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Introduction
 

The Boston Indicators Project has convened a series of seminars entitled “What’s Next?” on an occasional basis over the last several years. The goal of these seminars is to bring together young, emerging and established leaders in ongoing dialogue to better understand and respond to challenges highlighted in the project’s 2002 and 2004 reports: the out-migration of young people from Metro Boston; the perceived lack of “room at the top” in local leadership structures; and the desire to create an intergenerational network of engaged leaders of all ages and backgrounds to inform and then help to drive a shared civic agenda.  

Of the hundreds of people who have participated in the seminars over these years, many perceived Boston’s civic culture to be unwelcoming and difficult to navigate in comparison with their experience of other cities and regions. The civic culture, in combination with the region’s high cost of living, they said, can negatively tip the scales for many of them, despite the region’s acknowledged assets. 

Younger people with experience elsewhere, in particular, see the local civic culture as quite risk-averse, difficult to navigate, and isolating. They describe a place in which people of like minds and backgrounds stick together and avoid frank dialogue with those of other backgrounds, despite the region’s increasing racial and ethnic diversity. This is in sharp contrast to their perception of competitor cities such as New York, San Francisco, Washington DC, and Atlanta. 

Older participants trace this culture of avoidance to the nadir of race relations in Boston during the desegregation of Boston’s public schools, or “busing,” in the 1970s, a period of intense racial conflict and sporadic violence. Buried and unresolved issues of race and class, they say, create an “undertow” in the civic culture that inhibits honest dialogue. The lack of open dialogue, in turn, impedes progress in areas essential to Greater Boston’s competitiveness and quality of life, such as education reform, leadership development, and collaborative action on housing affordability and regional planning.

The good news is that participants described many successes achieved by challenging traditional structures and pushing open the doors of opportunity. Those who pushed hard and navigated skillfully discovered that Boston’s civic culture is more amenable to change than they may have dared to hope.

These excerpts, drawn from proceedings of the What’s Next? Seminars, are offered in the hope that a deeper understanding of Greater Boston’s civic culture can lead to greater openness, dynamism, and inclusion, and in turn, drive progress in other key areas. 
Charlotte Kahn, Director

Jennifer Owens, Coordinator 

The Boston Indicators Project

“If you don’t know where you are, you don’t belong here”
 

          Robert Culver, President and CEO, MassDevelopment; former CFO, Northeastern University; former CFO, Yale University.  What was Boston like during school desegregation in Boston? For me, this was it:  A white man with a half-Irish face goes into South Boston. I didn’t know my way around, and so I said to a guy on the street, “Do you know if this is Broadway and so-and-so?” and the guy said, “Yeah.” I said, “How would you know? There are no signs here.”  He looked at me and said, “Hey, Pal, if you don’t know where you are, you don’t belong here.”  That was the attitude toward anybody in Boston at that time who was a stranger in a neighborhood, or tribal-hood, as they came to be known.

Whether you were black, white or yellow, for or against school desegregation, what you were for was your community. Money had not been spent on the schools. Money had not been spent on your people, or on your neighborhood, whether you were white or black.  Now, 30 and some years later, I think that there was a kind of fraud in the way we thought about ourselves as Bostonians. We were the Mecca of higher education. We had great academic institutions – Harvard, Northeastern, BU, MIT. We had all of the major social institutions – The Boston Foundation, the YMCA, the YWCA, the Boys and Girls Club – but nobody, nobody!, dove in in a sustained, substantial, skin-in-the-game way to say: “We have got to solve this problem.” 
At the end of the day, there was no sustained effort by any institution to bring us together.  

San Francisco, our sister city in many ways, was a counter example. They grabbed hold and celebrated their diversity.  They acknowledged their diverse population and decided that no one deserves to be disadvantaged in ways we believe to be illegal, illicit, or hurtful. Boston didn’t get there.  We have been struggling with that ever since.  

My take-away is the notion of community – the importance of exploring, understanding, and working together to figure out how to celebrate each other rather than trying to move away from one another.

 

             Darnell Williams, President and CEO, Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts: As an African American, I think there are two incidents that still challenge us as a city. One was busing and the other was the Charles Stewart case. 

            Why do I talk about busing, something that happened more than 30 years ago?  Because I recently served on the Mayor’s Task Force for Reassignment [to assess the feasibility of neighborhood or “walk to” schools in Boston]. Very clearly, we have not fixed this race issue.  There is an undertow. When the economy is booming and things are good, everybody is happy and eating in all the restaurants and the wine is flowing.  But when there’s scarcity, as happened with the recession after 9/11, race becomes a predominant factor in how we respond to issues in Boston.

That undertow still drags us in. White folks left the city [around the time of busing] because they were concerned about who their children would be educated with. When we talk about whether to reinstate neighborhood schools, we meet a complicated set of issues about housing patterns and real-estate: where people congregate; where people buy houses; where they can afford to live; disinvestment. When incidents come up, we still have a tendency to look at them through the racial lens. That undertow pulls us back rather than moving us forward.  Boston has changed, but it has a way to go.

 

Peter Karoff, Founder and Chair, The Philanthropic Initiative: I am “the old person” in this intergenerational dialogue. When Martin Luther King was assassinated in 1968, there was an enormous confluence of energy from the business community, from the Mayor’s Office, and from ordinary people. I was part of a group that conducted more than 300 breakfasts talking about racism, economic power, opportunity, and equity. We were hit by the incredible difficulty of talking about these things. 

What has changed? Today in Boston, there is immense talent, energy and leadership in Boston, and at same time, frustration. You learn to operate below the radar: if you stick your head up, you get whacked. But think about the high tech world, where your hated competitor on Monday is your partner on Tuesday. Collaboration is tough in the social-dilemma universe, but it is being done in business and science. One can see the potential for a kind of leadership in Boston that is not elitist, not top down, and not from the board rooms of companies with home offices in Toronto. It’s right here, in this room. 

 

Stephen M. Pratt, President, Boston After School & Beyond:  I think that two truths about Boston coexist.  One is the ‘You’re not from here’ ethos, whether you’re talking about gender, generations, or race. Another not as widely known or celebrated I learned from a book called The Boston Renaissance -- the story of why Boston turned around.  

We think about the busing era, and of that being a cataclysm. But there was a bigger cataclysm in Boston at the time – a kind of end of days of the manufacturing industry in New England.  In 1978, when you looked at the economy of Boston, it was Detroit.  There were trees growing through the roofs of vacant buildings in Codman Square. One of the big reasons Boston didn’t become like Detroit is because of all the new people who came to the city: young people and immigrants. That’s the big story, and the surprising story that people from outside Boston and maybe even Bostonians don’t understand. 

The real question is: To what degree are we welcoming with open arms all of the people who are making the city viable today? And to what degree are we forcing them to the edges of our civic life?

The real difference between Boston and New York and San Francisco is the ethos of the culture. The power structure of the culture here is so forbidding to outsiders.  New York is made up of outsiders: the ethos of that city is outsiders. To a lesser degree, that’s also true of San Francisco.  But Boston’s central ethos is still that missing street sign: outsiders not welcome. That’s the real civic challenge we face. 

“Sometimes You’re Waiting Forever”
 
Unidentified Audience Member:  I came to Boston with no local contacts. I grew up in New Jersey, then lived for a decade in California. I’ve found that people in Boston avoid conflict by staying apart: ‘We won’t create friction; we won’t make other people uncomfortable; there won’t be misunderstandings. You stay on your side of the line, I’ll stay on mine, and there’ll be peace.’ So people tend to hire their neighbor’s cousin or nephew or their neighbor, or someone they know as a friend, or someone from their parish. It makes sense to hire people you know already because you know something about what they’re going to be like; you know you’ll get along and have a good working relationship. 

But what happens to someone who is qualified but doesn’t know anybody? You’re never going to know people if you don’t get hired. People don’t realize that helping out the people they know and care about, or the people their friends and neighbors know and care about, is a form of discrimination.  They think: ‘I’m helping somebody who is close to me: what’s wrong with that?’  

You know what it feels like if you’ve stood in a restaurant waiting to get in and someone comes in from outside – they’re a regular, or they know the people who work there – and they breeze right past you?  You stand there in the entryway, waiting to get in. And sometimes you’re waiting forever.

 

Karley Ausiello, Non-Profit Director: People talk about how young people are leaving Boston because of its high housing costs and because there are no jobs. But you know where they’re moving?  To San Francisco and New York, where they have the same issues. They’re moving there because there is that sort of welcoming community, and there is a way for them to get involved in civic leadership before they’re actually in leadership positions.  I hear from folks who move to either New York or San Francisco, when they get there.  My friends, who work at non-profits, are all of a sudden in a mentoring relationship with somebody.  Somebody is taking them to meetings and introducing them to people.  Honestly, I hear that time and time again about San Francisco: ‘Oh, I was at this meeting.  And not only was I at this meeting, but you wouldn’t believe the diversity of the people there.  And oh, it’s so wonderful.’ I hear the same thing about New York.  ‘Oh, I was at this – it was so great, and there were all different types of people.’  

And I think to myself: when I go to meetings in Boston, they tend not to be like this meeting; there are usually tends a lot of white people, maybe a few young people, but no one really in college, no one really in high school.  That does actually exist in other places, and I think it could happen here.  There’s a lack of mentoring relationships, and also a lack of diversity.

For me, personally, I’m very committed to staying in this city. High housing prices and the fact that I probably can’t buy a house or even a condo isn’t going to make me leave, because I’m committed to being here and to helping, and making the city better.  A lot of folks feel that way, and that’s something we really need to address. If we really want to keep these folks in the Boston area, there needs to be a commitment. 

 
Alison Ramer, Student, Mount Holyoke College:  I just turned nineteen and I just moved here. When you think of coming to Boston, the picture you create in your head is so completely wrong. 

Today, I was coming from a Fun to Dream Meeting with Ted Turner who was meeting with unemployed people in the community of Roxbury.  I was able to help plan, participate in, discuss and work with people who live in Roxbury, a neighborhood that most of the students I go to school with have no idea exists. When they think of Boston, they think of the Hynes Convention Center, Downtown, and Newbury Street.  They don’t think of Roxbury and Dorchester and the other neighborhoods where people really live.  It was shocking to go to the Boston Marathon and see no one from the communities where I work and spend my time.  It was mostly people from the suburbs.  

 
Donovan Walker, Founder and President, Showdown Youth Development Organization, Inc.: I grew up in the South End.  As a kid, Boston was a nicer place to grow up in the 1970s than in the 21st century. All of your neighbors spoke to you; everybody said good morning or hello.  Nowadays, people walk down the street and look at you as if you don't belong here, and that's the biggest tragedy.  

The Census says that the city is 51 percent minority, but realistically, we're segmented into different areas where there's no diversity.  There's no diversity in the Back Bay unless you see a maid or somebody; there's no diversity in the South End, unless you go to Villa Victoria, or Methuen Manor, or Tent City.  There's really no diversity unless you go to Dorchester, where you can see five to seven to ten different nationalities walking down the street, and different races and colors. 

Folks out in Dorchester have a lot of opportunities to meet and get to know their neighbors – to be neighborly.  It's not segmented like the South End – every two streets, a different neighborhood association.  In Dorchester, neighborhood associations consist of ten, fifteen, twenty streets.  The Vietnamese and Asians live in the community amongst and socialize with other folks. You have vested individuals who actually care not only about the street itself but about the people who live on it. It's not me versus them, the “haves” versus the “have-nots.”  It's a balanced community, just like Jamaica Plain.  JP does have some housing developments, but on a scale where there's a lot of diversity. Centre Street is the cultural meeting place where everybody comes to exchange.  You don't have a lot of those places anymore.  You can’t find that in the South End, Back Bay, or Newbury Street. 

 

Unidentified Audience Member: I was born and raised in Cambridge and made the great error in judgment to leave for 15 years. I spent time in DC, where I went to school, then lived overseas. When I came back to Boston, it was like coming back to a different planet. There is something very strange about the way this city deals with newcomers.  People looked at me like I had two heads. I grew up in Harvard Square. I'm white.  I went to Harvard. I mean, this should be easy.  

It's so difficult to get around this town as a newcomer, to network.  New York is easy to get into in comparison:  ‘Hi, where are you from?  What are you doing?  Let's make some money.  Let's make a connection.  Let's go.’  Washington, as well, in the policy world or the political world, it's just assumed that you're there to get something done, and that you're from somewhere else. Boston is just a little odd. 

I had a hard time getting to know people when I moved back here. I don't have a Ph.D.  Big mistake. Terrible, terrible thing, not to have a Ph.D.  I want to work in nonprofits.  Don't come from the right community.  That's an interesting buzzword.  Sorry, I don't.  I grew up in Cambridge and I went to Harvard.  The right community. It goes both ways.  I literally had somebody tell me – interestingly, who's also white and went to Harvard, ‘You're not going to work here.  It's won’t work in our organization because you're not really from the community that we're reaching out to.’  That's okay.  I can understand that.  ‘Not Irish.’  That's bad.  

I'm being extremely honest.  There is something a little odd about the way that we network in Boston. 

 
Jerry Villacres, Director/Editor, El Planeta:  I’m originally from Ecuador.  I came to the Boston area about eight years ago.  I’ve been able to really get involved with the community in many different ways. I am a trustee at Bunker Hill Community College and also participate in several other non-profit boards.

In most languages, the same word for stranger is used for enemy, and oftentimes we’re stranger to each other, and we don’t quite know each other. It’s very hard to get out of your safety comfort and to exchange ideas, and touch the hand of somebody else.  And I think that exchanging ideas is definitely something worthwhile that we all should try, that way we can make their and our lives richer and better.

 

Jose Barriga, Founder and Director, Latino Film Festival:  I came to Boston about four and a half years ago.  I found Boston probably the most welcoming city in the country.  I came from living in Los Angeles, where I lived for twelve years.  There, I was the Assistant Vice President of Special Markets for Telemundo Network, and also the Production Manager for Fox Latin America.  After working with the corporate media for twelve years, I decided to quit my job, and become a community organizer.  I applied for a community organizer position with a national organization.  I jumped from X amount of money down to $17,000 a year.  Los Angeles is basically a Mexican city. I'm Latino, but I don't look very Mexican. I was a rare specimen walking around the city. One day I found an ad requesting a bilingual community organizer with the organization here in Boston.  I took it. I came to Boston for about three months and fell in love with the city, and I stayed.  This is going to be my fourth winter, and yes I’ve got an issue with that.  I'm going to Los Angeles tomorrow. I work both sides.  I work for a national network reaching the Latino community, and on the other side, I work for a national and local nonprofit organization that works with the Latino community all the time.  

Unfortunately, I think that there's a lack of leadership within the Latino community here.  We need to have more sensitive leaders.  There are a few people who really understand the issues of this community, and I think that we need to identify them, and support them.

 

Sharon Reilly:  I was born, reared, and educated in the Deep South -- Mississippi.  I came to Boston in 2003.  My concern is: What do we mean by the code word "cultural fit"? I suspect that a lot of the challenges that I've faced as a person of color in Boston is because I'm not from Boston.  I'm not from the Northeast.  I'm from the South. Sometimes I wonder: Is there a certain way that you need to be in New England to fit in?

Patrice Keegan, Executive Director, Boston Cares: I moved to Dorchester after living in Jamaica Plain for 20 years. I loved JP, and if I could have afforded to buy a place there I would have, in a New York minute.
             On paper, JP comes across a particular way, but in reality it's not always quite as we like to think. I'd stand on my front porch, and when I looked to my left, and I looked to my right, everybody looked pretty much like me; which is to say white and middle class.  There was very little ethnic diversity or cultural diversity or class diversity in my immediate neighborhood.
             One of the reasons I moved to Dorchester is because when you stand on your front porch, chances are really good that your neighbors will be different from you and from one another.  It’s a place where people really live diversity, side by side on a daily basis.
              I’d been involved in ward politics in Jamaica Plain and had participated in tons of community activities when I previously worked in Codman Square.  When I first moved, I thought I’d take a break before jumping back into civic life in my new neighborhood.
             Well, that little hiatus turned out to be an incredibly insightful experience, because I saw how if I’d been a total newcomer, it would have been a lot harder to find my way.  It provided whole new insights into how inclusive certain civic leaders are – or aren’t – and a deeper appreciation for what’s lost when we don’t reach out to new neighbors.
              It reminded me how incredibly easy it is to get folks involved by simply inviting them, and how those in a position to extend personal welcomes can get lazy about doing so.  And that includes me!  I think this is a place where as activists, community builders and civic leaders we need to be a lot more honest with ourselves, if we’re really committed to making space for new voices.

         Unidentified Audience Member: When I first moved to Boston many years ago, the first thing I noticed was that people didn’t make eye contact on the street.  That really says something about what’s strange about Boston. 

 

“You don’t even know where the boundaries are to be able to cross them.”

            Joe Kriesberg, Boston Public School Parent:  I have two sons in the Boston Public Schools, in the third and fifth grades.  My third-grader came home with an assignment to say what town he was from. The choices were Roslindale, West Roxbury, Jamaica Plain, or Hyde Park.  I hit the roof.  ‘They’re not towns!  They’re neighborhoods!’  I wrote a long, sarcastic note to the teacher, and my wife thought I was crazy. But I think it goes to the heart of what we’re talking about – the parochialism in Boston, not to mention a lack of understanding about local government. We debate where the line is between Mattapan and Dorchester as if it is a legal question with major implications while we hesitate to recognize the shared interests we have with all the neighborhoods in Boston and indeed the larger region.

Lawrence Freedman, Civic Leadership Institute, Boston Cares: I’ve traveled a lot. When I came back to the United States after twelve years overseas, I found Boston to be – and I’ve lived in New York, Chicago, Ithaca, and a variety of cities and countries – the most segregated city I have ever encountered. People say Chicago is extremely segregated, but in fact, if you walk through downtown Chicago, you see an incredible mix of people.  In Boston, there’s no mix. What’s incredible is that some people aren’t even aware of these boundaries. You don’t even know where the boundaries are to be able to cross them.

 
Lindsay Hyde, Executive Director, Strong Women Strong Girls:  I work with college volunteers. A lot of our young women say: ‘We come to Boston so excited because hear that it’s a really vibrant town.  But then we get here and never leave our campuses, and when we do, we sometimes feel that people don’t want us out in the community. What can we do?  How can we become more of a resource to Boston and the organizations here, how can we help people recognize that we’re not all just partying wildly late into the night – that we really do care about this community very deeply and want to become integrated?’ The boundary between these young people – who are very new to this community – and parts of the city they may not regularly have access to and aren’t typically a part of campus life is one we need to think about very strategically. Young people in Boston could be such a tremendous resource for all of us. 

 

Joe Beckmann:  Boston is one of only two cities in the country that is the largest city in the state, and a federal city, and a state capitol all at the same time.  It also has the highest concentration of college students of any city on the globe, yet that hasn’t been brought together. There is no connection between those two. The question to look at is: who feels the most invaded?  Is it the students who feel invaded by state government or is it state, federal, and city government feeling invaded by students?  How can that be broken down?

  

Mossik Hacobian, Executive Director, Urban Edge Development Corporation: My two and a half week’s stay in South Africa and Zimbabwe was very short trip and I don’t presume to make generalizations from a short trip, but it was an interesting mirror to hold up to my experience in this country.  I was reminded that “apartheid” means “apartness,” same as “segregation” in our parlance.  We have a hundred and one cities and towns in Greater Boston.  In a region that is a fraction of New York City or Chicago, we have created barriers to prevent people moving into different parts of the region. We have no business creating the kinds of boundaries that we have in the heart of our cities and towns.  We need to name this what it is: a very sophisticated form of apartheid.
     The South African version of apartheid was formally instituted in 1950.  In 1949, simultaneously, federal housing regulations in this country mandated lender and broker practices that segregated people by race.  If folks in South Africa can intentionally try and overcome their apartheid within fifty-five years, we ought to be able to consciously overcome our apartheid by naming it what it is, and not calling it a quaint New England town meeting tradition of home rule.  Let’s call it what it is.  Let us risk it.  If we don’t name the disease, we will never cure it. 

“At some point, you not only cross boundaries, you build bridges”
 
Dumisani Nyoni, Coordinator, Pioneers of Change, Secretary to the Board, TakingITGlobal.org:  I find a lot of similarity between Boston and the city I come from in Zimbabwe: a history of Apartheid, like South Africa. In my city, we’re 99% black.  We’re all Zimbabweans, but we’re different tribes. As an African, in my culture we were not brought up with boundaries, but historically, some people came and cut up our continent into fifty-four different countries with fifty-four different sets of boundaries. We don’t see boundaries but now we’re forced to live with them in Zimbabwe and to see someone next door as Mozambican.  Boundaries are made up and are learned.

When we’re kids, we all play without seeing boundaries; we go to school and learn all these different things that are supposed to make you smarter.  You learn what a boundary is.

Boston has a lot of structures that don’t make it easy for people to get along.  Just get on the T and go past certain stops and see how languages change. That’s not something everybody can change. What does make a difference is having the strength and the will to go out of your own comfort zone to say: ‘I’m going to have dinner in South Boston tonight,’ or, ‘I’m going to live in the North End.’

I lived in the North End when I first moved to Boston. I did not understand what was wrong with that. People would say to me, “Are you okay?”  There was no problem and I didn’t see problems.  I loved it. I was learning to speak Italian and the espresso was amazing.  But people who had a history of Boston or who knew Boston differently all thought I was crazy. 

Once we make it part of our life to do weird things like that, to break those rules, we stop to address some of the issues in Boston and why is it a difficult place to cross boundaries.  It is difficult to cross boundaries.  But it’s easier to cross boundaries here than in Zimbabwe.  

At some point, you not only cross boundaries, but you also build bridges, because sometimes the boundary is a river and you cross that when there are crocodiles, which there are where I come from in Zimbabwe.  I think there’s a combination of being a boundary crosser and a bridge builder, and I think the greatest thing you can do in crossing boundaries is to give to a community.

When you reach out to a new community, the more you give, the more the community gives back to you, and you have a capacity to then take what one community gives you as a resource and share it with another, right?  In Native American culture, when you arrive in a different community, you offer a gift.  When you give to communities and they give back to you, that’s one way of navigating different boundaries and crossing them, whether that’s giving the community ideas, love, friendship, resources, money or whatever you have.

I think that the greatest challenge of being a boundary crosser and a bridge builder is getting people from different communities, in different contexts, to see what you see in their diversity and in your vision of being together in the same place and going towards a shared vision. The challenge for those in “positions of leadership” in Boston or in other places – is not to say, ‘It works for me, so it’s fine.  Or it’s worked for me for X number of years, it’s great. What do you mean employment is bad?  I’ve had a job in my family for three generations, so the employment situation in the country is fine.’  There’s a boundary in terms of experience – the boundary that’s created by the experience of me.


        Lawrence Freedman, Civic Leadership Institute, Boston Cares: A couple of years ago, I went with my wife to a Latin Festival in Jamaica Plain.  I don’t even remember what it was.  When I mentioned to my wife I wanted to go, she thought it would be dangerous.  I said, ‘Come on, I mean there are going to be kids, families. How dangerous can it be?’  We took an excursion.  We went and had a fantastic time and out of that we began to discover parts of the Latino community where we could find interesting food, interesting restaurants, and interesting culture. Then we managed to foray into the Brazilian community as well.  

It’s extremely difficult to find these different groups because they have their own national festivals, they have their own restaurants, they have their own scenes, their family places, and you find that you’re the only one not of that national group there.  It takes a minute when people look at you funny, but pretty soon you settle in, you have a grand old time, and you find yourself incredibly welcomed.

How do we help people to identify these boundaries and find ways to cross them?  Where are these festivals?  Where are good restaurants in some of these communities?  How do we know what’s going on in these places to even know where to go if we want to reach out?  In Boston, it’s not only not obvious, it’s extremely difficult.

 
John Schneider, Vice President, MassINC:  I have a daughter, who is 12.  We adopted her when she was 4.  She is a Latina.  My wife and I were foster parents, and we met this incredible, beautiful girl, who would sweep you all off your feet if she were in this room.  That experience opened up to us a wonderful new world of connections.  

I live in Lowell.  Rosey and some of her earlier foster parents were in Lawrence.  We have now become a part of this incredible, beautiful community because of the love that we have for this wonderful little girl.

Because of my relationship with my daughter and the community that we fell in love with in Lawrence, I have a real passion about figuring out how we can expand capacity in the state's English language system for adult learners.  It is grounded in Rosie and in the recognition that MassINC as an organization can do a better job.

The editor of El Planeta, Jerry Villacres, newspaper invited us to a celebration of their one-year anniversary. I decided that it was important for MassINC to be there.  So I went, and had a great time, and that led to further conversations.  

As we were working on a research report about the demographic change in Massachusetts, we began to have conversations with the staff about wouldn't it be great if we could publish this in Spanish and reach a whole new audience – not just in Boston but across Eastern Massachusetts and a bit of Southern New Hampshire because this is a really important message.  It almost didn't happen, because we got busy with other things. I kept kind of pushing, saying, ‘Even if we can't find a sponsor to pay for it -- I'm going to get real frank here – damn it, we need to reach into our own pocket and come up with the dough and do it.  It's important for an organization like ours to communicate not just with the folks up on Beacon Hill, which we do very effectively, but with the readers of El Planeta and the readers of other newspapers across the state.’  So, we came up with the money and closed the deal.  

I think it was a willingness to take a risk, and it was a risk on a relationship that had evolved over time. There was some trust between Jerry [editor of El Planeta] and myself and our organizations.  So it's about relationship-building.  It's about being willing to cross a boundary because you think deep down that it's the right thing to do.
 

Lindsay Hyde, Executive Director, Strong Women, Strong Girls:  I am originally from Miami and came up to Boston to go to school and I had this idea for what I thought would be a great program.  We had piloted a curriculum in Miami, where we had rearing-to-go volunteers excited about girls’ programming. We started calling schools in Boston and saying, “Would you be interested in having this program, it’s free, we’ll work with your girls once a week, we’ve got great supplies, we’ve got great volunteers.” Twenty of them said “No, we’re not interested.” Two of them said, “We’ll give it a try. We’ll trust that you can do this.” 

I went to some of my advisors in school and said, “I just don’t understand why these schools would say no. We’re so excited to work with their girls.”  My advisors said, “Have you thought about just building relationships with people? You’re new here; you don’t really know this community very well.  Maybe you should slow down a little bit and take some time to get to know things before you just go charging ahead.” 

I’m so embarrassed to tell this story because it sounds so naïve, but it was really revolutionary to me to think about the fact that though we had a program that we knew worked, we had the data to show that it worked and we had really good things we thought to be doing, that in some way was not as important as building relationships.  

Now five years later, as we’re doing our work, we’ve really encouraged our volunteers to say: put your relationships first.  Put your relationships with your girls first, put your relationships with your schools first, and it’s a philosophy that we live by in doing our work, because that’s really where the boundary crossing can begin, when you know people one to one and can start making decisions as people, as individuals.

 

Alison Ramer, Student, Mount Holyoke College: Although it is really good to cross boundaries, the way that we do it is very important.  Being a young white woman going into communities of color and wanting to help and to see what resources I have to give may not be the best way to help someone.  You need contacts; you need people who are older and who have established relationships to say: this is someone who’s new to the community who can show you the way.  

One of the most important things to do is to think about how we’re going into communities -- not showering communities with resources as much as empowering the people who are already leaders there.  In order to do that, you have to step back and know just when to walk over the bridge and say, “hey, this is my name, here’s my card, all right, see you later.”  I think it is important to teach young people that and make them feel welcome by connecting them with people who are in the community and who already have trusted relationships, which take time to build.  

Sometimes boundaries are a long line of suffering and pain for a lot of people and in order to cross them, you need to earn their trust and that takes a lot.  

            John Sarvey, Former Executive Director, City Year Boston:  It seems to me that a lot of folks have an assumption, or a characterization, of Boston as not being very collaborative, as being kind of parochial and difficult to collaborate in, and so on.  I'm interested in both challenging that assumption or characterization.  I haven't found it to be true for myself.  Sometimes people say that almost as a cynical, resigned way of not collaborating.  I'm interested in what are the specific things that really help to make collaboration happen, and to overcome that perceived inertia to not partnering.

Unidentified Audience Member:  When we first moved to JP we had a desire to get involved with our community, and we looked at the local paper, and looked at some of the meetings, and we’re both politically involved, and we said, oh, there’s a local meeting, ward 19, local Democratic – oh, let’s go to that.  Except for those of you familiar with JP, you would be surprised to learn that the majority of people there were over the age of 50, white, with post-graduate degrees.  I mean, yes, it is a part of that culture, but certainly not the only part.

There was one woman there whom I adore, and she said, “Yeah, I’m the token colored person.”  These were all very progressive people, but this certainly is not what JP is about, nor should it be, and it’s still very troubling that this was sort of the representative group, particularly when you think about the power the ward committee has in terms of delegates to the state political party and participation in the platform.  You really should be much more engaged in your neighborhood. The group was making efforts, but obviously they weren’t as successful as they could be, because that membership hasn’t really changed all that much. 

 

Joel Barrera, Project Director, Metro Mayors Coalition – MAPC, Founder, Commonwealth Seminar: Texas is not a progressive state, the understatement of the night.  In Corpus Christi, where I grew up, more than 50% of the population is Mexican American. George Bush is concerned about reaching out to Hispanics. They’re 30% of the population in Texas. Within our lifetime, they’ll be the majority. Coming here, I worked for six years at the State House.  I was struck by the fact that the same sort of inclusion didn’t exist here as in Texas. They had an orientation for fifty employees when I started, and there were only two non-white people: me and Conrad Crawford in Senator Wilkerson’s office.  

That’s begun to change.  In the Commonwealth Seminar [of emerging leaders of color], folks who are doing just fantastic work don’t know their state reps and have no connection. Both sides really want the relationship, but it doesn’t exist right now.  That will be a challenge for the next 10, 20 years as we see the demographic transitions that will happen.


“These are tough issues.  I'm not asking for magic”
 

Gail Snowden, Vice President for Finance and Operations, The Boston Foundation:  I was a very young Assistant Vice President at Bank of Boston, and I was sent to a course on being a black manager. I met other black folks from across the country, and found out that there were people experiencing the same kinds of things. One of my big take-aways was that it's great to send us away to fix us to help make us fit in, but how about working on the institution?  I went to a guy by the name of Chad Gifford [bank president], and said, ‘I had this great experience, and I think we could put the top managers of the company (mostly white men) through this course.’  We had a meeting on Martin Luther King's birthday, which is very appropriate, to discuss how we would begin incorporating diversity and inclusiveness into the Bank of Boston.  

Management had one goal: build a business and make money meeting the needs of the community, get a business up and running, and prove that there is business in inner-city communities. Make money, change the products, and change the advertising.  There was a focus on getting things done. But I also saw this as an opportunity for people who were different to be in a supportive environment.  I thought there was something about diversity and freeing people up that would be important in this endeavor, because at the heart of everything are employees who are passionate about the mission. I thought we could do something with that.  I wanted to take all those learnings from Harvard and those training sessions and create a business unit where diversity was an advantage, as opposed to something holding you back.  

At the beginning it was a very subtle but deliberate strategy to have the senior management of the unit be broadly diverse:  men and women; different races; gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender. We were trying to model something new: anybody could succeed.  If you spoke Spanish, that did not hold you back.  We valued people in a very different way.  It was very unique in the bank that people felt free to be themselves.  They didn't have to put on a mask.  

In the ten or twelve years that I ran the business unit, the hard part was getting people to leave.  We said that not only can we have this great experience here, you need to go out into what we call the “real world” and just show how smart and talented you are.  We brought people in, grew them, and then put them out into the larger institution, where they could become leaders.  It was a very deliberative process, somewhat hidden from the powers that be.  And it worked. 

Over time, the bank began to have employee surveys, and began to measure all kinds of things. My business unit began to be the top business unit on these measures, so people said, ‘Okay, what's going on that all of these people feel so great about the company?  Why do they feel empowered?’  It was at that point that we could come out and be open and talk about diversity. Before the Community Banking Group, there just weren't a lot of opportunities for people of color to get the experience to allow them to lead big business units.

 

Peter Kiang, Professor and Director of the Asian American Studies Program, University of Massachusetts Boston: I really like circles of conversation, and concentric circles of sharing and listening. I do this a lot in my own teaching. One reason is because the city is so segregated – culturally, linguistically, racially. Simply having the opportunity to share stories with each other in a safe space in and of itself creates new possibilities for this city.
            I lead the Asian American Studies Program at UMass Boston. Over the past twenty years, I've had many students at UMass Boston in Asian American Studies from Dorchester, Revere, Lynn, East Boston, Chinatown, the South End. They see the issues and want to do something.  But they have often faced gatekeepers and traditional leadership – primarily male-dominated older generations.  They were often not taken seriously, or were even marginalized. Generational, youth, and gender issues have come up for lots of my former students in relation to leadership and vision in their communities.
           At a certain point, you have to decide if it is worth fighting to gain access and eventually even control of those existing organizations, or whether to create new organizations.  I think both are necessary.  There are organizations like Viet Aid in Dorchester that were created in the 1990s by a younger generation in part because the existing community organizations serving the Vietnamese in Dorchester were not so open to the younger generation, and particularly because young women wanted to play a leadership role.  This was also true for the Asian American Resource Workshop in Chinatown thirty years ago and for the Khmer Association of the North Shore that formed in Lynn recently. Youth want to and will bring vision and energy to ethnic communities that are struggling for resources and rights.  Yes, fight for access and control of what already exists, but also consider creating new pathways.  Both are important.


     Sam Yoon, Boston City Councilor-at-Large:  Didn’t Winston Churchill say this? Never, never, never give up.  There’s no way you can talk about social change without talking about power.  This is a story about power within the community in terms of who was going to make decisions for the community about crafting the vision for a parcel of land.
       As you may know, the predominant language of Chinatown is Cantonese, a dialect.  We had a mix of activists and residents and others who wanted to develop a vision for Parcel 24.  To move this campaign forward, we needed to create a decision-making structure.  At a lot of these kinds of meetings, since they are bilingual, we hire a translator, and typically, the folks who speak Cantonese wear headsets and the folks who speak English carry on the conversation.
       At one of these meetings, the majority of folks in the room spoke Cantonese.  Looking around the room, the majority of people were wearing headsets and a minority of people speaking in English were carrying on the meeting. It became apparent that English was the language of power in the sense that the activists, with experience in architecture and housing and planning, were setting the agenda and the tone for the conversation.  The folks with the headsets on were handicapped.
      It didn’t make sense.  The interpreters are bilingual, so they could just as easily do Cantonese to English.  So we decided to switch the headsets.  Very quickly, I walked in their shoes.  I understood – whoa, it’s very hard to follow a conversation when it’s being translated at this pace.  I’m not catching all the nuances of the conversation.
       The central lesson for me is that if you want to achieve meaningful change, you have to be willing to change yourself.  You have to be willing to change yourself if you are going to be part of a large-scale change effort.  

 
Gloribell Mota, Neighborhood of Affordable Housing: I wear different hats in different roles, but basically, I'm with the Neighborhood Affordable Housing in East Boston as a board of director as well as a tenant, and am active in the community organizing project. I struggle all the time in East Boston, a community that has changed dramatically, because the gatekeepers are still the same people who have been there for a long time.  It’s a struggle and a challenge to challenge the status quo, including for organizations that have been there for a long time, that see the change but don't want to reflect that change.
            You continue to hit the barrier, and how much do you push?  How much do you challenge the powers that be until you get changes?  I feel like a nagging, revolving door all the time.  I'm bringing up the same issue, because it hasn't been tackled.  People view you as a trouble-maker.  That's not how I want to be seen, but the reality is there: your community is diverse; you need to change; you need to embrace it.  How do you do it?  How do you reflect it?  How do you not shy away?  How much do you push?  How do you get other people to be engaged?  As a resident, I would say advocate for your needs.  How do you push organizations to really start to change and embrace diverse leadership?

  
“What needs to happen? It says here: What's Next?” 
 

Chris Cato, Senior Program Advisor, YouthBuild USA:  My question is: What needs to happen?  It says here, ‘What's Next’?  That's really what my question, because if we're going to achieve diversity, I want to hear how. One of things that I was thinking of is the word "commitment" as one of the things behind making things happen.   Commitment to diversifying leadership is where the difficulty is.  In communities with a lot of home ownership, there's participation, and people curious about who's walking down the street for a variety of reasons, not just walking by.  When there's ownership, there's involvement, there's engagement, and that transcends color and ethnicity in a lot of cases.  When there's a lack of ownership, people hold onto whatever they've got.  

 

Donna Bivens, Co-Director, Women's Theological Center: What's clear to me is that there's very little room for difference here. Boston's being asked to make a culture change. It's a huge change because I think that we're just beginning to acknowledge the ethnocentrism of this culture.  What's happening in Boston is also happening in the United States, which is that we're so afraid of change, of really changing and being a part of the rest of the world, that we'd almost rather imagine the end of the world than try something different.

 

Paul Grogan, President and CEO, The Boston Foundation:  I thought hard and long about why we baby boomers haven’t been terribly concerned about developing young leadership. The answer, quite simply, is because we think we’re still young.  But we’re trying to be more self-aware.

 

Donovan Walker, Showdown Youth Development Corporation:  Over the last three or four years, a lot of the headquarters of major businesses such as banking, pharmaceutical, insurance companies are no longer in Boston.  How are we going to be able to go up the ladder, when at the top of the ladder, they don't know you?  That's one of the biggest dilemmas. 

 

Lisa Owens, Women's Theological Center Community Partner: I think there needs to be a concerted effort among social justice activists and people from different sectors to be thinking of opening up the conversation about changing education. I'm fairly new in the Boston Public School system. Before that, I was a youth organizer.  I always thought there was a vast conspiracy to hold students back in the City of Boston.  What I have found is even scarier: there is not a vast conspiracy.  

What we have is a system that at its very best is able to graduate some students who have varying levels of ability to succeed on their own in the world, and at worst no place for them to go.  Nobody is hiring anyone with a Boston Public School education.  I'm from the Boston Public Schools, and I can tell you first-hand, what my guidance counselor didn't do, what the administrator didn't think of in terms of helping me get an internship or whatever.  

There's a lot of uptapped talent in the Boston Public School system. We talk about teachers all the time. But no one talks about paraprofessionals; no one talks about student coordinators; no one talks about all the people who are subordinated to teachers and administrators.  There are people with great ideas about how to move our students forward, but nobody's listening to them: they're people of color; they may not have a master's degree; they don't have the ear of someone who's in power. It's sickening; it's frightening.  How do we open up this conversation so that more and more people actually have the power to effect this change?  

I've been in nonprofit organizations for a very long time and I'm only 30. I definitely can relate to the experiences of being the youngest one: always pushing; always being pushed aside; and having some of the most innovative ideas.  Please don't push aside your young staff people.   I am tired of the fact that the nonprofit organizations with power and clout, for the most part, are so predominantly white in leadership: the developmental directors, the executive directors.  A concrete project can be thinking about how to get white executive directors and white development directors to give up power, to recycle it, to build up leadership from the communities, from their organizations, to move nonprofits organizations forward.  It needs to happen in education, and it needs to happen in nonprofit organizations.

When we think about leadership and diversity, make sure that there are different types of people in the room. But that's just the beginning. I'm interested in how we can do something strategic that will move the city forward in terms of social justice, in terms of really transforming institutions.  Let’s create new institutions, but not institutions that are going to do the same old thing, but with Black faces, or Latino faces, or Asian faces.  I'm interested in what systemic change really looks like.  

 

John Schneider, Vice President, MassINC:  I think the city needs an inspirational goal.  I don't really see an inspirational goal being talked about. Let's be the first city in America to close the achievement gap.  Let's be the first city in America to do that.  That's our inspirational goal, and then let's kind of work backwards and figure out how do we have to do that?  What do we need to do in terms of early childhood education?  What do we need to do in terms of parental education?  What do we need to do in terms of guidance counseling after school?  What are all the steps that need to take place in order for that to happen?  Then you might see some change, but it may also mean some things that people aren't comfortable talking about.  For example, it may mean more charter schools.  It may mean more school choice.  It may mean more vouchers and other kinds of opportunities.  It may not mean business as usual, but it could lead to the significant sort of change that you're hopeful for. 

 It's disappointing.  Every four years we have an election, and part of that election is supposed to be a conversation about ideas, about where we're going as a Commonwealth, as a state, or as a city.  The candidates, press and the voters all have a responsibility for that.  

We need some inspiration; we need some inspirational goals.  Those goals should be a reach, and I think people need to rally around something like that.

 

Justin Pasquariello, Executive Director, AFC Mentoring:  I’ve been trying this experiment for the past few months and I’ve learned that if you stand about eight feet away and you smile and you say hello really loudly, people cannot ignore you.  I want to invite everybody in this room to try it out with me during the morning rush hour and I guarantee that we can change the city.

 

 
 
The following recommendations are drawn from a “What’s Next?” Seminar 

involving more than 100 young, emerging and established leaders 

who answered the question: 

How could we make Greater Boston’s civic culture more open, dynamic, welcoming, and inclusive?


Friendliness

Get to know your neighbors’ names and culture and work on something together.
Create and publicize a Welcome Website for newcomers and a Boston Citizen’s Starter’s Kit.

Make Boston the nation’s most walkable/bikeable city.
Publicize free activities so diverse groups of people can discover the secrets of Boston.
Develop more affordable housing as a signal to young adults and families.
Hold open houses in office buildings to encourage tenants to get to know each other.
Market Boston neighborhoods through Restaurant Week, Arts Week, Theater Week.

Invest in immigrants by providing more ESOL classes and English translation services.


Realize that students are an asset and offer partial student loan forgiveness as an incentive to stay and work here.
Create an “I love Boston” campaign to change attitudes and shed positive light on the city.
Improve the public school system (and create more exam schools) to attract and keep more diverse and middle class families.

Teach appreciation, respect, and friendliness as part of child rearing.
Smile and say “hello” to strangers.
Encourage less segregation by class and race and acknowledge the effects of historic white privilege.


Provide incentives for family time: flexible work schedules, family-friendly school schedules, and better childcare.
“Adopt” new families.
Business Engagement

Encourage and celebrate corporate volunteer programs and days.
Increase the number of corporate volunteers on nonprofit organization boards.
Make community involvement part of every business strategy.

Help corporations see civic engagement as contributing monetary value to the bottom line.
Encourage corporations to not just “look good” but create real positive impacts. 
Publicize businesses that embrace Corporate Social Responsibility principles.

Engage employees by making civic engagement part of the business culture.

Involve the community in public/private partnership meetings with business representatives


Promote corporate/non-profit partnerships to facilitate inner-city reinvestment

Encourage corporate philanthropy and invest in community programs.

Encourage corporations’ heightened ownership of the city through involvement civic engagement.
Support young entrepreneurs by providing more financial and professional support. 
Advocate for small business administration for minorities.

Encourage collaboration among corporations and business groups through regular get-togethers.
Organizational Diversity and Inclusion 


Increase corporate inclusiveness and diversity through hiring practices (particularly senior management), vendors, board appointments, and the professional development of employees of all classes, races and orientations.

Help organizations to reflect the communities they serve.

Push for board diversity.

Encourage organizations to pro-actively seek out new leadership.

Make sure that new ideas are being heard.

Promote mentoring between emerging and seasoned leaders. 
Promote collaboration among local colleges on issues involving diversity, inclusion, and leadership development.

Provide professional development and networking opportunities, board development, and other skills training.

Encourage clarity of purpose and mission for institutions on issues of inclusion.

Encourage “capacity mapping” and “capacity building” among institutions.

Promote collaboration among organizations rather than competition in pursuit of complementary goals, perhaps as a condition of funding.

Encourage organizations to pool resources and share funds to strengthen fundraising, professional development, information technology and infrastructure, possibly through developing a website.

Ground organizations physically, socially, financially in the communities they serve by discovering the needs and desires of their constituents, with opportunities for open dialogue.

Explore the history of all groups, and encourage the rigorous exploration of tough issues such as the long-term impacts of privilege and disadvantage.  

Institute organizational activities and sports leagues as a catalyst to bring employees together in less formal settings.

Create service clubs to encourage professionals to get to know each other and serve the city by “collaborating” on specific projects.


Create opportunities for organizations to collaborate and exchange ideas, even unlikely matches, such as partnerships between congregations from different faiths and backgrounds to address community problems.

Focus on prevention and treatment.
Encourage colleges and universities to give back via civic programs and mentoring.
Collaboration Among and Within Communities


Allow community centers and neighborhood associations to act as “virtual city halls,” giving them the authority and capacity to get a clear range of things done


Establish a networking website for people to access information about resources, and ways to get involved – an EBay for families.

Create a database of happenings and programs for people of all ages to provide greater, and market ongoing events and gatherings.

Provide more opportunities for celebrations, festivals and events that bring neighborhoods together, such as rolling block parties, farmers’ markets, cooking contests, community services days, and other events celebrating and sharing the richness of each community.

Develop partnerships between neighborhood groups and the local media to better market open houses and events.

Expand the number of public spaces such as libraries that act as conveners for the community.
Develop cross-neighborhood networks through arts programs, neighborhood exchanges, and other community activities.

Provide a community skills/training exchange bank.

Create more community safety programs that reach out to youth.

Foster the growth of locally owned and community operated businesses.

Integrate wireless technology into the community as a way to foster social connections, generate civic excitement, and get people together for envisioning and building
Community Activism and Government Accountability
Hold government accountable.

Solicit candidates and elect officials who are representative of Boston’s diverse neighborhoods.

Encourage elected officials to get more involved in the communities they serve through community events, allowing for more innovative and effective responses to community needs.
Involve youth in civic engagement and decision-making.

Generate reforms based on the needs of constituencies: lower healthcare costs; a more open and accessible education system; environmental improvements and transportation reform.
Inspire residents’ confidence in government through transparency and accountability, particularly in hiring.

Encourage “politeness” and etiquette on the part of city and government workers.

Encourage community participation and engagement through electoral politics, grass roots organizing, and education about the legislative process.

Celebrate new leadership.

Bring about new ideas and more tolerant views.

Construct ways for the voices of the community to be heard at all levels of the government.

Create the means for collaboration and information sharing between the public and public agencies


Assess the feasibility of some forms of regional governance while retaining municipal autonomy to increase collaboration and efficiencies.
Find ways to increase tax or other revenues within the city.

Focus on marketing and delivering social services with greater efficiency, accountability by working with family-serving agencies, and provide self-service online.

Advocate for campaign finance reform.
Improve collaboration between government departments and external organizations, especially nonprofit organizations and foundations, to achieve better results.
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