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A Quick Note

Throughout the United States, many United Ways are finding it increasingly difficult to remain relevant, 
sustainable, and impactful in their communities. Changes in demographics, donor expectations, and 
technology have affected the popularity of workplace campaigns, while the challenges of communicating 
United Way’s complex role have impacted communities’ understanding of the work of local United Ways. 

How can United Ways reassert themselves as modern, relevant organizations while continuing to remain 
financially sustainable and measurably impactful? 

The Issue Focus Model is one answer. 

The Issue Focus Model is rooted in community impact and based on the philosophy that United Ways 
exist to impact their communities. The model was developed using our years of experience conducting 
research and planning for United Ways. We’ve been working with United Ways since 1989, and we’ve 
been exclusively focused on working with United Ways since 2015.

The Issue Focus Model is a proven way to succeed in today’s competitive climate. While a simple concept, 
the model challenges many long-standing traditions of United Way. However, as the world continues to 
change, we believe United Ways must also continue to evolve to reflect the needs of their communities 
and the expectations of donors. 

We invite you to explore our “A Closer Look: The Issue Focus Model” handout to learn how issue-focused 
United Ways operate differently from most typical United Ways, the challenges and benefits of an issue 
focus, how an issue focus assures relevance, sustainability, and impactfulness for United Ways, and 
answers to frequently asked questions. 

We thank you for your interest in this handout and invite you to contact us if you have any questions or 
would like more information about the model or our services.

We also thank you for the good work your United Way is doing in your community. We truly believe 
United Ways play an invaluable role in making their community a better place for all people. 

Our best,

Perspectives

(269) 657-5400    
info@perspectives4uw.com
www.perspectives4uw.com
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United Ways on a Journey

Over the years, United Ways have evolved in both purpose and operation. Just in the last 20 years, United 
Ways have evolved from existing purely as fundraisers to becoming community impact organizations. In 
that same 20-year period, United Ways fundraising has evolved from relying almost solely on workplace 
campaigns to including new sources of revenue, such as special events, affinity groups, and online giving.

All United Ways are on this evolutionary journey toward renewed purpose and revenue diversification. As 
we work with United Ways of all sizes throughout the United States, we have come to call those who are 
on this journey “typical United Ways.” We call United Ways that are focusing their impact on a single issue 
and diversifying their sources of revenue to be “issue-focused United Ways.” 

So, what are the main differences between typical United Ways and issue-focused United Ways?

Typical United Ways 

At the simplest level, typical United Ways raise money and then decide how best to 
allocate it to a variety of programs. 

Typical United Ways hold workplace campaigns, and many hold special events 
or form affinity groups to raise money as well. Typical United Ways often have a 
campaign goal or annual fundraising goal, although they may not publicize it. When 
a typical United Way achieves its campaign or fundraising goal, it is considered a 
successful year. 

Typical United Ways invest in a variety of programs, often within categories such 
as education, income, and health. Some typical United Ways set specific goals and 
measures within those categories and ask partner agencies to show how their 
programs meet those specific goals and measures. 
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Issue-Focused United Ways

Further along on the community impact and revenue diversification journey are 
issue-focused United Ways. At the simplest level, issue-focused United Ways select 
a single, critical issue to impact and then raise money to impact that issue. An issue-
focused United Way has a long-term bold goal to measurably improve a single local 
issue, such as poverty, the graduation rate, or hunger. 

At an issue-focused United Way, resource development efforts are diversified 
beyond the workplace campaign, special events, affinity groups, or online giving. 
Because of its focus on a single issue, an issue-focused United Way receives grant 
funding from governments and foundations to address its bold goal in addition to 
contributions from donors and workplaces. While governments and foundations 
would not make grants to help a typical United Way reach its annual fundraising 
goal, governments and foundations invest in issue-focused United Ways working 
toward achieving their long-term bold goal.

No United Way can significantly impact an issue with its own limited resources. 
Issue-focused United Ways convene funded partners/programs and all other 
organizations working on the issue to align their efforts and measurably improve 
the issue. This process of convening organizations can take many forms, such as 
creating collaboratives or through a more formal structure like collective impact. 

An issue-focused United Way determines what programs are needed in the 
community to measurably impact its issue. United Way then allocates money to local 
nonprofit organizations that can deliver those needed programs. An issue-focused 
United Way only funds some of the programs addressing its issue, while other 
organizations provide and fund other services. 

Based on our years of research and experience working with United Ways, we 
developed the Issue Focus Model to help United Ways successfully continue on their 
impact and revenue diversification journey to become issue-focused United Ways. 



3

The Issue Focus Model in Practice

Issue-focused United Ways are fundamentally different from typical United Ways in how they invest in 
their communities, raise money, and measure success – all of which allows them to achieve long-term 
relevance, sustainability, and impactfulness. For example, issue-focused United Ways:

1. Focus on One Issue.
An issue-focused United Way selects a single, pressing issue in their community to focus all their efforts 
on, such as poverty, childhood literacy, hunger, the graduation rate, or homelessness. This is an issue 
that United Way can lead, but United Way does not address this issue alone. Instead, an issue-focused 
United Way acts as a convener of all local organizations working on this issue.

For example, United Way of Wells County (Bluffton, Indiana) is working on the issue of kindergarten 
readiness. To achieve this, United Way of Wells County is working with local school districts and other 
organizations to make sure that children enter kindergarten ready to learn. 

2. Establish a Bold Goal.
An issue-focused United Way selects a measurable, long-term bold goal for their issue that guides all 
their future efforts. This bold goal replaces the campaign goal and becomes a rallying cry for United Way, 
its partners, and the community.

For example, United Way of Skagit County (Burlington, Washington) has the long-term bold goal: “By 
2025, all Skagit children entering kindergarten are ready to learn.”

3. Identify and Fund Specific Strategies. 
After assessing the services and programs available in their community, an issue-focused United Way 
works with other organizations to identify and fund strategies to impact the issue. Partners are no longer 
just the partner agencies United Way funds – they’re all of the organizations in the community working on 
the issue.

For example, United Way of Pierce County (Tacoma, Washington) has the following bold goal: “United, we 
will lift 15,000 families out of poverty by 2028.” United Way of Pierce County funds programs to address 
root causes of poverty including financial education, children enter kindergarten ready to learn, and 
reading at a third grade level, while other local organizations address other root causes such as housing, 
mental health, transportation, and child care.
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4. Obtain Diversified Resources. 
With a bold goal and identified strategies, an issue-focused United Way diversifies its financial resources 
beyond workplace campaigns to include grants from governments and foundations. Securing grants 
in addition to the workplace campaign allows issue-focused United Ways to grow their total resources 
under management.

For example, United Way of Jackson County (Jackson, Michigan) is focused on the issue of financial 
stability. United Way of Jackson County’s resources under management total over $5 million in resources, 
which includes $1.6 million from workplace campaigns and approximately $4 million in grant funding and 
corporate sponsorships for their financial stability programs and initiatives.

5. Communicate Progress.
An issue-focused United Way’s results are the progress made toward their bold goal. Campaign goals are 
no longer discussed because issue-focused United Ways gauge their success by their progress toward 
their bold goal.

For example, United Way of Central New Mexico (Albuquerque, New Mexico) has the long-term, bold 
goal that there will be 60,000 new graduates with college degrees and certificates in central New Mexico 
by 2020. In 2017, United Way of Central New Mexico announced that 20,226 new college graduates had 
been added to the central New Mexico region. This United Way clearly communicated the significance of 
this number: “This number represents progress our community has made toward Mission: Graduate’s 
goal of 60,000 new graduates with degrees or certificates by 2020.”
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Comparing Types of United Ways

This chart highlights differences between typical and issue-focused United Ways. The United Ways 
presented below are examples of typical and issue-focused United Ways. Although the chart presents an 
issue-focused United Way working on the issue of poverty, issue-focused United Ways can focus on any 
prevalent issue in their community, such as hunger, homelessness, or school readiness. Likewise, not all 
typical United Ways have the same impact areas nor impact goals. Despite these differences, the chart 
below captures the spirit of how both typical and issue-focused United Ways communicate and operate. 
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Benefits & Challenges of an Issue Focus

While there are clear benefits to adopting an issue focus, there are also challenges. We believe in being 
forthright about what it takes to adopt an issue focus, so we have compiled a list of the benefits and 
challenges of adopting an issue focus that are most often highlighted by issue-focused United Ways.

Benefits

1. Increased Relevance
An issue-focused United Way is known as the local, go-to organization for their issue, so everyone 
understands how giving to United Way impacts their community. Because an issue-focused United Way 
is focused on a single issue, it is able to convene all relevant organizations addressing the issue, rally its 
community, and demonstrate measurable impact. 

2. Improved Sustainability
An issue-focused United Way invests in specific programs that address the issue, so United Way is able 
to grow its total resources under management through the addition of government and private grants, 
corporate sponsorships, and planned giving. When a United Way focuses on a specific issue, it is able 
to attract younger, cause-minded donors. While an issue-focused United Way still holds workplace 
campaigns, it is less reliant on campaign revenue as its resources are diversified.

3. Deeper Impact
When United Way’s resources are focused on addressing a single issue, United Way deeply impacts its 
community. An issue-focused United Way is also able to deeply impact its community because it doesn’t 
just focus its financial resources – it focuses its influence too. An issue-focused United Way convenes all 
relevant organizations to measurably move the needle on a single issue.

4. Clear Messaging
Marketing with an issue focus is a breeze because there is only one issue to talk about. The work of 
an issue-focused United Way can easily be explained in a short sentence like “Donating to United Way 
reduces poverty” or “Halt Hunger!” With a clear message, donors and community members understand 
how giving to their United Way impacts their community.

5. Measurable Results
An issue-focused United Way does not define success in terms of the amount of money it raises. Instead, 
success is measured by progress toward its long-term bold goal. With its own bold goal and results, 
United Way no longer has to report campaign results nor the results of funded partners/programs.



7

Challenges

1. Identifying and Specifying Programs
Impacting an issue requires an issue-focused United Way to research and understand its issue well 
enough to be able to identify programs that will change the issue. An issue-focused United Way must 
have the fortitude to stop funding programs that do not impact its issue.

2. Staff and Volunteer Expertise
The ability to understand and change the issue requires training and/or finding staff and volunteers with 
expertise or experience in addressing the issue. Expertise in grant writing and planned giving is also 
required to secure diversified funding.

3. Issue Awareness and Education
Marketing and communication efforts will need to be year-round to increase awareness and 
understanding of the issue. This will require an investment in internal and/or outsourced marketing staff 
and media spending.

4. Leading an Issue
An issue-focused United Way must possess the leadership necessary to convene all local organizations 
addressing its issue and align their efforts to most effectively address the issue and achieve the long-term 
bold goal.
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Frequently Asked Questions

• Can our United Way be issue-focused if we focus on more than one issue?
No. A United Way that is issue-focused has only one issue. For example, your United Way may target 
its funding toward several issue-specific bold goals, but issue-focused United Ways maximize their 
impact by focusing on a single issue. When a United Way tries to focus on multiple issues, they will 
not reach their full potential for impact.

• What issues are most commonly selected by issue-focused United Ways?
In no particular order, the five most common issues addressed by issue-focused United Ways are: 
poverty, the graduation rate, hunger, homelessness, and school readiness.

• Is an issue focus the same as collective impact?
No. Some United Ways are using collective impact as a process for addressing their issue, but 
collective impact is just one of the methods a United Way can use to effectively address their issue. 
To be issue-focused, a United Way must select an issue and bold goal and then determine the best 
method to impact their issue, which could be collective impact.

• Are bold goals always set for 10 to 15 years in the future?
Most United Ways select a bold goal that is 10 or more years in the future. This is because it takes 
United Ways several years to fully transform to an issue focus and to identify, fund, and implement 
programs that will make a meaningful impact on the issue.

• How long does it take to transform to an issue focus?
Typically, it takes at least three years for a United Way to fully transform to an issue focus.

• How many United Ways are issue-focused?
Recently, we examined over 400 United Ways of all sizes located throughout the United States and 
found that approximately 80% were typical United Ways, while the remaining United Ways were 
issue-focused or actively pursuing an issue focus. 

• What is the most common mistake United Ways make when transforming to an issue focus?
The most common mistake is moving too quickly without involving all six of their stakeholder 
groups, which results in missing key steps essential for a successful transformation. This can be 
easily avoided with appropriate guidance and planning.

• Do issue-focused United Ways see a change in the programs they fund?
Yes. Transforming from funding programs that address a variety of issues to only funding programs 
that impact their chosen issue means that United Ways usually stop funding some legacy programs 
and begin funding new programs.



About Perspectives
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United Ways across the United States since 1989. Based on years of research and experience working with United 
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© 2018 Perspectives Consulting Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Interested in Adopting an Issue Focus? 

There are three easy ways to start your journey. 

1. Let’s have a conversation. 
Send us an email at info@perspectives4uw.com to schedule a complimentary 30-minute conversation. 
We will talk about how an issue focus could move your United Way forward, listen to what you have to 
say, ask some challenging questions, and offer some suggestions and guidance. We will not try to sell you 
our services or pressure you in any way. 

2. Hear us speak.
We often speak at state and regional United Way conferences. Keep an eye on our blog to see where we 
will be traveling next. If we won’t be visiting your area of the United States soon, we often have webinar 
sessions scheduled or available for download as pre-recorded webinars. 

3. Host a board retreat.
When United Way staff and board members are interested in learning more about the Issue Focus Model 
or potentially adopting an issue focus, they most often have us present our Introduction to an Issue 
Focus Board Retreat. To learn more about the retreat, visit our website.
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