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Women’s Leadership Council (WLC)

The Women’s Leadership Council (WLC):  

Developing Women’s Leadership Through Philanthropy and Engagement.

The WLC leverages women’s wisdom, energy and dollars to support critical needs in Westmoreland County.  

Demonstrating Women’s Caring through Giving

It is well documented, women’s average philanthropic gifts lag behind their male counterparts.  The average United Way gift in Westmoreland County from women is $126 compared to an average of $263 from men.  Some speculate this is a result of on-going pay inequities or due to significant differences in average wages; for example the median wage for women in Westmoreland County is $31,102, and for men it is $41,310.(1)
Despite this discrepancy in gift size, 25% of United Way leadership givers are women.  This is a number the WLC would like to significantly increase by responding to the way women make charitable giving decisions.  The United Way of America’s 2005 Public Opinion Poll (POP) notes women require more information about how their contribution is being spent and are more likely to involve others in their decision making.  The POP also reports women are increasingly more comfortable being approached by other women but are seldom asked.  

The Founding Givers believe WLC can serve as a catalyst to encourage women to give at the $1,000 level and can be a major force in a changing community.  To that end, the Founding Givers are prioritizing the support needed to help our frail elderly remain at home.  There are many aspects to this issue and to the issue of building philanthropy among women.  Initially, the WLC will concentrate on the direct support of our elderly community members, but future efforts could include introducing students and younger women to the rewards of philanthropy.  It might include financial planning to ensure women can retire with the resources they need.  It might look at the plight of direct care workers or efforts to make the workplace friendlier for caregivers. 

Women have the means and interest to become more involved.  Solid information about the end results of their giving will magnify the effort of securing financial contributions through women asking women, and assure women are recognized as leaders in giving.

The Community Need
Supporting older persons to live in their own homes is largely a woman’s issue.  Thirty-nine percent of elderly women live alone, nearly twice the rate of elderly men.(2)   The typical caregiver is a 46-year-old female with some college experience who provides more than 20 hours of care each week to her mother.(3)  

Nearly six in ten (59%) caregivers are currently employed, with almost half (48%) of them juggling care-giving with full-time employment.(3)  When it is necessary to purchase care, it is usually provided by low wage earning women.  For all these women there are struggles with interdependency, time and money.  These issues are only going to increase in magnitude; individuals who are 85+ are the fastest growing segment of the population.(4)
The United Way 2003 Needs Assessment corroborates what we know anecdotally; older persons wish to remain at home, surrounded by family, friends and neighbors.  And yet, the support system needed is changing.  People are living longer, retirement incomes are often inadequate, family and friends no longer live in the area and those that do express exhaustive uses of their resources.  The elderly and their families report problems accessing needed services and concerns about isolation and safety.  Thus, Supporting the Vulnerable & Aging Populations became one of the three impact areas.

The Needs Assessment further identified that an increased effort in serving our aging citizens was necessary.  Therefore, in recognition of the Needs Assessment and our present programs, Senior Solutions addresses critical needs related to our impact area on Supporting the Vulnerable & Aging Populations.  As an investment focus for the WLC, Senior Solutions will provide a wide range of programs and services, including Faith in Action, that will allow the senior citizens who are frail and require assistance, to stay in their homes connected to the support they need. 
Promising Practices
In 2004, the United Way’s Council on Supporting Vulnerable and Aging Populations began to look for innovative models that could make a significant impact in helping the frail elderly remain at home.

The Faith in Action programs currently provided in Latrobe, Ligonier and in parts of Fayette County were selected as most promising.  Initially researched, designed and funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, these programs use a cadre of trained local community volunteers to provide the services older persons need to remain at home often delaying and sometimes eliminating the need for nursing home care.  These supportive services include escorts to the doctors, grocery shopping, supportive visiting, and minor home maintenance.  Faith in Action provides a safety net to the frail elderly, relief to caregivers and needed reassurance to family members who do not live nearby.

In 2005, United Way’s Council on Supporting Vulnerable and Aging Populations doubled the funding available to these programs.  In 2006, there was a request to expand these services to four or five additional communities, some of which have an elderly population that exceeds 20%.  This will require additional resources and considerable assistance in organizing these communities.  

Faith in Action is the initial project designated by the WLC.  To encourage the leadership and funding for the expansion of services for older persons and their caregivers, the Richard King Mellon Foundation provided the United Way, a $100,000 matching grant for 2006 and for the following two years.  This will bolster the WLC efforts. 

Conclusion

The growth of philanthropy among women and the synergy available, when leaders focus on results, means great things for our area.  The WLC is confident about its ability to get this effort started.  Where it will go is as endless and exciting as the women who make up the WLC.
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