Competitors share cause for charity

Affinity, ThedaCare executives realize United Way benefits
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Economists will say competition is good for the marketplace.
Businesses do what they can to make themselves standout from their rivals with the goal of being the dominant player.

This scenario also plays itself out in the business of health care. In the Fox Cities, two of its major employers, Appleton-based ThedaCare and Affinity Health System in Menasha, have been competitors for years.

However, despite being competitors, the health systems also have collaborated on numerous initiatives to benefit the region. They are partners in the Gold Cross ambulance service, the Fox Valley Mental Health Center and the community clinic.

So when ThedaCare CEO Dean Gruner and Dan Neufelder, Affinity's chief executive, were asked to serve as co-chairman of the 2010 United Way Fox Cities campaign, both had no trouble accepting the role.

"For Dan and I to get together and work on something that's community based, it was an easy decision for us to make," Gruner said.

Neufelder said chairing the United Way's annual campaign is an honor for anyone.

"Dean and I frequently collaborate on different things in the community and with an organization like the United Way, you have an organization that provides funding to many organizations and programs that strengthen our community."

Neufelder said in the health care arena, though Affinity and ThedaCare compete, both health systems have a goal of creating a healthy community.

"Health care is not like football where you have the Packers on one side and the Vikings on the other," he said. "It's a different kind of competition. In our own ways, we try to do what we feel is best for our patients."

During the United Way campaign kickoff in September, Gruner and Neufelder trotted into the event dressed as the comic book superheroes Batman and Robin. Gruner was Batman and Neufelder was Robin.

Gruner said the costumes were meant to lighten the mood.

"It's always fun to be a little silly," he said. "Most of the time our work is very serious, but this was an opportunity where we both could have fun."

The United Way Fox Cities has a campaign goal of $6.8 million. Gruner and Neufelder say the campaign is going well and both are confident the goal will be reached.

"There's still some meetings and calling going on," Gruner said. The campaign will accept donations through Dec. 31.

Neufelder said he's been impressed with the generosity of the Fox Valley.

"I'm optimistic we will reach the goal," he said.

Neufelder said the true champions of the campaign are the people who organizations United Way fund drives where they work.

"It not only raises awareness of the United Way but it drives more people to volunteer," he said. "People understand when you give money to the United Way, a vast majority of the funds raised go directly to help people locally."

Larry Avila: 920-993-1000, ext. 292, or lavila@postcrescent.com; On Twitter @LarryAvila

Read more: http://www.postcrescent.com/article/20101207/APC03/12070403/Competitors-share-cause-for-charity#ixzz17XJz5sun
