Burning Questions: Volunteers vital in United Way funding decisions
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An important time is coming up for the United Way Fox Cities. It's called the investment process — the time when decisions are made about what funding United Way partner agencies will get.

But they aren't just made by United Way staff and board members. There are many volunteers who offer their time to help with the decisions — and learn a lot about our community.

They serve on what's called impact panels — four committees that are based on the United Way's priorities of need in the Fox Cities. There are four impact panels: health, healing and crisis intervention; strengthening families; developing children and youth; and providing basic needs and self-sufficiency. Each panel has 20 to 25 people. And as a whole, the panels deal with more than 100 programs from more than 40 agencies.

"I feel like I've gotten more out of it than I've put into it, as far as learning about community issues and the problems that people have," said Meg O'Brien, who's the chairwoman of the health, healing and crisis intervention panel. "What I like about it as a volunteer is that, for the amount of time you put in, you get the feeling that this is making a difference."

O'Brien and John Polansky, a volunteer on the strengthening families impact panel, talked with The Post-Crescent about the investment process and their roles in it. Here's an edited transcript of the interview:

How does the investment process work?

O'Brien: Agencies need to fill out their applications. Those are due Jan. 20. We'll start getting together in February as impact panels and everyone will review the agency applications. On the impact panel, we have such a variety of participants that we'll have people from all walks of life, so we really get a well-rounded opinion as we go through the applications.

The other thing I think is so key are the outcomes that agencies have to develop. Most of our panels, in our priority areas, we have common outcomes, so all the agencies are reporting on the same outcomes.

For example, the mental health agencies on my panel all have, when you call, how long does it take to get an appointment? They all have some type of quality score for tests that are used in their field to see how they're doing, and client satisfaction.

So they all have common outcomes. They're measures of impact. How much different did your service make? In that way, along with priorities, we can pick the agencies to fund that are really having a community impact.

Polansky: We do a two-year funding cycle, so in 2009, we all met and decide funding for 2010 and 2011. In February 2011, we'll be getting together again and, in the next two to three months after that and make funding decisions for 2012 and 2013.

As part of the understanding process, between now and the February meetings, all of the volunteers on the impact panels are broken into teams. There are teams of people assigned to work with a specific agency.

In my case, the team I'm on has three agencies and within those agencies there are four of five programs that we review. All the teams will meet with the agencies and then take that information back to the whole impact panel to help the other people get a better handle on it.

And we use that information to make our funding decisions.

Once each of your panels makes its decisions about funding, what happens?

Polansky: We make recommendations, because we're the hands-on people. We make recommendations as to what we feel is appropriate funding, based on the need, and then all of the recommendations that that panels make get sent to the board. The board makes the final decision, based on available dollars.

O'Brien: As someone who gives a pittance to United Way, there are so many worthy causes for your charitable dollars.

To me, this is an organization that does the due diligence we all would like to do to make sure our money's going somewhere where it will be well-used. Well, here's this whole system set up to do that.

What if people think they're not qualified to serve on a particular panel?

Polansky: It's a group of people with varying backgrounds and it's on-the-job training in a sense.

You get in, you talk to people, you learn, you read through the material, you make your value judgments.

If someone is looking at it and saying, "I just don't know enough about it to be involved," that's not a reason not to get involved.

Most people know United Way because they give money to it. But they don't know the other side. Getting to understand the community — for me, that's the biggest thing.
