


The applicants came from organizations aligned with United 
Way’s work and reflecting diversity in terms of the issues 
they’re focused on, and geography.  

United Way was also interested in holding a new type of 
event that would attract people new to United Way, as well 
as raise $100,000.  The result? The Pitch Event brought in 
over $150,000.  It solidified United Way’s relationships with 
current partners, and exposed United Way to other nonprofits, 
setting them on a path to working with new partners in other 
sectors.  Best of all it was well received by everyone involved 
– it was an event that “definitely felt different and authentic” 
and one of the most diverse United Way has ever convened.

The Venture Fund was a successful demonstration of United 
Way’s value-add.  United Way is about engaging thousands of 
volunteers, focusing on the best work and best organizations 
to do this work.  It’s a way to express United Way’s core values 
in a new way and bring everybody into the work they do.

KEY TO SUCCESS: VOLUNTEERS
United Way’s volunteers – corporate, nonprofit, community, 
and others drawn from their entire footprint—were a key 
component in the success of the Venture Fund and Pitch 
Event.  A steering committee of long-term volunteers helped 
conceptualize the Fund and Pitch Event – the goals, strategy, 
criteria for selecting grantees, etc.  These volunteers from 
United Way’s Community Impact Committee included an 
executive at the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, a corporate 
foundation program officer at John Hancock, a partner at the 
law firm Mintz, and a partner at Deloitte.  They worked closely 
with Karley Ausiello, United Way’s Community Impact Lead, 
to think creatively about, not just the Venture Fund’s impact in 
the community, but how it could help strengthen United Way.

Another group of around 200 volunteers served as reviewers. 
To recruit volunteers, United Way sent out one email blast to 
everyone on their newsletter list and marketed the Fund on 
LinkedIn volunteer opportunities. United Way was happily 
“overwhelmed” at the interest from volunteer reviewers; in 
fact, half of them were new to United Way.  This diverse 
group, recruited from corporate partners, donors, people 

n the evening of May 22, 2019, the Boston community 
witnessed a remarkable celebration of innovation. 
At United Way of Massachusetts Bay and Merrimack 
Valley’s Venture Fund Pitch Night, presented by Aetna, 

four nonprofits received the venture funding they needed 
to bring their ideas to life: FamilyAid Boston, Lawrence 
CommunityWorks, Our Neighbors’ Table, and Urban College 
of Boston.  Furthermore, Boston Consulting Group was so 
inspired by what they heard and saw at the Pitch Event, they 
committed to support the four remaining finalists: Cross 
Roads House, Family Independence Initiative, The Home 
for Little Wanderers, and UTEC.

The Venture Fund Pitch Night event was the culmination of 
United Way’s new Venture Fund, launched just a few months 
earlier. United Way was looking for ways to unearth innovation, 
foster cross-sector partnerships and collaboration, and then 
seed it in their community.  The Venture Fund is a catalyst 
for putting promising new ideas for driving population-level 
change into practice. A competitive, juried selection process 
resulted in awards of $75,000 each to nonprofits that have 
the experience, community presence, and relationships 
to approach a big problem in a new way, but who needed 
funding and a thought partner to bring those ideas to life.
  

United Way’s call to community organizations in their service 
area looked for innovative, collaborative approaches to 
achieving any of the following impact goals:

    ►   �All individuals have safe, permanent, affordable housing
    ►   �All adults have jobs that allow them to support 

themselves and their families
    ►   �All adults are able to meet their basic needs and achieve 

a state of financial wellbeing
    ►   �All children enter kindergarten ready to learn
    ►   �All youth graduate from high school ready to succeed 

in college and/or careers

United Way’s original goal was to attract 25 high quality 
applications. In the end, they received 76 from every region 
that they serve, with half of the applicants new to United Way.  
They also wanted to involve at least 50 volunteers.  Again, 
they exceeded their goal with over 200 volunteers pitching 
in to design the competition, review, and judge applicants.  
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with grant writing experience who’ve worked at nonprofits, 
and interested members in the community, did the first 
review and rating of the 70-plus applications. Each volunteer 
was assigned three-five applications to discuss and rate 
against the criteria.  United Way’s Community Impact and 
Communications teams and the volunteer steering committee 
used the reviewers’ scores to select the eight finalists. 

One more group of volunteers made up the panel of five 
judges who selected the winners. The judges were chosen 
to ensure diverse perspectives from different sectors, and 
who could build critical support for the Venture Fund and the 
Event.  They included a former board member who is a major 
donor; a recently retired agency CEO who had worked on 
early childhood and who brought in the agency perspective; 
a lawyer; a long-time volunteer and vice president at Aetna, 
and the Executive Director of the Aetna Foundation, who 
was sponsoring the event. In fact, Aetna’s role goes well 
beyond being just a sponsor of the event.  United Way has 
a multi-year partnership with Aetna, which in addition to 
funding for the Venture Fund, will include year-round thought 
leadership, marketing and communications support and 
ongoing volunteer engagement.

WHAT HAPPENED: THE NUTS AND BOLTS
Internally, United Way played a variety of roles in making the 
Fund and the Event happen. This included:

    ►   �Leading a team of volunteers to conceptualize the 
Venture Fund.

    ►   �The Marketing team took care of all the logistics – 
creative, insurance, food.

    ►   �The Community Impact lead socialized the idea with 
the community impact committee.

    ►   �Community Impact staff solicited applications from 
partner agencies and facilitated volunteer review 
group discussions.

    ►   �Development staff recruited volunteers to serve as reviewers.
    ►   �Communications handled that end of things, including 

media relations.
    ►   �Marketing and Communications implemented strategies 

to enlist agencies to promote the Event.

The pitch event itself was open to anybody, and tickets were 
sold at the door. They charged $50 admission, and discounted 
admission for the volunteer reviewers.  The room was full, 
with almost 200 attendees.  The Boston Consulting Group 
provided space and underwrote the food to the estimated 
amount of $20,000.

For the inaugural year of the Fund, United Way went both 
digital and “low tech”.  They promoted the Fund, volunteer 
opportunities, finalists, and the event itself heavily using 
social media, and live tweeted the event. They used their 
program management software, eCImpact, as application 
and volunteer review portals.  At the Pitch Event, while the 
Judges made their rounds, attendees were encouraged to go 
meet all the finalists by being given a “passport” card they 
could have stamped by finalists and exchange, along with 
their email address, for a vote for which one would receive 
a $5,000 Audience’s Choice Award. Participants could buy 
extra votes to “stuff the ballot box”, or if they couldn’t decide.  
They also created a digital campaign promoting the winners.

PROJECT TIMELINE
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LINKS
United Way blog post about the venture fund https://unitedwaymassbay.
org/blog/social-innovation-venture-fund/

Venture Fund web page https://unitedwaymassbay.org/get-involved/
venture-fund/

Facebook photo album of the Pitch Event https://www.facebook.
com/pg/unitedwaymassbay/photos/?tab=album&album_
id=10157265258510912&ref=page_internal

ADVICE FOR UNITED WAYS
For United Ways who want to follow suit, here are some 
takeaways from United Way of Massachusetts Bay and 
Merrimack Valley’s experience:

Define the Journey

    ►   �Engagement doesn’t end with the awards. Define the 
journey for the winners, for the participants who’ve 
been volunteers or who came to the event.  How can 
United Way cultivate them specifically after the event?  
What else could United Way provide to the winners, 
finalists, judges, volunteers, and participants?

Designing the Fund

    ►   �Differentiate United Way.  Do a thorough competitive 
analysis of what innovation funds exist in your area, 
and what are the gaps.  Figure out how your United Way 
can differentiate itself in the field of social innovation.  
Research the award amount - how can that also serve 
as a differentiator?

    ►   �Allow time for thinking through the event and how 
to include diverse perspectives.  It took United Way 
awhile to figure out the purpose of the event, how the 
event would work, and how to get people there.   The 
tremendous support from the Community Impact 
Committee helped.  It was also collaborative – 
Community Impact, Marketing, and Development 
were all at the table helping; look for ways to benefit 
from each group’s different ways of thinking.

    ►   �Be deliberate in strategizing how to attract board 
members and major donors to the event.  It doesn’t 
happen by accident.

    ►   �Have a game plan for obtaining sponsorships, and 
understand what sponsors are interested in and what 
roles they want to play.  United Way had an incredible 
win with their Aetna sponsorship because they were 
able to help Aetna, who was new to the Boston area, 
get the word out about what they were about. 

Logistics

    ►   �Logistics and scheduling for that many volunteers can 
be challenging.  Look for the best way to schedule 
everybody and make it convenient for them.  Be sure 
to encourage a diverse group – from the community, 
nonprofits, and corporations.

    ►   �Be thoughtful about engaging the community via 
social media.  Extend the reach of your United Way’s 
own social media outreach by helping the finalists do 
their own social media engagement.

    ►   �Give organizations enough time to submit their 
applications – ideally twelve weeks, with a minimum 
of eight weeks. 


