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YFF is positioning itself as a visionary and forward-thinking 
organization in the world of astronomy and science. In this next 
chapter, the goal of YFF is to create breakthrough programs and 
experiences that advance its mission and vision in powerful 
new ways resulting in new access to astronomy and science 
education. Yerkes Observatory also seeks to establish itself as 
a year-round, world-renowned destination by offering unique 
ways to engage with the historically significant buildings and 
grounds, history and STEM learning. 

In this exciting new chapter for the Observatory, YFF seeks to: 

1. Be a place of scientific research that re-captures 
the underlying academic foundations upon which the 
Observatory was originally conceived. 

2. Be a unique and innovative destination of choice to many 
thousands of people, beginning with the Wisconsin-Illinois 
region – and extending far beyond, both nationally and 
internationally. 

3. Influence the life outcomes of its visitors, especially young 
people.

4. Have a national and international profile – based on a 
deliberate and intelligent blend of academic and research 
programs, plus being a thoroughly enjoyable place to visit, 
either as a casual tourist or as a well-informed seeker of 
knowledge and adventure. 

5. Have educational programs that change people’s 
viewpoints and thinking and are so profound they are 
personally motivated to do more – and to share their 
knowledge with the wider world. 

6. Return Yerkes Observatory to a prominent position on the 
global stage where it belongs. 

The mission of the Yerkes Future Foundation (“YFF”) is to preserve and protect 

Yerkes Observatory, celebrate its history and continue to foster its goals of 

research, education and astronomical observation by providing the opportunity to 

engage to all. 

ABOUT YERKES FUTURE 
FOUNDATION
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History of Yerkes Observatory

Yerkes Observatory, the birthplace of modern 

astrophysics, is a majestic, iconic building with a rich 

history of science discovery and education. Its status 

within the world of astronomy is extraordinary. Since  

1897, Yerkes Observatory has welcomed astronomers, 

astronauts, Nobel prize winners, scientists, educators 

and others to its beautiful location in Williams Bay, 

Wisconsin. 

The beautiful grounds surrounding the observatory were designed 
by the Olmsted and Olmsted firm, renowned landscape architects famous for Central Park in New York. 
Today, the Observatory sits on 48 acres of those beautifully landscaped grounds, the interpretation of 
which presents an exciting opportunity for the Executive Director in the Observatory’s next chapter.

Yerkes Observatory was established in 1897 and for its first +120 years, was funded and operated by the 
University of Chicago. In 2018, the University of Chicago made the decision to close the Observatory. Over 
a period of two years, a community-based organization—the Yerkes Future Foundation (“YFF”)—pressed 
forward to secure ownership and to protect, preserve, enhance and expand the Observatory. In May 2020, 
the transfer of ownership was completed.

“Its status 
within the 
world of 
astronomy is 
extraordinary”
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At the time of its closing, the Observatory was 
primarily a scientific research institution with a 
modest in-house education and outreach profile, 
including seasonal public tours, serving 20,000 
people per year. 

To this day, Yerkes Observatory houses the 
largest refracting telescope in the world. 

The 40-inch refractor (first shown at the Great 
Chicago Exposition of 1893) is not only of 
significant heritage value, it is an extraordinary 
showpiece in the context of an educational 
attraction. 

Prior to the closure of the Observatory, there 
were tours of the interior of the building, and 
active involvement in establishing educational 
connections to local schools.

Yerkes Observatory is also a place of continued 
science and scholarly research and learning 
where scientists, historians and graduate and 
undergraduate students come to advance 
knowledge. Three main areas of scholarly 
research take place at, or in conjunction with, 
Yerkes Observatory: 

1. Astronomical research, including the 
training of graduate and undergraduate 
astronomers.

2. Continue Yerke’s contribution to the 
advancement of Astrophysics and 
Astronomy.

3. Research about how people optimally learn 
science and are optimally engaged as self-
motivated learners.

History of Yerkes 
Observatory
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The Executive Director (“ED”) of Yerkes Observatory provides vision, leadership and 

management to ensure the YFF organization fulfills its mission and achieves its goals 

for excellence, education and public engagement.  

The Executive Director will need to form and develop an employee team—full time, part time and 
volunteer—to achieve a smooth-running organization. Currently the sole employee at the Observatory 
is the Director of Buildings and Grounds. The transfer of ownership created a blank slate for establishing 
both a profile of what Yerkes Observatory can become and the type of individual who will function 
successfully in a “start-up” situation. The learning curve will be steep.

The Board of Directors has managed all aspects of the transfer and has developed a needs profile for work 
on the buildings and telescopes. The Board anticipates extensive fundraising efforts and a broad- based 
work plan for at least three years. The Board is committed to supporting the new Executive Director but 
expects a self-starter who does not require nor expect micromanaging to get this exciting initiative off the 
ground.

The Executive Director provides full oversight of all aspects of the organization, including strategy, 
fundraising, finance, administration, marketing, community engagement, operations and property 
management, education programs, tours, rental activities, as well as the organizational structure and 
personnel to maintain the facility. Additionally, the ED will be responsible for interpreting the 48 acres of 
Olmsted designed grounds for programming, events and public use.

Key responsibilities of the Executive Director include:

Strategic Leadership:  

• Ensure the continued position of Yerkes Observatory as a leading cultural organization and world-
class astronomical and science destination. 

• Serve as a creative thought leader providing innovative leadership to grow and guide the 
Observatory’s expansion, relevance and impact in its next chapter. 

• Lead the Board and staff in identifying and implementing strategic initiatives and programming to 
excite the next generation of astronomy enthusiasts and expand the observatory’s capacity to serve 
scientific and education communities. 

• In partnership with the future Science/Education lead, develop programming rich in content with 
forward thinking methodology. This also includes programs for local, national and international 
purposes, seminars and speakers, encouragement of various colleges and universities to participate 
in collaborations and any other noteworthy ideas which will bring Yerkes Observatory back into the 
main of science education. 

THE OPPORTUNITY
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Fundraising, Revenue Generation and Ambassadorship:  

• In concert with the Board of Directors, act as the lead fundraiser including 
identification, cultivation and solicitation of gifts for the annual fund, 
endowment, capital campaigns, special projects and events. 

• Give guidance, support and impetus to the fundraising efforts of the Board 
and monitor stewardship of gifts and corporate sponsorships.

• Ensure successful fundraising from individuals, corporations, and foundations, 
as well as other sources. 

• Serve as the leading voice and external face of Yerkes Observatory. 

• Develop detailed plans to expand the revenue base through new scientific 
offerings and the usage of new, innovative technology platforms. 

• Creatively and strategically expand and deepen the existing donor and visitor 
base to support these new revenue programs and opportunities. Expand 
and develop fundraising opportunities through new and ongoing strategic 
partnerships. 

Operational Leadership:  

• Provide ultimate leadership for all aspects of operations, including the 
creation and establishment of the annual operating budget, facilities, public 
relations, programs, staff oversight, exhibitions, education and special events.

• Build an employee team from the ground-up, including the hiring of full and 
part-time staff and the engagement of volunteers.

• Ensure that long-range plans are in place and that institutional resources are 
efficiently deployed to meet YFF’s mission.

• Work with staff to ensure the quality, scope and suitability of education 
programs that reflect the programmatic focus of the Observatory.

• Implement scientific upgrades in an efficient and effective manner without 
dislocating operations more than required (one-time catch up in first phase as 
well as regularly recurring thereafter). 

• Consistently utilize and promote technology solutions to drive the breadth and 
depth of offerings, both onsite and for collaboration with external parties.

Board Relations:  

• Partner with the Board in an inclusive and interactive manner to establish and 
maintain the organizational team, culture and values.

• Engage the board with consensus driven leadership while executing the 
strategic plan.

• Ensure the continued development of the Board of Trustees by identifying and 
cultivating new and existing members.   

• Facilitate governance best practices through effective communication and 
collaboration with the Board.
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The ideal candidate will have the following professional and 
personal qualities, skills, and characteristics: 

A Strategic and Visionary Leader

The Executive Director is a strategic, tactical and entrepreneurial 
leader able to develop and articulate a vision for the Observatory’s 
next chapter. This leader is capable of developing and promoting 
the strategies needed to advance the work of a mission-based 
organization, from strategic planning and funding to mission delivery 
and execution. The ED is able to successfully leverage the skills and 
talents of a Board to execute a strategic plan, while working closely 
with its various constituents on the plan’s implementation and 
evaluation. This leader is a creative, self-directed team player who can 
think strategically to transform ideas into concrete and high-impact 
programs. This leader actively and strategically builds partnerships 
with local, regional, national and international institutions as well 
as leaders in a variety of fields to enhance both the Observatory’s 
and YFF’s impact and advance YFF’s mission and strategic priorities. 
The ED has the drive and passion to remain at the forefront of the 
astronomy and science fields to continue the development of new 
and unique opportunities to serve the mission. 

An Enthusiastic Ambassador 

The Executive Director is an “Ambassador” for Yerkes, sharing the 
mission and vision with the outside world and helping to expand 
the organization’s role, relevance and visibility more broadly. The 
Executive Director develops a powerful sense of shared purpose in 
others and motivates them to engage in the opportunities and future 
of Yerkes. The ideal candidate will bring a propensity for engagement 
to the role. This leader is innovative, entrepreneurial, ambitious 
and experienced in establishing strong working relationships in 
furtherance of an organization’s mission. As the lead spokesperson 
for the Observatory, the Executive Director will inspire trust and 
confidence and excel at developing strategies to amplify Yerkes’ 
brand and reputation in the region and far beyond. The ideal 
candidate is a media savvy communicator who brings passion for 
the organization’s mission as its spokesperson. This leader has 
exceptional interpersonal skills with the ability to build and sustain 
strong support across a wide range of stakeholders including staff, 
Board, donors, volunteers and the public. 

CANDIDATE PROFILE
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CANDIDATE PROFILE

A Seasoned Fundraiser

The Executive Director inspires confidence in donors, builds collaboration and buy-in and generates 
support from existing relationships while engaging in a variety of activities to establish support from 
new donors and stakeholders. Importantly, the ideal candidate enjoys fundraising and can clearly and 
enthusiastically convey the objectives of Yerkes to potential donors. The ideal candidate is committed 
to devoting significant time and energy to donor cultivation, solicitation and stewardship locally and 
nationally. This leader is fluent in communicating the value of the organization on a local, regional and 
international level to a broad range of constituents.  

An Experienced Manager

The Executive Director is an executive with strong staff, operational and financial management 
experience who can work and leverage the skills of a lean team. This leader has a track record of sound 
financial planning, results, oversight and accountability, with the ability to clearly communicate financial 
status to the Board. The Executive Director possesses the ability to build and inspire a staff with a 
diverse set of skills, provide a productive work environment and professional growth opportunities 
that result in team cohesion and camaraderie. The ideal candidate will understand and implement best 
nonprofit management practices and planning, including compelling communication messages and 
effective marketing strategies, management succession, and most importantly, ensuring that overall 
day-to-day operations are aligned with strategic goals. The ED understands the importance of a robust 
partnership with the Board and will ensure fiduciary responsibility and sound financial management 
practices and accountability. The Executive Director will also possess the knowledge and ability to ensure 
that the Board is achieving its primary responsibilities of best practice governance and fundraising.
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A Passion for the Mission 

Fully embracing the mission of Yerkes, the Executive Director will be a 
bold thinker and have unwavering commitment to achieve the goals 
of the organization. The ED has a sincere passion for the mission 
of the organization and a commitment to bringing its mission to 
the region, its surrounding communities, and far beyond. The ideal 
candidate brings an appreciation for astronomy and the sciences 
more broadly and an understanding of how organizations like Yerkes 
enhance a community and the lives of its citizens. The Executive 
Director exhibits humility, a capacity to listen and dedication to the 
mission. It is imperative that the Executive Director treats others 
with respect and always stays true to the values of the organization. 
Moreover, the ideal candidate is an individual of unquestioned 
integrity, ethics and values; someone who can be trusted without 
reservation.

Leaders with experience leading a nonprofit 

organization or related for-profit entity are appealing. A 

concentration in some area of science, including but not 

limited to astronomy, is not a requirement but will be 

beneficial. Experience in facilities management will be 

helpful but is not required.
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Yerkes Observatory is located two hours northwest of the main campus of the University of Chicago, 90 
minutes’ drive from O’Hare Airport, one hour from downtown Milwaukee and 90 minutes from the Madison 
campus of the University of Wisconsin. The property comprises spacious grounds surrounding the single 
major building. 

Geneva Lake is the largest and deepest of a number of glacial lakes in the area. Its lake frontage has 
featured stately homes since Victorian times. In addition to private residences, the lakefront consists of 
not-for-profit camps, publicly accessible beaches and boat launches, private clubs and a small number of 
established commercial entities. A path provides a public right-of-way around the 22-mile perimeter of the 
lake. Seasonal tourism is an important part of the economy immediately surrounding the lake. 

A notable part of Williams Bay is the Kishwauketoe Nature Conservancy, a 231-acre tract, featuring 
wetlands. The property is owned by the Village and maintained by volunteers. Kishwauketoe is the largest 
natural area with public access in Walworth County.

In result of the longevity of the Observatory, it has become a local icon. Since the domes can be easily seen 
from the lake, it is a landmark. Most staff have chosen to live locally and many have been active members 
of the Village, as evidenced by the library, a park and various streets named in honor of past Yerkes 
astronomers. 

ABOUT WILLIAMS BAY, WISCONSIN
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Koya Leadership Partners, the executive search firm that specializes 
in mission-driven search, has been exclusively retained for this 
engagement. Alison Ranney, Anne McCarthy and Alison Salisbury are 
leading this search. To make recommendations or to express your 
interest in this role please email 

yerkesfuturefoundation@koyapartners.com

All nominations, inquiries and discussions will be considered strictly 
confidential.

YFF is an equal opportunity employer and strongly encourages applications 
from people of color, persons with disabilities, women, and LGBTQ+, and 
other underrepresented applicants.

CONTACT

About Koya Leadership Partners

Koya Leadership Partners, a member of the Diversified Search Group, is a leading executive search 
and strategic advising firm dedicated to connecting exceptionally talented people with mission-driven 
clients. Our founding philosophy—The Right Person in the Right Place Can Change the World—
guides our work as we partner with nonprofits & NGOs, institutions of higher education, responsible 
businesses, and social enterprises in local communities and around the world. 

Koya is an equal opportunity employer fully committed to creating an environment and team that 
represents a variety of backgrounds, perspectives, styles, and experiences. We encourage all to apply 
because we believe a diversity of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and outcomes for 
everyone.

For more information about Koya Leadership Partners, visit www.koyapartners.com.
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