
In years past, United 
Way was solely a funding 
organization, distributing 
dollars to other non-profits. 
Over the years, there has 
been an increased need for 
leadership and a central 
convener to address some 
of the region’s biggest 
issues. United Way has 
evolved from just being a 

funder to becoming an organization that brings together 
leaders from the business community and public officials to 
address critical issues affecting both our economy and our 
neighbors. 

We have a bold goal for this year’s workplace campaign: 
to raise $18.75 million to make substantial change in 
education, income, health and basic needs. A significant 
focus of ours is on balancing healthy economic growth with 
a healthy, stable community, which affects not just our 
talent, but our local businesses, as well. 

Our economy is improving—but wages are stagnant, 
and that has far-reaching implications for our ongoing 
prosperity. 

Heart of Florida United Way believes that economic growth 
cannot continue without a healthy workforce. Through the 
United Way, we can break down obstacles and connect 
people to the resources they need to achieve their full 
potential and live a better life. 

Community leaders, policymakers and business owners 
can use the information contained in this report to spark 
discussion, join forces and develop solutions to improve our 
community in the areas of education, financial stability, 
health and basic needs. Working together, we can build a 
more prosperous future. 

Thank you & LIVE UNITED,

John Pisan
2016-17 United Way Campaign Chair
Wells Fargo, Wealth Management



Central Florida’s Economy
In 2016, economic reports highlighted a positive outlook for 
Central Florida’s economy over the next few years. In June of 
this year, the Institute for Economic Competitiveness within 
the College of Business Administration at the University of 
Central Florida released its Florida & Metro Forecast 2016-
2045.

In it, Dr. Sean Snaith and his associates reported that 
Florida, particularly Orange, Osceola and Seminole counties, 
are expected to grow at a faster pace than the rest of the 
nation over the course of the next four years. Between job 
growth, company expansions, the development of new 
sectors and a more competitive market, the economy is more 
robust than it has been in years.  

Florida’s economy is expected to expand at an average rate 
of 2.9 percent through 2019, out pacing national averages 
regarding real Gross Domestic Product. Additionally, the 
economy is expected to rise to unprecedented levels; Florida 
should surpass $1 trillion in gross state product by 2019. 
This growth is due to a variety of issues, including trends in 
industry and manufacturing. 

Economic Trends
For years, Florida struggled economically because of its 
reliance on one core industry: hospitality/tourism. While 
a booming sector, having the majority of our jobs and 
revenue reliant on one industry left us vulnerable. When the 
recession in 2008 hit and people nationwide reined in their 
spending, we took a significant hit. 

Diversification is key to stability. A more diverse economy 
is less susceptible to external changes and the more 

industries within a community, the more likely it is that the 
community will grow. In the past few years, Central Florida 
has several strong economic signs pointing towards greater 
diversification, setting us up for success:

• Hospitals and medical care: The health services sector 
is one of the fastest growing areas in Central Florida, 
with job growth up by over 7.4 percent. The growth of 
Medical City, including UCF’s College of Medicine at 
Lake Nona, is transforming our economy. Particularly 
since Florida’s population is older than that of other 
states, statewide demands for health services continues 
to grow, and this industry will be a source of expanded 
development.

• Construction: Between the I-4 Ultimate Project, the 
growth at the Orlando 
International Airport 
and the expansion of 
SunRail, the construction 
industry is booming. 
With 12.3 percent job 
growth, construction 
continues to be one of the 
fastest growing sectors, 
with higher paying jobs available and companies so 
desperate to fill them that they are hiring untrained 
workers and providing the education employees need. 

• Simulation and Technology: According to the Florida 
Chamber of Commerce, since 2010, science, technology, 
engineering and simulation jobs have risen by 63 
percent. However, there are over 55,000 unfulfilled jobs 
in Florida, indicating a need for education and training 
in this area. The average salary for these types of jobs 
is $85,000, signifying a significant increase in high-
paying jobs.



Issues Affecting Our Population
While there has been significant economic growth and 
excellent prospects for the future economy, the population 
is still facing considerable issues. Many struggle to afford 
basic necessities, while others struggle to find affordable 
housing. Wages have stagnated, and the demand for 
assistance with rent, utilities and basic needs continues to 
grow. 

ALICE Report
Florida has 1.1 million households 
with income below the Federal Poverty 
Level (FPL). But on top of that, the 
state also has 2.1 million ALICE 
households, which have income 
above the FPL but below the ALICE 
(Asset Limited, Income Constrained, 
Employed) Threshold. These numbers 
are staggering: in total, 3.2 million 

households in Florida – fully 45 percent, triple the number 
previously thought – are struggling to support themselves. 

According to the United Way 
ALICE Report conducted by 
Rutgers University, 48 percent 
of Central Florida households 
are struggling to afford 
the necessities of housing, 
childcare, food, healthcare and 
transportation. 

ALICE households are working households; they hold jobs, 
pay taxes and provide services that are vital to the Florida 
economy in a variety of positions, such as retail salespeople, 
customer service representatives, laborers and movers, and 
health care aides. The core issue is that these jobs do not 
pay enough to afford the basics of housing, child care, food, 
health care and transportation. Moreover, the growth of low-
skilled jobs is projected to out pace that of medium- and 
high-skilled jobs into the next decade. At the same time, the 
cost of basic household necessities continues to rise. 

There are serious consequences for both ALICE households 
and their communities when these households cannot afford 
the basic necessities. ALICE households are forced to make 
difficult choices, such as skipping preventative health care, 
accredited child care, healthy food or car insurance. These 
choices threaten their health, safety, and future – and they 
reduce Florida’s economic productivity and raise insurance 
premiums and taxes for everyone. The costs are high for 
both ALICE families and the wider community.

Affordable Housing
Homeownership is an unaffordable 
dream for many. In Orlando, the 
average home costs $223,000 and 
would require an annual salary of 
at least $49,382. From the ALICE 
Report, we know that the average 
income for a family of 4 is just 
$45,040, meaning that home 
ownership is unattainable, 
and instead, they must rely 
on renting expensive units. 

In a recent report released 
by ApartmentList.com, 
high rents are a serious problem in Orlando. More than 
55 percent of renters are cost-burdened, spending more 
than the recommended 30 percent of their income on rent. 
Nationwide, from 1960 to 2014, the cost of rent has risen by 
over 60 percent, but wages have only gone up by 19 percent. 
Some efforts have been taken to address this issue, but 
more needs to be done. In 1992, the Sadowski Act was 
passed, creating a dedicated revenue source for funding 
affordable housing programs. Florida has nearly one million 
people who spend 50 percent or more on housing, and so are 
one paycheck away from homelessness. 

The high cost of rent can prevent families from getting 
ahead. Because it eats up so much of their budget, their 
monthly rent can prohibit them from taking steps to improve 
their situation, such as pursuing higher education or moving 
to secure a better-paying job.

More than 55 percent of 
renters are cost-burdened, 
spending more than the 
recommended 30 percent 
of their income on rent. 



Stagnant Wages
Despite industry growth, Florida has the distinction of having 
the lowest median wage of any metro area in the United 
States. We are the only community where the majority of jobs 
pay less than $30,000 a year. 

In this economy, it is very possible for a family to have 
two people who work, and still be unable to afford basic 
essentials. According to Florida International University, 
persistent low wages give the working poor little chance 
to improve their situation or achieve mobility, negatively 
impacting the community’s quality of life. 

But raising the minimum wage is not the magic bullet 
solution. It’s a complex issue that requires comprehensive 
solutions. 

2-1-1 Assistance Helpline
The 2-1-1 Information and 
Referral Helpline is United Way’s 
assistance center, staffed 24 
hours a day, seven days a week 
and available by phone, chat, 
text or email. People can call for 
assistance with everything from 
housing to mental health crises. 

In July 2016 alone, 2-1-1 
received over 12,000 contacts 
from people in need. Seventy 

percent of those contacts were from individuals in need of 
help with housing, shelter and utilities, signaling a growing 
crisis in our area for the basic essentials. 

Economic Mobility
At United Way, we believe this current situation needs serious 
intervention. We believe that someone’s circumstances should 
not determine their potential. By investing in and delivering 
programs providing supportive services, we can develop a 
stronger community and talent pipeline. 

Graduating from high school is the first step to securing a 
high-paying job. A high school graduate’s income is double 
that of someone who dropped out, allowing them to earn $1 
million more in their lifetime. 

But equipping students with the skills and supports they 
need to get a high-school diploma is no longer sufficient. 
Research shows that by 2025, more than two-thirds of jobs in 
Central Florida will require a postsecondary degree or another 
high-quality credential. Currently, less than 40 percent of our 
population meets that requirement. United Way is addressing 
this issue through cradle-to-career education programs to 
improve our talent pool and strengthen our economy.

Educational Costs
One of the core barriers to education is cost. Currently, less 
than half of eligible students complete the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) that would have enabled 
them to receive federal aid. Last year, over $17 million in Pell 
Grants — grants, not loans — went unclaimed in Central 
Florida. That’s money that was left on the table that could 
have changed lives. 

We are working with the Central Florida College Access 
Network to increase FAFSA completions and empower students 
with the tools they need to succeed. 

But we also know that not all issues keeping students from 
graduating are related to school itself. From car repairs to 
the cost of books, small obstacles and life events can derail 
a student’s education. That’s why we launched Destination 
Graduation, in partnership with Seminole State College. It 
provides one-time assistance for non-academic issues that 
pop up and threaten a student’s education. Through the first 
year of the program, we’ve helped hundreds of students stay 
in school and graduate.



Our Talent Pipeline
By understanding these core issues and obstacles, 
employers, public officials and business leaders can assist 
the community and make an impact on the development of 
our talent and our economy. 

For our talent pipeline to flourish, we need to stand 
together. Last year, we raised over $18.6 million through the 
workplace campaign, but we had over $53 million in impact 
on the community due to our focus on prevention rather 
than just intervention—more than doubling your donation’s 
value. This year’s campaign is an important milestone for 
our community, workforce and our economy. With your help, 
we can set Central Florida on the path to systemic change 
and help all people achieve their full potential. 

What You Can Do
Moving forward, we ask you to build a customized 
engagement plan for your company and for your leaders to 
address these issues. You can help create lasting change 
by joining an issues-based advocacy group, such as United 
Way, and fuel the work happening in Central Florida by 
running your own workplace campaign. 

To develop your company’s customized engagement plan, call 
(407) 835-0918. Learn more about how you can invest in a 
stronger economy and healthier community at www.HFUW.org.




