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The Lifeline Initiative 
Program Transcript 


[MUSIC PLAYING] 


MIKE LARSON: One of the things that is unique to Kalamazoo is I would say 
philanthropy. This is a community that cares about each other and is willing to 
give of their resources to help their neighbor in need. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: I think the uniqueness of Kalamazoo in terms of its people is 
a basic people helping people attitude. And you see it everywhere in the 
neighborhoods, in- through organizations. I think this whole idea that people help 
people has been in this community for a long, long time and well rooted. 


NARRATOR: Kalamazoo Michigan, just a short train ride away from the bustle of 
Chicago and Detroit, boasts big city benefits with a small town feel. 


Settled in the 1830’s, the area has grown from its humble agricultural beginnings 
to a city that houses two major educational institutions, facilities that are leading 
the way in health care, and a vibrant arts and cultural scene. 


However, what seems to set it apart from most mid-western cities is its intricate 
system of human services organizations, and a citywide commitment to helping 
those less fortunate. 


MIKE LARSON: We're fortunate to have Fortune 500 companies here in our 
community, a major university here. But we also have tremendous need. When 
you think of over 30 percent of the population is at the poverty level. That creates 
some unique challenges for our community like ours. And we're—we're a fairly 
typical representation from the state of Michigan right now as far as those 
challenges. The fortunate thing that we have as a community is a wonderful 
network of health and human service organizations. And I mean that in a sense 
of we just don't have a lot of agencies. We have organizations that are well run. 
They have wonderful leadership giving direction to them. They are working in 
coordination with each other to make sure services are being provided where 
they need to be. So, I think as a community, we're uniquely set in that standpoint. 


NARRATOR: Ask any human services professional in Kalamazoo and many will 
bear testimony to the city’s rich tradition of philanthropy. 


Two leading examples of this humanitarian culture are the Greater Kalamazoo 
United Way and the Kalamazoo Community Foundation. 


MIKE LARSON: United Way has a strong history in this community and it goes 
back to 1924 when the Chamber of Commerce actually sparked this initiative, 
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provided leadership through civic leaders in our community coming together and 
saying we need a coordinated approach in our community to raise resources to 
meet the needs of these agencies that are providing direct services in our 
community. 


Employers were getting challenged because they were being hit up by a variety 
of different organizations. So a coordinated approach to fund-raising was critical. 
And in 1926 they ran their first annual campaign. 


Many of the things that we did back then we're continuing to do today. I think the 
reality though is we're not as much just a fundraiser, though that is a means to 
the work that we're able to do in the community. The reality is we bring our 
relationships we have in the community both with the private and the public 
sector, nonprofits, we have relationships with education, we have relationships 
with other funders, the business community. I think the uniqueness about the 
work we're doing today is about how we can bring people to the table and work 
together to create solutions that we we're dealing with in our community. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: The Kalamazoo community foundation has a rich history here 
in the city and in the county. It was started 85 years ago through Dr. Upjohn who 
started the foundation with $1000, believing we needed such an organization. 


We have been in our history a leader in the community like the United Way. And 
working on behalf of donors trying to make sure that we were assisting the 
organizations out in the community that serve the people who are in need. 


Obviously we are a charitable organization in that we provide dollars for these 
agencies to help families and children and individuals in the community. But 
we're also a leader in the community in that we get invited to the table on many 
fronts, many issues, and the community agencies and other community leaders 
seek our input to make sure that we are providing information and data that we 
might have about the community. 


And today we have become more and more collaborative, such as with the 
United Way project that we have in trying to model for others that in these times, 
we need to collaborate a lot more and a lot deeper, so that we can leverage our 
resources. 


NARRATOR: Economic shifts and the specialization of the human services field 
have made the need to leverage resources efficiently, within Kalamazoo, vital. 


Recognizing the city’s unique philanthropic ties, both organizations have seen an 
opportunity to come together, maximize these resources, and positively impact 
Kalamazoo’s underserved. 
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MIKE LARSON: You know, if you went back 30, 40 years ago, you had an 
organization that was pretty much addressing all the issues but didn't have the 
capacity to address the issues. Today we have more specialized training for 
individuals to work with people around certain issues. And with that, I think we're 
seeing a number of new nonprofits—501(c)3 health and human service 
organizations being created because of that. 


The challenge we have with that growth in nonprofits in the US is how do we 
sustain their work. It costs money to do that work. And I think we're going to have 
to be more creative in how we work within the network of organizations we have 
currently to make sure we've got the skill set and the capacity to do the work. 


NARRATOR: The Lifeline Initiative is a collaborative effort that provides funding 
to organizations responding to the growing and sometimes unaddressed needs 
of Kalamazoo residents. 


With a focus on the areas of: joblessness, hunger, homelessness, and lack of 
healthcare, the United Way and Community Foundation are taking a unique 
approach to charitable giving. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: There was an economic downturn and both Mike through the 
United Way and us here at the Community Foundation were seeing things 
looking worse and worse in terms of the numbers we were getting of families 
needing food, shelter, clothing, health. And at the same time, we were 
experiencing in both of our organizations watching our assets go downward as 
everyone's personal assets were going down. 


MIKE LARSON: People were coming and asking for food that have never asked 
for food before. When you lose your job, you're making hard choices. Do I pay 
my rent this month, do I buy that prescription for my child, do I go and buy 
groceries. What can we go without? And the reality is, is traditionally people can 
find food someplace, so that's one less thing that I have to spend money on. So, 
we were finding a lot of our local food pantries and food banks being contacted to 
get food. So, that would be one of the top ones we saw. 


We are seeing families losing their homes because of foreclosures, not knowing 
where to turn. So, finding opportunities and options for them to make sure they 
have a house over their head and for their kids. Also, you're going to lose health 
insurance in many cases if you were working and you're not working today. 
Where do I get health care, where do I get dental care? And, so, these types of 
issues were growing tremendously as we saw the unemployment rate increase in 
our community. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: And so we were conversing about not sitting back and just 
watching things as they happen, collecting data and holding our breath; and that 
we really needed to do something, we really needed to be proactive, we needed 
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to get in front of this issue. And so we thought we would do something very 
unique, very different for both organizations in terms of going to families and 
individuals, only, asking them to go a little bit deeper beyond their contribution to 
the United Way, beyond what they were doing through the Community 
Foundation currently. 


NARRATOR: That difference has been approaching past donors, as a 
team. Asking for more money at a time when most are seeing a decrease in 
personal finances is risky. But by combining their influence in the community, 
and promising to direct the funds solely to other organizations, their efforts have 
paid off. 


MIKE LARSON: As Juan and I went out and we did most of these calls the two 
of us together, one-on-one with individuals and families, the first thing that we 
asked when we went into those was we need you to continue to support the 
United Way campaign but we're asking for a gift above and beyond. 


The reality was we didn't lose one dollar in the United Way campaign and 
actually from that group it went up in percentage of giving versus the year before. 
And as we walked into the room of many of these families, the first response was 
we love seeing the two of you sitting next to each other coming to us. They were 
excited about the collaboration; the two leadership organizations around 
philanthropy in the community coming together and working together to address 
this. 


We made a commitment that both organizations would work together to distribute 
those dollars. So, we had volunteers from both organizations and staff from both 
organizations working on this together. An organization if they had interest in 
applying for some of these resources would traditionally contact one of the 
United Way staff or the Community Foundation. 


And they would help them through the application process and they could apply 
through the Community Foundation and they have an online process that they 
can apply for those grant dollars. From there, those grant applications were 
taken on a quarterly basis to the committee and would review those and make 
recommendations from there to the board of the Community Foundation. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: Collaborations are tough. We talk about them as if they just 
happen naturally and it happens very smoothly—and it doesn’t. And, in our 
case, we were driven by the need and we were also new to each of our 
organizations as CEO's and so we had none of the past baggage or things that 
maybe didn't work in the past in front of us and we just saw nothing but positive 
and that certainly helped our attitude in going into this. 


MIKE LARSON: It made us step outside of our comfort zones at times. We 
had—this wasn't Juan and I doing this together, this was our staffs working very 
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closely together and a number of our staff. And we could not have done it without 
their commitment and leadership. This was above and beyond everything that we 
had to do on a daily basis. 


But the reality was the return on the investment of time, the return on the 
partnership I believe had a tremendous impact on what we were able to do with 
this, but I think the greater impact will even be further down the road on what we 
can do together in the future. 


MAN: Yes, good afternoon. You know, I looked at this sheet and unfortunately 
it's not the amount of money that I know that we had. (LAUGHTER) 


[HORSE WALKS IN] 


MAN: There’s my courier. This is our sum total as of this morning, I presume 
and what we took this to the stable. It’s $205,177.36, which makes it 
approximately 75% of our goal. And we're really excited about that and our effort 
has been to extend the constituency. And for those who haven't given a report, 
we're encouraging them to do $50 minimally or $52 and putting a dollar a week. 
And so we've extended the base and we're also then - and I know my colleague, 
Amy, is going to talk about this - getting students involved. And there's a T-shirt 
sale for the United Way this afternoon in Central Campus, and will also be 
repeated next week. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: I think the evolution of the nonprofit world has changed in 
complexity. I do think that organizations are being expected to do more. And I 
also think that with that, the community and funders are expecting more 
accountability. So that has really drastically changed the landscape. There is 
more of an effort to be able to tell what the return on investment has been, what 
the outcomes are, what the impact is, and that fewer and fewer funders are 
willing to take the charity notion, that we do it just because it makes us feel good 
as the answer. 


MIKE LARSON: I also see a challenge for nonprofits today. It's becoming more 
and more competitive. It's competitive in a variety of ways, it's competitive in 
who's providing the services, it's competitive in where the funding is going to 
come from. The reality is, is we've seen less state and federal funding coming to 
our community, which creates a real press on philanthropy in this community. 
And the reality is, is we don't have all the resources to meet that gap in state and 
federal funding. We need organizations that are going to be true to their mission, 
that are going to be true to addressing the issues in our community and true to 
results. 


NARRATOR: All organizations that receive Lifeline funding are doing good work 
within the community. But there are some whose services are having a 
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tremendous impact, and like the United Way and Community Foundation, are 
leading examples of those who address human need. 


The West Michigan Cancer Center is a cutting-edge collaboration between two 
major healthcare entities, dedicated to enriching the lives of cancer victims. 


At Ministry with Community, Kalamazoo’s homeless population can receive a 
second, and if necessary third chance. 


The Michigan Organizing Project is combating joblessness by advocating for 
social change for all workers. 


And the Food Bank of South Central Michigan is building a stronger community, 
one meal at a time. 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: There are obviously many organizations that have applied for 
grants through the Lifeline fund. We have a committee that reviews all of the 
grants and actually makes the determination, but we can tell you that as they 
come to us for review, all of the agencies that have been granted one of the 
grants have been very, very worthwhile, they've been carefully vetted and 
certainly staying true to the vision that we had for the Lifeline Fund. One of those 
organizations was the West Michigan Cancer Center. And that one was very 
unique and needed to have a bridge for this year. They lost their funding for 
mammograms for low-income women without health care. So, when they came 
to the Lifeline Fund committee, their application was asking for that bridge and so 
we were able to leverage dollars that was able to bring in other private dollars 
because of this funding and they were able to get enough to do four Saturdays. 


There's another organization that we have funded that came to us because of the 
work that they do with low income families as they organize community, they 
work a lot with immigration, they work a lot with getting families and individuals in 
families into work and they too have been successful in getting a grant from the 
Lifeline fund as they came to the committee. 


MIKE LARSON: Two other organizations that the Lifeline invested in—one is the 
Food Bank of South Central Michigan. This is an organization that's is kind of a 
clearinghouse or warehouse that provides food in a regional standpoint. But they 
work closely with a network of service providers here in Kalamazoo County and 
they came in partnership with Loaves and Fishes, which is really our local major 
food pantry here in town working together trying to create more capacity to 
address the need of food in our community. And we've been able to expand the 
pounds of food that have been going out into the community based on the dollars 
that the Lifeline Initiative was able to support them with. 


Ministry and Communities is one of the few organizations that provides a hot 
meal in the morning and the afternoon that people can take part of. And, one of 
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the things that I have actually have had the opportunity to see it first hand 
because I've had the opportunity to serve a breakfast or lunch down there is 
there's an increase of kids, children that are coming through with families. We're 
seeing families that have not ever experienced this type of need before. 


So, for us all of these organizations that I've talked about are critical to the core 
services and basic needs in our community 


JUAN OLIVAREZ: I entered the human services field through education. I was 
first a teacher right out of college, and I saw so many needs in the classroom that 
I decided to go back to school and get my Masters and then a Ph.D. working with 
families and children in particular, and trying to make a difference in the lives of 
our students in the schools. 


I think first and foremost, a human services professional needs to have passion 
for the work, they need to have that fire in them to do work out in community and 
with people because it is never ending, it is very hard work, it's collaborative 
work, it is work that involves a lot of understanding of people and organizations 
and systems. 


We will probably never have enough resources to address all of the needs that 
we confront in our community. So, as we work out there in community trying to 
solve problems and look for better ways of doing things, to think about what are 
the levers that are going to make the most impact, what are the things that we 
can do that will be long lasting, what are the issues that can be sustained through 
effort. 


MIKE LARSON: A human service professional to me is somebody who truly 
cares about their community, cares about individuals and brings a unique skill set 
to the work that they're doing to address the needs of individuals. 


I was brought up in a very conservative home as a kid. My father was a pastor in 
a small country church and my parents when we were brought up in our family; it 
was not a choice but an obligation to help those in need. 


I entered the human services field because of wanting to make a difference. As 
human service professional, you think about the needs in the community and 
how you can partner with other organizations to address that. So I think they 
need in the community was a driving force. I think is a human service 
professional though, as we get into this work it's about meeting and growing 
quality of services, accessibility of services, looking at accountabilities within our 
work, to making sure that we are having the impact that we want. As I looked at 
United Way as a career, one thing that I figured out-that the work isn't about 
United Way, it's not about me, it's really about the people we are trying to serve. 
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