
 

 

 
Cr eat i v e Pr ob lem  So lv in g  at  t h e Un i t ed  W ay  

By  Kar en  Ch r ist ie  &  Kei t h  Kam in sk i  
 
The United Way of Buffalo and Erie County has a v ision that  we will create ÒA 
caring com m unity with the highest  qualit y of life in Am ericaÓ. The vision will be 
achieved through a careful focus on the m ission of the organizat ion ÒTo work in 
partnership with others to build a st ronger com m unity by developing resources 
that  effect ively meet  hum an service needs through prevent ion and intervent ion 
program sÓ. 
 

 The United Way of Buffalo & Erie County is local branch of the 
nat ional organizat ion.  The United Way also operates in nearly 40 count ries 
throughout  the world.   Locally  we have helped our com m unity for over 80 
years, since 1917.  The generous support  of literally thousands of 
indiv iduals, corporat ions, labor unions, foundat ions and providers  supply  
the tools of t im e, talent  and t reasure needed to build and m aintain a st rong 
com m unity. 
 

 United Way has a proud history as a com m unity-based, volunteer- led 
organizat ion which is both a catalyst  and a part icipant  in ident ify ing and resolv ing 
our com m unityÕs health and hum an service challenges. Through the United WayÕs 
Com m unity Care Fund, donat ions are com bined with others and invested in 
program s that  serve priorit y needs in the m ost  effect ive, efficient  way.  United 
Way investm ents are reviewed and t racked to m ake sure they are m aking 
m easurable progress towards specif ic goals developed by expert  I nvestm ent 
Team  volunteers from  the com munity.  Only program s that  dem onst rate results 
are funded. 
 
Over 90 cents of every United Way Com m unity Care Fund dollar raised is 
invested into the com munity to build self- sufficiency, hope, support ive liv ing 
situat ions and a st ronger com munity. 
 

Over the past  ten years, the organizat ion has seen erosion in the funding 
given to the com munity care fund and an increase in the donor directed giv ing to 
specif ic agencies. The t rend has im pacted the ability  of the United Way to reduce 
the m ost  pressing problem s in the com m unity. This t rend has required that  the 
United Way crit ically review it s m ission and act iv it ies. The review resulted in a 
decision to st rengthen the level of act iv it y at  the neighborhood level in the 
com m unit ies we serve, and a revam ped m arket ing m essage about  the unique 
value of the Com m unity care Fund to the com m unity as a whole. 
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So how have the United Way and CPS-B worked together?  I t  all started 
back in June of 2000 with an unusual request  m ade to CPS-B to m oderate a 
com m unity m eet ing for the Western New York chapter of the Am erican Red 
Cross.  There was a heavy debate between the surrounding comm unity and the 
Red Cross who had plans to rem odel an unused part  of their building into a 
tem porary shelter for house fire v ict im s.  Now the part icular issues of the debate 
are not  so im portant  with the except ion that  one of the at tendees was from  the 
United Way.  This person was sent to observe as the Red Cross is a funded 
program  provider of  the United Way  in Buffalo, New York.  Keith m oderated the 
com m unity m eet ing with the charge to create a forum  for both sides to have a 
voice (and to not  let  things get  out  of hand) .  With a clear brief on ground rules 
and st r ict  m anagem ent  of process, a potent ially volat ile situat ion was tem pered 
while st ill creat ing a forum for both sides share their point  of v iew. 

 
 The success of this m eet ing resulted in a request  from  the United Way 
President  ( since ret ired)  to facilitate a ret reat  for a New York State educat ion 
agency for which he was a board m em ber.  Again, posit ive feedback was received 
for the facilitator of the ret reat , CPS-B Associate, John Gaulin. 
 
 Seeing the United Way as an organizat ion that  CPS-B would be honored to 
serve, an invitat ion was offered to the United Way to have two of their people 
at tend our I gnit ing Creat ive Potent ial course in Novem ber of 2000.  Karen 
Christ ie, Vice President  of  Operat ions and Customer Service (or do you want my 
new t it le since July2001 Ð Senior V.P. Strategy and Organizat ional Developm ent)   
along with a regional director of Com munity Building (Rem aÕs new t it le since July 
Ð V.P. Resource Developm ent)  at tended the course.  In addit ion, Karen and her 
colleague offered a task upon which the course part icipants could pract ice their 
new Creat ive Problem  Solving skills.  The challenge focused on certain aspects of 
m anaging a m ajor internal t ransit ion.  The long standing United Way President  
was due to ret ire and his successor had yet  to be selected by the Board of 
Directors.  The input  to this challenge proved to be very insight ful and a few key 
elem ents ended up being im plemented to help m anage the t ransit ion.  I n 
part icular the idea of using the power of the ÒnaysayersÓ by creat ing a focus 
group of those who felt  the changes were leading to disaster. This focus group 
Provided a forum for them  to express their concerns and develop responses 
which resulted in posit ive energy. A rumor cont rol hot line was created where 
anyone could post  a concern/ quest ion anonym ously and find the answer on the 
em ployee int ranet within 24 hours. Karen and her colleague, being in key 
leadership posit ions within the United Way and having early success with using 
CPS, could see the wide applicabilit y it  could have in the organizat ion.  The road 
was paved for future working together.   
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I n April of 2001, a custom ized, in-house, I gnit ing Creat ive Potent ial course 
was offered to m ix of com m unity builders and internal staff.  The folks at tending 
this f irst  course work Òin the t renchesÓ both with agencies externally and together 
internally to m ake change happen.  The course received a 4.6 rat ing out  of 5.0 (a 
Ò1Ó rat ing m eans poor and a Ò5Ó rat ing m eans excellent ) .  Gett ing im pressive 
results on course feedback is one thing;  however, the im portant  quest ions that  
com m unicate benefit s received from  the t raining take t im e to answer. The key 
quest ions are:  

• Will part icipants use their new skills?  
• What  will be the value add or im pact  as a result  of the t raining? 
 
I n Novem ber 2001, we received som e answers to these key quest ions 

when we held a half-day CPS refresher workshop with the course part icipants.  
As part  of the preparat ion, part icipants were asked to docum ent  their im pact with 
CPS by writ ing short  stories.  We took som e t im e in the workshop to 
acknowledge and recognize those who took the t ime and energy to document the 
results they achieved.  

 
So what  im pact  have course part icipants had with CPS?  The results are 

pret ty im pressive.  The following three case studies highlight  some of the im pact. 
 
One of the top corporate sponsors of the United Way was experiencing 

change from  all different  direct ions.  The organizat ion was going through merger 
negot iat ions with another com pany and was also renegot iat ing the labor cont ract  
with itÕs union.  The enthusiasm  to support  the United Way from  the previous 
year carried over, however, with no surprise, this organizat ion was off to a slow 
start  with their donat ion cam paign for 2001.  Seeing the changing environm ent 
for this corporate sponsor as a key concern, the course part icipant  who was close 
to the situat ion put  their skills into high gear to at tack the issues proact ively. 

 
This person brought together a m ix of the sponsorÕs staff and United Way 

staff to work through this challenge.  The issues were fram ed as Òhow to 
m aintain and expand the success of 2000 within the environment of 2001?Ó  The 
group generated ideas using Brainstorm ing with Post - it s¨  and focused using 
Highlight ing.  Seven concepts em erged from  the m eet ing such as im proving 
logist ics, increasing cam paign visibilit y , and expanding educat ion, am ong others. 
When a concern was raised on one of the concepts, the ALUo (Advantages, 
Lim itat ions, Unique Qualit ies, overcom ing Lim itat ions)  tool was used to work it  
through. Each person was assigned a concept  and specific act ions were 
developed.  The person facilitat ing didnÕt  stop when this init ial m eet ing was over.  
There was cont inuous follow-up on the progress for each concept  and addit ional 
check- in m eet ings were held.  As a result  of pre-planning, developing act ion 
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plans, and following up to drive im plementat ion, this corporate sponsor achieved 
and surpassed the cam paign goal from  2000. 

 
 On the related topic of fundraising, another t rained facilitator received a 
call from  the local cham ber of com m erce to facilitate a Board ret reat  to im prove 
and enhance the cham berÕs key act iv it ies for the year.  The facilitator carefully 
designed nine short  sessions to tackle each of the cham bers act ivit ies such as a 
golf out ing, dinner dance, auct ion, and business showcase, just  to nam e a few. 
Team ing up with a fellow part icipant  from  the CPS course to facilitate this large 
group of over 12 people, Wandering Brainwrit ing (see Toolbox for Creat ive 
Problem  Solving:  Basic Tools and Resources on page # #  to learn m ore)  was used 
to generate new ideas for each act ivit y.  Select ing Hits and Highlight ing tools 
were used to focus on the ideas.  Towards the end of the m eet ing, selected ideas 
were assigned to people in order to put  them into act ion.  At  the t im e of this 
art icle, m any of those ideas are well on the way to being successfully 
im plemented.  When asked about  how the meet ing was conducted, board 
m em bers were pleased with the new approach, as they were able to really 
address and put  issues on the table.  There was also a not iceable increase of 
engagem ent  and sm iles when com pared with previous m eet ings. 
 
 As result  of this one meet ing, the facilitator, who also worked in the 
Cham berÕs area landed three new corporate accounts.  These corporate accounts 
run internal cam paigns for their em ployees to donate to the United Way.  The 
funds earned from  these three new accounts equal 39%  of this personÕs yearly 
goal for new business.  All three of these new accounts also have great  potent ial 
for growing their cont ribut ions in the years to com e.  Another benefit  derived 
from  the m eet ing was that  the facilitator has m ade a key contact  with an 
influent ial m em ber of the com m unity.  This influent ial contact  has provided 
opportunit ies for growing addit ional business. 
 
 Last , but  certainly not  least , this next  story focuses on adding value to the 
com m unity.  Several schools within the cit y of Buffalo are experiencing low 
academ ic perform ance on statewide tests.  These schools also happen to be 
located in neighborhoods where there are the highest  levels of assault , teen 
pregnancy, asthm a, and public assistance, am ong others, in the city.  To address 
this pressing issue, the United Way, State, county, cit y, and board of educat ion 
officials form ed ÒThe Closing the Gap in Student Perform ance Init iat iveÓ.  This 
init iat ive ut ilizes a full service school m odel, where the school becom es a cent ral 
point  for delivery for educat ion, health, m ental health, youth developm ent , and 
fam ily support  services.  A com ponent  of im plem ent ing a full service school 
m odel involves addressing non-academic barriers to student  perform ance.  Two 
t rained facilitators teamed up to help one school of this six school init iat ive to do 
just  that .  The facilitator team  worked with a diverse group of administers, 
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teachers, and parents to generate broad goals and opportunit ies associated with 
non-academ ic barriers. Highlight ing was used to focus on the large m enu of 
opt ions.  Two key opportunit ies emerged from  this CPS session Ð literacy at  
hom e and parental involvem ent  in the school.  Literacy at  hom e was selected to 
work on first  as m any of the studentsÕ fam ilies have English as a second language 
where speaking, reading, and writ ing in English are not  st rong.  Without st rong 
literacy skills at  hom e, the student is m issing an im portant  resource for help and 
assistance with their schoolwork.   
 

As a result  of this diverse group of adm inist rators, teachers, and parents 
having clear focus and support  from  the sponsoring officials, key grants were 
awarded to coordinate exist ing literacy services within cit y to help 15 studentÕs 
fam ilies, all within 4 m onths.  This coordinat ion has helped to m axim ize facilit ies 
and resources already available.  For exam ple, during the school day, parents can 
visit  a facilit y  run by the Boys and Girls club ( this facilit y is only fully ut ilized for 
after school program s)  to access tutorsÕ, com puters, and other resources to help 
im prove their language skills.  Specif ic next  steps are also in place to further 
explore why parents are not  involved with the school and plans to start  a sim ilar 
approach with other schools are form ing. 

 
 These are three exam ples of how CPS played a part  in adding direct  and 
indirect  value to the Western New York com m unity.   
 

So what  does the future hold? The future for cont inued usage of CPS is 
bright  due to the success achieved to date. The t raining of the staff at  United 
Way will cont inue and the use of CPS with our custom ers in the comm unity will 
cont inue and grow. 

 
Using CPS has enabled the United Way staff to work with key groups, a sam pling 
of which you heard about earlier, to design responses to the issues/ problem s 
facing the part icular comm unity group. The result ing act ion plans have a 
signif icant ly im proved chance of success because of the thoughtful and careful 
process with which it  was designed.  The CPS process is applicable to a myriad of 
situat ions and provides the United Way an opportunity to add value to any group 
process by ut ilizing it . 
 
A program  of the United Way called the Not  For Profit  Resource Center is 
current ly exploring ut ilizat ion of CPS with indiv idual agencies to enable them to 
ensure their own viabilit y , and to ut ilize CPS with clients to increase t reatm ent  
plan success.  At  no t im e in recent history has the use of CPS been m ore 
necessary for the not  for profit  arena;  t radit ional sources of revenue are 
collapsing, and the war on terrorism  is profoundly effect ing indiv iduals and 
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fam ilies. New responses that  are novel and useful are crit ically needed to shape 
the future. 
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To learn m ore about  the United Way of Buffalo & Erie County and to give on- line, 
v isit  www.uwbec.org. 
 
W h a t  h av e w e lear n ed ? Ð ( sep ar a t e  f r o m  ar t i cle , t o  b e p laced  

in  ÒW h a t  w eÕv e lear n ed  sect io n )  
 
• Provide a clear and measurable outcome and clearly describe how you will 

achieve that  outcom e.  A few part icipants m ent ioned the im portance of being 
clear and explicit .  In one session, the group pushed back on the facilitator, 
as they did not  want  to focus after they generated in the sam e m eet ing.  By 
being clear on the agenda up front , this tension could have been avoided. 

 
• Know when it  is best  not  to facilitate.  In one project , the facilitator was also 

the expert  from  United Way, which proved to be very difficult .  In the future, 
this person will seek another person to facilitate on this project  as she can 
add m ore value as a content  expert . 

 
• Be deliberate when helping a group achieve consensus.  I n one m eet ing, the 

facilitator did not  ant icipate the am ount  of t ime and energy needed for a 
group to com e to a consensus.  Som e tools were used to help the group, 
however, it  was acknowledged that  pre-planning an approach to achieve 
consensus is crit ical. 

 
• Encourage fun and laughter when generat ing.  I n one internal m eet ing where 

CPS was used, the atm osphere was very playful.  Som e of the best  thinking 
was form ed from com binat ions with silly com m ents.  Hard work, get t ing 
results and having fun can happen at  the sam e t im e. 

 
 


