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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today 

I am on with Laura Marx, and Laura is the president and CEO of United Way of 

North Carolina, and she’s a really interesting person to talk to because she’s 

involved in the middle level of the United Way between the national and between 

the local, and I thought we would have a really interesting conversation about 

what that’s like and how you manage communications in that world, and I’m sure 

that many people that are listening have worked either with or worked for United 

Way, and I kind of can’t believe I’ve been doing this for two years and haven’t had 

somebody on from United Way. So, Laura, thank you so much for coming on and 

representing.

LAURA: No, thank you, and I’m glad United Way is finally represented.

BETH: Absolutely. To have one of the you know, largest organizations dealing with 

nonprofits and dealing with nonprofit work out there and not have a conversation 

with you guys about how you’re handling the sort of leveling of communications 

from the brand, I think we’re missing part of the conversation about what people 

deal with, so I’m thrilled to be able to talk with you today, and I know we have 

somebody who works here, Ellen Kirby, who is a long time friend of yours and 

connected me with you, who is also a United Way expatriate. So I’m sure that a 

lot of people listening have some connection to this conversation. How did you 

get into working with United Way specifically, but in general wandering into this 

nonprofit work that you’re doing?

LAURA: So I think I always knew that I was going to try to do something that 

mattered, that could make a difference in people’s lives, and I began as a social 

worker and found that I wasn’t the best case manager in terms of note taking and 
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making sure that my files were up to date, so I thought maybe this isn’t for me. 

I just started to explore other nonprofit jobs around resource development and 

training and volunteer development and had many paths, but I went to Cancer 

Society and worked for an exchange program for awhile and it was after the 

Cancer Society that I ended up with Ellen at United Way in Philadelphia.

BETH: Interesting. It seems that when I talk with people that there’s a group of 

people that always knew that they wanted to do mission style work and then 

there’s another group of people that really thought they were going to be doing 

something totally different, but just kept getting drawn in and drawn into it.

LAURA: So at the Cancer Society I made a conscious decision just about what 

direction did I want to go in because I had so many opportunities to learn about 

training and fundraising and volunteer activities and I made a decision that I 

really liked the fundraising side of it and that I would do volunteer work around 

training. So for many years, that’s how my career path went. I was in two different 

United Ways doing a lot of heavy duty fundraising, learning employee campaigns 

and corporate giving and doing a little direct marketing and call center work 

there and did most of my volunteer work around training and other kinds of 

things. So how I kind of got to this point was just kind of bringing all of those skill 

sets together, which is so needed in the job that I have now. So for me, it’s been 

the absolutely perfect path.

BETH: Right, and it’s so interesting how nonprofit work can do that for a lot of 

people. I started in a nonprofit, too, and I tell people all the time that I never 

would have gotten to do all of the different range of things that I got to expose 

myself to. You know, we worked on publications side and on the promotions side 

and got to do a little bit of everything. I feel if I had gone into corporate, I would 

have been pushed into one of those channels and not really gotten to taste all the 

different things and figure out which of those really I liked the most and wanted 

to do more of. 
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LAURA: Right. I absolutely agree.

BETH: So, in the work that you’ve kind of done in the past and what you see 

happening with United Way right now, I always like to ask people what does the 

word “participation” mean to you? How does it show up in your work in a way 

that helps your organization thrive?

LAURA: Sure. So in my world, we as a state association, our membership and 

our membership responsibilities is kind of the key core function of our work. So 

in that respect, we’re really engaging the local United Ways and trying to judge 

the barriers and business challenges that they’re exposed to day to day and help 

them problem solve that and we kind of move them forward and by doing that 

we’re uplifting the brand across the state, but we also have two other roles, other 

hats that we wear here. We run the State Employee Combined Campaign where 

we’re not even allowed to have direct contact with the donor. So our efforts are 

really around developing volunteer leaders within the workplace to help them 

tell the story and to really kind of change up that campaign. It’s a designation 

campaign, which is interesting in and of itself because you can’t tell one story. 

There’s 973 charities. So challenging, but we’re trying a lot of fun things this 

year to change that up and then finally we run the state-run 211 system and in 

that way we’re always engaging the users, people looking for health and service 

information, the stakeholders, which are the United Way investors and the state 

who invest in the 211 system here and then we need to sustain it over time. So 

we’re always prospecting. So participation is just about everything we do. 

BETH: I’m sure it really is like that and you’ve got so many different roles, 

different audiences. One of the really great opportunities I feel like when I can 

talk to a very large organization, first I feel like it’s my duty to do this to make 

sure that all of the small organizations see that you guys have struggles, too, 

and that being larger and having maybe larger budgets doesn’t automatically 

put a magic wand that fixes everything, that there’s kind of new problems and 

different challenges that you’re working with and one of them is what you just 
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said, that you can’t tell one story. A lot of the time I really try to counsel all of the 

organizations I work with to find their focus and make sure that it’s connected to 

their vision. In a large complex multi-channel organization like yours, how does 

that play out? How do you guys figure out what to focus on so people have a 

sense of who you are and what you’re trying to do?

LAURA: It’s an awesome question because I knew even before I took the 

job and visited their website, our United Way North Carolina website, it was 

schizophrenic. It allowed you to learn a little bit about local United Ways and 

where to find them. It promoted 211, it talked about donor attitude and donor 

giving and I was just like, “Whoa, who is the audience here? Who is it that the 

United Way of North Carolina should really be focusing on?” and quite honestly, 

that’s been a good piece of my work since I’ve arrived here, is just trying to 

always challenge the staff to ask who is the audience we’re speaking to. What 

are we trying to build and why because it’s not always clear and evident so 

we’re continuously asking that question. I think in our world, you know, it’s hard 

because we know that we want to uplift our United Ways through the state 

and the United Ways range in size and function and ability as well. The smallest 

United Way has a half-time person raising under $100,000 to the largest with 

many, many employees raising $26 million. So just that work in and of itself is 

challenging.

BETH: Yeah, and have you come up with any solutions? Have you seen anything 

that’s working? When you have that sort of diversity, usually what I hear from 

people is you know everyone is so different so there’s no way that we can kind 

of put together any sort of clear “this is the way we’re moving forward.” There’s 

the balance between being focused and narrow and also being unique and 

personalized and like finding that sweet spot for an organization is really hard.

LAURA: Yeah, it is and you know, in talking with all of these United Ways, asking 

the question “What are the commonalities among all of us? Where should we 

focus?” and United Way is changing so much in moving its work from fronting 
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agencies or programs and services to being more solving community problems 

that it’s hard for people to even know what to say about their work. We’re really 

good about talking about process. I remember my first United Way job and we 

would go train folks and we would say, “OK, here’s how you fill out the pledge 

form. So with pledge forms, we would talk about the mechanics of the pledge 

form. We would talk about the who you could give to, how you could give, 

why it was important to give, but we never talked about people. We never told 

stories. So this we all know is so key to engaging donors, especially engaging 

stakeholders in the process. So trying to move that button and trying to move 

people towards being able to talk about our work in a different way is just 

interesting and I have an example if you’d like to hear it.

BETH: Oh yes, absolutely.

LAURA: So in the old world, as I said we would talk about how volunteers review 

agency standards and how dollars are directed to community’s greatest needs 

and we’ll just say daycare. You know and then we kind of moved along and said 

we don’t want to just fund the daycare center, we want to talk about how it’s 

important to have daycare. So we would say things like we helped connect a 

young mom to daycare so she could get a good paying job. So that we were 

connecting the mom closer, but today, it’s really a time where we want to imagine 

where our community could be if everybody worked together and we found 

ways to really uplift families so that daycare was an option for everyone and that 

everyone could have good education and good health and really get out of that 

cycle of poverty. 

BETH: I like that.

LAURA: Very different messages.

BETH: Yeah, it really is. I call that, that’s sort of pulling people into your vision. 

For me, when people have a really great vision statement I define it as what the 
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world will look like when the problem that you’re working on is solved and so the 

more you can do to kind of pull people into that manifesto idea of do you want 

to solve this problem? Let’s do it together and have them feel like they are having 

an impact on making this future a reality can be really powerful. 

LAURA: Yes, absolutely.

BETH: So another thing you said is that United Way is changing its work. So 

you’re kind of in the middle of all of that, meaning that there is the national 

organization and then there’s the individual organizations within your state. So 

I’m curious as this change is I’m assuming is coming down from this national, 

how does that complicate the messaging structure and how do you pull what you 

need out of that and connect it to the other organizations so that you don’t seem 

like a whole bunch of different organizations? It’s one of my biggest questions 

when you’ve got these different levels of organizations is how do you maintain 

the brand and where is it OK to loosen it up so that people can be individuals?

LAURA: Well, that is the question of the hour. For ourselves, of course our work is 

uplifting the United Way brand for the United Ways, but that is not our message. 

Our message is what is the value of the local United Ways investment in having 

a state organization. So we always need to build awareness about the services 

that we provide back out to our members so that they buy into that and that they 

value it. So that’s one dilemma. The members themselves are having a little bit 

more trouble because there are long, long 60-80 years of history of how you talk 

about your work. So they’re somewhere in the middle between talking about their 

local work and trying to talk about the big picture because not everyone is doing 

collective impact or community impact even yet and that’s the goal. So what we 

do to try to help then is to find those commonalities that you talked about before 

and to develop tools that allow them to enhance their stories so we have one 

tool now. It’s called 211Counts.org. It’s a website that’s a real time passport and it 

allows the United Ways to see the needs that are coming in to the 211 system and 

connect it back to their work because I just think, this is my opinion, that when 
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you can give examples to folks so we’re all kind of talking from the same set of 

needs or talking with the same set of principles that that will help to uplift the 

brand. You know, I also think that you can’t move people forward too fast and 

that the old is not always bad, especially if it’s successful in your local community. 

So right now, the new national branding strategy and messaging strategy from 

United Way worldwide is really very powerful. It talks about fighting poverty, 

fighting against things and it’s very purposeful and it’s very disruptive. If you 

look at messaging today or you look at the political campaign, you just see how 

disruption is just kind of a theme in our time. So not all the United Ways are 

embracing that. The word fight itself can be interpreted in many different ways. 

So it’s helping them to think forward and to think about where they want to be 

and how can they take the greatest pieces of the national brand and use it locally.

BETH: So you’ve got this big national brand that’s coming up with some big 

manifesto, like stake in the sand kind of statements and then you’ve got people 

with boots on the ground doing the work that have the slower pace and change 

is not really welcomed. What does national have to say about that? How are you 

managing the adoption of this? What do you think the impact is on the brand 

when it’s being used in some places and not used in other places and people are 

interpreting it in different ways?

LAURA: It was just rolled out this summer so it’s very early in the stages of 

rollout and my guess is that the larger markets will embrace it and the smaller 

ones probably it will take a little more time. In North Carolina ourselves, we 

are cautious anyway in everything that we do and there’s not a whole lot of 

embracing new real fast necessarily. So I think United Way worldwide and I 

think we are all sensitive that you have to take the community where they are 

today and help them along with that new messaging. So the summer we had 

this listening tour and we talked about the new messaging and just kind of 

got reaction to see how people thought about it. Even within our own staff we 

had some diverse opinion about whether it was the right message in this time, 

especially with all the negative things happening in our communities, but we 
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found that the millennials absolutely loved it and so that kind of opened our eyes 

and we said, “You know what? We are moving in a new direction, it is a new time 

and we have to be more understanding that we’re not all baby boomers or we’re 

not all gen Xers or a new group of people that see things differently and want to 

take part and solve problems in a different way.” So I think it’s part of our job to 

help the local United Ways appreciate that.

BETH: I think that’s so interesting and I think it’s definitely something that we all 

need to think about when we’re creating messaging is that the same message is 

interpreted and heard differently by different people and that does make it really 

hard to come up with a message because one of the things that we talk about a 

lot is unless you are alienating some people, you’re probably not branded strong 

enough, that to be a brand you have to stand for something and that means that 

you’re going to choose those things and there’s always going to be some people 

that are attached to the other things that you’re letting go of and it makes people 

really uncomfortable. So in each of your organizations, I’m assuming that there’s 

some millennials that are involved in organizations and some older generation 

people working together. So what are you seeing play out? Is it animosity? Are 

they testing some things out? How are the millennials adopting this and using it? 

Are they doing anything to make everyone comfortable? 

LAURA: I don’t think we’re there yet. I don’t think we’ve been incorporated 

within the local United Ways yet, but I think in the conversations that we had 

this summer anyway it was just an eye opener and I think just how we just words 

and just having conversation about the word fight was really good for all of us 

because there was an ability to see that there was a whole other way to interpret 

just one little tiny word.

BETH: In your role do you ever hear from other states about are they seeing the 

same thing? Do you get any sort of input from other regions?

LAURA: We have not yet so this fall we will have the opportunity to meet with 
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other state associations and kind of see what the rollouts look like locally and 

how they’ve adapted it, but I know within my own strategy and even before this 

new marketing words and strategies came out that whatever we do, it’s really 

about tying it back to the story so we’ve been really careful here to stay away 

from just one slogan, one logo, besides the brand, of course, and to focus on how 

we can get that emotional kind of trigger so people will take action and, honestly, 

millennials are much better at that and I think that’s what I heard this summer. 

That was the “aha” moment for many in the room, that using words like fight 

really does provide that trigger and if you just look at any GoFundMe sites you 

see how that happens. 

BETH: Right, you really can see that and in fact, I did a podcast last year with 

a library here in Pennsylvania who was getting ready to do a little refresh of 

their branding and looking at their original work, one thing I thought was really 

interesting is that they had come up with this concept of here’s the words that 

we want to use and it was all about discovery and then they created a whole 

bunch of other words, like offshoot words from that and when I looked at all of 

their marketing materials, you could see how people kind of spun those words: 

discovery, learn, explore. Like they literally created this architecture of language 

around this concept of discovery so that people were able to use it at different 

levels that they felt comfortable. So it will be interesting to see as you guys begin 

to implement this and push out if people are able to put their own spin on this 

concept of fight that lets them clarify their interpretation.

LAURA: Yes, and I think they will. I’ve seen it already with the larger United Ways 

and kind of the direction that they’re taking, but it could take five years to filter 

down to all of them and that’s always the struggle here in terms of having a 

common brand. So we’re always seeking to find the one commonality and for 

now, it’s really about our work around 211 as opposed to kind of adopting the 

national strategy at the moment. 

BETH: Right. So you’ve created this dashboard. What kind of things have you 
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seen work now that you’ve created this tool, but it’s almost like you have to 

create other tools to get people to use the original tool? What kind of things are 

you trying or wanting to try in order to help your United Way units be able to 

understand how they can use this because you said that they can use it to help 

tell stories. They still need to learn, there’s this new thing. How do I use this to 

help tell stories? What are you thinking of doing?

LAURA: Well, last year the first thing we did at our annual meeting was we had 

a day where we just taught people how to do storytelling. So we gave each 

member within different parts of the organization whether they were research 

development folks or marketing folks or community impact folks or finance 

people kind of a card set that said here are the people that you might go talk to. 

Look at 211 accounts. Look at what the needs are in the community and how can 

you relate it back to what you do so that they had some hands on time with it 

and I think that was a really good way to kick that off and throughout the year we 

had webinars and brought in an expert at another regional meeting about how 

a good storytelling person, so for those who are really interested to get some 

real hands on intensive time thinking about it. I think that was all good and for 

us, we were fortunate enough to have a grant to evaluate our efforts. So UNC 

Chapel Hill did an evaluation project where we kind of did a baseline of where 

our United Way folks were before our efforts, where they were after the efforts in 

terms of understanding what 211 is and then how 211 accounts can be used to help 

form decisions and to be used as an advocacy tool. The final piece was who did 

they talk to about it. So we actually followed and captured the people that they 

shared the information with and then we surveyed them just this spring to see 

if it did inform decisions in fact and did help legislatures and local government 

and others to really understand and make decisions. So it was really effective and 

we’re just so lucky to be able to see it from concept to reality.

BETH: Absolutely, and I’m so glad you brought that up because we recently just 

did a show on what would you do if you received a marketing grant to help your 

marketing because as you and I both know, it’s not that common. Most people 
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want to put a grant out to help fund your actual programming. So as a service to 

everyone in the community I have to ask you. First what made you think, “I want 

to go after a grant for that,” and how did you know where to look for that kind of 

money?

LAURA: Well, the funder had funded the 211 Counts dashboard for North Carolina 

and Florida, and when we were at their wrap-up session we were just talking 

about the possibility of rolling it out across the nation, and it just occurred to me, 

“Wouldn’t it be great from a funder perspective if they could see and have actual 

results to report back to their, it happens to be a family foundation. So we just 

kind of started talking that through and he’s like, “I’m in. If you want to evaluate 

your marketing approach and share it with other United Ways and 211 systems 

across the nation, we’ll pay for it.” I was thrilled!

BETH: It’s so great to hear because I kind of gathered and grouped together the 

things that people said that they would love to have a grant for and one of them 

was absolutely research strategy planning and being able to assess some of the 

work that they do. It’s really hard, but that’s a great idea to go back to the people 

who are funding the execution of a project and ask them for money to help kind 

of quantify it.

LAURA: Yeah, you can’t be afraid to ask. 

BETH: You know what? That’s really a great mantra right there. So Laura, 

if somebody else is also in a situation where they’re struggling with their 

communications, they’ve got maybe a national organization, they just have a 

complex system and they’re trying to figure out who their audience is and what 

they should be doing. What best piece of advice could you give them for helping 

them figure out some of the stuff that you’re working on?

LAURA: I think for me it’s always about listening and it’s asking questions about 

what’s important; what is the message that we’re trying to drive? Who is the 
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audience and not falling back into what we’ve always done and it was right. 

If we’re gonna move this needle for United Way, especially in terms of letting 

people see what this new United Way is, when you look at their research today, 

people say they trust United Way, but they have no idea what we do and then 

when you talk to donors, they just assume that they do know what we do, which 

is just fundraise and they’re not really open to hearing how we’re trying to solve 

community problems. So this is really important and trying to understand how 

to change in every way we can, on our materials, on our websites, so that we’re 

reflecting this new United Way is so very important and past practices aren’t 

going to work because we didn’t do it right before. 

BETH: Right, and that is really true. It’s amazing how it’s so easy to keep doing 

the same thing, and the problem, I think, is often not that it didn’t work, but that 

it works just enough to make you scared to change.

LAURA: Well, it worked for that moment in time.

BETH: Exactly. So a lot of times people seem to be like, “Well, I don’t want it to 

be worse, so I don’t want to do something different because what if it doesn’t 

work?” I hear that time and time again. What if we change and it doesn’t work? 

So change is hard, but pushing for it is so critical and I’d say of the things you 

said, I love that what you did was a listening tour, that you got out of your office 

and met with these constituents and anybody can do that, go out and have 

conversations with whoever their players are in the mix or their partners or 

their donors or whoever and actually hear what are you thinking about the new 

messaging? What are you thinking about the direction? It’s so helpful because 

you would never have learned that the millennials and the older generation had 

very different reactions if you hadn’t gone out and really had conversations with 

them.

LAURA: So true.
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BETH: Laura, thank you so much for your time. This was so interesting. I love 

learning about all different organizations and I’m so glad that now I have official 

representation from the United Way, and I’m sure other people will really value 

learning the different things that you’re working on, learning from and struggling 

with.

LAURA: Thank you for having me. 
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