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Introduction 
It’s wonderful to see so many friends here tonight. As many of you know, I have devoted 
my career to working for social justice because I believe that everyone deserves to be 
treated with dignity and respect and have a real chance to succeed. But also because I 
know that Cleveland’s future depends upon it. And yet, as I stand here today, I feel even 
more humbled and more hopeful than ever about what’s next for our United Way.  

What if tomorrow morning, you chose to act on just one idea from tonight? Think about 
what might be possible – the remarkable changes we could set in motion because we are 
here together tonight.  

In these next few minutes, I want to share a few stories about our progress and the 
exciting road ahead. My hope is that you’ll start to see our United Way in a new light—
maybe take away something you didn’t expect or know before—but mostly, feel inspired 
to jump in with us. 
 

From Current Realities – To Future Possibilities 
So imagine that it’s a few years from now. People across the country are taking notice 
of Cleveland because we are proving that when everyone gets a fair chance to succeed, 
the whole city starts to win. And we have made this possible! Incredible change driven by 
our bold actions and unwavering commitment to each other. Change that started with 
the choices we made today. 

Where do things stand right now? Greater Cleveland has a $266 Billion economy, 
making us one of the top 20 regions in the nation. Compared to our peers in the Great 
Lakes – last year we ranked 4th in business growth, 7th in job growth, and 5th in personal 
income growth per person. While these economic numbers are strong, some families 
here are not feeling the effects in their daily lives just yet. In fact, looking back 15 years, 
the number of Greater Cleveland families living at or near the poverty line has remained 
steady around 250,000, despite many of them working full-time. Racial and economic 
gaps continue to widen, making it even harder to make ends meet for those with wages 
too low to keep up with rising costs. Callers to our helpline – United Way 211 – continue 
to give us a clear snapshot of community needs – with housing, utilities, and food 



 

 

consistently topping the list. Those needs have not changed, despite all of our efforts. All 
to say, we still have a lot to do.  

So, why United Way? We all need help sometimes. Family and friends can lend a hand, 
but when that’s not enough, United Way is here to make it happen in two powerful ways: 

• First, we’re working hard to break down the barriers to economic 
opportunity, clearing the way for more people to get good jobs, move up in their 
careers, and build financial security. 

• Second, we’re your “front door” to the entire social safety net. You can dial 2-
1-1 anytime and we will pick up the phone to connect you with the help you need, 
when you need it. It’s completely confidential and open to everyone, no matter 
your income. Last year alone, we worked with callers on over 198,000 requests for 
help. 

With over a century of history and experience behind us, our United Way is committed to 
shaping a future where everyone has a real chance to succeed. 
 

Breaking down barriers to opportunity 
What’s really holding people back? Yes, personal effort matters, but that’s not the 
whole story. There are deep, systemic barriers that make it harder for some of us to get 
ahead. That’s why United Way focuses on the Social Determinants of Work—the everyday 
challenges that impact our success at work, like affordable childcare, reliable 
transportation, continuous education, and safe housing. Imagine how much more 
productive and engaged we could be at work if these obstacles were removed. It could 
change everything – our work, our well-being, our future.  

Here’s an example – Let’s talk about housing. We know it’s not just a basic need. It’s a 
game-changer for every family. So, over the past few years, our United Way has teamed 
up with many of you in government, business, and nonprofits to launch and scale four 
leading-edge housing solutions:  

• Lead Safe Cleveland Coalition 

• Siemer Family Stability Initiative,  

• Right to Counsel Cleveland, and  

• Louise C. Stokes Scholar House.  

They have already benefited over 35,000 local families by preventing evictions, providing 
safe housing, and even keeping children and their parents in school. They also are 
considered national models and have been replicated in other markets to benefit even 
more families.  



 

 

So, what progress have we made together? Quite a bit, actually.  

• We’ve increased the availability of lead-safe housing for nearly 30,000 families in 
Cleveland —that’s about 30% of the city’s rental units, with full funding in place to 
finish the job.  

• Nearly 1,800 families with school-age children were able to stay in their homes 
and keep their kids in school with about 1,500 Dollars in assistance per family to 
manage unexpected, major expenses.  

• Evictions and unplanned moves were prevented for 81% of the low-income 
families provided free legal representation last year.  

• 40 parents enrolled in college and their children now have stable housing, reliable 
child care, and other supports both generations need to chase their dreams.  

Our job at United Way is not delivering these services directly. It’s making sure they’re 
available and effective. We do this by tracking community needs, bringing the right 
partners to the table, and sharing our data and insights to guide decisions. We also 
engage donors, push for policy changes, serve as fiscal sponsor, and provide for outcome 
evaluations to make sure we’re truly making a difference together.  
 

Increasing Access and Effectiveness of Social Safety Net  
So, what difference does this really make for local families? Let me tell you about one 
family, headed by a single mother of three whose professional passion is nursing. Despite 
working two jobs, she struggled to keep her head above water due to rising costs for rent, 
food, and other essentials. It all fell apart earlier this year when the family lost their home 
and then she lost her job.  

She called United Way 211. Our team immediately connected her to the central agency 
that helps Greater Clevelanders with temporary shelter options. Within a few months, the 
family was able to move into a new home of their own. They did this with the help of 
Lutheran Metropolitan Ministry (LMM), including direct support from LMM’s flexible 
housing fund, a new solution launched this year that we at our United Way are proud to 
fund.  

This family's story is all too familiar, and just one of thousands United Way 211 has 
helped to access what they need, when they need it from our social safety net. Today, this 
caller works part-time and goes to school full-time. She is back on track to become a 
Nurse. She credits the support she received – particularly from LMM – with helping her 
“reset her family’s course.” It truly was the right help, at the right time.  

Now, here’s a story you probably haven’t heard. As we gather tonight, many of us are 
thinking about family and friends living in the path of Hurricane Milton. We know a bit 



 

 

about how scary severe weather can be. Think back to August, when tornadoes and 
severe storms hit Northeast Ohio. How many of you lost power completely? So did I! 
Some of us were stuck without power for over a week.  

Here’s what was happening over at United Way 211. Because we work with other 
helplines to ensure around-the-clock service, we also were answering the phones for the 
City’s 311 support line that night. When the storms hit, we saw a nearly 700% jump in 
calls – almost instantly. Our team acted fast, reaching out to 80 agencies and making 
nearly 500 updates to our robust database of community resources.  

Within 48 hours, Mayor Bibb and the City of Cleveland pulled together a work session to 
coordinate the response. They started by consulting our United Way 211 team to hear 
what residents were saying. The rest of the conversation focused on how key community 
responders could address these urgent needs. The City then issued a media release to 
get this information out to Cleveland families, with 211 highlighted as one of the 
“numbers to know.”  

And it didn’t end there. Once the power came back on, our 211 team saw a nearly 300% 
spike in calls for food. No power for days meant spoiled food, and many didn’t have the 
resources to restock. We passed this data along to Chris Ronayne and our partners at 
Cuyahoga County, which helped them successfully secure more funding to meet the high 
demand for food. Capturing real-time data AND sharing it with officials to drive actual 
solutions? That’s one more way United Way 211 is a lifeline for our community.  

I am so grateful to our 211 team who, even while dealing with their own power outages at 
home, stayed on the phones and put others first. Let’s take a moment to recognize our 
team - will those 211 team members with us tonight please stand and will the rest of the 
United Way team, both staff and board, please join them? Let’s show our appreciation to 
this amazing team!  
 

The Path Forward for our United Way  
So what’s next for our United Way? All of these efforts are part of a broader strategy to 
connect the humanity that drives our charity with our power to make real change. We’re 
constantly keeping an eye on our data and the latest research to share insights and take 
action on what truly matters.  

In fact, Opportunity Insights, a leading voice on economic mobility, recently released a 
report that confirms we’re on the right track. Their findings show that a child’s future 
success is strongly influenced by the employment rate of parents in the neighborhood 
where they grow up – often more so than their own family's situation. This underscores 
the need for policies that invest in both human capital, like education and job training, 
and social capital, meaning community networks that are well-connected and resourced – 
particularly in neighborhoods with low employment.  



 

 

Insights like these are helping us double down on what sets us apart at our United Way 
and where we can make the biggest impact. We’re focused on scaling up proven 
solutions to help more people get and keep good jobs. We’re focused on giving new 
ideas a chance that have the potential to impact long-term economic mobility and 
success. We’re focused on working with government and business leaders to shape 
better policies that support retention, engagement, and career advancement. If we can 
expand access to what’s already working, try out new ideas, and push for systemic 
changes, we have a real opportunity to make a significant difference for families across 
Greater Cleveland.  
 

How To Get Involved  
Your partnership and generous support are what power our work. I often get asked, 
“How can I really get involved?” So before I close, let me share a few ways we’d love to team 
up with you.  

• First, if you have items to donate, just call 2-1-1. This year alone, we’ve helped 
nearly 700 people donate everything from clothing to furniture to medical 
supplies to food and much more, all going directly to local families.  

• Second, check out our Volunteer Portal, available to everyone on our website. 
We have several meaningful opportunities available for you to volunteer with 
family, friends, or on your own. And we are happy to work with corporate partners 
to customize a team Day of Action.  

• Third, with new investments in data, analytics, and AI, we’re diving deeper to 
understand not just what drives community needs, but why they fluctuate. We 
need your input to find better solutions to reduce them for good— so learn with 
us, ask questions, challenge us, and share your insights. To get started, check out 
our first piece, now on our website with more to follow.  

• Finally, your gift to our United Way is more than your donation — it’s an 
investment in change. Soon, through our new mobile platform, you’ll be able to 
see community needs, track your giving history, and make informed decisions 
about where your support can have the most impact. With everything at your 
fingertips, you’ll be an active investor in driving change across our community.  
 

Conclusion  
I hope you are taking away a fresh perspective on our United Way—maybe even a few 
insights you hadn’t considered before. The stories I’ve shared are just the start of what’s 
possible. I invite you to dive in with us to help make this change happen. Let’s make 
Greater Cleveland a place where we all can succeed. I am deeply grateful to be doing this 
work alongside you. Thank you all! 
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