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FOR MANY MILLIONS OF HARD-WORKING FAMILIES,
the basic ingredients for a good life are
increasingly beyond reach. Almost one in four
working parents don’t earn enough to provide 
for their families. An alarming 25 percent of
teenagers will not graduate on time, imperiling
their chances to make a successful transition to
adulthood. Only one in three adults can be
considered healthy, based on risk factor data
from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, and more than 49 million Americans
lack even basic health insurance. 

Our nation can’t accept these conditions. We
need to challenge our systems—to create
opportunities for a better life for everyone. To
move more aggressively in this direction, United
Way drew on research and sought input from a
broad range of partners to gauge where progress
has—and has not—been made over the last 10
years. This information is the foundation for
these Goals for the Common Good.

By 2018, we as a nation must: 

� Cut by half the number of young people 
who drop out of high school

� Cut by half the number of lower-income
families that lack financial stability

� Increase by a third the number of youths
and adults who are healthy and avoid risky
behaviors

These targets—one in the area of education,
another focused on income and a third focused
on health—are building blocks for a good life.

You need a quality education that leads to a
stable job, enough income to support a family
and good health. 

United Way has a theory about how to create
changes of this magnitude. It begins with
declaring bold goals. When the stakes are high,
Americans will rise to the occasion. That leads
to partnership, the second critical element. 
We have to think differently about partnerships
and set aside our special interests if we want
to make real progress. This work requires
collaboration across all sectors—big businesses,
small businesses, elected officials, nonprofits,
academia, the faith community, the labor
movement, the media, parents and neighbors.
Working together, we can accomplish things that
no organization, no individual and no govern-
ment can accomplish on its own.

With this challenge to America, United Way
hopes to reignite a movement that is committed
to creating opportunities for everyone—
and we invite you to be a part of it. Visit
WWW.LIVEUNITED.ORG to find out how you or
your organization can make a difference.
Together, united, we can inspire hope and 
create opportunities for a better tomorrow. 

Brian A. Gallagher
President & CEO
United Way

GOALS FOR THE COMMON GOOD
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Education, income and health are the building
blocks for a good life. Education is essential to
getting and keeping a job with a livable wage
and health benefits. An income adequate to pay
for today’s necessities and save for the future
provides families some sense of financial
stability. Access to quality health care keeps
children on track in school and adults productive
at work. Remove any one of these building
blocks and the other two topple.

Working with many partners, United Way
continually looks for the most effective ways
to help people gain access to educational,
economic and health-related opportunities. 
To achieve further progress, it is now necessary
to measure where we stand in these areas and
look ahead to where we need to be as a country.
For this reason, United Way launched an effort
in 2005 to identify and track troubling social
issues that are common across communities.
The 12 indicators presented here show how
America has fared in improving education,
income and health status. They are based on the
most reliable and relevant data available. 

Taken together, these indicators show isolated
signs of progress, but, overall, underscore the
enormity of the task ahead. 

The three 10-year goals pull together the
individual indicators, so that the sum is indeed
greater than the parts:

� Cutting the number of students who drop out
by half requires improved readiness for
kindergarten and closer attention to students
as they move through the school system.

� Cutting the number of financially unstable
working families by half requires strategies to
help people increase income, save, and grow
long-term assets.

� Increasing by one-third the percentage of
healthy youth and adults requires that more
Americans have access to health coverage
and to good primary care from (and even
before) birth, as well as the resources to avoid
or stop substance abuse and other risky
behaviors. 

The need to act is great. But America’s energy
and creativity in finding long-lasting solutions
are great as well. A few examples of how
communities are advancing the common good
are presented here. Their strategies have
reduced the dropout rate, increased income 
and promoted health in cities and counties of
all sizes. Now it’s time to take these strategies
to scale.

EDUCATION INCOME HEALTH+



Goals for the Common Good: The United Way Challenge to America | 3

ISSUES AND INDICATORS AT-A-GLANCE

Target Issue: Readiness to 
achieve in school
Intended result: Children enter
school developmentally on track
in terms of literacy and social,
emotional and intellectual skills
Indicator: Percentage of 3- to 
5-year-olds with 3 or 4 (of 4)
school readiness skills

Target Issue: Academic
achievement
Intended result: Elementary
students are prepared to 
succeed in later grades
Indicator: Percentage of fourth
graders who are proficient
readers
Intended result: Young people 
graduate from high school
Indicator: Percentage of public
high school students who 
graduate on time

Target Issue: Productive and
engaged youth
Intended result: Young adults make
a successful transition from high
school to work life
Indicator: Percentage of 18- to 
24-year-olds who are not working
or in school

EDUCATION
HELPING CHILDREN AND YOUTH
ACHIEVE THEIR POTENTIAL

Target Issue: Achieving greater
financial stability
Intended result: Lower-income1

working families move toward
financial independence
Indicator: Percentage of lower-
income working families that
spend more than 40% of their
income on housing

Target Issue: Increasing income
Intended result: Working families
increase their income
Indicator: Percentage of working
families that are lower-income 

Target Issue: Building savings
Intended result: Lower-income
working families have savings or
checking accounts and money
saved for emergencies
Indicator: Percentage of lower-
income working families that have
a checking or savings account
with a minimum of $300

Target Issue: Gaining and 
sustaining assets
Intended result: Lower-income
working families build
appreciating assets
Indicator: Rate of homeownership
for lower-income working families

1 family income less than 250% of the
federal poverty level

Target Issue: Maternal health 
and infant well-being
Intended result: Babies are born at
low risk for preventable health
problems
Indicator: Percentage of babies
who are born low birthweight
(5 pounds, 8 ounces or less)

Target Issue: Basic health care 
coverage and prevention
Intended result: Children and youth
receive timely, regular preventive
health care
Indicator: Percentage of children
under the age of 18 who are not
covered by health care insurance

Target Issue: Healthy youth 
and adults
Intended result: Youth and adults
are healthy and avoid risky
behaviors (for a definition of
“healthy,” refer to the table on
page 12)
Indicators: Percentage of students
grades 9–12 who are healthy
and avoid risky behaviors; 
percentage of adults 18 and over
who are healthy and avoid risky
behaviors

INCOME
PROMOTING FINANCIAL 
STABILITY AND INDEPENDENCE

HEALTH
IMPROVING PEOPLE’S HEALTH
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school with the skills needed to succeed in
kindergarten and beyond. Those without these
skills—the majority of young children—are
starting school already at a disadvantage.
United Way is leading an effort that would
measure more comprehensively all dimensions
of school readiness at the beginning of
kindergarten.

Academic achievement means elementary-age
students are prepared to succeed in later grades
and to graduate from high school. If children are
reading at grade level in fourth grade, they have
a much better chance of handling more complex
assignments in later grades. And if they are
doing well, the chances are better, too, that they
feel confident they can handle middle and high
school classes. According to the National
Assessment of Educational Progress, reading
proficiency has improved over the last 10 years,
but less than one-third of the nation’s fourth
graders are rated “proficient” in reading. 

Academic achievement is also reflected in on-
time high school graduation rates. The
percentage of freshmen who enter high school
and graduate four years later increased by a few
points since 1997 to about 74 percent. But that

We are highlighting three points in students’
lives that help predict success in school and later
as adults: readiness to enter kindergarten,
reading proficiency in fourth grade and on-time
graduation from high school. 

Readiness to succeed in school means that
children enter kindergarten developmentally on
track in the areas of literacy and in social,
emotional and cognitive skills. One way to track
pre-literacy and cognitive skills is by looking at
the percentage of children ages 3 to 5 who have
all or most of four commonly recognized school-
readiness skills (recognizing their letters,
counting to 20 or higher, writing their names and
reading or pretending to read). Data from the
National Household Education Survey show
progress, but less than 40 percent of kids enter

HELPING CHILDREN AND YOUTH ACHIEVE THEIR POTENTIAL

“Upon the education of the people the fate of this country
depends.” Disraeli was speaking of his country, Great Britain,
some 150 years ago, but these words capture the American
belief in the critical importance of universal education.
Education is the foundation for a good life, setting the 
individual on a path of personal fulfillment, economic
security and societal contribution. 

“The Ad Council directs 80% of its efforts to improving our children’s future. The early childhood
education campaign, Born Learning, is strengthened by local United Ways and their partners, who
deliver quality experiences to millions of parents and caregivers across the country.”

—Peggy Conlon, President and CEO, The Ad Council



Cut America’s High School Dropout Rate in Half

10-YEAR
GOAL

� By 2018, 87 percent of high school seniors
will graduate on time, up from 73.9 percent
today.

� That increase translates to 560,000 more
youth who will receive diplomas in 2018.

� An ill-prepared 12th grader does not one day
magically appear in a cap and gown ready to
pick up a diploma. This 10-year goal means
we must engage with children and families
from birth.
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still means more than 1 million students each
year fail to get their diploma on time, as reported
by the National Center on Education Statistics. 

That number is unacceptably high. Dropping out
means these young people will more than likely
never earn enough to make ends meet. It means
their children will be similarly disadvantaged
and perhaps start kindergarten unprepared, thus
perpetuating the cycle.

Finally, the last piece in understanding how
education contributes to achieving the potential
of children and youth:

Young adults, age 18 to 24, are making a 
successful transition from high school to the

working world. They may be in college, in a
training program or working, acquiring the
experience they need to succeed as adults. The
measure for this is the percentage of 18- to 24-
year-olds who are neither working (full or part
time) nor in school. This indicator should trend
downward: that is, a decrease in the indicator
means an increase in the percentage of young
adults productively engaged after high school.
And while the U.S. Census Bureau’s American
Community Survey shows a slight improvement
over the past decade, too many young adults—
more than one in seven—are neither working nor
attending school, even part time. When they fall
between the cracks, our country suffers the
consequences.

In today’s economy, a
high school diploma is
an absolute necessity,
although good jobs
that require no more
than a high school
education are getting
much harder to find.
Through Destination:
Graduation, United
Way of Metropolitan
Dallas aims to help
youth on the path
toward a productive
future by preparing
them for college.
Started in 2005, the

program combines an
emphasis on
completing high
school with
encouraging students
to pursue further
education. It prepares
students for academic
success by teaching
them how to take
notes, how to study
and test-taking
strategies—as well as
offering mentoring
and counseling.
Another component
helps parents interact

with teachers and
administrators, learn
about college entrance
requirements and
communicate with
their teens about
school issues. 

The program began in
one high school in
2005. During its first
year, participating
students increased
their Preliminary SAT
scores by an average
of 120 points, which
brought many over the

critical 1000 scoring
mark. They advanced
to the next grade level
at a rate that was 19
percent higher than
their peers. Parents
swelled the member-
ship of the PTA and
initiated a monthly
breakfast with the
principal. By 2007,
Destination: Grad-
uation had expanded
to five high schools.

Graduation and Beyond

PARTNERS
• Dallas Independent

School District
• Plano Independent

School District
• Capital One
• Ernst & Young
• Texas Instruments
• The Muse Family

Education
Foundation

• Citigroup
• Wachovia
• Wells Fargo
• Hall Financial

Group
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In the mid-1990s,
Madison, Wisconsin,
set an ambitious 10-
year goal: to close 
the gap between the
average reading
scores of white third
graders and those of
other racial groups.
Through Schools of
Hope, more than 20
government, busi-
ness, nonprofit and
other organizations
met this goal.
Schools of Hope
began as a civic
journalism project of
the Wisconsin State
Journal and WISC-TV,
which brought public
attention to the school
district’s achievement
gap and the many
causes behind it.
United Way of Dane
County accepted the
challenge to mobilize
a community-wide
effort to tackle the
problems highlighted
in the media.

The Schools of Hope
leadership team
deliberately set a
specific, bold target.
With that focus, 
18 Vista workers
coordinated the
efforts of hundreds
of volunteer tutors. 
A summer program
targeted bilingual

children in kinder-
garten and first grade.
Parents read with their
children more fre-
quently. Continuing to
work with the media
was critical to success,
as was the decision to
go to scale and involve
all 24 elementary
schools in the district. 

In October 2004, the
superintendent was
able to announce the
district no longer had
evidence of a racial
achievement gap at
the third grade
reading level.

“Failure to graduate hurts our children, damages our economy

and weakens our national security position in the world.”

—General Colin L. Powell (Ret.), Founding Chair of America’s Promise

Closing the Achievement Gap

White
Non-Hispanic

100%

75%

50%

92.3%

Hispanic/
Latino

Asian/
Pacific Isldr, 
Non-Hispanic

More than
One Race

Black
Non-Hispanic

85.9%

70.2%

95.8%

89.5%

For Blacks and Latinos, the Likelihood of Completing a Diploma Is Considerably
Lower.

Share of 18- to 24-year olds who complete high school, 
or obtain GED, or other certificate – 2005

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Current Population Survey.
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PROMOTING FINANCIAL STABILITY

Helen Keller, Abe Lincoln, Irving Berlin, Frederick Douglass—
these inspirational Americans have exemplified the uniquely
American ideal that hard work will lead to success, and that
no matter how humble one’s origins, the sky is the limit in the
land of plenty and opportunity.

That ideal is in peril. Even with more than one
family member bringing in wages—or with one
person holding down two or three jobs—many
families are barely getting by, with no ability to
save for college, a home or retirement. Wages
have not kept up with the rising cost of housing,
health care, child care, gas and other needs. 
Just one unanticipated expense—a car break-

down, an uninsured illness, a week without a
paycheck—can lead to crisis.

Achieving greater stability allows lower-income
working families to move toward financial
independence. A revealing indicator of this
level of stability is the percentage of lower-
income working families who spend more than
40 percent of their income on housing. This
tenuous balance between income and housing
costs gives a sense of the hardship faced by
many as they attempt to pay for the single
biggest expense for a typical family. 

The situation has worsened significantly since
2000, according to data from the American
Community Survey. More than one-third of
lower-income working families spend more 
than 40 percent of their income on housing. On
average, a family needs to earn at least $15 per
hour so that housing does not overwhelm their
monthly budget. With the minimum wage less
than $7 an hour in most states, many millions of
families earn far less than $15 per hour—even
when two members are pooling their wages. 

Given the cost of living today, a family needs
to earn at least 2.5 times the federal poverty
level to be considered financially stable in most
communities. But the percentage of working
families that earn less than this has stagnated
over the past decade. Currently, about 23
percent of working families fall below that level;
with the percentage of financially unstable
African American and Latino families
significantly higher. 

More than
$300

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

63%

1–3 Months
Emergency

Fund

3–6 Months
Emergency

Fund

Less than
6 Months

Emergency
Fund

Less than
1 Month

Emergency
Fund

22%

7%
3%

6%

Most Lower-Income Working Families Do Not Have Resources Saved to Weather
an Emergency That Might Require Even $300 in Unanticipated Expenses. 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2004).
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Cut in Half the Number of Lower-Income Families
Who Are Financially Unstable

10-YEAR
GOAL

� By 2018, 1.9 million more working families
will become financially stable and able to
take the next steps to long-term
independence.

� This 10-year goal means helping these
families increase income, build savings and
grow assets so they have reduced debt and
are working toward a goal that might be
stable housing, business, retirement or 
postsecondary education.
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INCOME 10-YEAR GOAL: Reduce the Number of Lower-
Income Working Families Who Are Financially Unstable

Source: American Community Survey.
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Note the emphasis on lower-income working
families: those in which one or two adults
together work the equivalent of a full-time (or
even more than full-time) job and simply cannot
earn enough to make ends meet.  Our 10-year
goal is to cut in half the number of these families
who lack financial stability. This goal aims for
financial independence, not a street of gold.
Many families lack the opportunity to earn a
decent income and the skills to manage their
money, save even a small portion or build assets
for the future.

Building savings is vital to deal with unexpected,
unbudgeted expenses. Only 37 percent of lower-
income working families have a checking or
savings account with at least $300 saved,
according to an analysis of the Survey of Income
and Program Participation of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics. That amount—$300—is what is
needed to weather a single typical emergency,
as evidenced by the average loan obtained

through payday loan services. Just as important
as the dollar amount, an account means building
a relationship with a bank, credit union or other
mainstream financial institution and not having
to rely on a high-fee check-cashing or payday
loan service. It also allows a family to set goals
to build savings and ultimately assets, whether
for higher education, a business, retirement
funds or a home.

This leads to the third step in a continuum:
building assets. The largest asset for many
Americans is their home. Even with the current
downturn in the real estate market, a home’s
value increases over the long term so the
owner’s assets grow. About 50 percent of lower-
income working families own a home, according
to the American Community Survey. However,
this figure hides a great disparity in
homeownership, with Latinos and African
Americans only one-third to one-half as likely to
own a home as white working families.

“Helping working individuals and families achieve financial stability

is a key priority for Bank of America. We applaud United Way’s

ambitious 10-year goals, and we are honored to work with them on

initiatives such as the United Way Financial Stability Partnership.”

—Ken Lewis, Chairman and CEO, Bank of America
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United Way of
Metropolitan Atlanta
and its partners saw
the need for a more
efficient system to
connect individuals
and families with
health, safety net and
asset-building
benefits. They piloted
an electronic benefits
calculator, a tool that
streamlines the
eligibility screening

and enrollment
process for federal,
state and community
benefits.

Initially targeted to
families with young
children, the success
of the program led
United Way to offer
the tool to workforce
development
agencies, free tax
preparation sites

and 2-1-1 call
specialists.

From 2006 to 2008,
the total value of
benefits received
through this screening
partnership has
increased from
$665,000 to
$1,118,000.

By the end of 2009,
United Way of

Metropolitan Atlanta
and other United Ways
around the country
will be using Web-
based software that
calculates benefits
but also has far more
extensive capabilities.
Nets to Ladders, as
the name signifies,
helps people climb 
the ladder of
independence. 

Step 1: Increase Income
The first step in the financial stability continuum
offers tools and strategies that help individuals
and families increase their income—by fully
accessing available public and employer
benefits, reducing debt and increasing credit
ratings, claiming the Earned Income Tax Credit,
learning to budget, and seeking workforce
development opportunities to enhance job skills.

Technology as a Financial Tool

Steps in the Financial Stability Framework

step 1
INCREASE
INCOME

step 2
BUILD

SAVINGS

step 3
GAIN and
SUSTAIN

ASSETS

EITC

Credit
Repair/Debt
Reduction

Workforce
Development

Accessing Public
& Employer Benefits

Savings
Campaigns

Split
Refunds

IDAs Asset
Protection

Increased Financial Literacy/Education
Access and Use of Mainstream Banking Products and Services

RESULTS:

Home Ownership

Senior and 
Retirement Planning

Personal 
Savings Account

Small Business
Development

Crisis Management

Quality Childcare

Reliable Transportation

Continued Education

Step 2: Build Savings
Low- to moderate-income families struggle to
build and increase their personal savings, often
because immediate needs take priority over
longer-term financial needs, yet savings give
individuals the flexibility to make financial
decisions that benefit themselves and their
families and are critical to helping families
manage crises.

Step 3: Gain and Sustain Assets
Before the 1990s, few believed that acquiring
assets—retirement accounts, homes,
postsecondary education or life insurance—
could help move families out of poverty.
However, research conducted over the past
decade demonstrates that assets increase
household stability, decrease economic strain,
and decrease the likelihood of poverty
transmittal from one generation to the next.

United Way Financial Stability Partnership

PARTNERS
• Department of

Human Resources
• Social Security

Administration
• Department of

Community Affairs
• IBM
• AT&T
• Annie E. Casey

Foundation
• Arthur M. Blank

Family Foundation
• The Atlanta

Community Food
Bank

• Internal Revenue
Service
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IMPROVING THE HEALTH OF CHILDREN AND ADULTS

According to an Arabian proverb, “he who has health has
hope, and he who has hope has everything.” 

Health is strongly linked to education and
income: Good health allows children to learn
better and adults to increase their income
through productive work. Conversely, health
problems often lead to increased school
absences (a predictor of dropping out of high
school) among children, as well as increased on-
the-job absences by adults. To further connect
the dots, entry level and lower paying jobs are
often without health benefits. A lack of health
care coverage often means that primary care—so
important to preventing or treating illness before
it becomes more serious—is an unattainable
luxury. A serious illness with no or insufficient
health insurance has driven thousands of

Americans into financial crisis. Fifty percent of
bankruptcies in 2005 and 2006 were caused by
medical debt. 

Key markers contribute to a healthy progression
through life: a normal birthweight, preventive
health care beginning in earliest childhood, and
avoiding risky behaviors and staying healthy as
a youth and adult.

Maternal health and infant well-being start
children off in the right direction. It is ironic
that underweight babies are a concern when
America is simultaneously worried about obesity
among children and adults, but low birthweight
(5 pounds, 8 ounces or less) can lead to
developmental problems later in life.

The number of babies born at a low birthweight
increased over the last 10 years, to 8.2 percent,
according to the National Center for Health
Statistics. That’s 1 in 12 babies. Among the many
causes of low birthweight—pregnant women’s
poor nutrition, teen pregnancies, smoking and
substance use, and lack of prenatal care—are
preventable factors that can be addressed at the
community level.

Health care coverage for children means they are
more likely to receive preventive health care
(such as immunizations, physicals and non-
emergency treatment). 

Healthy Youth
• Are not involved in violence
• Do not use tobacco
• Do not use drugs
• Do not abuse alcohol or drive

drunk
• Practice abstinence or safe sex
• Are not overweight

Healthy Adults
• Have good overall health
• Do not use tobacco
• Do not abuse alcohol
• Do not have high blood pressure
• Are not obese

How We’re Measuring Health
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Increase by One-Third the Number of Youth and
Adults Who Are Healthy and Avoid Risky Behaviors

10-YEAR
GOAL

� By 2018, the percentage of youth who are
healthy and avoiding risky behaviors will
increase from 34 percent in 2005 to 45
percent in 2018—that means 1.9 million more
healthy young people.

� The percentage of adults (age 18 and older)
who are healthy and avoiding risky behaviors
will increase from 35 percent in 2005 to 47
percent by 2018—that means 29.2 million
more healthy adults.

� Achieving this goal requires us all to become
more aware of health risks and the potential
effects they have on ourselves and others,
starting from before birth. Working to change
policies and practices, such as by extending
health care coverage, will also enable more
people to live healthier lives.

HEALTH 10-YEAR GOAL: Increase Youth/Adults Who Are
Healthy and Avoiding Risky Behavior
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Those with health insurance are more likely to
receive regular care. The percentage of children
with health coverage has increased slightly, but
data from the Current Population Survey of the
U.S. Census Bureau show that almost 12 percent
(one in eight) of America’s children remain
without such insurance coverage.  

The health of America’s youth and adults is also
a serious concern. In looking at data from the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
just over one-third of youth in grades 9 to 12 
and one-third of adults can be considered
healthy, with the percentage stagnating for
youth and worsening for adults when compared
to a decade ago. For this reason, boosting the
number of healthy youth and adults is our third
goal for advancing the common good.

Obese or high
blood pressure

45.3%

Smoking or 
binge drinking

26.8%

Fair or 
poor health

18.6%

Obese or high blood
pressure AND smoking
or binge drinking AND

fair or poor health
3.3%

Fair or poor health 
AND smoking or 
binge drinking

2.2%

Obese or high blood
pressure AND smoking

or binge drinking 
7.5%

Almost Half of Adult Americans 
Face Obesity or Hypertension

Source: Self-reports from 2005 Behavior Risk Factor Survey, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

“As we approach
our goals for
Healthy People
2020, United
Way will be an
important part-
ner in creating
strong local
relationships to
address the
prevention of
risky behaviors
and the root
causes of poor
health outcomes
and disparities
among groups.”

—Dr. Janet Collins,
National Center 

for Chronic 
Diseases and 

Health Promotion, 
Centers for 

Disease Control 
and Prevention 

Obese or high blood
pressure AND 

fair or poor health
9.3%

Obese or high
blood pressure
ONLY 25.2%

Smoking or
binge drinking
ONLY 13.8%

Fair or poor
health 

ONLY 3.8%



Goals for the Common Good: The United Way Challenge to America | 15

Many of the more than 350 United Way Success
By 6® coalitions around the country recognize
that success for six-year-olds begins literally
before they are born.

Here’s how a few United Ways have targeted
infant health:

• In Baltimore, participants in the Success By 6
partnership coordinated by the United Way of
Central Maryland received center- and home-
based services when they were pregnant.
Infant mortality was half of that for other
mothers in their neighborhoods, preterm
births occurred 50 percent less often and low
birthweights were 24 percent less frequent
compared to those not in the program.

• Lubbock (Texas) Area United Way set up a
pilot program to improve infant health. Only 2
percent of the women who participated gave
birth to low birthweight babies, compared to
11 percent in the prior three years.

In 1995, teen alcohol and drug use in Santa Cruz
County, California, exceeded national averages.
Community leaders, parents and teens formed
Together for Youth/Unidos para Nuestros
Jovenes (TFY/UPNJ) to change that. 

TFY/UPNJ envisions a community where youth
are healthy, successful, valued and respected
and are community leaders. Strategies known as
the Seven Essential Components underlie
projects to reduce harmful behaviors.

Outcomes measured have included alcohol and
drug use among youth, as well as related
indicators such as the high school dropout rate
and community tolerance of youth alcohol and
drug use. More than 10 years later, TFY/UPNJ is
seeing results, targeting binge drinking, adult
provision of alcohol to teens, methamphetamine
usage and other problems identified through
community input. 

This effort has turned the curve on binge
drinking, reducing the percentage of underage
binge drinkers from 66 percent of teens age 16 
to 20 in 2006 to 59 percent in 2007.

A Healthier Start to Life Reducing Teen Drug and
Alcohol Use

“This year marks the 35th anniversary of the NFL partnership with 

United Way, and we’re very proud to be working on our joint

commitment to improving youth health and fitness. Together, we

hope to make a positive impact on the health and well-being of our

nation’s children. We’re inviting the public to join us in this work.”

—Joe Browne, NFL Executive Vice President
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THE COMMON GOOD INDEX

The Common Good Index indicates how condi-
tions in education, income and health have
declined during recent years in America.

The index is based on the 12 indicators used by
United Way for understanding conditions in
education, income and health. Using 1998 as a
base year—and setting conditions that existed in

1998 at an index number of 100—the Common
Good Index fell to 93.1 by 2006 (see Notes About
the Indicators for methodology).

This indicates that significant efforts must be
made to lift the index back to its 1998 level and
higher.

104

100

96

92

88

100.0

í98        ’99       ’00       ’01       ’02       ’03      ’04       ’05        ’06     

99.8 100.6 100.4
98.1

96.9 96.7

94.6
93.1

(1998 = 100)

The Common Good Index Shows Decline

“With this report on where we stand, there shouldn’t be any question that this work needs doing.”

—Leslie Ann Howard, President, United Way of Dane County,
and Chair, United Way National Professional Council
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WHAT’S UP, WHAT’S DOWN

picture gives us a way to effect change by
affecting individuals. Already, in communities
large and small, people are working together to
challenge the status quo and create opportu-
nities for everyone to gain the education, income
and health needed to succeed and plan for the
future. 

Through the indicator research summarized in
this publication, we’ve gained a clear picture of
the state of education, income and health in
America.

Three indicators are worsening:

� Working families that spend 40 percent or
more of their income on housing

� Low birthweight babies
� Healthy and risk-avoiding adults over age 18

Four indicators show little or no improvement:

� Working families that remain lower-income
� Lower-income families with checking or

savings accounts and a balance of at least
$300

� Homeownership among lower-income
working families

� Healthy and risk-avoiding youth

Five indicators show some improvement, but
progress has been too slow and there’s still a
long way to go:

� Kindergarten readiness
� Fourth grade reading proficiency
� On-time high school graduation
� Productivity among young adults
� Children’s health insurance

This information gives us a baseline against
which we can set—and meet—bold but
achievable long-term goals. And this national

Where the Data Come From

• Early Childhood Program Participation
Survey of the National Household
Education Surveys

• National Assessment of Educational
Progress

• National Center for Education
Statistics

• Population Reference Bureau
calculation of the American
Community Survey, U.S. Census
Bureau

• Survey of Income and Program
Participation, Bureau of Labor
Statistics

• National Center for Health Statistics
• Current Population Survey, 

U.S. Census Bureau
• Youth Risk Behavior Survey, Centers

for Disease Control and Prevention
• Behavior Risk Factor Survey, Centers

for Disease Control and Prevention
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8.5%

8.0%
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6.5%

6.0%

5.5%

5.0%
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45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

Percentage of lower-
income working families
that spend more than 
40% of their income on
housing

� Worsening

Percentage of low 
birthweight babies born
annually 

� Worsening

Percentage of healthy
and risk-avoiding adults
over age 18

� Worsening

’98     ’99     ’00     ’01     ’02     ’03     ’04     ’05     ’06     ’07

25%

24%

23%

22%

21%

20%

Percentage of working
families that are lower
income 

� Little or No
Improvement

Working families have one or two parents who worked

50 or more weeks (combined) during the previous

year. Lower-income means that family income was

250% of the federal poverty level. Housing expenses

include rent, mortgage and home maintenance costs.

Source: Population Reference Bureau calculation of

data from the American Community Survey.

Low birthweight is defined as below 2.5 kilograms

(5 pounds, 8 ounces).

Source: National Center for Health Statistics.

A composite indicator of the percentage of adults 18

and older who reported being healthy and avoiding

risky behaviors: good overall health, no smoking, no

alcohol abuse, not being obese and not having high

blood pressure. (See page 22 for detail.)

Source: Center for Advancement of Public Health

calculation of data from the Behavior Risk Factor

Survey, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Lower income means that family income was less than

250% of the federal poverty level. Poverty level varies

by household size and location (Alaska and Hawaii

levels are higher).

Source: Population Reference Bureau calculation of

data from the American Community Survey.
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Homeownership rate
among lower-income
working families

� Little or No
Improvement

Percentage of healthy and
risk-avoiding youth

� Little or No
Improvement

Percentage of lower-
income working families
with at least $300 in a
checking or savings
account

� Little or No
Improvement

’98     ’99     ’00     ’01     ’02     ’03     ’04     ’05     ’06     ’07

29%
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25%

23%

21%

19%

17%

15%
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60.0%

57.5%

55.0%

52.5%

50.0%

47.5%

45.0%

42.5%

40.0%
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45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

Percentage of children
age 3 to 5 who have at
least three of four 
school-readiness skills

� Improvement 
But Gains Still 
to Be Made

Working families are families where one or some

combination of adults in the family worked at least as

many weeks in the previous month as there were

weeks in that month.

Source: Beacon Economics calculation of data from the

Survey of Income and Program Participation, Bureau

of Labor Statistics.

Working families have one or two parents who worked

50 or more weeks (combined) during the previous

year. Lower-income means that family income was less

than 250% of the federal poverty level. Housing

expenses include rent, mortgage and home

maintenance costs.

Source: Population Reference Bureau calculation of

data from the American Community Survey.

A composite indicator of the percentage that reported

being healthy and avoiding risky behaviors: not

involved in violence, no smoking or drug abuse, no

alcohol binge drinking  (including drunk driving),

practicing abstinence or safe sex, and not being

overweight. (See page 22 for detail.)

Source: Center for Advancement of Public Health

calculation of data from the Youth Risk Behavior

Survey, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The specific cognitive skills assessed are the ability to

1) recognize letters, 2) count to 20 or higher, 3) write

their names, and 4) read or pretend to read.

Source: National Household Education 

Survey, National Center for Education Statistics.
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20%

18%

16%

14%

12%

10%

Percentage of fourth
graders reading at the
“proficient” level

� Improvement 
But Gains Still 
to Be Made

On-time high school 
graduation rate 

� Improvement 
But Gains Still 
to Be Made

Percentage of 18- to 24-
year-olds who are not in
school or working full or
part time 

� Improvement 
But Gains Still 
to Be Made

’98     ’99     ’00     ’01     ’02     ’03     ’04     ’05     ’06     ’07

14.5%

13.5%

12.5%

11.5%

10.5%

9.5%

8.5%

7.5%

Percentage of children
not covered by health
insurance

� Improvement 
But Gains Still 
to Be Made

The scoring levels on the reading tests are: advanced,

proficient, basic, and below basic. For more detail,

see Notes About the Indicators. 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics.

The averaged freshman graduation rate is an estimate

of the percentage of high school students who

graduate on-time derived by dividing the number of

graduates with regular diplomas by an averaged

estimate of the size of the incoming freshman class

4 years earlier.

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress.

This indicator is defined as 1) not working full or part

time, 2) not having a degree beyond high school

(associate, bachelor’s, etc.) or not having completed

at least 1 year of college

Source: Population Reference Bureau calculation of

data from the American Community Survey.

Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Census

Bureau.



“How wonderful it is that nobody needs to wait a single moment before

starting to improve the world.”

—Anne Frank
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NOTES ABOUT THE INDICATORS

Numerous public, academic and private organizations collect data;
choosing from among the range of choices took great care and
deliberation. As much as possible, the 12 indicators meet three
criteria:

• Contribution to improvement of a community issue. Research had
to show that making progress in the broader area (education,
financial stability, health) would truly improve a critical
community issue. Otherwise, it could be an interesting statistic,
but not worth allocating time and resources.

• Availability of data. Data had to be available, timely and
trustworthy. Many issues that are critical to solve do not have
reliable, periodic data at this point. 

• Relevance to United Ways’ current work and relationships. The
indicator had to relate to community objectives already defined
by a substantial number of United Ways or to relationships that
they could build on.

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the
levels on the reading tests are defined as follows: 

1) Advanced – Superior performance. 
2) Proficient – Solid academic performance for each grade assessed.

Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency over
challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge,
application of such knowledge to real-world situations, and
analytical skills appropriate to the subject matter. 

3) Basic – Partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that
are fundamental for proficient work at each grade. 

4) Below Basic.

Public on-time graduation rate
For our purposes, dropouts are those students who do not graduate
on time. Thus dropouts include those who might not graduate in the
expected length of time but eventually get a high school diploma or
its equivalent. In 2005, for example, when looking at all students age
18 to 24 (whether having attended public or private school or having
attended overseas), 87.6 % gained a GED or equivalency certificate,
while only 74% graduated on time in 2005—06 (which excludes those
attending overseas). Research has suggested that those who earn
these alternative certificates often do not fare as well as their peers
who graduate “on-time.” Also note that the averaged freshman
graduation rates for 1998 through 2004 were calculated and
published by the National Center for Education Statistics. The rates for
2005 and 2006 were calculated by United Way of America using the
Common Core of Data and the averaged freshman graduation rate
formula from the National Center for Education Statistics. Also, all
school years were referred to by the later year, so that the 2005–06
school year was labeled 2006.

Financial stability
Financial stability is defined as earning 250% of the federal poverty
level or more. This amount roughly corresponds to similar thresholds
defined by the Self-Sufficiency Standard (source: Wider Opportunities
for Women) and family budgets (source: Economic Policy Institute).
These two well-respected initiatives more accurately capture the real
costs of different domains of daily life: housing, health care, child
care, transportation, food, etc. The federal poverty level was used in
this report. Though not incorporating cost of living differences in most
cases, the poverty level is used within so many other indicators and is
readily available at various levels of analysis and time periods.

Healthy youth 
The following were used to create the “healthy and risk-avoiding”
youth composite indicator: Percentage of students in grades 9
through 12 who 1) did not carry a weapon in the past 30 days; 2) did
not smoke cigarettes in the past 30 days; 3) did not chew tobacco, or
use snuff or dip in the last 30 days; 4) did not use cigars, cigarillos, or
little cigars in the last 30 days; 5) did not binge drink in the last 30
days; 6) did not smoke marijuana in the last 30 days; 7) did not use
cocaine, including powder, crack or freebase in the last 30 days; 8)
did not drive after drinking alcohol; 9) did not have sex or used birth
control the last time they had sex; and 10) are not overweight (as
defined by body mass index (BMI) at or above the sex- and age-
specific 95th percentile of the 2000 Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention BMI cutoff points http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/
bmi/childrens_BMI/about_childrens_BMI.htm).

Healthy adults
The following were used to create the “healthy and risk-avoiding”
adult composite indicator: Percentage of adults age 18 and over who:
1) reported good, very good or excellent health (choices were:
excellent, very good, good, fair and poor); 2) did not smoke more than
100 cigarettes in their lifetime and who currently do not smoke every
day or some days; 3) did not drink five or more drinks on one occasion
in the past 30 days; 4) are obese (that is, body mass index greater
than 30); and 5) have been told blood pressure was high.

Also, on adult data from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:
1) alcohol use in 2003 was worded slightly differently than during
other years and 2) the trend line was made comparable for high blood
pressure from 2003 onward, when an improvement to the survey was
made. Before 2003, pregnant women who reported high blood
pressure were counted; thereafter, these women were recorded as not
having high blood pressure for health risk purposes since that is a
normal physiological response during pregnancy.  

Common Good Index
The Common Good Index is calculated by dividing 100 by the total
number of indicators (12). This number (8.33) became the baseline for
1998, on top of which percentage points marking improvements in
each indicator were added or from which percentage points marking
worsening conditions were subtracted. For each year, the points were
summed to arrive at a total.
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DAY IN AND DAY OUT, 
IN COMMUNITIES 
ACROSS AMERICA, 
THESE NATIONAL 
PARTNERS
LIVE UNITED  



3M  •  A.L. Mailman Family Foundation, Inc.  •  AARP  •  Abbott  •  Accenture  •  Ad Council  •  Aetna Inc.  •  AFL-CIO  •  Agilent Technologies, Inc.  •  Air
Products  •  Albertson’s, LLC  •  Alcatel-Lucent  •  Alliance for Children and Families  •  Alliance of Information and Referral Systems  •  Allstate  •  American
Academy of Pediatrics  •  American Cancer Society  •  American Express Company  •  American Human Development Report  •  American Red Cross  •
America’s Promise Alliance  •  AmericaSpeaks  •  Annie E. Casey Foundation  •  Ascension Health  •  Ashland Inc.  •  Association of Children’s Museums  
•  AT&T  •  Automatic Data Processing, Inc.  •  Avery Dennison  •  AXA Equitable  •  Bank of America  •  Bell & Lindsay  •  Best Buy Co., Inc.  •  Big Brothers
Big Sisters of America  •  Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation  •  Boy Scouts of America  •  Boys and Girls Clubs of America  •  Bristol-Myers Squibb Company
•  Buffett Early Childhood Fund  •  C&S Wholesale Grocers, Inc.  •  C3i  •  Camp Fire USA  •  Cargill  •  Case Foundation  •  Caterpillar Inc.  •  Catholic
Charities USA  •  Center for Economic Progress/NCTC  •  Center for Law and Social Policy  •  Center on Budget and Policy Priorities  •  Center on Philanthropy
•  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention  •  Ceridian  •  CFA/America Saves  •  CFED  •  CheapTickets  •  Chevron Corporation  •  Chrysler LLC  •
Citigroup Inc.  •  Citizens Financial Group, Inc.  •  Coalition on Human Needs  •  Colgate-Palmolive   •  Comcast Corporation  •  Committee for Economic
Development  •  Constant Contact  •  Constellation Energy  •  Coordinated Assistance Network  •  Costco Wholesale  •  Council of Chief State School Officers
•  CreateHope  •  Crescendo Gift Planning  •  D2D Fund, Inc.  •  DCA, Inc.  •  Deere & Company  •  Deliberative Democracy Consortium  •  Deloitte & Touche
USA LLP  •  Delphi Corporation  •  Delta Air Lines, Inc.  •  Delta Market Research  •  Deluxe Corporation  •  Dominion  •  Doris Duke Charitable Foundation
•  Duke Energy  •  DuPont  •  Eastman Kodak Company  •  Eaton Corporation  •  Edelman  •  EDS  •  Eli Lilly and Company  •  Everyday Democracy  •  Exxon
Mobil Corporation  •  Families and Work Institute   •  Family Place Libraries  •  Federal Office of Community Services  •  FedEx Corporation  •  Fight Crime:
Invest in Kids  •  First Book    •  Fluor Corporation  •  FMC Technologies, Inc.  •  Ford Foundation  •  Ford Motor Company  •  Forum for Youth Investment  •
Gatorade   •  GE  •  General Mills, Inc.  •  General Motors Corporation  •  George Kaiser Family Foundation  •  Girl Scouts of the USA  •  Girls Incorporated
•  Goodwill Industries International, Inc.  •  Goodyear Tire & Rubber Company  •  Guardsmark, LLC  •  Harris - BMO Capital Markets  •  Harwood Institute
for Public Innovation  •  Hewlett-Packard Company  •  Hoffmann-La Roche Inc.  •  HSBC-North America  •  IBM Corporation  •  Illinois Tool Works Inc.
•  Imagination Library   •  iModerate  •  Independent Sector  •  ING  •  Intel Corporation  •  Internal Revenue Service, SPEC Division  •  International Paper  •
International Storytelling Center  •  Irving Harris Foundation  •  JCPenney  •  JCPenney Afterschool Fund  •  Johnson & Johnson  •  JPMorgan Chase & Co.  
•  Kellogg Company  •  Kellogg Foundation  •  Kettering Foundation  •  Kimberly-Clark Corporation  •  KPMG  •  Limited Brands  •  Local Initiatives Support
Corporation   •  Lockheed Martin Corporation  •  Lowe’s Companies, Inc.  •  Lutheran Services in America  •  Macy’s Inc.  •  Marguerite Casey Foundation  •
Marriott International, Inc.  •  McCann Erickson  •  Mental Health America  •  Merck & Co., Inc.  •  Merrill Lynch & Co., Inc.  •  MetLife, Inc.  •  Microsoft
Corporation  •  Mobile Accord  •  Morgan Stanley  •  Motorola  •  MTV  •  National Association for the Education of Young Children  •  National Center for
Children in Poverty  •  National Conference of State Legislatures  •  National Council of La Raza  •  National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA  •
National Emergency Number Association  •  National Football League  •  National Fund for Workforce Solutions  •  National Governors Association’s Center
for Best Practices  •  National Human Services Assembly  •  National League of Cities   •  National Military Family Association  •  National Planned 
Giving Committee  •  National Scientific Council on the Developing Child  •  National Urban League, Inc.  •  Nationwide  •  NCR Corporation  •  NeoSpire  •
Nets to Ladders  •  New America Foundation  •  New York Life Insurance Company  •  Northwest Airlines  •  OrangeBoy Inc.  •  Ounce of Prevention Fund  
•  Parents as Teachers  •  Pfizer Inc.  •  Pitney Bowes Inc.  •  PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP  •  Principal Financial Group  •  Procter & Gamble  •  Prudential
Financial, Inc.  •  Publix Super Markets, Inc.  •  Qbase Database Management/Enhancement  •  Qwest Communications International, Inc.  •  Raytheon
Company  •  Red River Systems  •  Rohm and Haas Company  •  RR Donnelley  •  Sara Lee  •  SeaBrooks, Inc.  •  Sharpe Group  •  Shell Oil Company  •
Sprint  •  Strategic Enhancement Group  •  SUPERVALU INC.  •  Target  •  Texas Instruments  •  The Bank of New York Mellon  •  The Boeing Company  
•  The Children’s Initiative, a Project of the JB and MK Pritzker Family Foundation  •  The Dow Chemical Company  •  The Hershey Company  •  The Home
Depot  •  The Salvation Army  •  The Travelers Companies, Inc.  •  Tickets-for-Charity   •  TrueImpact  •  U.S. Bank  •  United Airlines  •  United Cerebral
Palsy  •  United Jewish Communities  •  United Technologies  •  United Way National Women’s Leadership Council  •  UPS  •  USAA  •  Valero Energy
Corporation  •  Verizon  •  Visiting Nurse Associations of America  •  Volunteers of America  •  Wachovia Corporation  •  Walgreen Co.  •  Wal-Mart Stores,
Inc.  •  WaMu  •  WellPoint, Inc.  •  Wells Fargo  •  Weyerhaeuser Company  •  Whirlpool Corporation  •  Williams  •  Xcel Energy  •  Xerox Corporation  •
YMCA of the USA  •  Youth Venture  •  YWCA USA  •  ZERO TO THREE

THANK YOU FOR INSPIRING HOPE AND CREATING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR A BETTER TOMORROW



United Way of America
701 N. Fairfax Street
Alexandria, VA  22314
www.liveunited.org
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