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Letter from the Chair, Board of Directors 

Capital Area United Way is a volunteer led organization that advances the common 

good.  Our role is to connect people, resources, and ideas to create a thriving 

community characterized by an opportunity for a good life for all.  We work with 

volunteers and community partners to identify and develop innovative solutions to local 

issues.  Collaboration, cooperation, and partnership are the keys to our success.  

Capital Area United Way brings together diverse groups of people and organizations 

that bring passion, expertise, and resources needed to get things done.  It takes 

everyone working together to create community change. 

For over 90 years, Capital Area United Way has been working to improve the 

community by improving lives.  To build on this tradition and to grow an even stronger 

institution in the years ahead, we engaged in a strategic planning process.  Our goal 

was to establish a strategic direction that would help transform CAUW from a 

fundraising organization to a community investment organization focused on achieving 

measurable results.   

I extend my gratitude to the Strategic Planning Committee for their leadership in this 

endeavor.  I especially want to extend my appreciation to Glenn Granger for serving as 

the chair of the committee during 2010 and to Jeff Fineis for serving as chair during 

2011.   

The result of their work is a strategic direction for the organization that will guide our 

future.  The opportunities identified in this strategic plan are exciting and promise an 

even stronger and more effective CAUW in the future.  We look forward to working with 

you to achieve our goals and advance the common good in our community.   

Sincerely, 

 

Jerry Ambrose, Chair 

Capital Area United Way Board of Directors 
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Letter from the President 

Capital Area United Way’s Strategic Planning Committee worked for over a year to 

evaluate United Way’s current operations in relation to our impact on the community.  

After a thorough review, the Strategic Planning Committee recommended that the 

organization promote the common good through collective impact.  Collective impact 

promotes community alignment through a common agenda, shared measurement 

systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and coordination 

among entities.   

Over the next several months, United Way will facilitate conversations with diverse 

groups to form an agenda for our work that will reinforce United Way’s mission of 

connecting people and resources to solve defined community issues.   

Our ability to build stronger individuals, families, and communities will depend our ability 
to come together as a community, agree on the future we want and our willingness to 
work for collective rather than individual impact.  Everyone in the tri-county area 
deserves opportunities to have a good life: a quality education that leads to a stable job, 
enough income to support a family through retirement, and good health. 

Advancing the common good is less about helping one person at a time and more about 
changing systems to help all of us. We are all connected and interdependent. We all win 
when a child succeeds in school, when families are financially stable, when people are 
healthy. 

United Way’s goal is to create long-lasting changes by addressing the underlying 
causes of these problems. Living united means being a part of the change. It takes 
everyone in the community working together to create a brighter future. Give. Advocate. 
Volunteer. LIVE UNITED.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Teresa Kmetz 
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STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS 

Capital Area United Way engaged in a year-long evaluation of our current reality and 

future opportunities.  Our current reality was informed by an organizational assessment, 

corporate stakeholder interviews, focus group listening sessions, staff and Board of 

Directors SWOT analyses, and a Board of Director’s survey.  Capital Area United Way 

chose to engage the community in three distinct manners: stakeholder interviews with 

corporate partners, a Michigan Virtual University think tank session, and community 

focus group listening sessions.   

To determine future opportunities, the committee evaluated collaborative opportunities, 

reviewed information concerning Collective Impact, reviewed organizational strengths, 

examined local community health and human service needs, and identified donor 

interests. 

Using both data from our current reality and future opportunities, a new strategic 

direction was set for Capital Area United Way.  
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Corporate Conversations Executive Summary 

The majority of the large workplace campaign organizers with whom interviews were 

conducted characterized their corporations or organizations as purposely having a role 

in our community, in addition to the business end of their presence.  Well over half of 

them assume very tangible roles and provided examples:  

 Cash donations to local nonprofits ($10-$30,000) 

 Grant funding to agencies or programs/projects 

 Projects such as providing back-pack supplies, canned goods, holiday turkeys 

 Pro bono legal work 

Some groups use a very formal structure, maintaining employee charity committees or 

establishing foundations. 

 
When asked if their companies had formalized goals for the community that they tackled 

in a structured way, fewer responded in the affirmative.  Several reported a broad goal 

or mission of giving back to the community or making a difference in peoples’ lives in 

the community.  A few others had very specific target groups upon which they focus 

their help. 

 

We asked if strengthening community image was a reason for their community efforts.  

More than half indicated it was some to the degree that they made sure their logo or 

brand was clearly associated with their good works.  A few others felt strengthening 

corporate image was a bi-product, but not a direct goal of their community outreach. 

 

A set of questions then explored the perception of CAUW as a partner in working 

toward company goals in the community.  Seventy percent indicated that they saw 

United Way as a partner, but most responses were in the context of the workplace 

campaign or, more broadly, as a partner in the community as opposed to their partner.  

Four respondents said very clearly that they did not view CAUW as their partner, adding 

the following comments: 

 We would rather not partner with CAUW 

 We remain free and clear 

 Branding is critical to us and it’s easier to manage this without partners 

 It is not a top-of-mind relationship, but could be in the future 

 

Our United Way is appreciated for the way in which it is seen to create a culture of 

philanthropy in the community and provides the mechanism for employees to donate 
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and volunteer.  We are seen as playing a pivotal oversight role in the distribution of 

charitable dollars in the community due to our understanding of community needs.  

CAUW distinguishes itself in the following ways: 

 Positive brand recognition and reputation 

 Being involved/integrated into the community 

 A team player, a community leader, a desirable organization at the table 

 Use of many volunteers in campaign efforts 

 Provides the ability to direct charitable gifts 

 Promotes charitable giving;  a way for individuals to help in the community with 

gifts large and small 

 Overall, help from United Way has a positive connotation versus welfare, which 

has a dark or negative connotation. 

 

Following a brief summarization of the past two years of more focused application of 

undesignated dollars through our grant process, individuals were asked for their 

reaction to this approach.  The vast majority felt that this was an appropriate approach 

considering the economic downturn.  Several indicated that their employees trusted 

United Way to make informed decisions and acknowledged the difficulty of trying to be 

all things to all people.   

 

One individual felt that any action to solve the problem – the underlying cause of issues 

was superior to targeting symptoms, but then recognized that there will continue to be 

needs now that cannot be ignored.  A single dissenting voice felt that CAUW’s recent 

focus on emergency assistance, the safety of children, and access to health care had 

put a strain on traditionally-funded programs such as the Boy Scouts. 

 

As a follow up with donors, CAUW communicated this funding focus and the reasons for 

these decisions in the context of the last two grant cycles, however most individuals had 

heard nothing from their employees in reaction to this effort at communication.  One 

exception indicated that employees saw the funding focus as a safety net for the 

community and supported it.  We were urged to communicate with agencies more 

effectively in the future regarding any similar funding changes. 

 

After listening to the description of a community investment model that could set out 3 

or 4 targets in the community to work on over time, the response was exclusively 

cautiously positive.  The comments were so broad that they bear repeating here: 

 

 People will want to be clear on how the choices of focus areas were made 

 Donors can be inspired by specific foci  
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 If the selection of areas was good it could have the potential of making CAUW 

seen as more relevant   

 This has a better chance to attract volunteers and bring collaborators to the table 

 Education on the focus areas is critical for community support and acceptance 

 Agencies would ultimately be okay with such a change; some would actually be 

better off without their reliance on CAUW 

 Providing education on focus areas might even draw in more donors 

 CAUW will have to be able to show accomplishments/actual change through data 

 Sustaining the necessary coordinated work will be challenging, but no one else is 

doing it now 

 

Stumbling blocks to adopting such a model included hesitancy of the community to 

embrace such a philosophical shift in United Way’s community support and the 

understanding that the shift will take effective communication and time.  Identification of 

specific target areas to tackle and bringing stakeholders to the table were also seen as 

challenges. 

 

When asked about partnering with CAUW as stakeholders in such focused work, 

several responses indicated interest if the target areas were a good fit with their 

corporate concerns.  One respondent said that such an opportunity with CAUW would 

be considered an extremely important value-added piece for CAUW to bring to the table 

– they would see this as critical to their corporate giving during campaign. 

 

Not surprisingly, when given the opportunity to make 3 wishes for United Way, there 

was repetition in the responses.  With a few exceptions, the most predominant wishes 

were as follows: 

 

1. Enjoy robust campaign success 

2. Be successful in telling the CAUW story/ measure success and tell the story 

3. Continue to play a significant role in the community/remain relevant 

4. Became a coordinator of efforts to tackle specific problems in the community 

5. Revitalize relationships in the nonprofit community 

 

Think Tank Session at Michigan Virtual University 

Eighteen community members were invited to participate in a session at Michigan 

Virtual University.  The session used electronic polling technology to elicit participants’ 

thoughts and ideas.  To begin the session, the participants participated in a modified 

SWOT analysis.     
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The participants reviewed, added, and commented on the strengths populated from the 
staff and Board of Directors’ SWOT analyses. The strengths were then ranked by the 
participants. The top 5 strengths are:  

 Effective workplace campaigns  

 Great name recognition (United Way)  

 Strong diverse board with passionate members  

 Strong financial operation  

 Validity of purpose/intent/mission  
 
The participants then moved onto identification of weaknesses. The weaknesses were 
ranked and the top 5 weaknesses were:  

 Brand is not clear to everyone  

 Not always seen/understood as a community convener and community problem 
solver  

 Lack of community fundraising plan beyond traditional campaign  

 Difficulty coming to grips with focus. What do we want to improve? Where should 
we make a difference?  

 Insufficient funds to meet community needs  
 
Finally, participants added to or commented on threats to the organization. After ranking 
the threats, the top 5 threats were:  

 Large companies running their own campaigns  

 Competing agencies going after the same dollars  

 Donors choosing to give directly to maximize bang for buck  

 Employers are looking for more visible ways to engage their workforce in the 
community beyond the annual campaign  

 Steadily decreasing undesignated funds for local use  
 
The participants talked about the struggle between the campaign being listed as the top 
strength and the biggest threat being corporations running their own campaigns. It was 
noted while the name United Way is well known; there is little knowledge of United 
Way’s focus/story. It was noted that United Way needed to consider what it can do in 
addition to campaign to support the community through advocacy and volunteerism.  
The participants then turned their focus on the future and brainstormed about 
opportunities. The top 5 opportunities were:  

 Focus  

 Create/reinforce services to the community that give United Way year round 
relevance (i.e. Increased volunteer recruitment/211/community convening)  

 Collaborate with and assist those large employers (who decided to do their own 
campaigns) with directing dollars raised to areas of greatest need  

 Market campaign and fund raising capabilities with employers to assist them in 
their corporate responsibility model  

 Assume the role of champion in celebrating community successes!  
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Community Focus Groups 

Between June and August 2010, over 100 community members participated in one of 

nine focus group sessions.  The focus groups were designed to engage a wide range of 

people in the tri-county community to gather in-depth perspectives concerning the 

current work of United Way and to help inform our strategic focus over the next three 

years.   

Each focus group was facilitated by two CAUW staff members who utilized a meeting 

outline and detailed script.  The proceedings of each meeting were documented and the 

results of those discussions complimented the community needs assessment 

completed in-house. 
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VISION, MISSION & VALUES 

 

Vision Be a catalyst for change that mobilizes a caring community to 

improve people’s lives. 

 

Mission Uniting people and resources to solve defined problems and 
improve the quality of life for individuals and families in our 
communities. 

 

Values We are committed to: 

 Charity 

 Inclusiveness 

 Integrity 

 Relationship Building 
 

We will accomplish our values through: 
 

 Accountability and transparency 

 Measurable results 

 Targeted impact 

 Operations excellence 

 

Strategic Direction 

United Way creates lasting change by addressing issues that 

encourage educational achievement, provide emergency assistance, 

and promote stable families.
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 

Upon completion of the our current reality and visioning new opportunities, the Strategic 
Planning Committee developed a one-page graphic to visually show Capital Area United Way’s 
future.   
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GOALS 

In support of our goal to create lasting change by addressing issues that 
encourage educational achievement, provide emergency assistance, and 
promote stable families, Capital Area United Way will:  

1. Implement public policy agenda to impact United Way’s effectiveness 
in system change. 

 

2. Drive transformational change through focused community 

engagement and alignment, while maintaining essential safety net 

services. 

 

3. Build the capacity for effective volunteering by mobilizing people to 
deliver creative solutions to community problems. 

 

4. Increase charitable giving in the tri-county area and mobilize diverse 
assets to resource our community work and deepen investor 
relationships. 
 

5. Achieve operational excellence. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN AT-A-GLANCE 

GOALS OBJECTIVES 

 
1. Implement public policy 
agenda to impact United 
Way’s effectiveness in 
system change. 
 

 

 Implement a public policy agenda that supports 
United Way’s Community Investment agenda. 

 

 
2. Drive transformational 
change through focused 
community engagement 
and alignment, while 
maintaining essential 
safety net services. 

 

 Develop, implement, and communicate the 
Community Investment Agenda with evaluation 
measurements that drive systems change in 
educational achievement, emergency assistance, 
and family stability. 

 Implement ongoing fund distribution and program 
evaluation systems that ensures accountability, 
alignment, and effectiveness. 

 Engage and convene formal and informal, issue-
driven community partnerships with businesses, 
organizations, foundations, and other community 
collaborative. 

 
3. Build the capacity for 
effective volunteering by 
mobilizing people to 
deliver creative solutions 
to community problems. 
 

 

 Investigate relationship between CAUW Volunteer 
Center and other community-based Volunteer 
Centers. 

 Increase usage of CAUW online volunteer center to 
include 100 agencies, 500 registered volunteers, and 
150 volunteer opportunities. 
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4. Increase charitable 
giving in the tri-county 
area and mobilize diverse 
assets to resource our 
community work and 
deepen investor 
relationships. 
 

 

 Achieve annual campaign increases that outpace the 
growth of the local economy. 

 Increase the number of contributing accounts from 
400 to 420. 

 Grow the number of Leadership Givers from 570 to 
627. 

 Increase investor relations extending beyond annual 
campaign contributions to planned gifts. 

 Diversify funding for community investment agenda 
to include revenue beyond the annual campaign. 

 Increase investor relations to included segmented 
communications and individualized engagement 
activities. 

 
5. Achieve operational 
excellence. 
 

 

 Adopt leading practices in organizational leadership 
and planning. 

 Increase organizational efficiency to maintain or 
lower administrative overhead. 

 Ensure commitment and attention of all staff and 
governing volunteers to the strategic plan. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN DESCRIPTION 

1. Implement public policy agenda to impact United Way’s 

effectiveness in system change.  

CAUW’s Board of Directors recognizes that real, sustained change in community 

conditions require more than just money.  Because government is a critical decision 

maker and a major provider and funder of health and human services, CAUW will need 

to actively engage in public policy to impact the thinking of public sector leaders.  With 

its increased understanding of the important role public policy can play in helping 

CAUW and our community achieve its long-term goal, the Board and staff will increase 

its work in public policy.  

United Way will implement a public policy agenda that supports the organization’s 

community investment agenda.  Determining public policy priorities that support 

charitable giving, educational achievement, family stability, and the well-being of 

children, individuals and families in our communities, CAUW will build relationships with 

public officials to inform the discussions and impact the decisions of public officials. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN DESCRIPTION 

2. Drive transformational change through focused community 

engagement and alignment, while maintaining essential safety net 

services. 

Historically, we have funded a range of direct service programs delivered by agencies 

within our community.  These agencies selected which of CAUW's 24 outcome 

measures to address in their grant-funded programs.  With our new strategic direction, 

we must shift our focus to advance transformational community change around our 

community investment agenda: educational achievement, emergency assistance, and 

family stability. 

A key to moving forward will be to ensure that we clearly and consistently communicate 

our focus on the community investment agenda.  This transformational work will occur 

by working with key stakeholders and community nonprofit organizations to develop 

strategies and targeted community outcomes.  Development of such outcomes will 

necessitate that we work collaboratively and cooperatively on a common agenda, 

shared measurement systems, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous 

communication, and coordination among all entities.   

We will implement ongoing fund allocation and program evaluation that ensures 

accountability, alignment, and effectiveness.  Our efforts will focus on measurable 

results across our funded programs and within community collaborations.   

Our community impact agenda will guide our work.  From assessing alignment of 

current program funding investments to being responsive to changing community 

conditions, we will utilize on-going local participation to ensure positive community 

change. 

We expect to work with our stakeholders and other nonprofit organizations in a variety 

of ways to achieve community change.  We will do this by engaging and convening 

formal, issue-driven community partnerships with corporations, nonprofit organizations, 

foundations, and community collaboratives.  Capital Area United Way's role will vary 

from funder to convener to leader, as we partner with our stakeholders to improve the 

community and change lives. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN DESCRIPTION 

3. Build the capacity for effective volunteering by mobilizing people to 
deliver creative solutions to community problems. 
 

Our goal is to position Capital Area United Way as a leader in meaningful volunteer 

engagement, both internally and externally. To deliver on this goal CAUW will evaluate 

the relationship between CAUW and other community based volunteer centers, promote 

the utilization of Volunteer Solutions to connect volunteers with community agencies, 

and rigorously promote volunteer involvement in CAUW activities.   

In 2005, Capital Area United Way recommitted itself to the promotion of volunteerism by 

making the Volunteer Center of Mid-Michigan an internal program.  During the transition 

from an independent volunteer organization to a program of CAUW, a standing 

committee of the board was recruited to guide the program’s work and focus.  

Leadership from other volunteer centers in the community was selected to serve as 

committee members.  The Volunteer Development Committee has ensured that 

CAUW’s volunteer efforts work cooperatively with many organizations in the community.  

During implementation of this strategic plan, we will evaluate our further coordination of 

services with other volunteer centers strengthening our value to our community partners 

and to potential volunteers.   

In 2007, the organization launched an online volunteer center by utilizing Volunteer 

Solutions.  This interactive website connects individuals and families with organizations 

looking for volunteers to donate their time and talent to local projects.  The use of 

Volunteer Solutions has had steady growth; however opportunity for growth in the 

utilization of Volunteer Solutions by individuals and organizations remains.  We will 

develop and implement a comprehensive marketing plan to increase its usage to 

include 100 active agencies, 500 registered volunteers, and 150 volunteer opportunities 

by 2015.   

Finally, to achieve this goal we must engage volunteers in CAUW activities that support 

our community investment agenda.  We will engage targeted segments of our 

community in strategically aligned projects.   
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STRATEGIC PLAN DESCRIPTION 

4. Increase charitable giving in the tri-county area and mobilize 
diverse assets to resource our community work and deepen investor 
relationships. 
 
The economic downturn has provided challenges to our United Way.  To overcome 

these challenges, we will achieve annual campaign increases that outpace the growth 

of the local economy.   

Even during the time when revenue was growing for our United Way, it did so in spite of 

a shrinking donor base.  The loss of donors is not being offset through acquisition of 

new donors.  A similar loss in the number of workplace campaigns has also occurred. 

With a decrease in campaign participation; the loyal, longer term donor (active 

community investor) and the committed corporate partners are critical to sustaining our 

work in the community.  Using a mix of challenge grants and investor relations, CAUW 

will work to increase the number of contributing accounts from 400 to 420 by 2015.   

In addition to the total picture, it is important to understand the breakdown among our 

donors to understand the current state of our revenue streams.  Our leadership giving 

segment represents approximately 24% of our total campaign.  Growth in this group of 

active community investors will be critical to increasing charitable giving.  CAUW will 

focus on growing our number of leadership giving society members from 570 members 

in 2010 to 627 members.  

Conversely, non-leadership giving has decreased both in total giving and number of 

donors.  Our strategic approach must focus on maintaining and growing our donor base 

by identifying ways to improve attrition rates from existing donors and identifying new 

revenue sources.   

Donor acquisition will improve by engaging new donors we haven’t connected with 

historically.  We will work to drive a shift in our culture that creates substantial focus on 

building relationships with targeted segments of our donors.  All staff will understand 

their role in building and growing relationships.  CAUW will develop and implement 

targeted engagement activities and communication plans for segments of our donor 

base.   

Finally, CAUW will work to develop an understanding and focus on diversifying non-

campaign dollars.  CAUW leadership staff will implement individual and planned giving 

calls with identified donors.   
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STRATEGIC PLAN DESCRIPTION 

5. Achieve operational excellence. 
 
Sound business operations and effective governance practices are required for CAUW 

to carry out mission-critical work.  Our Board of Directors and President are ultimately 

accountable for CAUW’s performance, reputation, and stature in our community.  The 

complexity of community issues today and the ambition of CAUW’s community 

investment agenda require more than good management.   

As the role of CAUW changes, strong governance becomes critical.  The Board of 

Directors is responsible for ensuring a sound strategic direction is developed and that 

implementation of that direction occurs.  The board will monitor the implementation of 

this strategic plan and ensure necessary resources are available for CAUW to engage 

in community issues in ways that will distinguish CAUW as the leading voice for 

improving lives in our community.   

To support their role, the board will undertake an organizational assessment.  The 

results of the assessment will lead CAUW’s board and staff in the adoption of leading 

edge practices.   

First and foremost, effective business support functions are critical to earning, 

maintaining, and increasing public trust in our stewardship of investor resources.  

Building on this foundation of trust, sound, and cost-effective policies, processes and 

systems ensure CAUW’s capability to accomplish our community investment agenda 

and direct greater resources toward mission-critical work. 

CAUW will continue to strive for excellence in back office operations.  The organization 

will comply with all relevant legal, organizational and United Way Worldwide financial 

accountability standards.  CAUW’s leadership will continue to regularly review and fine-

tune business processes to ensure operational expenses remain at the lowest levels 

possible.   

Excellence in organizational leadership and governance will help to assure that CAUW 

will become a mission-driven organization.  Our volunteers and staff are passionate, 

focused, and aligned to achieve our goals.  As our board and staff members 

continuously improve and innovate, CAUW will become more resilient and able to 

negotiate, navigate, and capitalize on opportunities that will improve our community’s 

conditions.  Through our work on the community investment agenda, CAUW will 

continue to grow its reputation for integrity, transparency, and accountability and will be 

recognized as the premier vehicle for individuals and corporations who wish to direct 

their philanthropy and volunteerism toward improving local people’s lives. 
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CLOSING THOUGHTS 

This strategic plan provides a roadmap to guide 

Capital Area United Way as we redefine the role we 

play in bringing the community together to solve 

critical issues.  For us to achieve our goal of creating 

lasting change by addressing issues that encourage 

educational achievement, provide emergency 

assistance, and promote stable families we will need 

the collective wisdom and work of entire tri-county 

area.   

We believe we are on the road to transforming our 

organization: that we have the right goals, 

objectives, and measures that will transform the 

conditions in the community and advance the common good for everyone. 

We believe that involving every facet of our community will lead to collective impact.  

We believe in the power of relationships – relationships with community organizations, 

corporations, donors, and volunteers.  We believe that families and individuals in our 

community can reach their full potential.  And we believe that through the provision of 

resources and leadership to help them reach that potential, we will reach our own.   


