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A Message From WFM’s Executive Director

Since our founding in 2008, 
the Women’s Foundation of 
Mississippi has worked to 

advance the holistic development, 
economic security, and health of 
women across our state. Over the 
past 18 years, we have made  
tremendous progress together — 
and that progress is a testament to 
the strength of this community. We 
have awarded more than $8 million 
to support programs that enhance 
the well-being of women, girls, and 
families across Mississippi. 

While great strides have been made, much 

work remains. The past couple of years have 

posed significant challenges for our women, 

girls and families, from the lasting impacts of 

the COVID-19 pandemic to the deep divisions that 

run through our communities and institutions. 

These realities highlight the importance of  

continued investment in organizations and  

leaders working every day to expand  

opportunities and break down barriers. 

Over the past year, the Women’s Foundation of 

Mississippi has embarked on a strategic  

planning process to help guide our work in 

 the years ahead, rooted in the realities  

women and girls face in Mississippi. Through 

conversations with partners, community  

leaders, and stakeholders, we have identified 

how the Foundation can most effectively  

support women and girls in Mississippi. 

This process reflects our commitment to  

listening, learning, and evolving — ensuring 

that our work continues to meet the needs of 

communities and build on the progress we have 

made together. This work is only possible due to 

the support of our donors, partners, and  

community members. Your belief in this  

mission, in the power of Mississippi women and 

girls, makes this progress possible.

As we look ahead, we remain deeply committed 

to continuing this work with you. Together, we 

will keep building a Mississippi where all women 

and girls have the opportunity to lead, succeed, 

and thrive. Because when Women Thrive,  
Mississippi Thrives. 

With Gratitude, 

Melanie Powell

Executive Director
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The Current  The Current  
Reality for  Reality for  
Women & GirlsWomen & Girls
Mississippi is a place of rich heritage, culture, and resilience, but it has 
reached a critical state that is costing its residents their quality of life, 
especially its women and children.
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Mississippi has one of the 
highest poverty rates in the 
nation — 18.2% compared 
to  12.0% nationally. This 
makes Mississippi among 
the five worst states for 
women’s poverty; with one 
in five (20%) women living 
below the poverty line. 

Mississippi, along with other 
southern states, trails behind 
in representation of women 
in top executive positions. 
Leading states like New  
Mexico reach 46.1%, while 
Mississippi lands at 36.9% — 
despite women making up 
49.5% of the workforce. 

Mississippi’s women, girls, and families deserve better, and so does our state. At this pivotal moment, we have 
an opportunity and a responsibility to act. This strategic plan outlines how we will work alongside partners 
across the state to invest in solutions and strengthen the ecosystem supporting women and girls, helping 

build a Mississippi where every woman and girl, and, in turn their families and communities, can prosper.

18.2% 36.9%

Poverty Rate Women in Executive Roles

of Mississippians live  
below the poverty line

of top executive positions 
are filled by women

The status of Mississippi Maternal Health is fraught with difficulties  
and limitations. Approximately 52% of the State’s counties are 
considered maternity care deserts: 24.3% of women in Mississippi 
do not have an official birthing hospital within a 30 minute drive. In 
2025, the Mississippi State Department of Health declared a public 
health emergency due to a surge in infant mortality. Mississippi has 
the highest infant mortality rate in the country, with 9.7 deaths 
per 1,000 live births. This is directly linked to a lack of access to 
prenatal care in the state.

52% 24.3%

Maternal Health in Mississippi

of counties are considered  
maternity care deserts

of women live more than 30 minutes 
from an official birthing hospital
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Our North StarOur North Star
We are building a Mississippi where women and girls have
what they need not just to get by, but to grow, flourish, and 
succeed. This future is what anchors and guides everything we 
do at WFM. 
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OUR MISSION
Our mission is to invest in and  
bolster the health, well-being and 
leadership of women so they can  
lead full lives, support their families, 
and transform their communities. 
When Women Thrive Mississippi 
Thrives

OUR VISION
Our vision is a state where women 
and girls are healthy, safe,  
prosperous, and driving change 
across Mississippi.

OUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES
WE ARE RELENTLESS ADVOCATES – catalysts for transforming the lives of women and girls, 
through the levers we can make the most impact. 

WE BELIEVE IN OPPORTUNITY – for everyone – a Mississippi that works for us all, reflecting 
the breadth of Mississippi’s communities, and welcoming a wide range of identities,  
perspectives and worldviews.

WE BELIEVE IN TRUST AND ACCOUNTABILITY, in all of our partnerships. We prioritize  
transparency and informed, responsive use of our resources as we work toward our mission.
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Our ApproachOur Approach

Our approach focuses on strengthening the ecosystem that supports women and girls in Mississippi. By building organizational  
capacity, nurturing leadership, and connecting stakeholders across sectors, we work to create systemic conditions where women and 
girls can access opportunities, overcome structural barriers, and thrive.



Our grantmaking and programs are designed to guide organizations and systems 
along a clear path toward meaningful impact:

Through this guiding framework, we will: 

Increase access to critical direct services and resources across Mississippi, especially in rural 
communities, that improve health and economic outcomes for women, girls, and families. 

CONNECT
Connect community-based 

organizations with  
resources and partners. 

GROW
Organizations are stronger  

and able to deliver  
resources and  
opportunities  

effectively.

TRANSFORM
Women and girls can access 

opportunities, break  
barriers, and thrive. 
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Expand women’s leadership across sectors, industries, and all levels of government 
throughout the state.

Create a powerful network of advocates, leaders, partners, and allies, building a strong  
coordinated effort.

Advance policies and systems that promote the health, wellbeing, and economic success 
of women and girls across Mississippi.
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The Path  The Path  
Forward: Our  Forward: Our  
Strategic PrioritiesStrategic Priorities
In 2025, we listened deeply to our communities and partners to identify which strategies truly meet 
the moment we are in, and align best with the needs of women, girls, and families across the state.  
To build the Mississippi we all want to see, we will do what we do best: Invest, Convene, and Foster. 



1
STRATEGIC PRIORITY 1: 
Invest financially in organizations and partners working to improve health,  
economic security, and leadership for women and girls. 

We will continue to engage our current partners and expand our reach throughout Mississippi, bringing resources to 
every corner of the state—from the Delta and Hills to the Pines, Capital/River region, Coast, and Metro area.
 
We will connect our partners to the tools, research, networks, and resources they  
need to build healthy, robust, and sustainable organizations 

We will be TRUE partners. We will work together with our grantees to craft creative  
solutions that address our most pressing issues and empower our partners to  
meet the needs of their communities through: trust-based grantmaking,  
amplifying their work, and lifting up their stories.

As the sole grantmaker in Mississippi dedicated entirely to women and girls, the Women’s Foundation of  
Mississippi is uniquely positioned to make strategic investments to our partners on the ground,  
strengthening organizations doing crucial work to get resources to the people who need them the most. 

Over the next five years: 
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Maternal and Infant Health  
In 2025, WFM launched a new initiative to improve maternal 
and infant health and promote healthy child development 

in the Mississippi Delta from birth to age three. The Maternal 
and Infant Health Initiative has expanded access to critical 

support services for mothers, infants, and birth workers.

Program Highlights 

Through this effort, we have supported: 
	 Doula training at Delta Health Systems
	 Midwifery services at UMMC 
	 The Excelby5 Bloom peer support group and resource network
	 Six Dimensions for training and support for birth workers, and 
	 The Institute for the Advancement of Minority Health’s efforts 

on maternal health education, support for pregnant women, 
and infant health monitoring and early interventions for  
children from birth to age three. 



STRATEGIC PRIORITY 2: 
Convene for Good. 

We are stronger together. In addition to our grantmaking, we believe the best way to create lasting change 
in Mississippi is through building and maintaining strong partnerships.

Over the next five years: 2We will bring together  
stakeholders from across  
sectors, across communities, 
and with a range of life  
experiences — all committed to 
advancing the lives of  
women and girls in Mississippi. 
 

We will create the space for 
conversations on the most 
pressing issues that impact the 
wellbeing of women and girls 
in Mississippi, and facilitate 
thought-provoking  
discussions to advance our 
collective efforts. 

We will build bridges and 
relationships between partners 
and stakeholders,  
strengthening the broader 
ecosystem. 

Program Highlights 

Rooted to Rise: Maternal Health  
Mississippi Convening
Our maternal health convening is designed to strengthen 
the ecosystem by bringing together advocates, healthcare 
providers, policymakers, community leaders, and families 
with lived experience. Through panels, breakout sessions, 
storytelling, and networking, Rooted to Rise allows us to 
build our collective efforts to address the challenges  
mothers face in Mississippi. 

Thrive @ Work
Thrive@Work is an annual luncheon 
hosted by the Women’s Foundation of 
Mississippi that brings together  
business leaders, community  
partners, and supporters to explore 
workplace policies and practices that 
support women and families.
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STRATEGIC PRIORITY 3: 
Foster Women’s Leadership.
Systemic barriers for women and girls are deeply embedded in our states’ policies and practices. To  
transform the landscape, it is crucial that we see women represented at every level of leadership, in every 
sector, and across the state. WFM can play a critical role in identifying, developing, and supporting women 
leaders as they work to make change happen. 

Over the next five years: 

We will create new pathways for positions of influence that break down barriers towards leadership and funnel 
emerging leaders into existing pipelines 

We will prioritize investing in organizations that nurture leadership skills in women and girls and work to elevate 
them in their jobs, communities, and homes. 

We will cultivate the next generation of leaders through leadership cohorts, skill-building workshops and trainings 
that provides mentorship and educational opportunities for young women and girls in Mississippi. 3

Program Highlights
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She’s On Board
Our signature leadership program, She’s On Board trains women across Mississippi to have the skills, tools, and  
resources they need to succeed and lead in the nonprofit boardroom. 

Mississippi Women’s Policy Institute
To increase the number and capacity of visionary leaders working to shape the future of MS for women and girls, the  
Mississippi Women’s Policy Institute trains community-based leaders in public policy advocacy. This comprehensive training  
introduces leaders to key policy priorities, and equips them with essential skills such as public speaking, persuasion, and managing conflict.

Mississippi Women in the Lead
A leadership program designed to equip participants with the skills and knowledge needed to become effective candidates and successful office  
holders, co-sponsored by the Women’s Foundation of Mississippi, Mississippi Black Women’s Roundtable, and Our Voice.
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Community-based organizations across 
Mississippi grow stronger and more 
sustainable, gaining the resources and 
capacity to deliver critical services that 
help women and girls thrive
	Grant $10,000,000 over 5 years in funding to 

community based organizations.

	Invest in 30 grantee partners per grant cycle 
serving Mississippi. 

	Invest in 25 rural grantee partners over 5 years. 

Women have access to the  
resources not just to get by,  

but to thrive. 

With women in leadership,  
systemic barriers  
are dismantled. 

Cycle of poverty is broken,  
creating lasting,  

intergenerational change. 

Women in Mississippi are  
healthy, safe, prosperous, and  

driving change in Mississippi.

Women and girls across Mississippi step 
confidently into leadership and are 
equipped, mentored, and empowered to 
lead boards, organizations, and  
communities, and to open doors for the 
next generation.
	Host 5 convenings per year.

	Connect 1,500 stakeholders across  
Mississippi to share strategies, ideas,  
and stories. 

A powerful, connected network of advocates, 
leaders, and organizations spans every  
corner of Mississippi — collaborating across 
sectors and communities to turn shared ideas 
into lasting strategies for women’s health, 
economic security, and leadership.
	Train 475 emerging leaders through our  

programs.

	Connect 75 young women and girls with mentors 
and experts across fields. 

GRANTMAKING 
Invest financially in organizations to 
improve health, economic security, and 
leadership for women and girls 
 
Expand beyond Jackson to rural areas and 
communities 

CONVENE FOR GOOD  
Bring together stakeholders from across 
sectors, communities, and life experiences. 

Our Programs in Highlight:  
Rooted to Rise: Maternal Health convening 
bringing together advocates, health care  
providers, policy makers, community leaders, 
and families with lived experience. 

Thrive @ Work: Luncheon showcasing 
businesses with innovative business policies  
that impact women.  

FOSTERING WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP  
Identify, develop, and support women leaders 
as they work to make change happen.

Our Programs in Highlight:  
She’s on Board: Signature leadership program  
that trains women across Mississippi to lead on  
nonprofit boards. 

Mississippi Women’s Policy Institute
Comprehensive leadership training designed to  
introduce leaders to key policy priorities, and equip 
them with essential skills

LON G -TERM  I M PACTLON G -TERM  I M PACT
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We could not do 
this work alone. 
This strategic 

plan draws on the  
experiences, thoughts, 
and insights of our  
partners on the ground 
so that we can build our 
vision for Mississippi,  
together. We are  
grateful for the many 
grantee partners, board 
members, staff and 
movement partners  
that participated in our  
series of interviews, 
 focus groups, and  
surveys to shape 
our direction for the  
years ahead. 

2026 Board Members
Bethany Tarpley | Chair
Michelle Owens | Past Chair
Erin Shirley Orey | Secretary
Robbye Good | Treasurer
Felicia Brown Williams | Member-at-Large
Rita Brent
Lindsay Thomas Dowdle
Medora Justus
Mary Largent Purvis
Greta Kemp Martin
Holly Smith
Ashley Wicks
Kathryn York

Staff
Melanie Powell
Executive Director

JaKelia Brown
Operations Manager

Christina Gladney  
Project Manager, Mississippi Maternal  
and Infant Health 

Sandra Johnson 
Executive Administrative Assistant

Jan Richardson 
Grants and Program Manager
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