Fox Valley businesses say giving a year-round activity

Holidays put spotlight on corporate philanthropy

By Larry Avila • Post-Crescent business editor • November 26, 2010 

During a recent November afternoon, employees at Bergstrom GM of Neenah gathered to hear some words of thanks from representatives for the Make-A-Wish Foundation of Wisconsin.

In October, Bergstrom Automotive raised $90,197 for the organization, which grants wishes — from arranging trips to Disney World to meeting celebrities — for seriously ill children.

John Bergstrom, chairman and chief executive officer of Bergstrom Automotive, said his company's charitable efforts are not unique to the Fox Valley.

"I don't think we're incredibly different than other businesses across the Fox River Valley," he said. "I believe it's filled with people who care about others and organizations that want to help others."

Bergstrom said he and his employees believe those who are able to give back should do what they can.

"We feel it's a responsibility," he said. "If it's to create the infrastructure, attitude or leadership, whatever it is, we will do whatever we can to do our part to help the community."

Throughout the holiday season, dozens of volunteers, including those representing businesses large and small, will be out in force around the Fox Valley doing everything from fundraising to packing up gift baskets to be given to families in need.

Executives say they're not seeking accolades for their charitable activities. Instead, the holidays simply bring more attention to philanthropic efforts and the region's giving spirit.

"We don't really ramp up our philanthropy during the holidays," said Stacy Hanley, director of community relations for Thrivent Financial for Lutherans, a financial and insurance services company. "We try to maintain our community engagement at a high level year-round."

Thrivent widely is recognized for its giving and volunteer efforts.

In 2009, about 30,000 Thrivent members, employees, retirees and company foundation representatives gave more than $5.6 million and more than 250,000 hours of volunteer time to Fox Cities organizations.

If there were an instance of Thrivent stepping up its holiday giving during the holidays, it likely would be its support of The Salvation Army's Red Kettle campaign. For the third consecutive year, Thrivent said it would match up to $125,000 in donations made Dec. 3 at more than 50 Salvation Army-Fox Cities Red Kettle locations.

"Our employees are very active with this event," Hanley said. "The holidays tend to be a big time for volunteering."

Recession's impact

Peter Kelly, president and CEO of the United Way Fox Cities, said the effects of the economic downturn have been felt by the region's charitable groups the past 2½ years.

From a giving standpoint, however, Kelly said the environment "feels better."

"This year is better than the past two," he said. "Though I think we still have a long way to go to get back to where we used to be."

Kelly's sentiment is reflected in the 2010 Survey of Nonprofits and the Economy, released by the Community Foundation for the Fox Valley Region in February.

The survey, which was completed by about 220 organizations, found 70 percent say demand for services was greater than the previous year. Many, about 42 percent, also blame the recession for a drop in individual and corporate giving.

Fundraising through special events or retail sales was flat, the survey found.

Funding from foundations was the only source that showed an increase for 31 percent of respondents.

The United Way Fox Cities' present campaign goal is $6.8 million. Kelly hopes the goal will be reached.

"I'm cautiously optimistic," he said. "Things have been improving, and I think we've hit bottom and are starting to climb out, but I understand we're still facing problems with unemployment."

Kelly said the giving spirit seems to touch more people during the holidays.

"What we're seeing now around the Valley, I think, are employee-inspired activities," he said. "When employees at a company really get behind something, it tends to get management to act, too. … I think we're just simply seeing the holiday spirit come alive now in the workplace."

Help plentiful

During a recent weekend, employee volunteers with Town of Menasha-based Miron Construction, along with representatives from the Boys & Girls Clubs of the Fox Valley, were at the company's equipment yard building a float for the club to use in the annual Downtown Appleton Christmas Parade.

Craig Uhlenbrauck, vice president of marketing at Miron, said the company has assisted the Boys & Girls Clubs with its holiday float the past five years.

"I think we're fortunate that we can do a variety of things throughout the year," he said. "When the holidays come around, I think people in general just like to reflect on the year and what they have and want to show how thankful they are and give back."

Miron also will host holiday parties at its main office and four other regional offices for various children's groups Dec. 4.

"It's fun for our employees, too, because they'll buy an assortment of gifts for the kids and do activities with them," Uhlenbrauck said. "Gifts are not all toys, but will include clothing, hats, gloves and food."

Miron also is known for its annual Quarry Quest event. This year, it raised $65,000, which was donated to an assortment of children's charities around the Fox Cities.

The Creative Group in Appleton, a meeting planning company, marked its 40th anniversary this year by taking on a series of 16 community service projects.

The company said its employees collectively gave more than 250 hours of volunteer time to various groups.

"Our effort was led by the desire to demonstrate that we 'walk the talk' when we say our leaders have a spirit to serve by helping others grow, by improving their surroundings and by showing them that others simply care," said Brad Langley, president and chief operating officer of The Creative Group.

Kristi Flores, director of marketing for Appleton-based Prospera Credit Union, said credit union employees will be donating time to an assortment of groups and drives this month including Stock the Shelves, Toys for Tots, The Salvation Army and Adopt-A-Family. She said the credit union also tries to spread its volunteering and other philanthropic work throughout the year.

From a financial standpoint, the credit union gives what it can, though Flores said it's the time employees donate where the biggest impact is made.

"Time is something we can more easily give," she said. "We don't require employees to volunteer, but it is something that is encouraged."

Flores agrees people overall are more generous during the holidays.

"I think giving seems to increase during the holidays because it's something that tugs at your heart strings," she said.
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