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Connecting generosity and need: Chelsea Buck-Leilich shapes 
philanthropy in the Verde Valley
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Chelsea Buck-Leilich sits outside the Arizona Community Foundation’s Sedona office on June 8, 2026. (VVN/Olivia Maillet)

Chelsea Buck-Leilich has built a career on one simple belief: Show up, listen and connect people. Those 

principles have made her an influential force in the Verde Valley's nonprofit community.

Buck-Leilich said that she landed her “dream role” at the Arizona Community Foundation. After just over 

a year at the foundation's Sedona office, she was promoted from Regional Philanthropic Advisor to 

Regional Director.
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“There were plenty of days early on in this job where it was a big learning curve for me to go from 

nonprofit fundraising to almost a charitable banker role,” she said. “But my rule is that any new thing that 

I'm pursuing, whether I'm moving somewhere, or I'm starting a new job, even if it feels hard at the 

beginning, I'm going to show up. I'm going to surround myself with the right people. I wouldn't be who I 

am today without the support of people cheering me on.”

Buck-Leilich, who has been with the Arizona Community Foundation since February 20205, said the 

foundation is like a middleman between “the generosity of donors and the needs of nonprofits.”

She frequently visits nonprofits to hear about their needs and tour their operations. She said she goes on 

up to four or five nonprofit site visits a month. Recently, Buck-Leilich visited Northland Cares, a nonprofit 

focused on HIV education and prevention in the Verde Valley, and the site where Northern Arizona 

Healthcareʼs cancer center will be built.

“I really love people. I really want to know about people, and I think thatʼs where my authenticity comes 

across,” she said. “I think thatʼs so important at any role in your life, but especially to work with donors 

and have them feel comfortable because often, thereʼs a perception that we want your money. But I 

bring in that authenticity where, if not just that for you, but a connection as well.”

Finding her footing

“I think my background and my roots are vital to my story and where my career has landed,” Buck-Leilich 

said.

Buck-Leilich is from Oxford, Ohio, which is best known, in her opinion, for Miami University. Her parents 

met at the so-called “public ivy,” but they left for Tucson in the ‘70s. After having her older brother, they 

returned to Oxford to have Buck-Leilich.

“It was important to my mom, early on, to expose me to the rest of the world outside of Ohio,” she said. 

“My mom was also very passionate about giving to charities. She made sure to dedicate either time or 

money to charities, which typically surrounded food security and equality. She was big on human rights.”
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As a little girl, Buck-Lilich watched her mom, who was an English teacher, go out of her way to help 

families that were struggling.

“They were drawn to my mom,” she said. “I learned from very early on the impact of helping people, 

especially people who are disadvantaged and marginalized, and I'm so grateful for that. It almost 

makes me emotional to talk about.”

Buck-Leilich received a bachelorʼs degree from Ohio University in retail merchandising, which

she describes as “a cool mix of business and art.” After graduating, she high-tailed it to the

Big Apple and worked at Betsey Johnson as a bright-eyed, 21-year-old fashion intern.

“I think thatʼs when I realized it was more of a hobby,” Buck-Leilich said. “It just felt too

intense, especially to be in New York City. I came back to Ohio and was a manager at a store

in the mall, and I remember knowing, ‘Thereʼs so much more for me than this.ʼ”

Embracing taught values

Buck-Leilich has worked in the nonprofit world for over two decades. Her path to the Arizona 
Community Foundation started with a catholic charity, Operating Helping Hands, in New
Orleans post-Hurricane Katrina.

“Thatʼs my real segue from fashion design into taking things that were ingrained in me, that I

learned when I was younger, and making it into my lifeʼs work and a career,” said Buck-Leilich.

“I hadnʼt looked at it like that before.”

It was the summer of 2006. Buck-Leilich packed up her car and drove down to Louisiana to

live with her friend, who was going to law school at Tulane University.

“I was so overcome by the appearance of the city post-Katrina and all the stories,” she said.

“It gives me the chills to think about.”

Buck-Leilich, under Operation Helping Hands, supported people who lost their homes in

Hurricane Katrina.
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“Here I was, this young girl from Ohio, but I fell in love with the work. I fell in love with the culture, and 

with the families,” she said. “I was talking with people who had lived there for generations. And if you 

were there after Katrina, there was a real sense of community, because everybody needed each other.”

Buck-Leilich took a job with AmeriCorps in New Orleans after Operation Helping Hands. In this role, she 

worked in public schools with pregnant and parenting teenagers.

Debbie, Nancy and Lisa were social workers who mentored Buck-Leilich when she first landed

in New Orleans. AmeriCorps and the trio of social workers motivated her to pursue a masterʼs
degree in social work at the University of Texas-Austin. After graduating in 2013, she moved

back to New Orleans for a stint but feverishly started applying for jobs in California: “I just

knew I needed to go.”

Climbing the ladder

Buck-Leilich landed a job at Interfaith Community Services in California, an organization she

stayed with for almost a decade.

“I had every intention of going into a direct practice as a social worker working with clients,”

she said. “But I met my boss there, Bob Adams, who would teach me for the next eight years

about nonprofit development and fundraising. He really brought me behind the scenes to be

what we call a ‘fundraiser.ʼ”

Quickly, Buck-Leilich was promoted to the director of development for a 450-person agency

in Southern California.

“As much as Iʼve had imposter syndrome, I think that itʼs, sadly, in a lot of ways, maybe

inherent sometimes being a woman in a leadership role,” she said. “But what the world keeps

telling me is that I shouldnʼt, and Iʼm a natural leader and I deserve the roles Iʼm in.”

At Interfaith Community Services, Buck-Leilich oversaw the building and opening of the

Hawthorne Veteran and Family Resource Center in Southern California. The center, when it

was completed, boasted 52 beds. To accomplish this, she worked closely with Tom and

Dorothy Hawthorne, who were citrus farmers.
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“They had built a lot of wealth, but to the outside, they were just everyday people,” she said. “I mean, he 

would show up in his overalls to meetings. They were just so passionate about serving low-income 

families in the area.”

Outside the office

In her free time, Buck-Leilich loves shopping at consignment stores and hanging out with her “crew of 

amazing friends.” She goes on hikes by Oak Creek and watches true crime TV.

Buck-Leilich has been in the Verde Valley since 2020. She lives in Cornville with her husband,

Brad, who oversees special education at the West Sedona School, and their two boys, who

are 5 and 8 years old. Her parents live in Oak Creek.

“Here I am in my 40s, and the older I get, Iʼm learning the years fly by,” Buck-Leilich said. “I

donʼt want to go back and have regrets about lack of time with family. At the end of the day,

itʼs so important.
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