Visits increase, gifts drop at Mercy Children's Clinic

With hundreds more turning to nonprofit for pediatric care, group trolls for donors
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FRANKLIN — Mercy Children's Clinic has been hit by a double whammy in recent months.

While the number of young patients coming in to receive medical care continues to increase, overall giving — cash donations that the nonprofit relies on — has declined.

In order to encourage more consistent giving from supporters, the Franklin clinic that serves children in 33 Tennessee counties is launching Angels of Mercy, a fundraising campaign.

"We have an operating budget of about $3 million a year," said David Winningham, the clinic's executive director. "And $1.6 million of that comes from private funds given to us. We'd not only like to increase our revenues, of course, but be able to anticipate our revenues from year to year."

Roughly $1.4 million in revenue for services rendered comes from reimbursements through commercial insurance, TennCare and self-pay from office visits.

Perks for donors

In the Angels of Mercy program, donors who pledge to give $100 or more a month will receive a plaque, car decal and mug. Graphics design company JLB, owned by Julian Bibb IV, designed these items plus the clinic's fundraising brochures. Angels members also will get invited to a spring banquet.

"Recently, we've been averaging about 100 new patients a month. If we get 100 people donating consistently at $100 a month, that is our goal," Winningham said.

Those who can't give that much but who still want to provide a monthly donation — whether its $5 or $75 — can join Mercy Miracle Makers and still get the decal and mug.

Corporate donations and federated agencies such as Community Health Charities and the United Way also contribute to cover Mercy's budget.

About $150,000 is raised annually through sponsorships and participation fees as part of the Franklin Classic, a Labor Day morning foot race through downtown Franklin. Because many of the runners don't register until the day of the race, there can be some anxious moments as organizers determine the final fundraising tally.

About 3,100 runners signed on last year for the Franklin Classic, one of the oldest races in the Middle Tennessee area. The 2011 event, which will be Sept. 5, will be its 32nd.

Founded in 1999, Mercy Children's Clinic moved in 2009 from a 3,500-square-foot facility in downtown Franklin to its 11,000-square-foot storefront in Williamson Square off Murfreesboro Road. Last year, the clinic handled 18,000 patient visits.

Insured also use clinic

The clinic isn't just for children whose families are from a lower economic background. About 30 percent of Mercy patients have private health insurance coverage. Those insurance dollars go back into the pot to help pay for patients who don't have insurance or who are underserved.

"On any given day in our waiting room, you might see a wealthy family sitting right next to one of the poorest. We are here to serve all children," Winningham said.

Not only does the center offer yearly check-ups and sick-patient visits but it also has a chronic care home and mental health and family counseling section.

Doctors who staff the clinics come from some of the best medical schools and hospitals in the country but chose to work at Mercy, the executive director said, because they believe in its mission. All are medical board certified pediatricians.

