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Learning strategies 
provide tools to convey 
ideas and engage in 
critical and creative 
thought.
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“Folks who are 

directly impacted 

should be leading 

the process.” 

—Carlos Pérez de Alejo, 
Cooperation Texas

Photo c/o Cooperation Texas

Cooperation Texas in Austin teaches 

the basics of cooperative business planning 

and development by having participants 

share personal histories, brainstorm 

solutions, and use art—drawing, singing, 

acting, and other methods —in interactive 

and sometimes playful forms. The Ohio 
Employee Ownership Center 

(OEOC) engages rank-and-file workers from 

different employee-owned businesses in a 

game it has designed, which over several 

hours of simulating business-related and 

financial challenges, teaches democratic 

decision-making techniques. 

Engage in Participatory Learning
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“None of us are 

professional 

planners.”

—May Louie,
Dudley Street 

Neighborhood Initiative 

Photo c/o PUSH Buffalo

People United for Sustainable Housing (PUSH) Buffalo 
in New York builds affordable housing, and the Boston-based Dudley 
Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI), also an organizing 

and urban-planning nonprofit, maintains a community land trust. 

Both employ moveable, physical props and spatial layouts in large and 

smaller breakout groups to spur creativity among community members 

and encourage thoughtful, inclusive neighborhood planning.  

Use Visual Representations
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“We commit to 

neighborhoods for 

several years at 

a time.”

—Matthew Ingram, 
St. Joseph Health

Photo c/o St. Joseph Health

Peer learning is critical to many of the 

profiled cases. For example, St. Joseph 
Health in Sonoma County carries out 

community-organizing campaigns that have 

led to programs that cultivate grassroots 

leaders and create spaces for them to learn 

from one another. At Cooperative 
Home Care Associates (CHCA), 

the nation’s largest worker cooperative, 

with 2,000 predominantly black and Latina 

direct-care workers, six full-time staff 

members serve as Peer Mentors and an 

additional nine senior direct-care staff 

members play part-time Peer Mentor roles. 

They provide support to new homecare 

workers by meeting new graduates of 

CHCA’s training program, and, through 

phone calls and in-person accompaniment, 

the Peer Mentors guide them through the 

challenging first 12 weeks of employment. 

Peer Mentorship
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“[Workers were] 

not used to being 

in positions of 

decision-making.”

—Roy Messing, 
Ohio Employee 

Ownership Center 

REDF program participants
Photo c/o Corporation for National and Community Service

Create Learning Opportunities 
on the Job

Learning by doing has been a key insight within community wealth building. 

REDF, a San Francisco-based social-enterprise accelerator, prides itself on 

assisting its nonprofit partners in the creation of over 9,000 jobs for those with 

barriers to employment. REDF offers technical assistance to social enterprise 

leaders in business planning and co-develops strategies for creating inviting, 

supportive environments with wrap-around services to ensure that the 

employees of these double-bottom-line social enterprises have the tools they 

need to succeed in their workplaces. OEOC has long been a proponent of 

open-book management for the worker-owned businesses that it advises. This 

transparent and accessible approach to finances relates each member’s daily 

work to the bottom line of the firm, helping boost worker-owners’ financial 

understanding, commitment to the firm, and productivity.  
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Photo c/o Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative

“[We are] 

respecting and 

building upon 

what the individual 

already knows.”.
—Steve Dawson, 
Paraprofessional 

Healthcare Institute

People who have grown up in low-income 

communities often suffer from low-quality 

education, and may demonstrate low 

levels of literacy, numeracy, and English 

proficiency. An additional challenge is that 

often workers will hide these challenges 

because of embarrassment. In many of the 

11 case studies, education involves 

guided problem solving and tactile 

as well as visual engagement to 

supplement or substitute traditional 

approaches to education that may 

rely heavily on reading and writing. 

DSNI developed a detailed urban-

design plan based on neighborhood 

convenings that used detailed sketches to 

assist in visioning and brainstorming.  

Employ Hands-On, Practical 
Problem Solving
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“Ideas of what 

people have 

done elsewhere 

help push the 

boundaries on 

what’s possible.”

—May Louie, 
Dudley Street 

Neighborhood
Initiative 

Wellspring Upholstery Cooperative
Photo c/o Melita Podesta/Federal Reserve Bank of Boston

Field trips to visit similar initiatives—to observe their operations, ask 

situational questions, and to draw inspiration—often have played a 

key role in building group vision and cohesion. The Wellspring 
Collaborative, which is developing a network of worker cooperatives 

in Springfield, Massachusetts, brought its partners within local 

government, area universities, and hospitals to explore the example of 

the Evergreen cooperatives in Cleveland, which informed Wellspring’s 

own work. “It was important to see the businesses in action; to touch 

them and feel them,” recalls the president of Springfield’s Technical 

Community College. 

Inspire Through Learning Journeys



EDUCATE AND EMPOWER  |  19

Community building 
strategies help new 
initiatives grow, enhance 
participation, and allow 
groups to take advantage of 
and build local knowledge.
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“Neighbors got 

together and said 

there’s real problems 

going on here.”

—Jennifer Mecozzi,  
PUSH Buffalo

Photo c/o New Community Corporation

Study groups provide a versatile tool with 

powerful economic-development impact 

across a range of cases. For example, the 

New Community Corporation—

today, a multi-million-dollar nonprofit 

community development corporation in 

Newark, New Jersey—began with hundreds 

of residents participating in a “Days of Study” 

program. PUSH Buffalo hosted regular 

study circles among its staff and interested 

community members, which led to the 

development of a green social enterprise. 

Incorporate Study Circles into Planning
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Building community cohesion and developing leaders can often be as 

straightforward as knocking on doors in a neighborhood and inviting 

neighbors to a conversation to address the challenges and build upon 

the assets of the community. Market Creek Plaza, a community-

owned shopping and cultural center in San Diego, developed its business 

priorities through an extensive community-consulting process that 

involved over 200 living room meetings. St. Joseph Health has 

built safer and more vibrant communities through an on-staff team of 

full-time community organizers. Door knocking can also serve as a key 

preliminary data-gathering tool. The founders of PUSH Buffalo 

conducted a six-month, door-to-door survey of Buffalo’s West Side and 

discovered both abandoned houses and a demand for housing in the 

area. The findings of that initial diagnostic led to a business insight that 

has served PUSH well over a decade later: “There was a clear nexus of 

development and organizing,” recalls PUSH’s co-founder. “If you could 

control abandoned houses and renovate them, you could start there.” 

Knock on DoorsIncorporate Study Circles into Planning
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“Community 

revitalization 

occurs at the 

micro-level.”

—Maarten Jacobs, NWSI 

Photo c/o Near Westside Initiative Inc.

In Syracuse, New York, the Near 
Westside Initiative (NWSI) approached 

community development through a 

partnership between Syracuse University and 

a local foundation, which then connected 

with a respected parish priest, who was able 

to recruit a broad range of neighborhood 

residents to chart out a vision for a revitalized 

Near Westside. His assistance in creating a 

group of residents to exchange ideas in an 

open-ended process was guided by the simple 

criteria that participants be self-confident, 

fun, and unafraid of difficult conversations. 

This year-long process of cooperative learning 

and debate created the foundation for NWSI’s 

board of directors. 

Use Translators to Build Connections
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“You need to 

show achievable 

victories.”

—Aaron Bartley, 
PUSH Buffalo

Photo c/o PUSH Buffalo

Virtually all of the 11 cases profiled in this report stressed the value of 

embarking on an achievable task that builds capacity and buy-in within 

the community. Most importantly, it generates a community’s sense of 

agency and strengthens belief that change is possible. Marilyn Higgins, 

Syracuse University’s vice president of community engagement and 

economic development, explains that “doing something physical and 

real”—NWSI’s rehabilitation of a decrepit, vacant warehouse—was 

“critical to longevity” of the project. Aaron Bartley, PUSH Buffalo’s 

executive director, recalls that the group’s first home renovation showed 

the neighborhood that “progress was made every day.” 

Choose a Manageable but Visible 
First Effort
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Organizational strategies 
strengthen institutions 
while building skills and 
culture.
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“It’s important that 

people see how 

they fit into the 

larger picture.”

—Frances Teabout, New  
Community Corporation

Photo c/o Dudley Street 
Neighborhood Initiative

Board elections and trainings can be 

powerful educational opportunities, as well 

as exercises in community democracy and 

power. DSNI’s approach to populating 

its 35-member board of directors involves 

hosting open elections in three languages for 

adults and youth of the ethnically diverse 

neighborhood. Board training includes an 

orientation on DSNI’s mission, history, group 

processes, meeting design and facilitation, 

and collective leadership. 

Develop Customized Board Training
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“A lot of nonprofits 

don’t have a 

lot of business 

experience.”

—Laurie Bernstein, 
Solutions SF

Employee-Owner communications roundtable. 
Photo c/o Ohio Employee Ownership Center

Integrating the insights of experts to help inform an organization’s 

strategy is reflected in the work done by REDF and other technical 

assistance providers such as Cooperation Texas, OEOC and 

CHCA’s nonprofit educational arm. Even community organizing 

groups such as DSNI have employed consultants to inform the 

organization and facilitate residents’ deliberations regarding complex 

issues related to architecture, urban design, and organizational 

development. 

Deploy Outside Expertise
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Board of the Near Westside Initiative

Organizations can use their governance structures to build inclusive 

and deep ties with the community, which can enhance their standing 

and credibility, while benefiting from new input. DSNI’s pluralistic and 

multiethnic board of directors 

is a case in point. CHCA, 

a unionized, worker-owned 

cooperative, encourages its 

home healthcare aides to attend 

quarterly regional meetings, 

oversee the organization through 

eight of 14 seats on its board 

of directors, serve on its Worker Council, become union delegates, and 

participate in its Labor-Management Committee. Syracuse’s Near 
Westside Initiative’s board of directors combines the expertise 

of business and university leaders with the local knowledge of tenant 

association members of the local public housing development. Before 

taking on projects, the board focused on building a safe space for dialogue 

and the exploration of ideas. By laying this groundwork in advance, NWSI 

was able to create a powerful vehicle for community development. 

Use Inclusive Governance to 
Strengthen Ties and Build Skills
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Resiliency strategies 
assist organizations in 
achieving long-term stability 
and sustainability.
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“You have to show 

you’re here for the 

long haul.”

—Fred Rose,

Wellspring Collaborative

Photo c/o PUSH Buffalo

The majority of the 11 cases in some way 

or another have engaged in politics. What 

this means on a practical level ranges from 

outspoken campaigns by PUSH Buffalo 

to pressure the local mayor through direct 

action, to OEOC’s 

successful advocacy 

to pass state law 

advancing employee 

ownership in 1988. 

Political Engagement
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Investing in youth can 

result in enormous long-

term benefits. For instance, 

DSNI has been wildly 

successful in developing 

leaders through enshrining 

youth participation in its 

values, programming, and 

institutional architecture. 

Four seats on the DSNI 

board are reserved for youth aged 15–17, and youth membership dues 

are only five dollars annually. These investments pay off in terms of the 

long-term sustainability of community change efforts as active young 

people remain in the neighborhood and work for its wellbeing. The 

benefits are also realized in helping to fill eventual staffing needs, as 

youth immersed in DSNI’s culture and trained in its processes join the 

organization as adults, including DSNI’s current Director of Real Estate, 

Innovation and Technology. DSNI’s longest-serving executive director, 

John Barros, became involved with DSNI at the age of 14 because his 

aunt was on the organization’s staff. Barros is now the City of Boston’s 

Chief of Economic Development. 

Invest in Youth Development

Photo c/o Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative
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“[We] focus 

on building 

ecosystems.”

—Carla Javits, REDF

Photo c/o Cooperative Home Care 
Associates

Building relationships within relevant fields 

and sectors exposes a community wealth 

building initiative to new ideas and allies, 

while strengthening its own resilience 

and allowing it to operate at a larger scale 

of influence. CHCA joined the Service 

Employees International Union, making 

the firm a unionized co-op. It has also 

become a B Corporation, which connects it 

to a community of other triple-bottom-line 

businesses certified for commitment to their 

workers, communities, and the environment. 

Wellspring Collaborative partnered 

with the region’s workforce training board 

in order to navigate the complex process 

necessary to access funds that subsidized the 

wages of its upholstery cooperative. “Co-ops 

are small businesses,” reasoned Wellspring’s 

co-founder. “Why can’t we access the same 

support that conventional firms do?” 

Build Supportive Networks
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This report also stresses 
the role of philanthropy in 
accelerating the learning 
and capacity-building 
process in community 
economic development.
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“It’s urgent 

and patient.”

—Jennifer Vanica, 
Jacobs Center for 

Neighborhood Innovation

Child examining public art at Market Creek 
Plaza. Photo c/o mliu92, via Flickr

Foundations can and should consider the 

importance of sustained investment in 

a targeted geographical area in order to 

facilitate community-responsive economic 

development. For example, the Riley 

Foundation provided Dudley Street 
Neighborhood Initiative with years 

of operating funding as community members 

created their own organization accountable 

to their own neighborhood. In the case 

of Market Creek Plaza, the Jacobs 

Foundation developed its own entity, the 

Jacobs Center for Neighborhood Innovation, 

to oversee a 30-year process of community 

economic development and capacity 

building.  

Make Long-term and 
Place-based Investments
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Although foundations 

often invest in education, 

there is a dearth of funding 

for the development of 

pedagogy, curricula, and 

technical assistance that 

incorporates the insights of 

practical, collaborative, and 

guided engagement and its 

relationship to broad efforts 

to effect social change, sometimes referred to as popular education. 

A 2010 Ford Foundation grant to CHCA’s nonprofit, the 

Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute (PHI), points 

toward such a direction. Ford financed PHI’s training program, which 

teaches hard skills such as bathing patients, transporting them, and 

preparing meals, along with relational skills such as active listening, 

nonjudgmental communication, collaborative problem solving, and 

participative leadership within the cooperative. The foundation also 

offered PHI financing to expand its advocacy for improvements in the 

lives of all low-wage domestic care workers at both statewide and 

national levels.  

Photo c/o Cooperative Home Care Associates

Invest in Popular Education
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Foundations that use ill-conceived benchmarks or that precondition 

continued financing on the achievement of rigid metrics can create an 

aversion to experimentation and incentives for practitioners to withhold 

crucial lessons or difficulties from funders and rest of the field. The 

Jacobs Center for Neighborhood Innovation opted to focus on a process 

over a preferred outcome, investing in a robust, democratic community 

deliberation that prioritized the development of a supermarket in 

the Diamond neighborhood of San Diego. The national intermediary 

NeighborWorks has developed a set of metrics that can offer foundations 

more thoughtful and community-led evaluations of the impact of 

community development efforts. In 2011, the health-oriented Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation provided Wellspring Collaborative with seed 

money through a grant designed to address health factors “outside the 

doctor’s office,” such as income, employment and community safety—an 

unconventional and holistic approach to carrying out its mission. 

Seek out multiple, holistic ways to 
assess performance and needs
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National intermediaries 
can play a powerful role 
in guiding their fields and 
member groups to prioritize 
and broaden the acquisition 
of capacities and skills. 
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Photo c/o New Community Corporation

Intermediaries such as National People’s 

Action are investing resources in economic-

institution building as part of a 40-year 

strategic framework for social change. 

Its first principle is “democratic control 

of capital.” The Center for Community 

Change, a nearly half-century-old entity 

dedicated to organizing strategies, published 

“Understanding Worker-Owned Cooperatives: 

A Strategic Guide for Community Organizers” 

for its member groups. 

Teach Members How to Build 
Economic Institutions
“All of these economic 

institutions came 

out of organizing 

campaigns and 

represented concrete

improvements in the 

lives of the people and 

their communities.”

—Caroline Murray
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“The effectiveness 

of our education 

programs is 

measured by how 

organizations shift 

their strategies 

toward long-term 

agendas.”

—National People’s 
Action

Photo c/o PUSH Buffalo

Popular education approaches provide a mechanism to layer practical, 

hard-skills training with deeper examinations of social structures 

and interpersonal relations. National-level intermediaries such as the 

New Economy Coalition and the Responsible Endowments Coalition, 

for example, have partnered with the Anti-Oppression Resource and 

Training Alliance, which applies the techniques developed by Brazilian 

educator Paolo Freire to teach administration, human resources, 

and strategic planning while also probing gender, race, and class 

dynamics. This approach can lead to new insights and improvements in 

organizations’ productivity, interpersonal relations, and vision. 

Employ Techniques of Popular 
Education in Trainings
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While the 11 initiatives’ educational approaches are diverse, an underlying 

philosophy emerges that is shared by them all. Each community wealth 

building initiative utilizes collaborative problem solving to address challenges 

in participants’ lived experiences. This approach, which has been developed 

historically by leading theorists such as social reformer Jane Addams, 

philosopher John Dewey, and theologian Paulo Freire, stresses the value of 

developing skills through practical engagement, solving and reflecting upon 

problems collaboratively, and deepening this iterative process as a motor for 

social change. 

This report distills both historical and emerging trends in efforts to build 

skills and empower low-income community members. Out of their varied 

experiences emerge concrete educational tools that present empowering 

alternatives to conventional business-development and management 

techniques—they build capacities while building community. 


