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rom the beginning,
Fern Tiger Associates has defied categorization. For more than 30
years, the firm has provided creative solutions, strategic counsel,
and well-designed outreach tools for more than 150 client groups
— enabling them to impact families, children, and individuals in
communities across the nation.

All of this has been guided by two core philosophies: working
solely with organizations whose goals are consistent with the
firm’s purpose of forwarding positive social change; and working
within a transdisciplinary model that allows for a foundation of
deep knowledge, a dedication to community engagement, and a
comprehensive approach to communications.

What follows is a brief history of the firm and highlights of

just a few projects to illustrate the firm’s capacity and commitment.

A Camera and a Commitment. In 1977, soon after moving
to the Bay Area, Fern Tiger happened upon a group called the 415
Society — a collection of men and a few women, many ex-offenders,
mostly African-American—laboring to prepare for an Arbor Day tree
planting to be held at Oakland’s City Hall. They had been given the
impression that they would get the chance to meet then-Governor
Jerry Brown who would be attending the ceremony the next day. Fern
photographed and talked with them and decided to return at § a.m.
when they would finish setting up, but later when dignitaries were
thanked and the group was not, they were noticeably disappointed
(and the Governor, who was probably unaware of promises made,
never came to meet them). Fully engaged, Fern began to document
their lives in photos and interviews over a year-long period (a project
she shared with the organization).

Armed with undergraduate and graduate degrees in fine
arts from Pratt Institute, and post-graduate work and university
teaching experience, Fern was determined to pull together her
writing, design, and photography skills to create comprehensive and
meaningful work focused on issues and organizations about which
she was passionate. Using her work with the 415 Society and a few
other unpaid “projects,” Fern assembled a package of samples and

mailed it to 100 local public and nonprofit agencies.
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Several responded, but none had the capacity to pay for

such work, until Eldridge Gonaway, head of Oakland’s Office of

Community Development, called to ask Fern what she could do
for his department. She offered to “tell the story” of the agency as
seen through the eyes of residents of
Oakland’s Community Development
Districts, where more than 80% of
Oaklanders lived. Gonaway became
both mentor and client.

The project, a 24/7 endeavor, included hundreds of City
Council and neighborhood meetings, interviews with more than
150 Oaklanders — from residents of the flatland neighborhoods to
the mayor and council members — and taking thousands of photos.
Tragically, the day that Gonaway signed off on the publication, he
was killed in a car accident. Completely devastated, Fern moved
forward, dedicating the book to the memory of Eldridge Gonaway.
Thousands of copies of Oakland 1979 were printed but without
Gonaway’s leadership, City staff balked at distributing a “non-
authorized” and “non-conforming” publication that told both the
successes and failures of city efforts. So, Fern loaded the books into
her car and delivered them across the city. FTA still gets calls for

copies, but only a few remain.

Art to Action
Fernto FTA

Through Oakland 1979, relationships and friendships developed

throughout the city, establishing what some call creative credibility.

Diverse Talents and a Different Philosophy. Committed to
Oakland (the first client), FTA began in a 700 sq. ft. space on Park
Blvd., and though it moved and expanded three times, it has never
left Oakland. Over time, a staff of ten professionals have undertaken
a wide array of projects — each building the firm’s knowledge,
experience, and skills. FTA has maintained a full-time, long-
term professional team, combining expertise in communications,
photography, design, planning, education, finance, and journalism.
To best understand its clients, their issues, their constituents,
and their communities, extensive research is at the heart of each
project. This research relies heavily on qualitative as well as
quantitative data and one-on-one, in-person interviews with
those connected to the issue — ranging from novices to experts,
and including residents, activists, academics, policy specialists,
civic leaders, and elected officials. Never considered in isolation,
each interview is analyzed as part of the entire series of interviews,
as well as other research. Taken together this data allows for a
comprehensive understanding of the underlying narrative as well as

the social landscape and community context.
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Photography to Advocacy
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Area, US National Park Service, World College West, YMCA of Alameda County 1990s Alliance for Technology Access,
Alliance Healthcare Foundation, Alta Bates Medical Center, Athenian School, Bayer Biotech, Bayshore Child Care Services,
Berkeley Biotechnology Education Inc., Berkeley Housing Authority, Berkeley Unified School District, BOSS,
California Child Care Resource & Referral Network, California Wellness Foundation, Child Haven, Children’s Services
Center, Children'’s Services International, City of Oakland, Coleman Advocates, Communities for a Better Environment,
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Continuing Development Inc., Destiny Arts, East Bay Community Foundation, Family Builders by Adoption, Family
Health Education Center, Family Violence Law Center, First Unitarian Church Oakland, Galleria Woods, Girls Inc., GoKids,
Graduate Theological Union, Hamlyn Association, lllinois Department of Public Aid, IHSD, James Irvine Foundation,
Kinship Center, LBNL, Lead Solutions, Marin Education Fund, Maui Economic Development Board, Miles Inc., Monterey
Child Care Planning Council, MPC Children’s Center, MOCHA, NACCRRA, Oakland Child Health & Safety Initiative,
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Conflict to Agreement

Oakland Domestic Violence Prevention Collaborative, Oakland Public Library, Prevention Institute, Prevention
Research Center, Public Health Trust, Saint Vincent’s Day Home, San Mateo Child Care Coordinating Council, Shelter
Network, Sierra Health Foundation, Sonoma County Child Care Planning Council, The Athenian School, Volunteers
in Parole 2000s 18th Street Arts Center, Arizona Quest for Kids, Arizona State University, Berkeley Biotechnology
Education, Inc., California Center for Land Recycling, California Child Care Resource & Referral Network, California
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A few years later, following many projects for youth development
organizations, Girls Inc. of Alameda County approached FTA when
a pro-bono planning process led by a large management consulting
firm failed to give the organization the guidance they needed to move
forward. FTA’s planning process identified, among other things,
the lack of comprehensive data about girls, and suggested that the
organization tackle this gap head on — bringing girls into the process
of collecting and understanding data that could be used to advocate
on behalf of issues important to them.

Thus began the Girls Research Project. In a somewhat unusual
role, FTA designed the pilot, facilitated a large-scale survey of more
than 4,000 teens, and trained young women to see how data can
impact policy development and how to

make public presentations.

Engaging to Create Community. In
the mid-9os, FTA began working
with Maui Economic Development Board (MEDB). Over the past
15 years, FTA has helped MEDB complete a strategic plan, an
economic literacy initiative, and plan an economic summit. In 2003,
FTA embarked on a mission with MEDB to articulate a collective

vision for the islands that comprise Maui County.

Insight to Vision
Individual to Community

The countywide process sought to engage residents from
the three inhabited islands — Maui, Lana’i, and Moloka’i — with a
particular emphasis on engaging those who felt their voice had not
been heard during previous community discussions.

Working closely with MEDB, FTA created Focus Maui Nuz,
an engagement process designed to seek community input through
sessions led by MEDB facilitators in a variety of settings, including
libraries, homes, fire houses, community centers, and even the beach.
FTA worked with MEDB to promote the sessions, through traditional
media and neighborhood canvassing by local elected officials.

MEDB ran 165+ sessions with more than 1,700 participants.
Data from the sessions informed the development of a vision for the

county which later informed the framework for Maui’s General Plan.

Bringing the FTA Philosophy to Philanthropy. Over the years,
FTA has enjoyed professional relationships with many foundations.
In 1998, to cope with the exploding demand for child care, in the
wake of welfare reform, one Bay Area foundation decided to pursue
an innovative approach to grantmaking by convening a group of
seven local child care agencies. FTA conducted an organizational
assessment for each, and facilitated a series of roundtable meetings

to share successes, challenges, and best practices.
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Teaching to Learning
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Economic Development Board (MEDB), Monterey Peninsula College Children’s Center, Monterey Planning Council
Museum of Children’s Art Oakland (MOCHA), NACCRRA, Nevada City, Oakland Unified School District, David and Lucile
Packard Foundation, Prevention Institute, Pyatok Architects, Richmond Children’s Foundation, Rural Communities
Assistance Corp., Saint Vincent's Day Home, San Francisco Ed Fund, San Leandro Unified School District, San Mateo
County Office of Education, San Rafael Schools, Marin School-Linked Services, Solano Children’s Network, Sports4Kids,
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This process was branded Voices to Vision and would ultimately
engage about 10% of Albany adults. FTA facilitated 47 sessions with
more than 1,200 residents. The highlight of each session was an
interactive “game” that allowed small teams of community members
to envision a future for the site.

In 2012, as Fern transitioned her
teaching from ASU to University of
‘Washington Tacoma, FTA facilitated a
process to engage a large advisory team

to guide the future of UW Tacoma.

Energizing Through Articulation. Fresno County, though rich in
agricultural history and home to California’s fifth largest city, is
fraught with a host of challenges — including affordable housing, an
issue Fresno Housing Authority has worked to address for more than
70 years. In 2010, with a new and energetic executive team in place,
the agency was poised to bring new strategies to the table. FTA was
selected to spearhead a comprehensive planning process to reframe
the vision, mission, and goals of the agency, resulting in a bold,
transformative direction. After adoption of the plan in 2011, FTA
developed communication strategies, messages, and materials that

emphasize the key role of housing in creating vibrant communities.

Working for
Social Change

imes have changed dramatically since the social upheaval that
galvanized a young woman to use her wits and talent to create a firm
that would help communities bring about social change. Though
tangible progress has been made on many fronts, there is still much
to be done to ensure an equitable and just society. In the meantime,
the world has become increasingly complex and interconnected
by immigration, trade, and terrorism alike. In a world economy,
American institutions of higher learning will be pressed to educate
their students to compete with populations across the globe for jobs
that have yet to be created. Climate change and the demands on the
energy sector will require new, creative thinking to help communities
develop, grow, and prosper. As the American population ages,
healthcare providers will need to offer increasingly efficient yet
compassionate care. And almost invisibly, yet importantly, technology
will continue to revolutionize how the world communicates.

The potential for change and progress in the 215t Century
is enormous. FTA looks forward to embracing opportunities and
confronting challenges with committed clients and partners. Through
comprehensive analysis, creative design, strategic communication,
and civic engagement, positive social change is not only possible, but

inevitable. The future awaits.
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