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ABOUT NETWORKS OF OPPORTUNITY FOR CHILD WELLBEING (NOW)

Networks of Opportunity for Child Wellbeing (NOW) is a national initiative to improve the ca-
pacity of local communities and coalitions to advance equity. The NOW Innovation Forum is a 
national network of peer communities working to promote child wellbeing and prevent early 
childhood adversities. Launched in 2016, Networks of Opportunity for Child Wellbeing (NOW), 
an initiative of Vital Village Networks at Boston Medical Center, aims to build the capacity of lo-
cal communities and coalitions working to promote child wellbeing and align early childhood 
systems of care and education by using a trauma-informed lens to advance equity. 

networksofopportunity.org | @NOW_WellChild

ABOUT VITAL VILLAGE NETWORKS 

Vital Village Networks, based at Boston Medical Center, builds the capacity of communities to op-
timize child wellbeing, prevent early life adversities, and advance equity through coalition build-
ing, collaboration, leadership development, research, data-sharing, and advocacy. Vital Village’s 
community of practice mobilizes cross-sector collaborations, encourages collective learning, 
and cultivates stronger connections between residents and community-based organizations to 
co-design community systems-improvement efforts and address structural inequities. 

vitalvillage.org | @Vital_Village

Contact us to share how you are using the guide. Please email vitalvillage@bmc.org.

This Dignity-Centered Guide to Reflecting on Cooperative Funding Structures is published by the 
Networks of Opportunity for Child Wellbeing (NOW), a national network of peer communities and 
coalitions working to promote child wellbeing, prevent adversities, and advance equity by eliminating 
systemic barriers and lifting up community-driven solutions.
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Forward

What would it look like to be bold, courageous, 
and unapologetic in designing equitable and 
democratic structures to value and support 
community wisdom to advance child wellbeing?

The Networks of Opportunity for Child Wellbe-
ing (NOW), an initiative of Vital Village Networks 
at Boston Medical Center, is built upon pillars of 
equity, dignity, and community-centered leader-
ship. As NOW’s work has grown over the last sev-

eral years, there has been an intentional focus on 
how to build and support local capacity to drive 
the transformation they want to see in their com-
munity. In the late spring of 2021, NOW hosted a 
Cooperative Design Lab series where it partnered 
with 15 community champions from across the 
country to embark on a journey of reimagining 
funding structures to center, honor, and uphold 
the values of local communities and coalitions. 

Introduction

Cooperatives have long served as an important 
model for building community wellbeing, guided 
by values of democratic decision making, shared 
power and ownership, and equitable distribution 
of health, economic, and social benefits. Through 
the NOW Cooperative Design Lab, this group of 
leaders began to explore cooperatives as a mod-
el for restructuring funding practices in a way 
that uplifted partnership rather than power to 
advance child and family wellbeing. Participants 
of the NOW Cooperative Design Lab worked to-
gether to outline how barriers of traditional and 
current funding structures create and contribute 
to unequal power dynamics. Some of the barriers 
that emerged included rigid grant timelines and 
requirements, traditional and deficit models of re-
quired reporting that contradict community val-
ues, limited staff capacity, and restrictive funding.  

The Design Lab served as an opportunity to not 
only develop solutions in collaboration with one 
another, but to also deepen each participant’s un-
derstanding of human-centered design. Through 
the application of human-centered design, partic-
ipants sought to create alternative solutions and 

landed on four pillars to serve as the foundation 
of their cooperative funding structure. These pil-
lars represent the key areas needed to build and 
sustain collective power to drive collaborative 
community-centered transformation:

• Fostering space for community  
capacity building

• Shared decision making

• Nurturing relationships 

• Providing funding

This tool provides a framework that encourag-
es funders and their potential partners to think 
intentionally about the goals and outcomes of 
their relationship. The Guiding Principles and 
Practices section highlights key elements of suc-
cessful cooperative and collaborative structures; 
while the Dignity-Centered Funding Partnership 
Prompts may guide a group in surfacing deeper, 
perhaps implicit, mindsets behind a particular 
funding process.



Participants then explored the practices that help 
support and create reciprocal, mutual, inclusive, 
shared experiences, where they worked to answer 
the question, “What is each partner getting and 
giving in the process of the partnership?”. 

They identified the following practices as critical 
to supporting and being in solidarity with com-
munity members as they experience triumphs 
and setbacks, while also building relationships 
that improve quality of life and wellness for com-
munities engaged in systems change work; creat-

ing more inclusive communities of practice, and 
allowing funding to be directed to work that is 
addressing racial equity and structural inequities.

• Relationships: Nurture and invest in 
relationships

• Service: Serve the community

• Improvement: Support iterative and 
responsive processes

• Acknowledge History: Recognize and 
acknowledge generational work and history
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Guiding Principles and Practices

Through the Design Lab Series, the group identi-
fied four core principles that serve as a key element 
of the foundation of successful cooperatives that 
could have application in other settings and sec-
tors, including public health, education, and early 
childhood education. These principles collectively 
highlight the difference between a collaborative 
partnership and a charitable giving relationship. 
These leaders determined that a collaborative 
partnership is fundamental to equity. 

• Dignity: Honor and uphold the dignity of 
community stakeholders

• Self-Determination: Uplift community 
leadership and self-determination

• Equity: An explicit commitment to equity in all 
stages of planning and partnership

• Sustainability: Support funding structures 
that are both equitable and sustainable.

DIGNITY 
Honor and uphold 

the dignity of 
community 

stakeholders

SELF- 
DETERMINATION 
Uplift community 

leadership and  
self-determination

EQUITY 
Commit to equity 

in all stages of 
planning and 
partnership

SUSTAINABILITY 
Support funding 

structures that are 
both equitable and 

sustainable

CORE PRINCIPLES

ACKNOWLEDGE HISTORY 
Recognize and acknowledge 
generational work, history and 
culture in communities

SERVICE 
Serve the community

IMPROVEMENT 
Support iterative and 

responsive processes

RELATIONSHIPS 
Nurture and invest  

in relationships
COMMUNITY 

SELF- 
DETERMINATION

CORE PRACTICES
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Dignity-Centered Funding Partnership Guide

This tool provides a guided series of questions that 
allow funders, investors, and potential partners 
to determine their intentions and practices with 
respect to investing in, funding, or supporting 
equitable and sustainable community leadership.

At the heart of the tool is the opportunity to reflect 
on the true intentions related to the investment, 
centered on the following questions: 

• Is an equitable partnership desired? 

• Is community leadership a desired outcome? 
 

WHY USE THE DIGNITY-CENTERED 
GUIDE TO REFLECTING FUNDING 
STRUCTURES?

The goal of the tool is simple: to reflect on inten-
tions before making decisions around dispersing 
funding, and to yield more authentic relationships. 
Specifically, the tool is designed to help funders 
unpack and understand their responses to the 
following series of questions:

A. Central Questions

1. Is investing in community leadership a desired goal?

2. Is there a desire for a collaborative partnership or is the goal charitable giving?

3. Is community self-determination a desired goal?

4. How might we expand the authenticity of community engagement to better 
understand and support self-determination?

B. Transforming the Funding Ecosystem

1. How does the ability to have self-determination impact communities? What does 
this project do to advance self-determination?

2. Do we reward cooperation? Is there any element of this structure that intentionally 
supports cooperation and collaboration?

3. Do we create opportunities to work collaboratively with funders to create models 
that honor grantee expertise?

4. Are we interested in creating a process to discuss and determine what data is valued?

C. Nurturing Relationships

1. Do we strive to align with and be centered on community-determined goals, needs, 
and principles?

2. Do we support the pooling of resources to create collective power?

3. Is building trust and relations a priority? What would it look like for building trust to  
be prioritized?
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CONCLUSION

The journey to reimagine and design funding struc-
tures and sustainable practices grounded in equity, 
dignity, and community leadership will continue as 
we learn from one another, our partners, and you. 
We ask and invite you to share stories and reflec-
tions from your experience with this tool through 
the NOW Innovation Forum and social media.

Please visit the NOW Innovation Forum to share 
how you have used this tool in your work or share 
feedback at:

https://www.networksofopportunity.org/contact. 

NOW COOPERATIVE DESIGN LAB ADVISORS

  Nia Evans / Boston Ujima Project
 James Vamboi / Boston Ujima Project
 Marcos Beleche / Dorchester Food Cooperative
 Jessica Gordon-Nembhard / City University of New York (CUNY)
 Ashanti Monts-Treviska / Cascadia Deaf Nation

Thank you to the NOW Cooperative Design 
Lab Advisors who contributed to our collective 
learning by sharing their knowledge and 
wisdom through participating in a webinar 
introducing cooperative structures, models, 
and resources to Design Lab members.
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