Director Report (Jane Ransom) 

Staff has been very productive and worked well through the impact of COVID-19 during the first 
half of 2020, and they welcome the opportunity to work on the commitments in the ABF 
statement on racism. Activities since the last board meeting are summarized below: 
 

• Operations Highlights – A virtual staff retreat focused on team cohesion, reviewing the 
plans for the second half of 2020, and starting to plan for 2021 is planned for later this 
month. We continue to follow the lead of the academy on how to operate under COVID-
19. 

• Research Highlights - The AAN and ABF have agreed to collaborate on grants for 
research on the neurological implications of COVID-19. ABF is launching fundraising 
around this issue.  
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Dr. Stevens confirmed that the AAN has established a COVID committee that includes 
many people with different areas of expertise, they will share the names of the members 
of the new committee with the ABF. He also mentioned the AAN is doing some grant 
writing and Jane suggested that be discussed further so we are not stepping on each 
other’s toes. They plan to take a measured approach to what they are doing so it has 
validity and is impactful, they will keep the ABF informed. 

• Fundraising Highlights - ABF is going to begin raising money for research only from 
industry (pharma/medical devices), per a new agreement with the Academy. ABF is 
excited and hopeful about this change for its fundraising efforts. We are starting to raise 
money from non-profit partners for 2022 CRTS grants. A series of virtual cocktail parties 
is planned with donors; and we are preparing for the employee giving campaign and a 
direct mail campaign.  

• Public Engagement Highlights - Yakkety Yak was hired as our new marketing partner, 
we are working on a marketing strategy with them. The first evidence of our work 
together was the C2C virtual event as well as the Facebook live series. Yakkety Yak is 
our full-service marketing firm, they are creating our annual report, managing our social 
media and much more.   

• AAN/ABF Partnership – Thanks to the Academy for their excellent leadership around 
COVID-19 operational issues and around the issues of racism and the death of George 
Floyd and the upheaval that has happened around the country. Thanks also for 
maintaining the C2C sponsorship following our move to the virtual event. The two 
organizations and we are candid, productive conversations about our shared research 
and marketing goals. 
 

American Academy of Neurology Update (Dr. James Stevens) 

• 2021 Annual Meeting – The AAN is preparing for a potential hybrid annual meeting that 
will allow face-to-face and virtual meeting options. This is dependent on what happens in 
our environment over the next year. AAN is developing curriculum and robust technology 
for the virtual portion of the meeting and exploring a lot of exciting possibilities. 

• AAN Research Program – The 2021 budget will determine how much the AAN will be 
able to do to support research. AAN is anticipating surprisingly good financial results for 
2020, but it has concerns about next year’s budget.  

• Alignment on Key Initiatives - The AAN came out initially with a Statement on Anti-
Racism, and has now established a Special Commission on Racism, Inequality, and 
Social Justice. That group will report back to the AAN’s Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
Joint Coordinating Council who will give them actionable items they will propose to their 
board. It must be more than words we must have very concrete actionable items. In 
August, AAN will report on next steps. The AAN is proud to have established the Equity 
Diversity and Inclusion Joint Coordinating Council two years ago. but know it can do 
more. AAN continues to update its education materials on Covid-19, trying to keep up 
with the most accurate information for members as well as addressing ongoing issues in 
its legislative work. Dr. Stevens also mentioned the approval of the ABF outreach to 
industry. He mentioned the ABF asked to also raise money for other things beyond 
research funding, but that does not seem appropriate to AAN at this time. AAN wants to 
wait and see how 2020 and 2021 turn out. AAN will continue to promote the ABF and 
share their AAN patient education materials, including Brain & Life content. The Patient 
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and Public Outreach Task Force – led by Dr. Orly Avitzur as the chair—met recently for 
the first time and is developing a strategy on how best to educate the public on 
neurological issues and Academy issues.   

• Opportunities for Collaboration – In research the AANI Science Committee planned a 
joint meeting with the ABF Research Advisory Council and the ABF Research Advisory 
Committee Chair sits as an ex officio member on the AANI Science Committee. The 
ABF has opportunities for promoting AAN patient education materials and the AAN will 
always include ABF’s presence at AAN patient awareness events so they can reach out 
to the public and give exposure to publications and events. In patient advocacy, AAN 
has been very busy with over 23 sign-on letters and 8 letters from the Academy with 
various advocacy issues to the regulatory agencies and to our legislators. AAN wants 
the ABF to maximize AAN communications to reach member donors via house ads, 
email, etc. Per our MSA, it is fine for any educational content to be used by the ABF. 

Discussion/Comments:  

Dr. Griggs mentioned the opportunity for collaboration between the Foundation and the 
Academy to help neurology departments regarding trainees and research money. He and Dr. 
Stevens agreed to discussing giving the RAC input on this through Dr. Sacco.  

Dr. Peterson asked about the financial impact of the cancellation of the Annual Meeting. Dr. 
Stevens reported the AAN had insurance on the Annual Meeting, they should know the impact 
in early July. It is expected that the loss will not be as devastating as it could have been. 

Dr. Dodick said as we launch our public awareness campaign, we may sometimes need to 
modify AAN content so that it is fit for purpose and asked about a process for handling that. Dr. 
Stevens responded that Jane and Mary meet weekly and they can work through this when 
these requests are made 

Mr. Essey thanked Dr Stevens for his leadership. We are now stronger partners than we ever 
were. That will benefit the whole community in ways maybe not even envisioned yet.  

Financial Report (Jim Essey)   

April 2020 Financial & Updated Forecast 
 
Through the end of April our revenue was up compared to 2019 but at slightly less than what we 
had budgeted for 2020, however we have recouped that shortfall due to our expenses being 
way down, so we are actually up over where we would have projected to be at this time. In 
these kinds of challenging circumstances, the critical thing is to maximize your income and 
minimize your expenses. Staff did a really good job with that, especially with Commitment to 
Cures and with managing overall operating expenses. The good news is even with everything 
going on we are ahead of where we were projecting to be. 
 

• Revenue - April YTD our total revenue was $1.9 Million, $1.5M of that comes from the 
AAN and$ 376K comes from individual/sponsors in unrestricted dollars. In restricted 
dollars we raised $170K that will be used in 2021 and we were able to use $127K that 
was raised in prior years and interest was at $13K. We expected that in the early part of 
the year we would not have a huge amount but we still have a big opportunity with 
Alzheimer’s and LBD. We still have all the CRTS money that comes in later in the year, 
the staff feels we are in a good place. 



4 
 

 
• Expenses – Overall expense are down compared to what was budgeted; you can look 

at more closely at the detailed breakout in your packet. The expenses are split up by 
what is used for Management and Fundraising as well as the funds that go to 
Programming for Grants & Awards and Public Awareness.  
 

• Financial Position/2020 Forecast – Overall we are down slightly compared to 2019, we 
are up in grants and receivables. The 2020 forecast shows why we are saying things are 
looking so positive. The work that will happen through the rest of the year we will recoup 
many of these dollars. We do expect our revenue this year will not be as high as we 
anticipated however our expenses will be way down because of less travel and meeting 
expenses as well as a reduction in professional services. We are forecasting our grants 
and awards to be at what we budgeted. Overall, our forecast numbers are reduced but 
our profit will be up by $157K (Net Income) by being able to reduce and control 
expenses. 

 
In summary, the organization is being mindful that this is a difficult time, the good news is we 
are not being faced with huge drops in the ability to raise money.  We are clearly being 
impacted as other organization are as well and we must be nimble in terms of being able to 
recoup that shortfall in revenue by being able to control our expense. We are not doing anything 
that will impact our future potential and we are still strongly investing in our marketing campaign. 
The staff is still confident that they can deliver close to the projected revenue goals. 
 
Finance Report Discussion/Comments: 
 

• Jim Essey mentioned the ABF filed for the Paycheck Protection Program Loan based on 
2019 payroll, if we maintain our spending over 24 weeks that loan turns into a grant – 
this will be $150K.  
 

• Dr. Grotta asked about leveraging grants from the government for COVID-19, he will 
work with Jane Ransom to get some funds to give out. Jim Essey wondered if it makes 
sense for us to create a task force to help identify the pools of money that are out there, 
try to get grant money that is available right now. Jane said we have a proposal on 
Covid-19 that we are starting to distribute. The place we could use help is grants at the 
federal level. 
 

• Shafali provided these two links on government grants:  
    https://grants.nih.gov/policy/natural-disasters/corona-virus.htm  
    https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/not-mh-20-058.html  
 

• Dr. Dodick said that Dr. Walter Koroshetz being on the research advisory committee can 
help point us to the money that is available for research within NIDS and beyond – we 
are preparing an official letter of invitation for him to join our Research Advisory 
Committee. 

 
 
 
 

https://grants.nih.gov/policy/natural-disasters/corona-virus.htm
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/not-mh-20-058.html
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2019 Audited Financial Statements (Tim Engel) 
 
The ABF goes through an annual financial audit process done in conjunction with the AAN there 
is a joint audit committee that sits down with the auditors and reviews the report prior to bringing 
it forward to the Finance committee for them to get a look at it and then finally bringing it forward 
to the board for acceptance of the report. The opinion issued is a clean, unmodified opinion.  
 
There were a few comments this year related to internal controls related to two pools of funds 
that ABF has to support CRTS or other research activities. This money is restricted by donors, 
and there are multiple donors in these funds. In the past we have been using these funds only if 
we needed to use them to balance the budget and holding these back in years where we 
needed additional restricted support to support the fellowship scholarships. The auditor wants 
these funds to support the fellowships as they happen year over year so these funds will get 
used up. Jim Essey commented that he feels this is a good thing, as everyone knows it is very 
hard for us to get unrestricted dollars, those are dollars we can use for anything we want 
including research grants.  
 
The auditor’s written findings and recommendations are: 
 

Net Asset Restrictions 
In the prior years, the American Academy of Neurology Institute has given ABF funding 
to support CRTS grants. Past practice has been to only release funds as they are 
needed, if there were no other source of funding for CRTS. However, GAAP states that 
net assets with a donor restriction should be released first, if there are qualifying 
expenses to meet the restriction. We recommend management update this policy 
between the AANI and ABF to note the restrictions on these funds and how they will 
handle them going forward.  
 
Second, we noted there is also a pool of funding for CRTS grants that is from historical 
donations, but at this time, restrictions on the funds may not be known. We recommend 
management review these restricted items to determine if they have been spent or how 
best to use them in the future. 
 
Proposed Policy Revision: 

• In recognition of the auditor’s recommendation, starting in 2020 the ABF will first 
rely upon the AANI CRTS Research Grant to fund any CRTS grant funding 
shortfall and not apply unrestricted funds to support CRTS activity.  

• In recognition of the auditor’s recommendation, we will make it a policy to draw 
down this fund for CRTS grant funding shortfalls once we have exhausted the 
AANI CRTS Research Grant.  

 
MOTION: 
Motion made to follow the auditor’s recommendations and use restricted moneys for restricted 
needs before we use unrestricted moneys. Motion passed unanimously.  
 
Conditional Grants  
There was $1.9M of conditional grants that will be recognized in future years, it is footnoted in 
the financial statement that there are funds available that are not recorded on the books.  
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MOTION: 
Motion made to accept the 2019 Audit Report as prepared and confirm the selection of CLA as 
auditors for 2020.  Motion passed unanimously. 
 

 
2019 IRS 990 Filing & MN Charitable Filing Resolution (Tim Engel) 
 
Mr. Engel presented the 2019 IRS 990.These is no tax liability associated with this form it is 
strictly an informational return based on the audit report. This document is reviewed by the audit 
committee and the finance committee. The board is ultimately responsible for approving this 
informational return. There are a lot of things disclosed related to compensation, it lists all the 
board members, estimated time devoted to the organization, program accomplishments, etc.  
This is important to file because it provides the public a lot of detailed information. Last year we 
felt we could really improve the information in this document and that has been done for 2019. 
The ABF posts this document on our website and on guidestar.org. Even though we create an 
annual report, this is a good document that the public references.  
 
Mr. Engel highlighted the following schedules in the form: 
 

• Part III – Statement of Program Service Accomplishments (unlimited space to list your 
accomplishments) 

• Part VI – Governance, Management, and Disclosure (shows good governance policies & 
practice) 

• Schedule A- Public Charity Status and Public Support (5 year average, went from 46.97 
to 49.93% - very positive) 

• Schedule B – Contributors (includes dollar amounts, no donor names) 
• Schedule J – Compensation Information 

 
The form was reviewed by the CFO Tim Engel, it was also reviewed by an outside technical 
expert to make sure we have complied to all new rules and regulations and then it comes to the 
board for their final approval and acceptance to file in a timely manner.  

 
MOTION: 
Motion made to accept the 2019 IRS Form 990 as prepared and approve the filing of the Annual 
Minnesota Charitable Filing Resolution and IRS Form 990 as required. Motion passes 
unanimously. 
 

Commitment to Cures (C2C) (Dr. Sirven & Lisa Dahlberg) 

Dr. Sirven began by highlighting the amazing work done by the staff and everyone on the 
committee to get this together quickly and successfully change it to a virtual event. 

Ms. Dahlberg again thanked the staff, planning committee, and the board for pulling together 
such a great event. A special thanks also to our new marketing partners Yakkety Yak that really 
helped us make the transition from an in-person event to a virtual event quickly.  
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Below are the highlights and results from the event: 

• Challenge – We had to quickly and effectively transition the C2C in-person event into a 
virtual event 
 

• Fundraising results – $63K donation, $111K sponsorships, $12K from the live event. 
(These numbers do not include the board donations that are tracked in a different area.) 
 

• Event promotion - via email, social media and PR. Additional help from our partners, 
Jim Cramer, NHLPA, AAN and the Potamkin’s helped boost our reach through many 
outlets. 
 

• Lessons Learned - The virtual format did not dissuade any sponsors; in fact we saw 9 
additional sponsors and we did not lose any of the original sponsors. The virtual event 
allowed us to reach a much larger audience, increasing the organizations awareness as 
well as our sponsors’ exposure. Virtual events are a viable and effective means of 
fundraising. Celebrity engagement is a great way to encourage participation and 
increase reach. Live vs pre-recorded allow for a more personal and engaging 
experience. 

 
Dr. Sirven said the committee is recommending an all virtual event for 2021 with a live “watch 
party” in San Francisco and possibly other venues. This opens a lot of doors, including larger 
geographic scope, easier to involve awardees virtually, possibility of major donor watch parties 
in different cities, and possibility of online fundraising such as a raffle or Omaze. 
 
Fundraising Strategy (Emily Christian & Julia Miglets-Nelson)  
 
Emily Christian, Director, Development & External Relations, shared the fundraising results from 
the Q1 Board Scorecard. The imperative for 2020 is to raise $6.15M. We have a significant new 
opportunity to fundraise from industry to generate funds, to not only our reach our restricted 
fundraising goal, but also our general operating revenue goal.  
 
In 2021, major imperatives will include filling the expected $250K gap in reduced AAN funding, 
as well as securing funding for $500K in marketing expenses.  
 
Julia Miglets-Nelson, Manager, Grant Writing & Research Program, presented some of the 
steps we are already taking to fundraise from Industry. She mentioned the potential for us to 
fundraise for our research programs including our CRTS and CSDA programs as well as our 
new COVID-19 Fund and LBD project. The other huge benefit with industry fundraising is the 
opportunity to raise those indirect costs. We have struggled with our nonprofit partners on this 
because some organizations are not always able to provide those administrative costs.  
 
What we are doing: 

• Information/coordination meeting held with AAN Industry fundraising staff 
• Preliminary strategy meeting held with Drs. Griggs, Dodick, and Petersen 
• Neurologists on Board and RAC to receive survey on their relationships in Industry 
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• Three-part Letter of Inquiry to be “hand-delivered” by Board members to their contacts in 
Industry, offering: 

1. Disease-specific funding opportunities in their areas of interest 
2. Opportunities to fund COVID-19 & Brain research, with emphasis on impact on 

communities of color 
3. Opportunity to establish a named research fund at the ABF 

• Staff follows up on Board contacts and submits full proposals 
 
Board members made informative comments for staff:  

• Do not focus just on the companies, it is really the diseases and things that are current 
that will drive companies to contribute.  

• Capitalize on cure one, cure many, because companies should be interested in common 
pathways.  

• COVID angle is important to capitalize on now. 
• We need a great example where we have pulled together industry, healthcare, 

researchers in a unique way and then moved something to clinical trial and outcome. 
Are things partially there, we will need these examples. 

• Brain research is halted or slowed due to COVID. We need to work on mechanisms so 
that we can perform our clinical research remotely.  

 
Research Strategy (Dr. Griggs/Dr. Peterson) 
 
Dr. Griggs presented our partners list with the ABF 2020-2021 research grants. We are working 
on lining up more for 2022. Alzheimer’s Association wants a time element that is being 
discussed with the Academy’s Science Committee. We are working on increasing the number of 
awards and looking for industry partners. There is an opportunity to consider having a training 
fellowship funded by an industry partner. This has happened in the past with Biogen and other 
pharma companies. This is a very good thing; we think going forward this is the opportunity to 
have industry to support indirect costs.  

The case for Donor Organizations Partnering with ABF on CRTS’s  

1. National and international recognition of donors by the 36,000+ members of the AAN in 
multiple ways/events 

2. Recognition and showcasing of trainees by the ABF, AAN, NIH leadership and multiple 
donor organizations 

3. A major focus on the science of trainees at the AAN meeting (the largest meeting of 
neurologists in the world) 

4. Invitations of the best science from the trainees for presentations at the AAN’s Annual 
meeting 

5. Career development activities developed and supported by the AAN Science Committee 
and AAN Leadership 

6. Networking events for trainees including an Alumni organization 

7. Opportunity to compete for AAN Leadership programs 
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Dr. Peterson discussed where our research funding is heading: 

2020 – Imperatives/Opportunities 

• Fund 11 Next Generation Research (CRTS) grants, the opportunities are to expand that 
with the new relationship we will be able to develop with industry that will give us some 
new opportunities. 

• Begin COVID-19 funding—Julia has created a document to use with potential donors 
trying to stimulate new research on COVID-19, it is a good opportunity. 

• Develop a fundable research projects demonstrating Cure One, Cure Many approach 
• Develop new research project(s) with Research Strategy Task Force 

2021 – Imperatives/Opportunities 

• Increase to 13 Next Generations Research (CRTS) grants 
• Lay groundwork for launching $5M LBD award with AAN in 2022 
• Develop new cross-cutting research projects 
• New partnerships with Industry 
• Collaborate with AAN on a new kind of grant award (LBD) 
• Develop new research project(s) with Research Strategy Task Force 

 
Jane Ransom feels LBD could be the embryo of the case we are trying to make related to Cure 
One Cure Many because donors concerned with Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s are major donors 
to the fund. They recognized that a bio marker in LBD could be a game changer for both of their 
diseases. We have about $2.3M left to raise by the end of 2021. The opportunity to go to 
Industry for support is a big opportunity, we have started a list of companies that are interested 
in LBD as well as a list of a few Foundations and individual donors we are going to approach 
aggressively this summer.  

Marketing Strategy (Dr. French/Emily Christian) 

Dr. French provided an update from the Public Awareness Task Force and introduced Ashley 
from Yakkety Yak and Emily Christian, Director of Advancement & External Relations. The Task 
Force supports the research strategy staff has developed with Yakkety Yak. The members think 
that the concept of Cure One, Cure Many needs more development—perhaps with a visual to 
explain common pathways.   

Marketing Strategy Presentation (Ashley Logan – Yakkety Yak) 
 
Ashley Logan is the founder and owner of Yakkety Yak presented our 3-year campaign strategy 
and approach and here are some highlights: 

• Full-service digital marketing agency with a content first approach 
• Content first, building content and helping organizations find their voice and tone 
• Mission driven, women-owned and privately held 
• Services provided, full service - they do everything in house, they want to be responsible 

for outcomes to their clients.  
• Dedicated team to ABF, plug and play. They get into the trenches with the client, C2C 

perfect example. Helping the ABF to change the broad public view of brain disease.  
 



10 
 

• 3 primary goals of ABF after meeting with board members and staff:  
1. Rebranding Brain Disease 
2. Position ABF as Innovative Leader in Brain Research 
3. Fund Research 

• Key Metrics  
1. Provide 450% ROI for AAN 
2. Raise over $39M 
3. Award $25M Research Grants 
4. Increase Public Awareness by 40% 

• Key questions that need to be answered to help build trust via website 
• Target Audience: Patient & Caregivers/Neurologists & Neuroscientists/Donors & 

Followers 
• Opportunities for Increased Visibility 

Board Engagement/AAN Members & Physicians/Major Contributors 
• Key attributes of ABF 

1. Distinctive Voice and Tone 
2. Factual, Reliable Information 
3. Public-Facing 

• Ability to be more nimble than other more science-based organizations 
• Use Blogs, emails, videos, FB Live  
• Content is great but paid media helps with outreach 
• Value of Content Creation – sharing factual information, we can be a site that directs 

them to where they need to go to find information. Include Patient stories, research 
stories, etc. - It is storytelling worth hearing and sharing 

• Focus for content creation – 4 buckets: 
1. Need for research   
2. Brain disease information 
3. Patient and caregiver stories  
4. ABF News - what we are doing 

• Content Platforms and Engagement with original content 
1. Website 
2. Email Marketing 
3. Social Media 
4. Paid Advertising  
5. Patient Communities Online  
6. Patient Engagement Materials 

 
Ashley asked for feedback following her presentations, here are those comments: 
 

• Jim Essey mentioned adding “loved ones” to our target audience. 
• We need help in refining and crafting our message as to why we are uniquely positioned 

to be a warehouse for funds for research in a particular disease area as opposed to the 
organization or foundation that oversees that disease area. 

• We need a big picture dashboard in place to track what we are doing. 
• Don’t get too distracted by the advocacy piece, this is a fundraising organization. We 

have the potential for a relationship with the American Brain Coalition which is an 
advocacy organization. 
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• We could end up doing partner organizations a favor by fostering and facilitating 
collaborative research.  

• It’s one brain, you may have one disease, but you may have other milder diseases. 
Where is the white space?  Epilepsy and headache or Epilepsy and depression, there 
are shared mechanisms. We can benefit the major disease as well as these in between. 

• Cure one, cure many is going to require that collaboration. Individual specialists do not 
have all the answer but if they came together there is amazing potential. This is how we 
should position ourselves. 

• We are acting as an ambassador; they can come to us when they are in need and we 
can get them connected. It would be great to say we are connecting these organizations.  

• I think we should think about a better way of saying Cure One, Cure Many. We are 
focusing on many diseases at once because they have common mechanism. We need 
to think of a better way of saying that. It is really Cure Many, Not Just One – Cure many 
instead of curing one.  
 

Meeting adjourned at 1:32 p.m. CT  
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