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Introduction 
United Way Burlington & Greater Hamilton (United Way BH) works hard every day to help 
make the community a better place for everyone.  And they don’t do it alone.  Together with its 
community partners, United Way BH: 

• improves lives, 
• builds community, 
• engages individuals, and  
• mobilizes for collective action 

United Way BH has a unique, relevant and important role to play in supporting local 
communities.  For almost 90 years, the organization has been there when its communities 
needed them most, but times are changing and the organization has to evolve.  No longer is it 
enough to be a flow-through umbrella- fundraising organization.  Like many other United Ways 
across Canada, United Way BH is re-establishing itself as a community leader and committed 
driver of social change, one that is knowledgeable, informed and able to take action on key 
social issues. 

This Backgrounder has been prepared to support Community Conversations taking place in 
March 2016 as part of United Way BH’s Road to Greater Impact Strategy Project. It includes an 
overview of the project itself, high-level findings from United Way BH research to date, and 
potential areas of focus for impact. This document is intended to guide discussions for how a 
revitalized United Way BH can contribute to positive social change in the Burlington and 
Greater Hamilton communities. 
 

Challenging and Complex Environment for Social Service Delivery 
Social service organizations across Burlington and Greater Hamilton provide an enormous range 
of support for children, youth, families, immigrants, refugees, the elderly, the disabled, the 
homeless, the poor, and others. These organizations succeed because they understand local 
community needs and respond through specialized programming, specific population support 
(e.g. seniors) and through the dedication of staff and volunteers. 

Social service agencies operate in a highly dynamic context, one that is dominated by 
challenging public and private funding environments; changing demographics of client 
populations and focus on client-centred services; and greater measures across systems to 
strengthen accountability. In the Hamilton/Burlington area alone, there are over 700 social 
support organizations that have operated with a long history of private and public funding.  
Ongoing fiscal challenges, refocused donor priorities and the ever-increasing demand for social 
services raises the question of how these needs will be met in the future. 
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In essence, social service organizations are doing more with less while demands for services 
continue to grow.  For sustainable and long-term change, many realize that the road to greater 
impact involves innovation and social enterprise, increased collaboration and a well-defined 
collective effort to improve social outcomes.  
 

United Way BH’s Call to Action 
Until now, United Way BH’s community support framework has been centered-around annual 
fundraising campaigns. These campaigns have traditionally provided funding to a wide-range of 
programs and agencies in the community, which have bolstered both capacity and service 
delivery.  

United Way BH believes that within the current environment, however, status quo is no longer 
enough. For more than a decade, support for the annual campaign has been stagnant with little 
to no growth in key revenue areas such as workplace partners, corporate gifts and major 
donors.  Charitable investors are looking to do more than just 'give' funding to worthy causes, 
rather they are aligning themselves for social change that is both impactful and measurable. 

In response to the changing times, United Way BH’s Board of Directors defined a new picture 
for the organization’s future impact. This new direction will require a shift in how United Way 
BH will work and with whom to achieve common community goals.  As a next step, United Way 
BH is engaging in dialogue with its communities through the Road to Greater Impact Strategy 
Project to better understand how more can be achieved together. 

Chart 1: United Way BH’s Picture of Future Impact 

FROM TO 

Focus on who we are sending money to Focused on what we are accomplishing  

Agencies define need  United Way defines need together with 
community partners by assessing and 
addressing gaps  

Flow through model – providing funding to a  
wide range of programs and agencies  

Focused model – making meaningful impact 
in a few key areas  

Not well understood  Very well understood  

Not relevant – inputs to outputs  Very relevant – inputs to outcomes  

Serving agencies  Serving the community  
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The Road to Greater Impact Strategy Project 
United Way BH’s Road to Greater Impact Strategy Project is intended to revitalize the 
organization’s focus, activities and relationships with social service agencies, donors, 
volunteers, and local thought leaders and advisors.  Currently, United Way BH has completed 
Phase 1 and is now moving into Phase 2 of this three-phased project. 

Diagram 1: Three Phases of United Way BH Road to Greater Impact Strategy Project 

 

Outcomes of Phase 1 – Research & Key Informant Interviews 

From August to October 2015, United Way BH engaged in dialogue with key stakeholders and 
advisors across Burlington and Greater Hamilton to learn more about the most pressing social 
issues. The organization also elicited initial feedback on potential priorities and more 
specifically the relevancy of United Way’s national framework within three focus areas - From 
Poverty to Possibility, Healthy People, Strong Communities and Helping Kids Be All That They 
Can Be.  

The insights and perspective of its stakeholders has helped the organization gain deeper 
knowledge of community need, the urgency for change and confirmed that the national 
framework continues to be relevant for the Burlington and Greater Hamilton communities.  

In addition, United Way BH conducted research and captured important data and trends for its 
geographic catchment to provide evidence for this direction. Some important considerations as 
it relates to demographic trends and issues include, among others:  

• Increasing diversity within Burlington and Greater Hamilton communities, including 
immigrants, refugees and LBGTQ2 populations; 

• Continuing challenges for vulnerable and marginalized groups, such as homeless and 
transient groups and those with lived experience with mental health and addictions; 

• An ongoing need to address poverty, housing and family violence; 
• A growing seniors’ population and related issues and challenges for this population 

group;  
• Ongoing challenges for some children and youth in Burlington and Greater Hamilton 

communities related to food security, mental health and transitions; and 

Phase 1: Research & 
Key Informant Interviews 

Phase 2: Community 
Conversations & Survey 

Phase 3: Strategy Design 
& Implementation 
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• Issues related to access and system navigation in the broader community and social 
service systems. 

The following is a summary that draws from the findings of the first phase of United Way BH’s 
work and strategy development, and provides an overview of potential areas for greater impact 
and areas for focus and investment. 
 

Chart 2: Potential Areas for Greater Impact and Focus for United Way BH 

United Way National 
Focus Areas 

From Poverty to 
Possibility 

Healthy People, 
Strong Communities 

All that Kids Can Be 

 Meet basic human 
needs and move 

people out of poverty 

Build healthy and 
strong communities 
through community 

services and 
leadership 

Help children and 
youth reach their full 

potential 

United Way BH 
Potential Priorities 
for Impact 

1. Housing stability 
2. Food security 
3. Employment and financial security 
4. Support for service/system navigation 
5. Neighbourhood mobilization 
6. Personal wellbeing and safety 
7. Engagement in learning 
8. Connectedness and community inclusion 
9. Emotional and physical wellbeing 
10. Resiliency of children, youth and families 

 

Moving into Phase 2 – Community Conversations & Survey 

In this next phase of work, United Way BH is undertaking a comprehensive community 
engagement process to further refine and frame its potential priorities, which in turn will 
inform its strategies and overall investment approach for greater impact.  

It is anticipated that by the end of March, United Way BH will have completed Community 
Conversations with more than 200 representatives from a broad cross-section of Burlington and 
Greater Hamilton, with a focus on outcomes and impacts to drive its investments.   From there 
it will launch a survey to broaden the scope of outreach into the community. 
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Based on this dialogue and research, United Way BH will define future strategies to better 
understand its role in the areas of research, influencing public attitudes, systems and policy, 
community partnership development and capacity building. 
 

Questions for Community Conversations 
These questions are intended to guide discussion on how best to plan and move forward with 
success into the future. 

1. In addition to those identified in this document, are there any trends and issues for 
Burlington and Hamilton that you believe United Way BH needs to consider as part of 
this planning process? 

2. United Way BH is committed to building from the strengths already occurring in local 
communities. What have been some of the successes for your organization and/or 
broader partnerships in finding collective solutions to social challenges?  

3. Reflecting on Chart 2 on page 4, and based on your views and experience: 
a. Do you feel that the 10 potential priorities appropriately capture some of the 

deepest needs and challenges in your community?  
b. What are the three most important potential priorities and why? 

4. United Way BH supports community through research, influencing public attitudes, 
systems and policy, community partnership development and capacity building. 

a. Based on the potential priorities that have been identified, where can United 
Way BH best contribute to support your community in achieving long-term social 
change? 

b.  Are some roles more important than others? Why or why not? 

5. Do you have any other comments or observations that United Way BH should be 
considering? 

 

Statement of Equity & Diversity 
The commitment of United Way BH to diversity and inclusiveness goes beyond reflecting the 
community it serves. The organization embraces different abilities, perspectives and 
experiences and is committed to the promotion of equity. The organization’s aspiration is to 
build a community that welcomes, celebrates and values the contributions of all.   

United Way BH has planned these conversations with accessibility in mind. If you require 
accommodation to participate in the session, please let United Way BH know. 
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