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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

United Way of Lake County, lllinois’ 2026-2030 Strategic Plan charts a bold path forward for how we
will strengthen our community, deepen our relevance, and expand our impact in the years ahead.
Built through a collaborative planning process that engaged board members, staff, community
partners, and local insight from 211 and ALICE* (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) data,
this plan reflects both the urgent needs facing Lake County households today and our long-term
commitment to creating systemic and lasting change.

For more than a century, United Way of Lake County (UWLC) has played a unique role in the
community — not only supporting programs, but also convening partners, translating data into
action, and strengthening the broader health and human service landscape. Our legacy, local
knowledge, and cross-sector relationships position UWLC differently from many nonprofits. We
bring a depth of experience, community insight, and collaborative leadership that enables us to
respond to immediate needs while advancing long-term solutions.

Across our community, many families continue to experience financial strain, housing instability,
and barriers to opportunity — even as others thrive. At the same time, donors, partners, and residents
increasingly expect nonprofits to be transparent, community-centered, collaborative, and data-
informed. This plan positions UWLC to meet this moment, strengthening our role as a convener,
connector, catalyst, and trusted partner for community-led solutions.

Over the next five years, UWLC will focus on advancing impact through five strategic pillars:
Community Insight & Collaboration, Revenue Innovation & Financial Sustainability, Brand
Awareness & Relevance, Advocacy, and Strategic Innovation. Together, these pillars reinforce our
commitment to equity, accountability, and meaningful engagement — ensuring that our programs,
partnerships, and communications reflect the lived experiences of the people we serve.

This plan is both a roadmap and a commitment: to listen more deeply, use data more boldly, tell our
story more clearly, and mobilize people, resources, and relationships so that more Lake County
households have the opportunity to thrive.

ABOUT UNITED WAY OF LAKE GOUNTY

United Way of Lake County has served the community for more than 100 years, mobilizing people,
partnerships, and resources to close gaps and open opportunities so that everyone can thrive. We
work alongside residents, schools, nonprofits, businesses, and local leaders to advance youth
opportunity, strengthen community resilience, and connect families to critical resources.

With deep local roots and a collaborative, data-informed approach, we bring people together to
tackle complex challenges and build a stronger, more resilient Lake County for all.

JALICE research quantifies and describes the number of households that are struggling financially.



WHY OUR WORK MATTERS

Across Lake County, thousands of households are working and striving for stability — yet many still
struggle to afford basic needs such as housing, food, healthcare, and childcare.

ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) data shows that 34% of Lake County
households live below the ALICE threshold or the Federal Poverty Level. ALICE families are employed
and earning above the poverty line but remain financially vulnerable due to the rising cost of living
and economic pressures.

At the same time, trends from 211 Lake County reveal increasing requests for help with housing,
utilities, food, and mental health support — clear signals of the challenges many neighbors are facing.

These realities impact more than household finances. They affect children’s readiness to learn,
families’ ability to remain stable, and the overall health and resilience of our community.

United Way of Lake County works alongside residents, partners, and local leaders to address both
urgent needs and long-term solutions — connecting families to critical resources, strengthening youth
opportunity, and helping build a community where everyone has the opportunity to thrive.

Source: UnitedForALICE.org

VISION & MISSION

Lake County is a place where every VISION:
person has the opportunity to thrive.
United Way of Lake County serves as a

A Lake County where every person

trusted partner and catalyst for has the opportunity to thrive.
community-led solutions, advancing

equity, strengthening resilience, and .

expanding opportunity across MISSION:

education, economic mobility, and United Way of Lake County

health. Through bold innovation, mobilizes the community to action
inclusive and impactful narratives, and so all can thrive.

collaborative leadership, we mobilize
people, data, and resources to build
systems shaped by community voice.

HOW WE CREATE CHANGE

United Way of Lake County creates impact by acting as a convener, connector, and catalyst for
community progress. We translate data into action through 211 and ALICE insights, bring partners
together across sectors, and elevate lived experience through authentic community narratives and
advocacy. We align people, resources, and systems around shared goals so solutions are more
durable, equitable, and community-driven.

We bring people, data, and resources together
to meet urgent needs and build long-term
opportunity.


https://www.unitedforalice.org/county-reports/illinois

CORE VALUES

To strengthen our role as a convener, connector, and catalyst for community impact,
the work of United Way of Lake County is guided by these core values:

IMPACT

We deliver measurable
programs to build a
strong, equitable
community where
everyone can thrive.

OPTIMISM RESPECT

We are enthusiastic inte rXVeal:jt:ov:&r:
and positive about grity

an inclusive and
our work and .
diverse culture
celebrate
where everyone
our success. .
feels appreciated,
safe and heard.

INNOVATION g~ GOLLABORATION

We cultivate an environment We leverage the expertise

that encourages thoughtful, and experience of our staff,
creative and inspirational volunteers and partners
actions that lead to to achieve shared
effective solutions. goals and
multiply our
impact.



PILLARS, STRATEGIES, & OBJECTIVES

These five pillars are intentionally interconnected. Community Insight informs strategy. Revenue enables
impact. Brand strengthens trust and engagement. Advocacy drives systemic change. Strategic Innovation

ensures adaptability. Together, they reinforce one another and create a coordinated approach to long-
term community progress.

COMMUNITY INSIGHT & COLLABORATION

Building a community insight-driven, collaborative, and resilient Lake County

To lead a new era of community insight and collaboration where data, lived experience and partnership
will strengthen the social safety net, advance equitable opportunity, and build long-term resilience
across education, income, health, and community well-being. By moving from isolated programs to an
integrated, insight-driven ecosystem, UWLC will transform how Lake County understands and responds
to community needs. As a trusted backbone organization, UWLC will connect data, people, and systems,
ensuring that every family, student, and neighborhood can thrive.

STRATEGY 1:
Transform Data
into a Shared

Produce accessible and actionable community data
Institutionalize UWLC’s role as a neutral backbone and convener

Integrate quantitative data with lived experience voice

Community
Asset Support partners in using shared data for continuous improvement
STRATEGY 2: Align cross-sector partners (education, health, housing, philanthropy, etc)
Build a around 2 -3 defined community priorities
Coordinated and Reduce duplication and close service gaps
Aligned . o .

Promote collective accountability for community level outcomes
Ecosystem

Foster collective problem-solving, not competition
STRATEGY 3: Center community voice priorities and decisions

Integrate Lived
Experience and

Create ongoing feedback loops between UWLC, partners, and community

Build leadership pathways for community members

Community

Leadership

STRATEGY 4: Invest in systems and capacity to support backbone infrastructure
Sustain a Strong Align UWLC internal operations for cross-functional work
Backbone ,

e Reinforce UWLC as role as a trusted partner

Shift funding to support long-term impact with multi-year sustainable funding



REVENUE INNOVATION & FINANGIAL SUSTAINABILITY

Building a diversified, resilient funding model to sustain and grow our impact now and in the future

To sustain and grow our impact in the face of changing fundraising trends and economic uncertainty, UWLC
will build a diversified, resilient funding base that supports long-term program stability through annual giving
and endowment giving.

We will expand and balance revenue across multiple funding sources, while cultivating year-round donor
relationships that are rooted in purpose rather than transactions.

Our revenue strategy will be directly aligned with impact, ensuring donors clearly understand how their
support drives measurable results for children, families, and our community.

STRATEGY 1: * Prioritize funding opportunities across individuals, foundations, corporations,
DIVERSIFY and government partners

DI @-ERERENCIIEEN . Expand beyond traditional giving opportunities
» Grow affinity group and workplace giving engagement

* Develop pathways to convert supporters into recurring impact-driven donors

STRATEGY 2: » (Cultivate prospective legacy and endowment donors through naming
ENDOWMENT opportunities

Build and Grow a + Develop endowment messaging tied to long-term program sustainability

L .
e CEmREg * Educate donors on planned giving options

» Strengthen donor stewardship to sustain long-term relationships

STRATEGY 3: * Launch a Board of Directors Campaign Cabinet to expand leadership in
ENGAGE fundraising and relationship-building

YOIunteer.s.and Staff « Clarify and expand volunteer fundraising pathways, including peer outreach,
in Fundraising relationship cultivation, stewardship, and community engagement

SuiEgliss » Equip board members, volunteers, and staff with training and tools to

confidently communicate UWLC’s impact and inspire investment

STRATEGY 4: * Develop a year-round stewardship and engagement calendar

STEWARD * Tailor communications based on donor motivation and giving trends

Year-Round Donor
Engagement

* Integrate volunteerism, learning events, and program experiences to
strengthen donor connections




BRAND AWARENESS & RELEVANGE

Building a clear, trusted, and recognizable identity that strengthens engagement and impact

UWLC will strengthen the understanding of who we are, what we do, and why our work matters by aligning
our messaging, community impact narratives, and program identity under a unified brand. By pairing
authentic human experiences with credible local data, we will deepen trust, improve attribution across our
initiatives, and position UWLC as a connector, convener, and essential community partner. This work will help
donors, volunteers, partners, and residents more clearly see the impact of their support and the role UWLC
plays in mobilizing our community so all can thrive.

STRATEGY 1:
Clarify Identity and
Increase Brand
Attribution

STRATEGY 2:

Tell Compelling
Stories Backed by
BEIE]

STRATEGY 3:
Segment and
Personalize
Communications

STRATEGY 4:
Strengthen Digital
Presence and
Community Visibility

STRATEGY 5&:
Deepen Engagement
and Build Brand
Champions

Promote a unified UWLC identity across programs and initiatives
Strengthen attribution for flagship programs
Create simple, repeatable messages

Align staff and ambassadors around consistent language

Pair ALICE and 211 insights with lived experiences
Communicate both immediate relief and long-term opportunity
Expand story collection across programs and partners

Use visuals and impact snapshots to highlight outcomes

Develop audience-specific messaging
Tailor stories and proof points by segment
Strengthen culturally responsive and bilingual communications

Use engagement data to refine messaging

Strengthen UWLC’s digital and media presence
Increase visibility of volunteer and engagement pathways
Leverage partnerships and thought leadership opportunities

Expand community-facing visibility through events and collaborations

Equip board members, volunteers, and partners as ambassadors
Create year-round engagement experiences
Strengthen stakeholder roles as advocates and voices

Cultivate loyalty and belonging



ADVOCACY

Advancing equitable policy solutions grounded in community voice and lived experience

To drive meaningful, systemic, and long-term change, UWLC will strengthen its role as a trusted,
nonpartisan advocate for community well-being. Our advocacy will elevate the voices and lived experiences
of those most affected by systemic inequities, including ALICE households, families with young children,
and residents facing health and economic barriers.

We will equip board members, donors, volunteers, and partners to serve as credible advocates and
messengers by providing training, tools, and clear pathways for engagement in grassroots and systems-
level efforts. Grounded in data, informed by community input, and centered in equity, our advocacy will help
shape policy, influence resources, and align public awareness with the realities facing our community.
UWLC will be recognized as a convener and catalyst for advancing equitable policy solutions across
education, health, and economic mobility.

STRATEGY 1:

Establish a Nonpartisan
Community Impact
Platform Centered on
ALICE

STRATEGY 2:
Equip Stakeholders to
be Everyday Advocates

STRATEGY 3:
Build Strategic
Coalitions and
Partnerships to
Advance Policy
Solutions

Define the UWLC Advocacy Platform by developing and adopting a formal,
board-approved nonpartisan advocacy framework

Identify 2-3 annual issue priorities informed by ALICE and 211 trends
(e.g, housing stability, early childhood access, workforce equity)

Articulate what UWLC advocates for (solutions, not parties or positions)

Provide stakeholders with clear, consistent education on local challenges
and disparities using 211 and ALICE data, supported by simple tools and
messaging guides

Develop shared talking points, scripts, and learning exercises
(e.g, “Understanding the Gap”) that enable stakeholders to engage
confidently with community leaders, employers, and policymakers

Foster a culture where advocacy is understood as a nonpartisan, long-term
extension of UWLC’s mission — grounded in data, aligned with values, and
integrated across all pillars

Strengthen relationships with nonprofits, community leaders, public
agencies, and policy partners so that UWLC is viewed as a trusted partner
for systemic change

Support collaborative advocacy efforts that align with shared priorities and
local needs

Position UWLC as a convener that bridges networks and amplifies
collective impact



STRATEGIC INNQVATION

Fostering a culture of learning, experimentation, and collaboration to adapt, evolve, and
strengthen community impact

To remain relevant and effective in a rapidly changing environment, UWLC will cultivate a culture of
strategic innovation that encourages learning, experimentation, and continuous improvement. We will
create space for testing new ideas, strengthen partnerships that support co-design with community
members, and use data and feedback to guide decisions and refine our work. Through this approach,
UWLC will become more adaptive and future-focused, shifting from reactive problem-solving to proactive
opportunity-making, and positioning UWLC as a catalyst for community-led solutions.

STRATEGY 1:
Embed Innovation
Practices Into
Organizational
Culture

STRATEGY 2:
Pilot New
Approaches
Through
Partnership and
Community
Collaboration

STRATEGY 3:
Use Insight, Data,
and Feedback to
Guide Decisions

STRATEGY 4:

Position UWLC as a
Regional Leader in

Collaborative
Innovation

Formalize UWLC’s Executive Committee as the volunteer leadership body
overseeing strategic innovation

Define clear criteria for approving pilot initiatives (mission alignment, risk
tolerance, resource requirements, and ROI potential)

Incorporate experimentation and learning goals into team plans and
evaluations

Co-design pilot concepts with partners

Apply a disciplined pilot framework with clear objectives, roles, timelines, and
success metrics

Scale what works by expanding only those initiatives demonstrating impact,
financial sustainability, and mission alignment

Establish a strategic learning agenda to assess emerging needs, program
effectiveness, and scalable models.

Integrate data and community voice into decision-making using insights from
211, ALICE, partner feedback, resident input, and program outcomes

Institutionalize insight-sharing and course-correction by using findings to
refine strategy and scale what works

Showcase what works by publishing innovation summaries that highlight
results

Lead and participate in strategic learning networks of nonprofits, funders, and
institutions

Model continuous evolution by revisiting innovation priorities each year

10



OUTCOMES & OUTPUTS

Specific measurable goals, timelines, and key performance indicators will be maintained internally
and reviewed regularly by staff and the Board to ensure progress and accountability.

COMMUNITY INSIGHT & GOLLABORATION

OUTCOME: OUTPUTS:

UWLCis *  Regular community insight briefs or dashboards grounded in data and
recognized as a translated into clear, actionable takeaways

trusted data and *  Growth in partner participation and engagement across collaborative
collaboration initiatives and cross-sector projects

partner * Increased use of UWLC data by partners, funders, and public leaders

*  More initiatives developed through cross-sector collaboration
*  Community input integrated into planning and evaluation processes

OUTCOME: OUTPUTS:

Balanced and *  Year-over-year growth in recurring, individual, and affinity group giving,
resilient funding with greater stability in annual revenue

that sustains long- * More diversified funding across foundation, corporate, government,
term impact individual, and legacy giving streams

* Improved donor retention and an increase in multi-year commitments
and pledge renewals

* Adefined pathway for endowment and planned giving participation
including an engaged pipeline of prospective legacy donors

*  (learer alignment between donor investment and measurable program
impact, reflected in stronger donor understanding and confidence

OUTCOME: OUTPUTS:

Greater public *  Year-over-year growth in brand awareness, digital engagement, and
recognition of audience reach across priority segments

UWLCs role, *  Greater consistency in UWLC attribution across programs, initiatives,
impact, and identity and campaigns, strengthening connection to the master brand

* Astronger pipeline of compelling impact stories — written, visual, and
video - that pair lived experience with data to demonstrate results
* Increased earned media coverage, thought-leadership presence, and
community visibility for UWLC as a convener and partner
»  Stronger public recognition that flagship programs and initiatives are
powered by UWLC
11



OUTCOMES & QUTPUTS (core

ADVOGAGY

OUTCOME: OUTPUTS:

Community voices *  Growth in engagement of the UWLC Board, donors, and volunteers in
and local data advocacy learning and action opportunities

inform public * Issue briefs and awareness communications grounded in data and lived
awareness and experience

systems change * Increased participation and leadership in coalitions and cross-sector

advocacy partnerships

*  Stronger alignment between UWLC messaging and priority community
issues and policy needs

*  Greater visibility of equity-focused community challenges and the local
efforts working to address them

* Increased recognition of UWLC as a trusted partner for systemic change
in Lake County

STRATEGIG INNOVATION

OUTCOME: OUTPUTS:

An adaptive, * New pilot initiatives or approaches tested, evaluated, and documented
learning-oriented each year

organization that * Increased staff and partner participation in innovation and learning
pilots, learns, and opportunities

evolves *  Greater integration of data and community feedback in decision-making

* Lessons learned and promising practices shared across teams to
strengthen collaboration and effectiveness

* Improved organizational agility, cross-functional alignment, and
responsiveness to emerging needs

HOW WE WILL USE THIS PLAN

This strategic plan is a living roadmap. UWLC will review progress annually, adapt strategies
as community needs evolve, and remain accountable to the people and partners we serve.
Our commitment is not only to implement this plan — but to learn, listen, and grow alongside
our community.
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