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MISSION

WHO WE SERVE

Improving the quality of life for all by bringing together people and resources 

committed to building a better community.

United Way Miami serves working individuals and families struggling to cover 

basic needs, such as housing, childcare, food, transportation, and healthcare. 

They live paycheck to paycheck, have little to no savings and are one emergency 

away from falling into poverty. Since they earn above the federal poverty line, they 

are often locked out of assistance programs such as food stamps, medicaid and 

housing subsidies. This population is known as ALICE (Asset Limited, Income 

Constrained, Employed). Currently, in Miami-Dade, 54% of households are in 

poverty or one emergency away from falling into poverty, and 23% of children 

are living at or below the poverty level.*

* Based on the latest United Way Report that underscores the importance of United Way’s work in education, financial 
stability, and health. This data, from 2018, does not incorporate the COVID-19 pandemic. 

* Miami Matters 2020
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LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT & CEO

PRESIDENT & CEO 

The first 100 days as President and CEO of United Way Miami has been 

inspirational, building on the longtime appreciation, admiration and personal 

connection I’ve held dearly for the organization. My family struggled financially 

while I grew up in Alabama public housing. Along with priceless lessons 

from my mother about hard work, education and integrity, I benefited from 

services like those offered by United Way that supported a more stable path 

to academic achievement and professional opportunities. In my first job after 

college, I led my company’s United Way fundraising campaign. 

After decades in executive roles in the corporate world, and the last few 

years focusing on philanthropy and community needs in Miami, I’m equally 

humbled and excited to lead United Way Miami to even greater heights as 

the North Star of organizations serving those in need here and beyond. I’m 

committed to make United Way Miami not just a local leader, but a national model, a global beacon 

of advocacy and service.

In these first 100 days, my primary mission has been to LISTEN and LEARN. I’ve met with 250+ 

amazing staff members, dozens of incredible partner agencies, generous board members and donors, 

volunteers, beneficiaries, United Way leaders from across the country and so many others to gain input 

and gather critical insights. I realized that this process needs to be thoughtful and intentional to develop 

an organizational roadmap that will enhance United Way’s role as a champion in the Miami giving 

community. The feedback on this listening and learning tour has been invaluable and I am grateful to all 

who took the time to share their stories, expertise and experiences, passions and aspirations.

In 2024, we are going to celebrate 100 years serving Miami. The city has evolved in so many ways 

over the century. It is vastly more diverse. In the last few years it has become a dynamic finance and 

technology hub. But too many of our residents are faced with economic instability, a housing crisis, 

a digital divide and other acute challenges that have them in or on the edge of poverty. Through 

the conversations with our team members and supporters over these first 100 days, we’ve already 

developed four main pillars to chart the next course in delivering innovative solutions –some in direct 

conjunction with Miami’s growing status as a “fintech” center– for all of our community members to 

prosper over the next 100 years. I’m excited to share these ideas in the following pages, appreciate 

your support, and am immensely proud to serve you while building a stronger Miami, together.
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THE FIRST 100 DAYS: 
BY THE NUMBERS

THE GOAL OF MY FIRST 100 DAYS HAS BEEN TO LISTEN 
AND LEARN; TO GAIN CRITICAL INSIGHTS THAT WILL 
SERVE AS INPUT TO A BROADER STRATEGIC PLAN. WITH 
A PEOPLE-CENTERED STRATEGIC APPROACH, I HAVE 
CONDUCTED MEETINGS WITH:

130+

11

50+

12
7
8

25+

13

Stakeholders, Donors and 
Nonprofit Community Leaders

Other United Way 
Presidents

Agency Partners

Community Fundraising 
Campaign Kick-Offs

Board Members

Speaking Engagements
Listening Sessions with 
UWM Staff Teams

Community Events

I HAVE ALSO ATTENDED:
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 THE FIRST 100 DAYS HIGHLIGHTS 

 Attended Florida 
International University’s 

United Way Miami 
Community Fundraising  

Campaign Kick-Off

Symeria Joins  
United Way Miami as 
President & CEO

Served as the Guest Speaker 
at United Way Miami’s Small 
Business United Breakfast
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Attended “Cocktails and Connections”  
Welcome Back Social for United Way Miami’s  
Giving Communities

 Interviewed by Radio 
Host Supa Cindy for 99 JAMZ 

“Community Matters”

Featured on the Cover of Miami 
Herald’s Annual Giving Guide

Participated as Keynote 
Speaker at the Greater Miami 
Chamber of Commerce 
Next Generation of Women 
Leaders Breakfast
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To build United Way Miami’s status as the lead-

ing philanthropic voice in our community, we 

must never stop improving from within. I call it 

“strengthening our core.” To achieve this, I’ve put 

a detailed focus on staff and culture during my 

first 100 days through dynamic focus groups, a 

comprehensive employee survey, huddled with 

leadership teams, attended meet & greets with 

200+ employees and much more. 

I closely listened to their aspirations, expertise 

and honest concerns. I came away with a deep 

appreciation for their knowledge and talent, and 

I am inspired to lead this outstanding team. It’s 

especially exciting that we have a richly diverse 

workforce, and so many young people on staff 

buzzing with energy, new ideas and intellect.

With such a strong base, we will build an un-

matched culture of champions and pride, both 

for the work being done within the organization, 

and of course out in the community. It is vital that 

we’re aligned and understand our mission and 

purpose of lifting up those in need and fully living 

the values of United Way Miami. These principles 

include earnest leadership, unwavering account-

ability and serving as a champion. As such, I’m 

proud to identify an exceptional corps of Culture 

Champions; and have created the new position of 

Senior Vice President of People and Engagement 

to lead this important effort. 

Together, we will smartly invest in our employ-

ees’ professional growth through training, devel-

opment and mentorship programs to always en-

sure they have the right tools to be successful. 

The rich benefits of this strategy will compound 

over time, serving as a key to retaining the most 

gifted team members and attracting new stars 

to the organization. It is clear that our talented 

leaders and staff are our most important orga-

nizational asset, and I look forward to helping 

hone this valuable resource to even greater suc-

cess in serving Miami.

STRENGTHENING OUR CORE: 
PEOPLE AND CULTURE

	� A strong core is the foundation for success; we 

must never stop improving from within.

	� We must understand our mission and purpose 

and live the values of United Way Miami.

	� Our diverse and talented staff is our most 

important organizational asset; we must invest 

in their professional growth.

LEARNINGS
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“United Way Miami is charting a new course. There 
is a feeling of authenticity and transparency that is 

refreshing. I am excited about what’s to come.”

–Vanessa Benavides, Vice President,  
Financial Stability, United Way Miami
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“I have been involved with United Way Miami 
for decades, and I am confident that Symeria’s 
experience and energy will drive the organization to 
new heights.”

–Ed Williamson, Chairman,  
Williamson Auto Group
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United Way Miami has been a leader in the 

community for nearly 100 years and building a 

more resilient Miami has remained our daily mis-

sion. The city has dramatically transformed and 

evolved over the decades and so must we. Miami 

has become a diverse, dynamic international city 

with an influx of new residents, organizations, 

companies and entirely new business sectors to 

join long-standing institutions here. Our United 

Way commitment to lead and lift the community 

– to be the charity of choice – requires that we 

strengthen old relationships and establish solid 

new ones across the board.

In these first 100 days I’ve been able to meet 

with multiple longtime partners, supporters, 

stakeholders and “New Miami” members and I’m 

excited about their willingness and enthusiasm 

to collaborate. I will personally continue this out-

reach with vigor, and our organization will step 

up the stepping out. This means heightened 

presence in community events, participation 

in neighborhood actions, developing our own 

forums and providing key input to city leaders 

and policymakers. This is crucial because core 

issues – such as housing, financial instability, 

workforce development, access to technology, 

healthcare, and education – have a deep impact 

on the populations we serve. With a seat at the 

table, and with the cooperation of others who 

share our helping spirit, our voice will deliver last-

ing solutions.

However, we will not limit ourselves to merely a 

local view. We must think bigger to grow our in-

fluence and impact here and beyond. Our goal is 

to be a national and global beacon for thought 

leadership, philanthropy and public service. With 

this worldwide status will come new support 

from international corporations, global founda-

tions and more, many of which have connec-

tions to our New Miami movers and shakers. Our 

United Way will be key in this winning circle of 

connectivity and collaboration to bring profound 

benefits home to Miami.

REESTABLISHING OUR 
STRONG POSITION IN THE 
COMMUNITY AND BEYOND

	� In order to lead and lift the community, we 

must build on old relationships and establish 

strong connections with the “New Miami.”

	� To deliver lasting impact to the populations 

we serve, we must have a heightened 

presence and seat at the table to solve core 

community issues. 

	� To be a global leader, we must think bigger 

to grow our influence and gain support from 

international corporations and foundations.

LEARNINGS
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Education is the foundation of opportunity and the 

key to increasing levels of prosperity. I can speak 

to this with authority based on my own personal 

story and the experiences shared by the many Unit-

ed Way staff, supporters and other partners I’ve 

met on this listening and learning tour. It’s been in-

spiring hearing how they have attained success in 

their own lives and careers because they seized the 

chance to study, learn, earn degrees and broaden 

their minds and skills.

If we are to have a Miami that is better for all, then 

we must ensure all of our citizens have these op-

portunities. Sadly, we don’t. Nearly 15% of all fami-

lies with school age children, and 35% of low-wage 

families, lack high-speed internet at home.* A digi-

tal divide is widening the gap for vulnerable Miami 

families. If so many students don’t have internet 

access to complete their homework, how will they 

keep up with others in class? If a family is living pay-

check to paycheck without even a bank account, 

how will they know how to use a digital wallet, cryp-

tocurrency or other modern financial tools? Due to 

the ever-increasing speed of technological chang-

es, this shortfall of knowledge and opportunity can 

grow exponentially in a flash. 

I’ve been pleased to hear, however, that many of 

our partners are already aware of these issues, and 

that we have a solid start of efforts to narrow the 

gap. Our United Way Center for Excellence in Ear-

ly Education, for example, is making great strides. 

It reaches far into the community, with programs 

such as mixed-income pre-school and numerous 

Early Head Start sites where they are needed most.

We must build on these initiatives – and with a 

commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) 

– for the present, and more importantly the future 

to help all in Miami prosper in the new economy.

ADAPTING TO THE NEW 
ECONOMY BY BRINGING 
TECHNOLOGY AND EDUCATION 
TO THE FOREFRONT

LEARNINGS

	� To create a Miami that is better for all, we must 

ensure all citizens have opportunities and access 

to quality education and technology.

	� The digital divide in our community is widening, 

causing even greater challenges to working 

families and those who are most vulnerable. 

	� We must establish programs that enhance 

access to education and technology, and ensure 

all residents can prosper at higher levels in the 

new economy. * Based on Pew Research Center analysis of 2015 U.S. 
Census Bureau data.
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“Symeria’s capable leadership and passion will help us continue 
to enhance the high-quality early education services provided to 
our children, families, and educators in Miami-Dade, specifically 

through our United Way Center for Excellence in Early Education.”

–Lisa Mendelson, Volunteer Community Leader
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“The Assurant Foundation and many of our employees donate to 
United Way because they have successfully done what matters 
most: advance the common good by creating opportunities for 
better lives for all in the community.”

– Alecia Bailey, Vice President, Diversity,  
Equity and Inclusion and Executive Director, The Assurant Foundation
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ENHANCING RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH OUR MIAMI GIVING 
COMMUNITY

Miami has a very diverse, dynamic and growing 

“giving community.” In my first 100 days I’ve tried 

to meet as many as possible, from United Way 

partner agencies, board members, foundations, 

corporate donors and other mission-based orga-

nizations. I’ve asked about their perceptions, prior-

ities, challenges and relationship with United Way. 

The wide-ranging responses have been extremely 

enlightening and I look to use this knowledge to 

enhance their experience with us and benefit our 

entire giving ecosystem.

The sources of funding – corporate social respon-

sibility (CSR) departments, foundations, charitable 

trusts, high-net-worth individuals and others – have 

varied motivations and needs, but they all need to 

know that their money is well spent. It’s especially 

exciting that Miami has experienced a recent wave 

of truly big money entities – financial technology 

companies, venture capital firms, foundations, 

etc. – opening offices and their wallets here. We 

recently received, for instance, a multi-million dol-

lar gift from philanthropist MacKenzie Scott that’s 

already funding valuable workforce upscaling pro-

grams. We’re extremely appreciative and look for-

ward to delivering many more vital services with 

this generous funding.

Of course, the relationships with our partner agen-

cies is critical in this effort. I’ve enjoyed deep dives 

with dozens of these organizations – from estab-

lished community icons to exciting startups – and 

a common theme has emerged: they look to us to 

lead. And we will.

We have the drive and expertise to help agencies 

be more efficient and truly measurable. We’ll de-

ploy technology to track progress and show out-

comes and evidence in real time. This is critical 

to secure transformative funding from the finan-

cial giants who have recently made Miami home. 

They are investors at heart. Investors want data, 

and investors don’t wait. All of this is an exciting 

new world for United Way Miami, our partners, 

supporters and the community overall. While only 

100 days in, I couldn’t be more proud to be on this 

journey with all of you.

LEARNINGS
	� Miami has a diverse, dynamic and growing “giving 

ecosystem,” including new financial industry giants 

capable of providing transformational gifts.

	� All funding sources are “investors” that need 

measurable real-time data and evidence that their 

money is well spent. 

	� Our partner agencies look to United Way Miami to 

lead, and we will with bold vision, innovation and 

integrity.
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The first 100 days as President and CEO of United 

Way Miami has been an amazing experience, listening 

and learning from so many dedicated staff, board members, 

supporters, agency partners and others devoted to making 

Miami a better community for all. I appreciate all of your invaluable 

contributions to this effort.

This type of cooperation and commitment have helped United Way Miami 

establish a legacy of leadership and service for almost 100 years. We look forward 

to soon celebrating our organization’s centennial, but more importantly, to build on this 

foundation for the next 100 years. These first 100 days have been enlightening and will be 

critical in setting our future course of new ideas and success. Thank you again for joining and 

supporting this important journey.



United Way Miami is a community leader, successfully responding to 

new needs and transforming people’s lives. Since 1924, we have worked 

with our network of donors, volunteers and partners to generate and ex-

pand resources and advocate for policies that improve the quality of life 

for all. We leverage our unique role as organizer, strategic funder, service 

provider, awareness maker and influencer so everyone in Miami-Dade 

has access to quality education and the opportunity to live healthy and 

financially secure lives – the building blocks of a thriving community.

THE ANSIN BUILDING

3250 SW 3rd Avenue | Miami, FL 33129

305-646-7000

UnitedWayMiami.org 

BUILDING A 
STRONGER 

MIAMI, 
TOGETHER


