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Introduction

What is the Community Assessment?
Background
In 1993, United Way of Central Ohio began an ambitious journey to refocus its purpose as an 
organization from fundraising to creating community impact. Creating community impact means 
effectively responding to important community needs and problems by developing effective strategies 
that address the underlying causes of those problems. That strategic vision is based is based on three 
core principles:

1. Focusing on the achievement of meaningful and measurable results at a community level;

2. Developing those results through strategies based on inclusiveness, collaboration, 
integration; and 

3. Building the capacity of agencies, systems and the community itself to contribute to the
achievement of those results.

In response to those principles, United Way has organized its work around seven critical need areas—
education, employment, health, housing, neighborhood development, race relations/diversity and safety.
Much has been accomplished:

• Measurable community-level goals and objectives have been developed in each 
critical need area;

• Comprehensive strategies have been designed to address each objective;

• Community partners have been brought together to devise research-based responses to 
community issues, leverage resources, and measure and report progress; and

• Vision councils were created as a new and holistic way of aligning staff and volunteer 
resources in support of creating community change.

Though the community goals and objectives have been reaffirmed and fine-tuned in recent years, they
have not been fully reexamined since their creation in 1998. In 2003, United Way determined that it 
was time to undertake a formal community assessment process and use the results to affirm or revise 
critical need areas, community goals, and community objectives to ensure that they represent the most
significant community needs that are most appropriate for United Way support. 

What Matters: United Way of Central Ohio Community Assessment 2004 (What Matters 2004) is the first step 
in this process. It describes community conditions and community responses to those conditions. Over
the coming months, United Way volunteers and staff will use the information in What Matters 2004 as
a context for redeveloping long term community goals and objectives to guide United Way’s community
impact efforts over the next three to five years. 

The Charge to Community Research Partners
Community Research Partners (CRP) was asked by United Way to undertake research and work with 
the Community Assessment Advisory Committee to prepare What Matters 2004. CRP’s work included 
conducting key informant interviews and focus groups; analyzing survey data; collecting and analyzing
demographic and social indicator data; conducting a literature review; reviewing local planning 
documents; compiling an inventory of funding resources; and preparing What Matters 2004. These 
are further described in the methodology section of the introduction. CRP is a non-profit research and
evaluation center formed by United Way of Central Ohio, the City of Columbus and the John Glenn
Institute at The Ohio State University.
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Community Assessment Advisory Committee
A Community Assessment Advisory Committee (CAAC) was formed to provide UWCO volunteer and 
staff leadership in the development of What Matters 2004. The 29-member committee (see next page),
chaired by Columbus Compact President and CEO Jonathan C. Beard, met four times from October 2003
to February 2004 to do the following:

1. Provide input into the research methodology;

2. Review and analyze community assessment data; and,

3. Advise UWCO on additional data collection that may be needed or desired.

This report includes data and other information provided by advisory committee members, and reflects
comments on the first draft of the report. 

Advisory Committee Perspective
On February 11, 2004, the advisory committee met for the final time to review the first draft report 
prepared by Community Research Partners. The CAAC voted unanimously to validate the report and pass
it on to the United Way board and vision councils. In addition to providing many specific comments on
the data and analysis in the report, the advisory committee had the following general comments: 

• The report is intended to be a big picture overview or snapshot of our community, not a 
comprehensive or definitive piece of work on the many individual program and policy areas 
included in the assessment. References in the report to source documents will be helpful if 
United Way and other organizations want to delve further into specific areas. 

• It is important to look at the data in the report at multiple levels. Data may present a positive 
picture for Franklin County, but at the same time indicate underlying areas of concern for 
specific population groups or geographic areas. 

• The report brings together a great deal of information, but also illustrates data gaps. This 
suggests that the community should come together to identify ways to fill these gaps.

• Trends in the report indicate the need to look more broadly than Franklin County and 
begin to have a regional focus.

• The process of getting out of our “silos” and learning about other issue areas has been 
valuable. There is currently no other overarching planning going on in Franklin County.
The community could benefit from such a process if it were dynamic and sustained, and 
United Way could be a valuable planning partner.
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Research Methodology
What Matters 2004 is comprehensive, incorporating data from multiple original and secondary sources
(see Appendices B and F). The following provides an overview of the project components and the data 
collection and analysis methodologies. 

Demographic and Social Indicators
The profile of current community trends and conditions includes demographic and social indicator data
from a variety of sources (see Appendix B) These included CRP’s Community Indicators Database and the
United Way of Central Ohio 2003 Racial Disparities Report. For many of the indicators, the data includes
trends over time and comparisons of Franklin County data with data for Ohio and the U.S. 

The Franklin County indicator topics include general population trends, education, employment and
income, health, housing, neighborhood development, safety, and race relations/diversity. In addition, 
data are included at the census tract and zip code level to provide indicators of variations in neighborhood 
conditions throughout the county. The profiles of population groups include indicator data that describe:
people in poverty/working poor; children and teens; older adults; immigrants/new Americans and 
ex-offenders.

Community Input
United Way placed a priority on seeking the perspective of community members in What Matters 2004.
Three methods were used for community input: key informant interviews, focus groups and 
a donor and agency web survey.

Key informant interviews and focus groups
CRP conducted 50 key informant telephone interviews and held 18 facilitated focus groups, with a total 
of 196 participants, to capture community perspectives to be included in What Matters 2004. The persons
invited by United Way to participate in the interviews and focus groups were selected to represent a broad
and diverse cross-section of stakeholders, interest groups and points of view.

Interviewees and focus group participants were asked the following questions, which were provided 
to them ahead of time:

1. What are the most important needs in the community that affect human services?
(For example, needs of specific populations or geographic areas.)

2. What are you basing your observations on?  (For example, news reports, information at work, etc.)

3. What trends that might affect human services delivery, both positive and negative, should 
the United Way be aware of as they undertake their planning process? (For example, 
demographic, economic and social trends; programming trends, funding trends, etc.)

4. What gaps exist in services, programs and funding to address the needs?

5. Over the last seven years, United Way has focused on seven critical need areas:  Education, 
Employment, Health, Housing, Neighborhood Development, Safety and Race Relations/ 
Diversity. Based on your understanding of the community role of United Way and what you 
have described in terms of the needs, trends, and gaps in services, are these the right areas 
or are there any that you think need to be changed or added?

6. Is there anything else you would like to share to help United Way through its community 
assessment process?

Interview and focus groups comments were captured in full-text notes. Keyword analysis of these notes
was used to identify themes and areas of emphasis. The names of interview and focus group participants
and summaries of the interview and focus group responses are found in Appendices C and D.
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Donor and agency web survey

In order to gauge broader community perceptions of important needs and issues, United Way posted a
survey on its website and invited donors and agency staff to complete the survey. The survey included
three types of questions: 1) the extent of problems (major, moderate, minor) for specific health and 
human service issues; 2) the extent of needs (significant, some, few, none) of population groups; and 
3) demographics of the survey respondent. Respondents could also provide additional feedback to 
United Way by including text comments. Each section of the assessment includes a summary of major
community problems or needs for that issue area identified by survey respondents.

A total of 566 survey responses were received. Of these, 123 identified themselves as UW agency direct
service staff; 121 as UW agency administrative staff; 48 as an UW vision council member; and 312 as an
UW donor (respondents could choose multiple categories). Seventy-four percent of the respondents 
were female. When asked to identify their race or ethnicity, 76 percent identified themselves as white; 
17 percent as black/African American; one percent as Hispanic/Latino and five percent more than one 
race or “other”.

Resource Inventory
What Matters 2004 includes an inventory of annual human services and community development 
resources in Franklin County. The focus of the resource inventory is funding for programs and services
for: 1) low- and moderate-income people; 2) low- and moderate-income geographic areas; 3) special needs
populations; and 4) crisis and emergency needs. 

Included in the inventory is $2.3 billion in funds from federal, state and local government public sources,
and major local philanthropic/private sources. Inventory data was generally collected from the original
funding source, then traced to Franklin County funding recipients. Data came from websites, budget 
documents, 1099 forms and other information provided by both funders and funding recipients. The
inventory describes the sources of funding and the uses of funding for one year—generally 2002 or 
2003—although the time period varies from program to program depending on their fiscal and program
year and data availability. Appendix E includes a summary of the inventory and a description of the
inventory methodology and definitions. 

Assembling an inventory of this type from multiple data sources is a complex and ongoing process. 
CRP is aware of other funding sources for which data could not be obtained within the timeframe of 
the United Way Community Assessment process. In addition, a number of judgment calls were required,
particularly with regard to assigning funding sources to specific use categories. The resource inventory in
What Matters 2004 is a good picture of human services and community development funding in Franklin
County, but it is a “work in progress,” and CRP welcomes feedback and additional data from both 
funding sources and recipients. 

Planning Documents
In order to identify the key community organizations involved in the policy areas examined in What
Matters 2004, CRP reviewed over 35 planning documents or goal/strategy statements of local organizations
(see Appendix F). These documents were used to prepare a policy matrix in each section of the report and
as a source of data on community conditions, trends and needs. 

Literature Review
A limited literature review was conducted by CRP to collect information for two purposes. First, the 
literature was used to develop the framework for organizing community impact strategies in the Impact
Structure section of the report. In addition, excerpts from national literature were used throughout the
report to provide a context for the profile of current Franklin County conditions.
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Format of the Assessment Report
What Matters 2004 begins with an overview of population data to provide a context for the individual 
topical sections. The overview provides data on the type and location of population growth; racial and
ethnic diversity; age, gender and household characteristics; ancestry, foreign born residents and languages
spoken. In addition, the report includes the following:

Assessment of Critical Need Areas
The report includes a section for each of the following United Way critical need areas: education, 
employment, health, housing, safety, neighborhood development, and race relations and diversity.
In addition, the report has an assessment of basic and emergency needs in the community. Each of 
these sections is organized in the following way:

• Snapshot: A summary overview of the data in the section.

• Current conditions and trends: Franklin County demographic and social indicator data, 
compared with state and national data, and citations from the literature on the topics 
addressed in the section.

• Racial disparities: An overview of key racial disparities in the issue area, based on the 
United Way of Central Ohio 2003 Racial Disparities Report. For that report, a disparity was 
defined as a situation where persons of color were doing worse than the majority population 
of Franklin County based on available social and demographic indicators. 

• Community perceptions of trends, needs and gaps: Summary of key informant 
interview, focus group and donor and agency web survey data describing community 
perceptions of trends, needs and gaps in the issue area.

• Current efforts: A matrix describing the role of key community organizations in the issue 
area based on the review of planning documents and strategy statements.

• Resources: A summary of the annual sources and uses of funding in Franklin County to 
address the issue area.

The Indicator Key
It can be quite a challenge to make meaning out of the array of data in a report such as What Matters 2004.
To assist in this, most of the sections of the report include an indicator key to provide an initial frame of
reference for understanding and prioritizing the social and demographic indicator data. The determination
of which symbol to assign to an indicator was made by CRP, on an indicator-by-indicator basis. However,
this is intended only as a starting point for United Way and community discussion of trends and 
conditions. Others reviewing the data, or those with additional data on a topic, might reach a different
conclusion about whether a trend is positive, negative or mixed/neutral. The following is the indicator key:
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Population Profile
The report includes a profile of five population groups that were frequently cited by key informants 
and focus group participants as groups that the community needs to pay particular attention to in 
human services planning: persons in poverty/working poor; children and teens; older adults; immigrants 
and ex-offenders. These profiles include information from the other sections of the report along with 
additional data that describe the trends, needs and service gaps of each group.

Human Service System
This section includes comments from key informants and focus group participants describing the status 
of the human service system in Franklin County, including the current multiple stresses on the system. 

Community Impact Structure
As part of the community input process, key informants and focus group participants were asked if 
United Way’s current community impact structure, which is organized around seven critical need areas, 
is the right structure for going forward. The report includes a section that summarizes responses to this
question, as well as an overview of a literature review of alternative models for organizing community
impact strategies.

Appendices
The report includes the following appendices: United Way Community Goals and Objectives; references;
key informant interview summary; focus group summary; resource inventory methodology, glossary and
summary; and planning documents list. When the final What Matters 2004 is published by United Way,
a separate technical document will also be made available on both United Way and CRP websites (and in
other electronic formats) with detailed data from the original research.

Caveats about Accuracy
CRP has been very careful in collecting, analyzing and presenting data from a variety of sources to prepare
What Matters 2004. Although CRP has judged its data sources to be reliable, it was not possible to authenticate
all data. If careful readers of the report discover data errors or typographical errors, CRP welcomes this
feedback and will incorporate corrections into future updates of the report.
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