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services, the two social institutions could be extensively and effectively
partnering with one another. However, there is little documentation that
such cooperative efforts are taking place. This article describes one such
collaboration in Lincoln, Nebraska. The purpose of the article is to show
the potential of such collaboration to improve community-wide coordi-
nation and outcomes by following the principles of a community-en-
gagement model, to generate more effective use of evaluative tools that
can assist in developing evidence-based practices in community plan-
ning, and to connect areas of study within the university to United Way

efforts. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website:
<http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2005 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights
reserved. |
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There is a United Way organization in virtually everyone’s backyard.
In total, there are nearly 1,400 United Ways in communities around the
nation. Each United Way is independently incorporated and governed
by volunteers from the community. The mission of each United Way is
to “improve people’s lives by mobilizing the caring power of communi-
ties” (United Way of America, 2004c, Mission section). The United
Ways of America annually generate approximately 5 billion dollars,
funds that are then reinvested by local United Ways back into their
home communities to help children, families, and adults through
service agencies and programs.

Over the years, universities have been strong contributors to United
Ways, their faculty, staff, and students serving as donors and volunteers
for United Ways. In some communities, more monies are contributed to
United Way from the local university than from any other workplace.
Yet, despite the fact that universities share the interest of United Ways
in working toward positive community change, there has been little
documentation or analysis of institutional partnerships between univer-
sities and United Ways.

For a four-year period, from the fall of 2000 until the end of 2004,
the United Way of Lincoln/Lancaster County and the University of
Nebraska, together with local government entities (e.g., City Council,
County Board, Human Services Administrator, etc.) and community
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foundations, worked together on human services planning, implemen-
tation, assessment and evaluation, and infrastructure development.
We explore here the potential outcomes of collaborative planning and
implementation, as well as the more specific impact of university in-
volvement in community-wide planning processes and in United Way
efforts.

UNITED WAYS AND UNIVERSITIES:
AN OVERVIEW OF THE MUTUAL NEEDS
AND OPPORTUNITIES

There has been a long history in the United States of members of the
community coming together to raise charitable funds to address press-
ing community needs. The United Way model-known for many years
as “Community Chests”’-began in Denver, Colorado, in 1887, and
United Ways are now leaders in the U.S. in raising and distributing
funds for social service agencies and programs, together distributing an
estimated $4.4 billion in 2002-2003 (Barman, 2002; United Way of
America, 2004a, 2004b). Reflecting a societal shift in preference for in-
creased accountability and results-driven investments, United Ways
have joined the trend of federal and local government in moving from
the simple distribution of funds to agencies to a strategy of commu-
nity-impact funding that seeks to invest funds in priority areas that will
have a significant, positive impact (Foundation Center, 2003, citing
Strom, 2003; Plantz, Greenway, & Hendricks, 1997; United Way of
America, 2004a, 2004b; United Way of America Task Force on Impact,
1996).

For United Ways, the challenge of documenting community impact
is daunting. Human services delivery systems in most communities are
fragmented, dependent on myriad independent provider organizations,
and often also reliant on complex governmental funding and eligibility
criteria. United Ways often find themselves as one of the sole coordinat-
ing organizations in a community charged with the difficult task of set-
ting priorities that the community will fund and embrace, developing
measures to evaluate community impact, and collecting and analyzing
outcome data. Although United Way of America provides its local
United Ways with guidance for assessing the impacts of the agencies
and programs being funded, many United Ways lack the internal exper-
tise or time and financial resources to be able to easily and effectively
collect data for determining impact.
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Universities, of course, have extensive capacity to measure impact.
But do they have the willingness to help?

Increasingly, universities are re-visioning the ways in which they, as insti-
tutions, may contribute to and interact with their communities (e.g., Boyer,
1990; Kellogg Commission, 1999). Individual faculty and students, of
course, have long contributed to their communities through personal finan-
cial contributions and applied research. Often, however, universities as insti-
tutions have been less effective in their attempts to offer resources and
research in a community-accessible, relevant, and sustainable manner. De-
spite a long history of universities being involved in community service and
governmental activities (though sometimes less effectively than desired,
notes Szanton, 1981/2001), some have characterized the American system of
higher education as one that sets university and community apart, a system
that creates an expert-audience divide in which community and university do
not work as equal partners but in which the university approaches the com-
munity as a “client” or uses it as a “laboratory” (Benson, Harkavy, &
Puckett, 2000; Mayfield, 2001; see also Kellogg Commission, 2001). From
outside the academy, universities are often perceived as impenetrable institu-
tions populated with faculty and students whose time is claimed by educa-
tional and research demands that make them unavailable for “real-world”
tasks, and whose narrow fields of interests are inapplicable to “real-life” ini-
tiatives or multidisciplinary insights. Universities are also seen as lacking
long-term commitments to communities. Although community-university
cooperations through the Cooperative Extension Service and through
HUD’s Community Outreach Partnership Centers (COPC) program, admin-
istered through HUD’s Office of University Partnerships, have been notable
exceptions, successfully overcoming negative stereotypes and wary percep-
tions, such collaborative community-university ventures are deemed the ex-
ception by those outside the academy, not the rule.

Increasingly, however, university participants in community-university
partnerships have been moving away from a model that posits university as
expert and community as recipient (Cone & Payne, 2002). Instead, some
are exploring “how institutions themselves model citizenship” (Cone &
Payne, p. 203) and a more holistic model of the “engaged university” in
which faculty and students come to the table as community members and
in which all participants in community processes are recognized as contrib-
uting knowledge and expertise (Al-Kodmany, 1999; Cone & Payne, 2002;
Mayfield, 2001). Under this approach, communities are involved in the on-
going development of university research and other initiatives, and univer-
sities are involved in community initiatives and commit themselves to
working on complex problems for longer time periods that reflect the needs
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of the community and the demands of the issues, not the academic timeta-
ble. The potential advantages to such a model are that scholarship is more
relevant and more easily applied to community issues and needs, and com-
munity initiatives are more efficiently and effectively planned, imple-
mented, and evaluated. As one example, Al-Kodmany describes a
University of Chicago neighborhood planning process in which the “ex-
pert” architects saved much time and money by involving early in the pro-
cess community members who were able to identify weaknesses in the
draft proposals based on their lived experience of the community. In this
view of university-community partnerships, process and relationship-build-
ing become very important to accomplishing these positive outcomes
(Al-Kodmany, 1999; Bringle & Hatcher, 2002).

United Ways offer to universities significant opportunities for commu-
nity engagement. United Ways not only raise funds but also determine and
evaluate which programs and initiatives in a community are worthwhile.
University faculty, students, and staff tend to bring a strong focus on evi-
dence-based practices as well as experience in developing evaluation tools,
both of which can be significant assets to community initiatives. When
such tools are developed in cooperation with other community members,
the result is often a more useful and practical project design.

Thus, universities and United Ways are natural partners. They each
bring to the partnership resources and expertise that are related and
complementary. Partnership with the community has the potential to
encourage university scholarship to develop in a manner more consis-
tently relevant and accessible to the community. Partnership with the
university has the potential to assist United Ways in developing plan-
ning and evaluation based more solidly on empirical, evidence-based
practices than resources might otherwise allow. For both, working with
a wider range of community stakeholders—all of whom mutually inform
one anothers’ work—leads to more efficient, effective community build-
ing. What follows is an example of the partnership between the Univer-
sity of Nebraska, the United Way of Lincoln and Lancaster County, and
other key community partners.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT:
HUMAN SERVICES IN LINCOLN
AND LANCASTER COUNTY, NEBRASKA

For many years, as is true in most communities across the nation, hu-
man service agencies in Lincoln/Lancaster County faced challenges in
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community-wide collaboration and planning. As in other communities,
the human service agencies must balance their desire for coherent com-
munity processes with the very real issues of limited staff time, opportu-
nity costs in participating, organizational livelihood, and competition
with other agencies for scarce monetary support. Despite the disincen-
tives, agencies in Lincoln/Lancaster County have a history of agency
partnerships and even the establishment and support of a human services
association that provides training, capacity-building, and networking for
member agencies.

Elected officials, United Way leaders, and agencies had concerns
about accountability and assessment: Were human services in Lin-
coln/Lancaster County meeting the community’s needs? Were the ser-
vices cost-effective? Were there ways to avoid unnecessary duplication
so that service dollars could be spread over greater numbers of residents
and initiatives? Many argued these kinds of concerns and objectives
could be more effectively addressed in an integrated system of service
planning and monitoring.

Interest in planning, effective implementation, and accurate assess-
ment of service efficacy escalated as the community faced challenges of
expanding from a small town to a larger city (with the population almost
doubling in less than a 20-year period, and ultimately exceeding the
200,000 milestone in 1997), of a growing New American population
(new immigration and Lincoln’s designation as a refugee resettlement
area led to significant demographic change as the non-white population
increased by almost 50% in a decade), and of the concern that there
would be decreased donor response to community-wide human services
fund solicitations and that government was unlikely to boost its
investment in human services even as needs increased.

Despite the foundation laid by creating mechanisms for joint funding
decisions, Lincoln/Lancaster County lacked a community-wide proce-
dure for human service prioritization, planning, implementation, and
assessment. Over the past decade, several community-wide initiatives
were attempted and then abandoned. One initiative was housed at and
staffed by the United Way. Another was established through a contrac-
tual relationship with a nonprofit cooperative. Neither of the initiatives
developed broad community support.

In the late 1990s the primary funders of human services in Lin-
coln/Lancaster County—the governmental city-county Joint Budget
Committee and the United Way—pursued a results-based planning effort
beginning with a comprehensive community needs assessment of hu-
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man services. The goal was to broaden the focus from agencies to ser-
vice areas. It was hoped that the effort might accomplish true
coordination and integration of services across the entire human service
spectrum. The needs assessment identified nine human service priority
areas in the community.

Although the needs assessment had an influence simply by identifying
priority areas, it also was clear that for broad impact to take place, addi-
tional efforts were needed. Who would ensure that action steps were being
taken? Who was going to operationalize the plan and collect the necessary
data? What were the steps to take to move away from a mentality of agen-
cies operating independently to a situation where agencies would work col-
lectively and effectively? The assessment and these questions set the stage
for a university-United Way partnership that would encourage greater
community cooperation, relationship-building, and knowledge-sharing.

THE COLLABORATION PROJECT (COMMUNITY SERVICES
IMPLEMENTATION PROJECT: C-SIP)

The United Way and Lincoln/Lancaster County turned to the University
of Nebraska as a first step in launching a new community-wide collaborative
project called the Community Services Implementation Project (C-SIP). The
United Way and the city/county contracted with the University (initially, two
specific units of the University were involved in the contract). The Univer-
sity contributed expertise in human services, community consensus and fa-
cilitation, and outcome measurement, as well as input covering business,
clinical psychology, community psychology, economics, educational psy-
chology, law, pediatrics/public health, political science, public policy and
public administration, social psychology, and sociology.

During the initial phase of the C-SIP project, a small group of four to
five key staff representing the United Way, the city-county Joint Budget
Committee, and the University worked together to vision the project.
These partners made an initial, three-year commitment (later expanded to
four years) to the project, both to signal the project’s stability in order to
draw full-fledged participation from other community partners, and to
recognize that one year would not be sufficient to gauge the effort’s im-
pact. This multi-year commitment was coupled with a concerted effort by
the partners to build working relationships as part of the actual project. In
other words, what was needed was a relationship as well as project prod-
ucts. The time frame and intentionality also benefited the project by pro-
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viding sufficient time for the university to assemble a staff, develop the
necessary relationships with key stakeholders, access the relevant knowl-
edge base and, in Holland’s (2003) words, “‘escape the trap of episodic at-
tention to individual grants and projects, which tend to create superficial
and temporary relationships, and advance to a sustained reciprocal rela-
tionship that builds community capacity over time” (p. 4).

Over the course of the project, funding was provided not only by the
United Way and city-county (approximately 40% of the total project costs),
but also the university itself contributed to the effort (approximately 25%
of in-kind and cash contributions—see below, this paragraph, for more de-
tails) as did local community foundations (approximately 15%) and com-
munity organizations (approximately 20%). A full-time coordinator for the
project was hired and housed at the University, and the University contrib-
uted additional staff and student time as in-kind contributions, along with
tangible office resources (computer time, web-hosting, supplies, etc.). Staff
time and other resources (primarily in-kind contributions) also were con-
tributed by the previously mentioned participating community organiza-
tions, the United Way, various city-county agencies and entities, and
volunteers from the community.

Organizational design phase. A 12-member Steering Committee, com-
prising representatives of the United Way, the City (e.g., City Council,
Mayor’s Office, Urban Development), the County (e.g., County Commis-
sioners), and the University was formed to provide overall direction and
oversight to the initiative. The committee’s first consideration was: Who
should be involved in the project, and how would they communicate with
one another, service agencies, and relevant others? The Steering Commit-
tee readily accepted the University’s suggestion that the effort would only
be successful with the buy-in of stakeholders beyond the immediate collab-
orators. That is, for the planning and implementation to materialize, the ef-
fort had to be embraced as a community-wide initiative that encouraged
real community input, not a prescriptive process controlled solely by
funders.

The Steering Committee created an Advisory Committee to garner
community input and to make recommendations on the day-to-day im-
plementation of the project. Persons representing various stakeholder
groups, such as business, the public schools, nonprofit organizations,
governmental units, funders, citizens-at-large, and the faith community
were recruited to serve on the Advisory Committee.

The final step in the design phase for the C-SIP project was conven-
ing a community-wide, daylong planning session for human services to
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inform agency personnel, community representatives, policymakers,
consumers, business representatives, educators, and others about the
project. More than 160 participants representing 91 Lincoln/Lancaster
agencies and organizations participated in this initial event to address
the process and content of implementation. Information was shared
about the project’s background and goals, related community planning
efforts, and the outcomes of collaborative efforts. Small group sessions
focusing on the priority areas were convened to initiate focused discus-
sion in the priority areas. The daylong planning session began the pro-
cess of engaging a broad spectrum of social service community
members in C-SIP, and the small-group sessions were designed to es-
tablish initial membership in social service area work groups, or coali-
tions, that would form the backbone of the project (see below).

The University brought a commitment to and understanding of the
importance of providing a context for diverse stakeholders to have ven-
ues for meaningful participation. The University was also able to re-
search other community-wide efforts around the country to bring a
national context to the human services challenges in the community
(see, e.g., Perkins, 2002). The United Way of Lincoln and Lancaster
County brought the historical understanding of what had worked and
what had not in previous efforts. United Way staff had first-hand
knowledge of many of the partners and other community resources. The
local United Way also brought the information and experience of the
national United Way, and the practices and insights from other local
United Ways, to the effort. Finally, the United Way not only contributed
funding for the C-SIP project, but also brought a stature and credibility
to the project given its significant role as a funder for community
services.

Implementation phase. In order to effectively move from an agency
focus to a services-areas focus, the Steering Committee decided to con-
vene regularly scheduled meetings of stakeholders (primarily service
agency management and staff-level representatives) in the substantive
priority areas. These social services stakeholders were brought together
to form the coalitions that would examine the action plans and
benchmarks identified in the targeted service areas as part of the previ-
ous needs assessment. Co-chairs were recruited to coordinate the coali-
tions. The desire was for co-chairs to be well-versed in issues relating to
the priority areas and/or representing agency or community members
involved in the priority area. Co-chairs also needed to be respected indi-
viduals who could facilitate coalition meetings and activities. Often
co-chair teams included one individual with practical expertise from a
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community human services organization and another individual from
the university with research and teaching expertise in the area. For ex-
ample, the Transportation coalition co-chairs were a community mem-
ber active in transportation issues and a member of the community’s
Planning Commission (subsequently elected to the City Council), and a
Political Science faculty member who had researched and evaluated a
number of urban transportation systems.

The community-wide, daylong planning event generated the coali-
tions’ initial membership. However, one of the early tasks of the coali-
tion was to identify and recruit additional members. The coalitions have
been unrestricted bodies, open to any interested person in the commu-
nity. Notification of coalition meetings has been made via direct notifi-
cations (via e-mail, postal mail, faxes, and web announcements) to
interested parties, and all coalition meeting notes were posted on the
project web site (see Community Services Initiative, 2004). After the
first year, the project held a second day-long retreat to report back on
coalition work, unveil action plans, consider opportunities for syner-
gies, and evaluate as a large group the process as a whole and whether it
was moving forward.

During the first year, coalitions met once per month to develop action
plans with benchmarks for evaluation, and each coalition coordinated
data collection to monitor community outcomes pertaining to its goals.
After the initial development of benchmarks and action plans, the coali-
tions in the third year began streamlining their benchmarks to 10 key in-
dicators and prioritizing one or two coalition projects per year. The
professional coordinator from the University attended each coalition
meeting. However, as the project continued, discussion turned to strate-
gies for shifting more fully to self-led coalition work.

After two years of project activity, the Steering and Advisory Com-
mittees were disbanded and replaced by a permanent Human Services
Planning Cabinet. The decision to form the Planning Cabinet in 2003
was borne out of a series of facilitated, joint Steering and Advisory
Committee meetings, and research conducted by the University that in-
troduced members to the experiences and best practices of similar com-
munity-wide planning initiatives succeeding across the nation (Perkins,
2002). The Steering and Advisory Committees, with input from the co-
alitions, decided on a governing structure that included representatives
from the community’s social service funders (i.e., city and county gov-
ernments, the United Way staff and business volunteers, and several lo-
cal foundations), social service agency representatives, and other key
community agencies (i.e., county health department, Women’s Com-
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mission). The Cabinet would provide direct communication with the
coalitions. A conceptual model that was helpful was that of a human
services equivalent of the governmental commissions or councils that
govern land use (e.g., planning commissions or zoning boards).

Over the four years of the project, coalitions shaped much of the on-
going community planning and implementation—both through coali-
tion-led action and through coalition reports to the Planning Cabinet. It
was anticipated that coalition members would develop, over time, a
common vision for services, organizational arrangements, and delivery
systems. By working together, it was hoped coalition members would
figure out ways to share services and work-force personnel, and com-
bine strategically to acquire more resources and create certain econo-
mies of scale. Activity in one area would have the potential to create a
foundation for future collaboration. Overall, it was hoped that participa-
tion in the coalitions would lessen, or begin to lessen, issues associated
with turf and control.

THE RESULTS OF ENGAGEMENT:
IMPACTS ON THE HUMAN SERVICE COMMUNITY

Before we present some of the positive outcomes of C-SIP, it is also
important to mention that not everything about this more collaborative
community-planning approach was positive or uncomplicated. There
was always some ‘“‘stickiness” in aspects of the cooperative process,
even if most of the ultimate outcomes appear to represent an improve-
ment over the traditional uncoordinated system of isolated community
service planning, implementation, and monitoring. It has been difficult
to prove in the short term the value of the investment required to launch
the C-SIP process. It took approximately $200,000 (cash and University
in-kind contributions) to conduct the process. Additional in-kind dollars
from the various social service agencies, community groups, and gov-
ernmental participants was valued at over $60,000. Thus, C-SIP re-
quired a large investment of time and financial resources for what is
inherently a rather slow process focused on long-term outcomes, with-
out significant immediate impacts to report. Getting service providers
and funders with differing interests to work cooperatively is an accom-
plishment and a necessary step for true collaboration, but it is not an out-
come that lends itself to showcasing as a project impact. Furthermore,
broad-based participation in community-wide planning and implemen-
tation requires a lot of process, which can prove difficult for participants
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concerned about the dollars and hours taken from more concrete or im-
mediate services. The process also struggled with the difficulty of
communication gaps, especially since the initiative involved the
creation of a whole new community infrastructure.

Outcomes-based evaluation. The University encouraged the incor-
poration of formal evaluative processes into many aspects of the C-SIP
community partnership, and the process as a whole expanded the plan-
ning and evaluative focus from narrow program or agency outputs to
community outcomes. Most importantly, each of the community coali-
tions developed an action plan that included outcome goals and action
strategies. The plans also included measurable benchmarks to help de-
termine progress. The development of a benchmarking infrastructure,
including benchmark data collection, became a key component of the
project. Baseline measures were established and data were collected to
assess the progress made toward achieving measurable outcomes. Be-
cause this took place in the collaborative setting of the coalitions, it al-
lowed participants to move beyond their individual agency perspective
to coordinated community goals and measurements, and beyond
program outputs to community impact outcomes.

Most recently, a qualitative evaluation of the project has been con-
ducted in order to capture a better understanding of the unintended con-
sequences and incidental learning experiences that come out of the
process and would be helpful for future associations. This evaluation
process—which is taking place as of this time and is being conducted by
an independent evaluator from the community without ties to either the
University, United Way, government, or the human services agen-
cies—will better identify best practices, positive relational outcomes,
and difficulties in order to intentionally and effectively build on lessons
learned.

Transportation coalition—community surveys. A co-chair of the
transportation coalition was a university faculty member whose per-
spective was influential in leading the group to decide to begin their
work through two surveys. The professor connected the coalition to her
political science class and had her students develop and conduct one
survey—making use of student resources—while providing students with
invaluable experience. Students surveyed the city shuttle service to de-
termine how it might be re-routed. The survey became an important part
of the coalition’s background information used to contextualize their
planning.

The transportation coalition conducted a second survey assessing
specialized transportation provided in the community, such as transpor-
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tation for elderly and youth, nonprofit vans, and others. The committee
developed the survey to assess whether a coordinated transportation
system with a central dispatcher would better utilize available vehicles.
A year later, local foundations began contributing funding to move the
coordinated transportation system forward. A local nonprofit and the
city/county transportation service together hired a staff person to begin
coordinating the system.

Report on economic impact of human services. As part of the C-SIP
effort, a study was conducted (by a health economist from the Univer-
sity) to determine the economic impact of the human services sector on
the economy. The study showed that, directly and indirectly, a job in hu-
man services virtually leads to another job in a separate sector in the
community (the exact figure is 3/4 of a job), human service jobs account
for slightly over 3% of jobs in the community, income earned in human
services accounts for 2.6% of the community’s total income, and spend-
ing due to human services accounts for 2.1% of the community’s total
economic output (Chen & Rasmussen, 2004). This study is another ex-
ample of how a university can contribute to a United Way, both in con-
ceiving the research as well as conducting it. The outcomes of the study
will help the United Way (and other policymakers) to strengthen its
mission and describe its impact in the community.

Development of coordinated information and referral database for
2-1-1. One of the leading public policy priorities of the United Way of
America is the promotion of 2-1-1, the three-digit dialing code for
health and human services. Locally, the United Way had participated in
and supported efforts for a local 2-1-1, but lack of funding and the in-
ability to share database information stymied meaningful progress. The
University worked with the local United Way as well as the United Way
in a larger community (Omaha) to develop a project that assists in data-
base sharing. The project received funding from the U.S. Department of
Commerce. Now Nebraska’s United Ways will work along with a host
of other national and local organizations and private software vendors,
to create the computerized standards and tools necessary to share infor-
mation across proprietary software programs. The statewide agree-
ments and processes initiated as a part of this project have led to
increased cooperation across the state, and local and statewide 2-1-1
databases will be established in Nebraska in the near future.

Development of MIS system to track community data against
benchmarks. Precipitated by a new U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) requirement to track data for homelessness
services, the United Way and the City of Lincoln funded the University
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to lead the development of an information management system and to
train those who would be its end users. The system was designed not
only to satisfy HUD requirements, but also to capture some of the
benchmark data measures established by C-SIP. It has the potential to
be expanded to all United-Way funded agencies, and, ultimately, the
system will benefit not only homeless providers, but all the coalitions in
the University-United Way project.

The Wilder Survey and evaluating C-SIP group process. In the sec-
ond year, the University began conducting regular evaluations of the
C-SIP process using the Wilder Collaboration Factors Inventory
(Wilder Research Center, 2001). The principal concerns identified by
the Wilder survey—lack of coalition momentum and lack of funding/re-
sources to implement coalition plans—generated new plans and capac-
ity-building to improve the next round of community planning.

Leveraging resources. Universities are in a powerful position to le-
verage and reinvest the resources that communities invest in them. The
C-SIP initiative has been no exception. For example, in just the behav-
ioral health arena alone, the County Human Services Administrator es-
timates that nearly $4 million new federal dollars have been received in
large part because of the behavioral health coalition that emerged as part
of the C-SIP project. The coalition was able to quickly and effectively
come up with acommunity-wide substance abuse plan that served as the
basis for a large federal grant that provides service dollars. The Univer-
sity became a successful lead applicant for federal funds that provide for
improving the behavioral health infrastructure across the state by link-
ing faith-based and community-based resources and volunteers to the
professional behavioral health system. This infrastructure will directly
benefit all stakeholders in the behavioral health coalition, and it would
not have been possible for any individual stakeholder to create such a
system.

Consensus-based fund allocation. In recent years United Ways, in-
cluding the United Way of Lincoln/Lancaster County, have moved
from an agency-based funding strategy (i.e., granting totally discretion-
ary dollars to agencies based on the sum total of their work) to a pro-
gram-based funding strategy (i.e., granting dollars to specific programs
to support only the work of those programs). The C-SIP project pro-
vided the platform to move allocations to the next step—one of granting
dollars to support community impact, consistent with the national trend
of United Ways away from funding programs and projects and toward
funding those activities with community impacts. In October of 2001,
the United Way officially adopted the priority service area definitions
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developed by the C-SIP coalitions, and required applicants to indicate
how their efforts fit with the priority areas and coalition action plans.

In 2003, United Way of Lincoln/Lancaster leadership and University
faculty took things another step further by devising a consensus-based
model of fund allocations (see Shank, Mahoney, Rupp, & Tomkins,
2004). The new model involved agency representatives and community
volunteers collaboratively making funding allocation decisions and was
designed to create a shared understanding of the community and com-
munity-endorsed planning to develop funding priorities. Two fund dis-
tribution teams piloted the new process. Although the consensus-based
approach did not yield the clear results hoped for, the willingness of
United Way to try a new practice represents the kinds of innovations
that can evolve through a University partnership.

CONCLUSION

The community services initiative, with its holistic approach to com-
munity-university partnership and community planning, generated a
number of positive outcomes. The examples presented here are only a
few of the kinds of productive outcomes that are likely to result from
United Way collaborations with universities. The process fostered rela-
tionship-building among university, United Way, government, and nu-
merous other entities, which in turn led to the incorporation of
evidence-based practices into planning and implementation, collabora-
tive resource development, and comprehensive community planning.
While not yet sharing personnel and services on an intense level, the
collaborative partners are sharing information, streamlining duplicative
meetings, developing collaborative grant efforts, reaping the benefits of
grants based on evidence of collaborative planning and communication,
creating economies of scale in community trainings, and beginning to
lessen turf and control issues.

The community services project has benefited from access to univer-
sity-wide resources through a single university center with the express
purpose of coordinating public policy and applied research activities.
As Stanton (2003) noted, “it is unlikely that effective community-based
collaboration among departments and schools will take place if cam-
puses do not have a central office or program for community
partnerships and service” (p. 17).
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The advantages are mutual, not just one-way. United Ways open the
doors for university faculty, staff, and students to access research op-
portunities and create effective partnerships. United Ways are extraor-
dinarily adept at fund-raising, a skill not often found across university
communities.

Both United Ways and universities have a mutual interest in outcomes
and impacts. In developing measurement outcomes for C-SIP, the Uni-
versity of Nebraska provided guidance in designing the outcome mea-
sures, collected primary and secondary data, and conducted the data
analyses. The United Way, as long-term human services actor, brought
community resource knowledge and a vision for the goal of commu-
nity-wide planning and implementation. The United Way, as a funder,
embraced the work of the coalitions as part of its internal funding process.
It is difficult to overstate the significance of the United Way’s decision to
base funding decisions on the results of the coalitions” work: This gave
what some might have derisively regarded as a useless exercise in plan-
ning, actual impact. United Way agencies and community volunteers are
using the project results to fundamentally change the community’s fund-
ing priorities and process. Ultimately, this change is intended to make a
difference in the lives of those in need in the community.
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