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Executive Summary 
The Boston Opportunity System (BOS) Collaborative, supported by JPMorgan Chase's 
Advancing Cities initiative, is a transformative effort to disrupt systemic inequities in 
Boston's priority neighborhoods—Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan. Over the past three 
years, the Collaborative has evolved into a dynamic partnership among anchor 
institutions, community organizations, and public agencies, seeking to foster equity and 
resilience through innovative investments and systems change. 

The BOS Collaborative uses Creative Disruption—a concept meant to challenge 
entrenched inequities while preserving and adapting vital systems— to achieve its desired 
systems change. Unlike traditional "creative destruction," which can consolidate power 
and resources, creative disruption actively seeks to redistribute decision-making authority 
and foster inclusive economic growth. Through this lens, the Collaborative has developed 
a robust Opportunity Ecosystem, weaving together public, private, and community assets 
to address inequities in economic mobility, housing, and community stability. 

Key milestones achieved over the three years reflect a community-driven, equity-focused 
approach: 

1. Innovative Investments: The Collaborative has funded critical initiatives, 
including: 

o The Boston Neighborhood Community Land Trust, advancing housing 
stability. 

o Nubian Markets and City Fresh Foods, which integrate wealth creation and 
employee ownership.  

o Workforce development pipelines with Jewish Vocational Services, 
connecting BIPOC residents to high-growth industries. 

2. Values-Led Framework: The BOS Collaborative operates on five guiding 
principles—BIPOC Focus, Restorative Justice, Equity, Mutuality, and Systems 
Accountability—ensuring investments align with the needs of community members 
in the priority neighborhoods. 

3. Durable Systems Change: By leveraging policy advocacy, the Collaborative is 
establishing lasting mechanisms for equitable development. It also emphasizes 
storytelling and shared practices to normalize paradigms shifts related to power 
and investment. 
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4. Community Leadership: Rooted in the leadership of grassroots organizations, the 
Collaborative prioritizes community voices and integrates their lived experiences 
into decision-making, ensuring that outcomes are both inclusive and impactful. 

Future Directions 

As the Collaborative enters its next phase, it aims to deepen its impact by pursuing: 

• Larger investments to address Boston's challenging real estate market. 

• Broader community engagement to amplify resident voices and labor 
representation in the collaborative. 

• Stronger integration of investments across economic and housing sectors. 

• Resilience planning to safeguard gains against future environmental disruptions. 

The BOS Collaborative exemplifies how intentional, equity-driven innovation can reimagine 
systems and create pathways to health and prosperity. 
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Introduction 
Creative destruction is an economic concept connected with acts of innovation. It holds 
that certain changes result in the dismantling of what exists (“older or existing forms of 
industry”) and the flourishing of something new (“novel or alternative forms of economic 
production”). Examples of creative destruction include the introduction and proliferation 
of the automobile (and its effects on horse-based transportation) and, more recently, the 
digital camera (and its effects on film-based cameras).  

Changes that are characteristic of this concept are associated with progress along 
measures of increased productivity, reduction of costs, and other measures of positive 
economic growth. As a force focused on achieving greater economic gains, creative 
destruction often consolidates resources and power, especially when those who control 
vast amounts of capital are driving the changes. In addition, creative destruction can 
produce significant unintended or negative consequences, including the loss of jobs and 
trades, environmental pollution, and social injustices. 

Accordingly, there is the potential for acts of creative destruction to further the long-
standing inequities experienced by those who have been the focus of social and economic 
discrimination. What, if by contrast, there was an alternative approach to fostering 
innovation and change along with changes to promote equity and resilience? 

Figure 1. Moving from Creative Destruction to Creative Disruption 

 

Creative disruption, or the intentional use of innovation to interrupt inequitable systems, 
may provide such an alternative. In this sense, the concept characterizes and promotes 
innovations that: 

1) Disrupt practices, policies, and systems that dictate the concentration of power, 
control of capital, and decision-making authority so that, 

2) New forms of economic opportunity, stability, and creativity emerge to generate 
equitable progress and outcomes. 

As noted earlier, creative destruction can bring progress but can leave great harm in its 
wake. Creative disruption calls out a similar need for progress but spotlights aspects of the 

Creative 
Destruction Creative Disruption
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status quo that are constraining progress with communal benefits because of unfair 
practices or hoarding of power. The call for disruption, rather than destruction, reflects 
that policies and systems themselves frequently are well-intentioned and vital (e.g., SNAP, 
transit services), but they remain static amidst an ever-changing set of underlying 
conditions. Therefore, the act of innovation is necessary to disrupt the system so that it 
evolves into a new form, rather than be destroyed and disappear. Creative disruption 
suggests that changes should continue to occur but that these changes should have 
outcomes recognizing the past and persisting inequities.  

BOS Collaborative and Creative Disruption 
Figure 2. Building an Opportunity Ecosystem  

 

The Boston Opportunity System (BOS) Collaborative has embraced an approach of 
implementing deliberate and novel actions – acts of creative disruption. These actions join 
institutions, community power-building organizations, and public agencies to collectively 
challenge existing assumptions and operations of social and economic systems that play 
out in the Boston region. Weaving together their public, private, and community assets, 
these organizations are seeding an Opportunity Ecosystem and building new pathways to 
stability, wellness, and resiliency. This Opportunity Ecosystem is a foundation for 
equitable outcomes for all residents, regardless of place, race, income, ability, or other 
social factor. 
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Figure 3. BOS Collaborative's Priority Neighborhoods 

 

The BOS Collaborative seeks systems change that will alter economic and housing 
inequities for Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) communities in the Roxbury, 
Dorchester, and Mattapan neighborhoods in the City of Boston (the priority 
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neighborhoods). The Collaborative represents an evolving movement that integrates 
multiple partners across different scales and sectors. Now in its third year, the 
Collaborative is reflecting on its first phase of work and looking ahead to build on its 
foundational efforts.  
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BOS Collaborative: Three Years of Investment 
The BOS Collaborative, with Boston Medical Center (BMC) serving as the backbone 
organization, is an evolving movement that integrates multiple partners across different 
scales and sectors. Over the first three years of the collaborative, the work moved from 
focusing on two separate streams, or ‘pillars,’ of work - Neighborhood Revitalization and 
Economic Mobility – into an integrated set of activities that focus on land ownership, 
wealth-creation opportunities, and small business preservation. A theory of change and 
three tenets (below) provided overall structure to the activities:  
 
  

 
 
 
Year three of the BOS Collaborative represents the culmination of the first phase of the 
collective work by the group. The third year has been the realization of community-
directed and anchor institution-supported actions to disrupt existing systems and model 
alternative forms of housing affordability, community ownership of neighborhood 
change, options for career mobility, and services vital to community prosperity. These 
actions represent innovative, unconventional, and human-centered strategies that no 
one organization could have undertaken individually.  
 
The key investments of the BOS Collaborative that have come to fruition through three 
years of the work include: 

• Boston Neighborhood Community Land Trust  
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• City Fresh Foods 
• Nubian Markets 
• Boston Impact Initiative 
• Jewish Vocational Services (JVS)  
• Kiddies Corner 
• Neighborhood Birth Center 
• Community Mural on the Record Company Building by Rob Gibbs 
• Home repairs for Dudley Neighborhood Initiative (DNI) homeowners 

 

 
The investments represent patient, collective work. While those in the collaborative may 
have had an early sense about potential investments, decision making followed a 
measured approach. The absence of immediate action does not indicate hesitancy 
about making such investments. Instead, the steady build to share and learn the details 
of these investments reflects a process that sought to strengthen relationships through 
the work, to remain agile amidst changing conditions, and to develop a framework for 
how to pursue similar investments in the future.  

Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI): “[The BOS 
Collaborative] … gives us space to think about systems that can be 
implemented to meet a long-term solution to issues that we face.” 
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Creative Disruption Model: BOS Collaborative 
Figure 4. BOS Collaborative's Framework to Creative Disruption  

 

Creative disruption, as modelled by the BOS Collaborative, seeks to interrupt the ways in 
which dominant practices further disinvestment, focus only on individuals, and centralize 
aspects of power such as business ownership and control of land. It does not seek to 
dismantle as such acts could remove vital, though sometimes not optimal or equitable, 
organizations and functions for a community. For example, dismantling a transit system 
would likely leave a community without an essential transportation option, especially for 
those who lack access to a personal vehicle or who may have driving limitations. This is not 
to suggest that a community should accept a poorly operating transit service but to say 
that disruption, rather than removal, can utilize the important aspects of existing assets 
while shifting it to a new form or higher quality of service.  

The BOS Collaborative approach used three approaches to creative disruption in the target 
neighborhoods, which will be described in more detail below. 

Figure 5. BOS Collaborative's Approaches to Creative Disruption 
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Use Values to Guide Ecosystem Growth   
Figure 6. BOS Collaborative's Core Values

 

A crucial step in implementation of a transformational effort is translating concepts into 
behaviors and decision making. If concepts remain abstract and open to varying 
interpretations, confusion and a lack of sustained focus can persist and delay progress. 
The translation from the abstract into the concrete – an idea into action – does not come 
easily, especially with groups that have many members and span multiple topical areas.  

The BOS Collaborative made a deliberate effort to support a translation effort so that 
values would show up in the work and decisions of the group. The five values where this 
showed up prominently were:  

BIPOC Focus 

Actions from the collaborative project should lead with a focus on BIPOC residents and 
businesses in the priority neighborhoods. Those who faced formal and societal barriers, 
current and historic, are the BIPOC communities so place-based investments and systems 
changes needed begin with and in these communities.  

Boston Public Health Commission: “Thea James always says we should be 
intentional and not transactional. It’s something we strive for. We put into 

practice funding those key initiatives and focusing on BIPOC neighborhoods.” 

Restorative 

Historically, most financial systems in the US created barriers to the economic and 
housing stability of BIPOC communities. These barriers could be literal where access to 
capital was not possible. The barriers could also be financial measures that, when 
accessible, were overly extractive. This means that conditions were more favorable – and 
available – to those in control of property and capital.1 The collaborative had an aim where 
housing and economic opportunities would restore a balance in the opportunity systems. 

 
1 https://shelterforce.org/2022/02/14/wealth-building-wont-work-while-wealth-extraction-continues/  

BIPOC Focus Restorative Equity Mutuality Systems 
Accountability

https://shelterforce.org/2022/02/14/wealth-building-wont-work-while-wealth-extraction-continues/
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Moreover, the group aimed to move beyond balance to where opportunities had the 
potential to rectify past extractive actions and use investments to create conditions for 
continued prosperity.  

City Fresh Foods: “We were seeking a reparative and regenerative 
grant/investment to help us build a state-of-the-art food production and 

distribution center at 94 Shirley Street. The BSOC made a $500,000 
investment to help us secure our future, create and retain quality jobs for 

residents of Roxbury, Mattapan, Jamaica Plain, Dorchester and other nearby 
neighborhoods, continue to pay all employees the Boston Living Wage and 

move towards the MIT Living wage, expand our training and career path 
development efforts, and expand employee ownership.” 

Equity 

Connected to the previous value, past and present barriers contribute to population-level 
inequities in the priority neighborhoods and the Greater Boston region. A shift towards 
conditions that would produce equitable conditions is necessary to change experiences 
and outcomes. The focus on equity among BIPOC communities is explicit, but not 
exclusive, so that other forms of inequities are recognized and addressed. 

Boston Public Health Commission: “One thing I got from [participating in 
the BOS Collaborative] is investing in racial equity/justice is fundamental to 

influencing change.” 

Mutuality:  

Strong relationships are two-sided. Similar to the restorative value, mutuality held that 
there would be authentic shared benefit occurring through the collaborative’s work. 
Creating this mutuality began early in the relationship development process. Participants 
would spend time sharing knowledge and experience so that actions could be more 
reciprocal in nature. The equality of the connections would continue in terms of lending, 
connections to networks and trusted partners outside the collaborative, and sharing of 
other forms of resource (e.g., knowledge, time, processes).  
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Neighborhood Birth Center: “They have our back, and they are really bought-
in as partners and not just financially. I feel we are supported, and I 

appreciate it. They aren't gatekeeping… We are in a real relationship with 
BMC; we can call them and vice versa.”  

Systems Accountability 

The group recognized that a dominant culture view places responsibility and accountability 
on individuals. As a collection of organizations, agencies, and institutions, the group 
wanted to hold itself to account for how they are part of current conditions and so were 
also in a position to alter or model how they can be held to account. This value meant the 
group was mindful of how their actions perpetuated current systems and, more 
importantly, how they could disrupt systems.  

BMC: “We were able to stick to core values that institutions need to change 
and not people. We said we were doing [things under] different terms, not the 

usual [ones].” 

Steering committee members lifted up the values of the BOS Collaborative as essential for 
shaping not only who it invested in, but also how they invested and showed up for 
community-based organizations. For example, case study recipients shared how the BOS 
Collaborative helped them articulate metrics of success, fundraise, and provided general 
technical assistance. As one steering committee member said, the BOS Collaborative had 
a “very grounded, an intentional process behind it.” 

Build Ecosystem Linkages through Relationships  
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Figure 7. Network Diagram of BOS Collaborative Partners 

 

A vital element of natural ecosystems are the linkages that exist between the various 
components, such as the vegetation, the animals, the soil, and the air. These linkages 
facilitate – or inhibit – the type of flourishing that can occur. Climate change demonstrates 
this point as the conditions and linkages shift, resulting in ecosystems, and those who 
exist within them, moving to live under a new set of conditions or disappearing.  

Figure 8. Linkages between Individuals and Organizations 

 

As with natural ecosystems, those within an opportunity ecosystem seem to thrive, or 
recede, based on the linkages that are present. The underlying form of the linkages in an 
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opportunity ecosystem are relationships among and between individuals and 
organizations. The BOS Collaborative illustrates how relationship-building occurs and can 
unlock an opportunity ecosystem.  

City of Boston Office of Economic Opportunity: Strength of 
relationships [is] how you get things done. Anything you can do to grow 

and develop, boost, and fertilize relationships and trust takes time! Strike 
a balance to not force it but develop it. This has been the most important 
aspect for continuity. Collaboration doesn’t happen only in the meetings; 
it happens outside of the meetings too. Work is not done individually; it’s 

done collaboratively. 

At the start of the BOS Collaborative, a set of organizations (e.g., hospitals, city 
departments, and neighborhood organizations) came together in a new setting with the 
chance to build or deepen connections. Several of these partners were sharing space for 
the first time. In the beginning, the BOS Collaborative presented the group with a space to 
reckon with the experience of living through the COVID-19 pandemic, but, even amidst a 
shared moment, there were signs that just being in meetings together would not ensure 
strong linkages. After experiencing a change in BOS Collaborative members, a greater 
intentionality arose around how the group would be asked to use its time, including its 
approach to systems changes, the use of values to guide investments, and a pace for the 
work where members could question proposed actions and decisions as well as identify 
opportunities to leverage member resources and networks. To reinforce the latter point, 
the group spent time in and outside of meetings so that the roots of relationships were not 
made to happen quickly and were seen as the start of relationships meant to be held over a 
prolonged period.  

Though connections occur through organizations, the relationships also exist at the 
individual level between those who participate and collaborate on the work. Recognition of 
where the relationships exist cannot be overemphasized. It is likely that most people feel 
such a statement is obvious, but there are plenty of examples where interactions between 
individuals go unrecognized or the efforts remain only at a transactional level. The BOS 
Collaborative’s members were invited to build deeper relationships that would create 
meaningful personal bonds through discussion and reflection, identification of potential 
changes and decision points, and in guiding investments.  
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The relationship building fostered trust and opened other connections between 
collaborative partners and with other community organizations. For example, DSNI served 
as a connector between BMC, the BOS Collaborative, and other community organizations, 
such as Boston Neighborhood Community Land Trust (BNCLT). Within sharing of 
connections, there was a reciprocation where in turn institutions shared or created entry 
for community organizations into their networks. Children’s Hospital spoke about 
connecting the Neighborhood Birth Center with BMC, which is now serving as the Center’s 
transfer hospital and to which the BOS Collaborative provided an investment.  

Boston Children’s Hospital: “We were able to kind of bridge and make 
that introduction… [a] perfect opportunity based on what we knew of the 
BOS Collaborative priorities, the geographic emphasis, and the fact that 

there already was some sort of relationship that had been established. We 
are certainly committed to building the ecosystem and that's really in the 

spirit of the BOS Collaborative.” 

Fostering these relationships is an essential step to establishing organizational networks in 
the priority neighborhoods and for establishing a set of actors who can share the same 
goal of recognizing their role in local systems changes to benefit community members 
affected by barriers from the status quo.  

It takes time to navigate new and emerging relationships, particularly between anchor 
institutions and community-based organizations. Steering committee members had to sit 
in the discomfort of both situations where working relationships could not continue and 
with emergent relationships where the outcome was not known. In retrospect, the 
evolution of relationships has been beneficial for most, if not all, and their source is the 
common touch points of deliberate work and jointly held values. 

DSNI: “Give it more time and residents will start realizing the benefits of 
the collaborative. In this phase, we have these ideas and partnerships. 
Housing costs money; you need build partnerships to get funding. I still 

think we’re doing the background work that will be tangible to the 
community down the line.” 
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Embody How Systems Can Operate Differently  
Creative disruption begins with curiosity and understanding of current systems. It does not 
disregard the ways in which current systems operate in their pursuit of creating new 
conditions and more equitable outcomes. As with most existing systems, change often 
provokes a threat response, some of which may come from a fear of or from not being able 
to imagine what the new conditions or outcomes would be like. The BOS Collaborative 
models what changes to the systems would look like as part of the creative disruption 
process.  

Figure 9. BOS Collaborative's Approach to Creative Disruption   

Although the BOS Collaborative’s work initially focused separately on two pillars, 
economic opportunity and neighborhood revitalization, it evolved to view the pillars as 
integrated. The move towards integration may seem an easy effort given that in people’s 
lives these two things are often inextricably linked. Local property owners and renters find 
that housing and commercial space becomes more affordable as employment and 
economic opportunities grow; likewise, employment opportunity and income growth 
typically get stronger as people enjoy stability in their housing situation and property 
ownership. In reality, the two pillars are often addressed individually when they are a focus 
of investment. Public agencies and institutions create distinct buckets for investments in 
economic opportunity and neighborhood revitalization, and the systems supporting these 
investments operate independently.  

The evolution of the collaborative’s work demonstrated how these investment streams can 
be reconnected. In some cases, the reconnection is literal in terms of property ownership 
and economic opportunity. In other cases, the investment might have more emphasis on 
economic opportunity but does so with the connection to contribute to resources that 
increase housing affordability.  

Boston Public Health Commission: “Due to the BOS Collaborative, I 
look at everything we do with a different lens- workforce development, 
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housing stability, how can we empower folks, what resources can be 
helpful with gentrification.” 

For example, the BOS Collaborative began supporting both pillars at once through small-
business investments, such as Nubian Markets and City Fresh Foods. The investments 
helped the small-business owners purchase their buildings and the companies are now 
able to provide employment opportunities for residents in the neighborhoods. In the 
example of Kiddie’s Corner, the BOS Collaborative invested in a daycare center that opens 
at 5:30am for parents in trades that work outside of the 9am-5pm business hours. Not only 
did this investment bolster a small business, contributing to neighborhood revitalization, 
but it also created economic opportunity for parents in the priority zip codes. 

Another way this modeling of cross-sectional investment is playing out relates to 
connecting housing and employment opportunities. Several housing-focused steering 
committee members are now thinking about how they can employ residents of the priority 
zip codes to make healthy housing or climate resilient renovations.  

BMC: “Our thinking changed to more economic-oriented, redefining 
Neighborhood Revitalization beyond preservation of housing. We aren’t 

far off from logic model, but now have very different lenses. How we think 
of climate as an existential threat, our role in addressing that in 

economically distressed communities, how can we help them with key 
forces in the field [has all evolved].  

Shifting Imperatives of Financial Investments  

The organizations that received funding expressed gratitude for the BOS Collaborative’s 
innovative approaches to making non-extractive financial investments. For the BOS 
Collaborative, these investments served proof of alternative conditions for investment. 
While there is a desire for repayment and to recirculate the provided funding, the 
conditions of repayment could have caused unintended and real financial hardships for 
the organizations. These consequences are true for most organizations that borrow 
capital, but in the case of fostering an opportunity ecosystem, the removal of the funds – or 
the lending terms for the funds – can do further harm to owners and neighborhoods where 
there have been long-standing barriers for access to capital. Examples of such disparities 
have been documented in the Boston region, including higher rates of mortgage denials for 



   
 

19 
 

Black residents2 than white residents and disparities in interest rate for commercial loans 
with Black and Hispanic owners of small businesses paying higher rates that white 
owners.3 Inequities underlying these disparities directly relate to the long-standing wealth 
gap experienced by people of color.  

Recipients of the collaborative’s investment noted ways that the BOS Collaborative’s 
approach supported their work: 

• Filled funding gaps for projects   
• Fundraised additional funds from other investors  
• Set metrics to which forgiveness terms are attached  
• Created long-term loans so that the funding does not need to be paid back 

immediately 
• Granted funding (rather than used loans), in some cases  
• Replicated non-extractive funding approach with another recipient  

Following Community’s Leadership in Neighborhood Development  

Ownership of Change is a concept recently put forth by Healthy Neighborhood Study, 
which is based out of a set of cities in Eastern Massachusetts.4 The concept captures how 
residents, or a community, feel if the changes to their neighborhood are a result of their 
influence and if the changes would be intended for someone like themselves. The concept 
provides a potential pathway for understanding how the health of residents in a 
neighborhood may be shaped.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 https://www.wbur.org/news/2022/03/30/home-loans-mortgages-boston-denials  
3 https://equitablegrowth.org/research-paper/a-review-of-federal-lending-to-small-business-owners-of-
color-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/#citation-28  
4 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953622005408?via%3Dihub  

https://www.wbur.org/news/2022/03/30/home-loans-mortgages-boston-denials
https://equitablegrowth.org/research-paper/a-review-of-federal-lending-to-small-business-owners-of-color-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/#citation-28
https://equitablegrowth.org/research-paper/a-review-of-federal-lending-to-small-business-owners-of-color-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/#citation-28
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953622005408?via%3Dihub
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Figure 10. Number of Residents and Community Organizations Engaged 

 

Although not explicitly named, the ownership of change concept was also embraced by the 
BOS Collaborative. In contrast to a time when anchor institutions might have been the 
primary driver and determinant of change, the collaborative looked outward for where and 
how to support neighborhood change. Targets for investments and systems change 
resulted from guidance from the community and finding mutuality in the progress funding 
would support.  

Members of the BOS Collaborative largely agreed that community-based organizations, 
such as DSNI and New England United for Justice (NEU4J), served as the channels for 
community voice on the steering committee. Leaders and participants from DSNI and 
NEU4J pointed out opportunities for the neighborhood development investments and 
technical assistance that the collaborative made. The steering committee viewed the 
prominent role – and contributions– of the community-based organizations in the BOS 
Collaborative as vital to its success. For example, the investment in Kiddies Corner 
demonstrated how BIPOC experiences in the priority neighborhoods (particularly women 
seeking to re-enter the workforce) could be connected back the Collaborative through 
community-based organizations and result in innovative investments to help shift a system 
(e.g., availability of childcare outside of typical 9a-5p business hours). 

City of Boston Office of Workforce Development: “[Grassroots 
organizations] have organizers everyday talking to people in community. 

The idea of grassroots orgs shaping social services is great. Funding them 
to support the social services would be great. 
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The collaborative did not, however, assume that community organization represented 
each voice from the priority neighborhoods. They realized that direct involvement of 
residents was not present in all of work and saw potential to make more direct 
connections as the work involves. That said, investment recipients and members of the 
collaborative witnessed how members, such as BMC, had staff who listened to resident 
needs and hopes and brought what they heard into discussions about investments and 
other changes. 

Small-business owner: “[BMC is] not imposing on us. They are 
embedded in community, constantly listening to needs. This project has 

been one of the needs of the community for a long time (11-12 years). 
Based on a survey done in the past, [community members] wanted a 

grocery store in the neighborhood. It feels like they are not imposing funds 
in ways to use due to alignment with our goals.” 

Complete Links in Local Pathways to Workforce Opportunity 
 

Figure 11. BOS Collaborative’s Pathways to Workforce Opportunity   

 

The priority neighborhoods experience gaps in their connections to employment 
opportunities in Boston and its surrounding region. Some of these gaps are physical, such 
as missing or unreliable transportation links to more employment options; other gaps 
relate to the neighborhoods being neglected by the broader economy that often narrowly 
focuses on only those emerging from the region’s universities. These gaps can also be 
ceilings where residents find themselves in positions that offer fewer chances for upward 
progression in the same organization. In the health care sector, for example, there are 
limited opportunities for employees in environmental health or certified nurse assistants 
for internal training or career progression.  
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The BOS Collaborative worked to fill in some of these gaps to increase the number of 
employment pathways available to residents in the priority neighborhoods. In some cases, 
the action meant bolstering local businesses with the potential for stronger ties to 
residents and career growth, and in other cases it meant creating a new link between 
residents and workforce organizations that partner with high performing business in 
sectors such as technology and biopharmaceutical companies.  

Figure 12. Number of People Placed into Employment/Work Experience 

 

City Fresh Foods is one example of how investment in small businesses is creating 
economic opportunity for residents in the priority neighborhoods. City Fresh Foods recruits 
from these neighborhoods and has pathways for upward mobility within the business. 
Since June 2022, City Fresh Foods created 49 new jobs and retained 141 jobs. They employ 
190 people at 94 Shirley Street. 79% of all employees were from the Roxbury, Mattapan, 
Dorchester, or Jamaica Plain, and 95% are people of color. These jobs that pay the Boston 
Living Wage or more, and provide training, career path opportunities, and employee stock 
ownership. They also have an employee-ownership program which allows employees to 
buy stock in the company for a low price and pays them annual dividends.  

BOS Collaborative also funded JVS to set up workforce pipelines with biotech companies, 
including Takeda and Thermal Fischer. All twelve of the participants in the Thermal Fischer 
pipeline were offered jobs with a starting wage of $25/hour or more. JVS now has over 200 
people on the waitlist for the training, even without formally advertising it. They will hold 
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four more cohorts in 2024, funded by Mass Life Sciences, now that the BOS Collaborative 
is moving into a new phase, and with the goal of recruiting additional employers to fund 
similar future pipelines.  

The BOS Collaborative also provided a $100k grant to Kiddies Corner to help Anne Osula 
backpay a loan and pay rent that she had fallen behind on during the pandemic. In return, 
she is reserving 10 slots at the daycare center for BMC employees. BMC paid $1000/per 
week/per slot for the first month of those 10 slots, regardless of whether they were full, to 
help her be able to pay the staff. Because of BMC’s contribution, Osula is able to discount 
the price of a BMC employee-slot from $750/week to $525/week. The BOS Collaborative 
hopes that having access to childcare will help retain BMC employees who work outside of 
the typical 9-5 business hours. 

BMC: Women were having to exit the workforce [during the pandemic] and 
transition back in, which was difficult for families and residents in 

Mattapan and Roxbury. We had to find how to support them best and be 
mindful of what our partner was saying... We saw that as an opportunity 

for us to shift and change within the system.  

Achieving Durable Changes 
Figure 13. Four Components to Durable Change 

 

Rather than sustainability, the BOS Collaborative looks for the durability of the disruptive 
changes it has modelled and catalyzed. The primary way the changes will alter systems is 
by having the changes remain steady despite headwinds and pulling forces that seek to 
bring them into line with how the system currently operates. The collaborative sees four 
types of action as vital to achieve the necessary durability of the changes demonstrated by 
the collaborative’s work together and the investments. They are actions related to policies, 
parables, practices, and perspectives.  

Policies Proverbs

Practices Perspectives

Durable change



   
 

24 
 

Policies to Change Systems 
Policies come in many forms. There are public policies, like those set by state or local 
governments, and organizational policies, such as those that might exist in organizations. 
Within the concept of policy fall things like laws and regulations, budgets and financial 
requirements, human resource guidelines, and communication protocols. Whatever form 
they come in, policies provide paths and boundaries about conditions under which people 
and organizations operate. They are elemental to the status quo and for the changes that 
create a new set of circumstances.  

The BOS Collaborative has targeted policy changes within organizations and in those set by 
local and state government in Massachusetts. Among the collaborative, the focus on 
policy changes was around internal hiring and career development policies and on laws 
related to housing and economic stability. For the public policy changes, members tended 
to collaborate or support coalition-led efforts for revised or new policies. Progress on 
public policy included:  

- Development of a Tenant Empowerment Toolkit to offer trainings materials for 
Boston Housing Authority tenants to use when faced with the change in 
management at their buildings (e.g., conversion to private management) 

- City of Boston Budget allocation of $2M for community land trusts, including loan 
financing and grants  

- Update to the City of Boston’s Inclusionary Development Policy, which requires 
market-rate housing over 10 units include a higher percentage of income restricted 
units.  

Recipients of BOS Collaborative investments (DSNI, NEU4J, Neighborhood Birth Center) 
echoed the need for policy changes. The organizations noted that, if passed, there are 
policy changes that would enshrine important protections and advances for the 
community members they serve. Many of the changes sought by these organizations, and 
through the collaborative, require action by state government or across larger industry 
sectors. 

DSNI: “Providing the tenants the option to purchase when they partner 
with a community land trust or non-profit is a state level policy. It was 
approved by the legislature but vetoed by the previous governor. I hope 
now is the time.” 
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NEU4J is advocating for the state’s Family, Friends, and Neighbors (FFN) voucher5 to be a 
minimum of $18 a day, as opposed to $9-$21 a day now. Such a change in this policy 
would add to the financial stability and earnings of those who provide care for very young 
children of working families. The change would also have the potential to increase 
childcare options when there are not enough spots in childcare programs and when there 
are even fewer childcare options for those whose work hours fall outside a 9a-5p schedule. 

The Neighborhood Birth Center is advocating for health care insurers to reimburse birthing 
centers the same as they do hospitals for the same services.6 Specifically, they advocate 
for midwife reimbursements at much higher rates so that mothers have more and 
culturally resonant options for giving birth. Not only would this bring economic security for 
those in midwife positions, but there is also evidence that giving birth in settings like the 
Neighborhood Birth Center could have substantial health care savings and benefits for 
those giving birth.7 

Neighborhood Birth Center: “We get asked by funders “how are you 
going to sustain the work?” And the truth is, poor reimbursement is our 

biggest threat to sustainability. At current rates, we'd be running in the red 
for years. So we are focusing on policy as a path to sustainability, because 
we are not willing to increase midwives' schedules to 90 hours every week 

or be cash pay or not accept Medicaid.” 

Proverbs to Guide Action 
The BOS Collaborative embraced how the stories we tell can disrupt the narratives that 
help maintain our current systems. The shift in stories is not only about what stories are 
told but also about who tells these stories. The term proverbs is used intentionally here to 
reflect those shifts – short, simple, and told in a way that can change behavior.  

The collaborative has contributed new parables to disrupt current systems: 

• The patient for the hospitals is the neighborhood, not the individual: Research and 
data show that a majority of what is responsible for good health among groups of 

 
5 https://www.change.org/p/family-friends-and-neighbors-providing-alternatives-to-childcare-deserve-
better-opportunities?signed=true  
6 https://neighborhoodbirthcenter.org/2023-progress-report  
7 https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/18/19/10361  

https://www.change.org/p/family-friends-and-neighbors-providing-alternatives-to-childcare-deserve-better-opportunities?signed=true
https://www.change.org/p/family-friends-and-neighbors-providing-alternatives-to-childcare-deserve-better-opportunities?signed=true
https://neighborhoodbirthcenter.org/2023-progress-report
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/18/19/10361
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individuals is community conditions.8 While caring for individuals is important, caring 
for the conditions of the community holds greater potential for wellness among 
residents who are part of the community. Stories are necessary to spread this 
knowledge and support the continuation of interventions, like investments in housing 
and small business stability, which will lock in place an opportunity ecosystem.  

An example from the BOS Collaborative is the role that hospitals can play in making 
upstream structural differences rather than just on downstream patient outcomes.  

BMC: “Last week, the Mayor's Office on Housing convened hospitals and 
want to start an acquisition fund and want corporations to work together. 

In some ways, to me a few years ago hospitals did not fund acquisition 
deals in housing. Now we are regularly thought of as players now. It won’t 

feel weird, it is now cool. I end up feeling that we keep resetting what is 
normal. We have to routine the extraordinary.” 

Boston Impact Initiative: “When BMC invests in these transactions, they 
help other funders to move catalytic capital. BMC is a role model in 

showing how hospitals can serve as impact investors in companies and 
even local funds like Boston Impact Initiative that advance positive health 

and wealth-building outcomes in under-resourced communities. When 
you see one investor do it, other funders can follow and change the flow of 

capital into restorative investments.” 

• If you want to go far, invest with community not just in it: As noted earlier, typical 
financial terms can create harm in neighborhoods that have historically experienced 
economic discrimination and under investment. The dominant forms of investment 
require disruption so that there is more use of novel and restorative financial tools. A 
novel approach, for example, includes financial terms that allow for loan forgiveness if 
a small business meets goals related to wealth-building and employee benefits in 
communities where economic inequities exist. Another example is investments that 
embrace forms of ownership that traditional lenders have refrained from supporting 
due to their lack of understanding or adherence to the status quo. Such approaches 

 
8  County Health Rankings: Relationships Between Determinant Factors and Health Outcomes, 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26526164/  

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26526164/
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arise, as it did with the collaborative, by being vulnerable and allowing a community to 
reveal choices that can set up generational, not just momentary, change. 

Dudley Street Neighborhoods Initiative: In the beginning [of the BOS 
Collaborative], people didn’t understand the concept of land trusts. 

There’s been a deepened understanding of what a land trust is and why to 
invest in it. Banks and other folks didn’t see that as a viable thing but now 

we’re getting invited to talk to some banks.   

• Tomorrow belongs to the community who prepare for it today. The BOS 
Collaborative seeks for systems to operate differently in the future. However, waiting 
for this different future to emerge on its own is not a possibility. For the future to be 
different, action is required now and the collaborative – with anchor institutions, public 
agencies, non-profit organizations, and community-based organizations – has power to 
change the present. That is why the group shows a bias to action and learning through 
by doing. As noted earlier, the collaborative seeks to be a model that others can use 
and build on. Correspondingly, by acting, the BOS Collaborative is providing a set of 
real-life stories that can bring recognition to the contributors to the work and shift 
narrative to normalize new ways for systems to operate.  

Boston Public Health Commission: “Telling stories and doing case 
studies is fundamental to duplicating these efforts. If you have case 

studies about how things are done, it’s easier for organizations to pick up 
and sustain the work. 

Boston Network of Community Land Trusts: “Every time you have a 
story like this – you want it to be visible both to lean back on it as 

something that shows what is possible and show hard work can get is 
there.” 

Practices to Build Habits 
Policy changes and stories that reframe issues must translate into behavior change to 
have the desired impact. The BOS Collaborative sees changing habits over time as 
essential to making sure changes remain. For the group, it means being specific about 
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what the practices are as well as holding each other accountable as peers involved in 
making change.  

An early example of this was changes BMC made in human resources and hiring practices. 
Building from a policy to promote upward job mobility, the hospital revisited potential 
career pathways for existing and new employees so that there would be more transparency 
into their potential job progression. Following the identification of positions and pathways, 
the BMC team looked to promote and connect the positions with residents of the target 
neighborhoods. This work required thinking not only about the practice of revisiting jobs so 
that career mobility is viable but also providing on the job training to increase employees’ 
readiness to make such transitions.  

City of Boston Office of Workforce Development: “BOS Collaborative 
investments align incredibly well with institutions at the table. For 

example, Dudley St investments and City Fresh Foods. It was interesting 
to see folks have those conversations. Having that institution as the 

anchor is great, whether hiring, resource sharing, or other tangible things. 
It was very grounded and had an intentional process behind it. As future 

strategies emerge, they will be grounded in this process.” 

The role of practice showed up in the space occupied by the investments and community 
leadership. With guidance from Full Frame Initiative, the collaborative engaged with The 
Community Bill of Rights (CBoR). 9 The CBOR provides areas of practice that clarify actions 
for systems change and centering community voices. Eight rights are in the bill, such as the 
right to shared power, fair compensation, and meaningful investment. The CBoR is now in 
use as a practice guide when considering future investments and engagement with 
community members, leading the pursuit of new funding related to child care, food 
systems, and climate resiliency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 https://www.fullframeinitiative.org/resources/the-community-bill-of-rights/  

https://www.fullframeinitiative.org/resources/the-community-bill-of-rights/
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Figure 14. Full Frame Initiative’s Community Bill of Rights  

 

 

Perspectives to Shift Power 
As Martin Luther King said, “Power properly understood is nothing but the ability to achieve 
purpose. It is the strength required to bring about social, political, and economic change… 
there is nothing wrong with power if power is used correctly.” Part of making the BOS 
Collaborative’s changes durable is contributing to shift perspectives on power and its 
applications in the Boston region. Current systems frequently have long-standing, deeply 
rooted power structures. Consistent with creative disruption, the idea is first explore and 
provide examples of how power can be held, shared and used rather than going right to 
disassembling what currently exists. The shifts in systems change the rules and make the 
parts produce different outcomes. 
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One area seen by the BOS Collaborative is the potential to shift from seeing power as a 
finite resource to one that expands through collective work. A positive sum view on power 
has long been appreciated by community power building organizations whose base 
building and cooperative actions gain strength by listening to and linking up with residents 
and other organizations. Parallel examples do not commonly exist in work across two or 
more sectors.  

Figure 15. Reimaging Power as Positive Sum 

 
 

Power As Zero Sum Power as Positive Sum 

The BOS Collaborative has implemented power sharing. There are examples, though still 
limited, of anchor institutions in the collaborative who have shared their relationships, 
platforms for storytelling, and fundraising spaces. These actions lean into the perspective 
that power expands when shared. As a result, community organizations find greater 
stability, partnerships are easier to sustain as each partner has needed resources, and 
narratives shift to include more stories of multi-sector, collective actions rather than 
naming only individual actors in bringing about a change. 

Neighborhood Birth Center: Opening relationship is the opposite of 
gatekeeping. BMC openly said "we are funding this and want everyone 

else to know." They made a commitment and called on others to match 
BMC’s commitment.” 

Challenges to Durability 
While creative disruption can act to re-orient systems, the status quo does represent a 
formidable force to resist change or revert to previous systems operations. The four 
actions to support durability of BOS Collaborative include considerations of how to be a 
bulwark against regression to previous means.  

Case study participants discussed other changes needed to sustain their work.  
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- Customer demand and scaling: The investments provide stability in the starting phase 
of an effort, whether it be related to housing, career mobility, or small business. The 
early-stage stability was likely not to have been in place without the type of support 
provided by the BOS Collaborative. As these efforts move into growth or maintenance 
phases, additional sources and strategies for revenue or resource support become 
necessary. Two items specifically highlighted were those of expanding a consumer 
base and scaling of local enterprises.  

Small-business owner: “Our success depends on customers' volume. 
We are reaching out to funders in Boston and the City to have a dedicated 

person thinking about strategy and marketing More funds are needed to 
stabilize here and open another space. We need another space to have 
administration, cook more, and share more products with other outlets. 
One restaurant with so many aspects like ours cannot be successful in 
just one location. Scaling is important and to be used at full capacity.” 

- Competing with a speculative market: An opportunity ecosystem in Boston and the 
surrounding region will compete directly with an existing real estate system in which 
there are large numbers of investors with access to an overabundance of capital. As a 
result, a collective or community-driven effort to purchase and own real estate must 
employ strategies to alter the speed, desired return on investment, and typical property 
purchasing process. In addition, these efforts will need opportunity to access capital, 
which institutional organizations and other agencies can potentially leverage on par 
with competing speculative investors. The BOS Collaborative’s investments helped 
further successful strategies, and, at the same time, creative disruption must continue 
so that this project is a catalyst, not a one-off.  

Community land trust: “We just need to get properties off the speculative 
market. Once off, we need to make sure that prices are not being driven 

up and landlords are not driving up costs. But we can’t just scale up. 
Some of these bigger acquisitions – for example, scatter site project 

management is hard – the acquisition in some cases is the easier part and 
the longer-term management of properties in the larger issue. We need to 
get props off speculative market, but we can’t do it so fast that we cannot 
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maintain the properties over time…The more we are able to connect this 
to solidarity economy the better.” 

- Systems changes occurring too slowly to respond to small business needs: The 
small businesses that embody BOS Collaborative values (e.g., institutions need to 
change not individuals) engage in processes that can be quite challenging under 
current conditions. The small businesses processes may include paying higher wages, 
offering employee on-the-job training and career, and operating outside of traditional 
norms or schedules of their industry. The challenge emerges when other public and 
private systems do not accommodate these processes. The small businesses 
demonstrating BOS Collaborative values can then find themselves isolated and without 
continuing access to support their emergence and sustainability.  

Kiddies Corner: “It is expensive to give care we want to give... We pay for 
teachers’ training by ourselves. Some teachers are assisting and are 

working for their license. I need to put the salary I offer higher than other 
[daycares], because otherwise nobody would want to come at 6 am to 

work. Drivers are also asking for more payment. Funding is very important 
because I have to pay staff and get things running.”   

- Need for organizational development supports in new, emerging enterprises: Acts 
of creative disruption provide new operational models for organizations like those who 
are part of the collaborative (e.g., community organizations, private institutions, service 
providers). Similar to establishing a new habit, those leading the disruption will have to 
figure out how to manage the work under novel conditions, some which may not have 
precedent or parallels in other fields of work, and leave behind previous familiar 
practices.  
 
A primary consideration then for future operations is how the organizations involved 
will orient their internal systems such as succession, strategic priorities, and finance. 
An opportunity ecosystem will likely flourish more if the organizations participating in 
creative disruption can benefit from collective guidance, peer connections, and room 
for continued experimentation. Without such support, the amount of energy and 
resources needed to orient systems within the organizations may drain their ability to 
participate, thrive, and sustain themselves in midst of creative disruption.  
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Community land trust: “Here I am as Executive Director and excited but 
if I leave and someone else comes in and has a different perspective 
things could change – we need to put in systems and codify thinking 

around how the work is approached and how the money, as well as the 
leveraging of it,  - this is hard to do and creative work but there’s more than 

the transactional aspect.” 

Future Directions  
Figure 16. Opportunities for Future Directions 

 

Looking ahead, the BOS Collaborative will continue to serve as a model of creative 
disruption. This suggests that collaborative will hold firm to the intrinsic aspects of the 
work while it shifts to a new form. For example, members of the collaborative note that 
despite ongoing evolution of the work, the relationships built through the initiative will be 
sustained. They said they would still look to each other to share resources, brainstorm, 
and partner on projects. 

Jewish Vocational Services: “I think relationships and trust are there for 
the relationships to sustain.” 
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City of Boston Office of Workforce Development: “I’m excited to see in 
the future what comes of these connections and work, how work 
continues differently, how the lineage can track back to BOSC.” 

Similarly, for those anchor institutions looking to participate in the work, collaborative 
members will share the investment criteria and provide guidance for other institutions 
embarking on similar investments. 

Brigham and Women's Hospital: “[The BOS Collaborative] could share 
its set of guidelines with other anchor institutions to encourage greater 

place-based investments. Drawing on our lessons learned, such 
institutions may find relevant and meaningful approaches they can apply 
to their work on structural issues. The strength of the BOS Collaborative 
lies in the diverse expertise in the room and its ability to bring partners 

together, reflecting the power of genuine partnerships—a well-known and 
key principle of community health.” 

Continuation of the collaborative’s creative disruption includes at least four specific 
enhancements: 1) More substantial investments, 2) Expanding community voices, 3) 
Additional connections across investments, and 4) Integration of a community resilience 
framework. 

More substantial investments  
BMC and DSNI noted that the City of Boston is an expensive real estate market and that a 
million dollars is not enough, alone or in leverage, to make substantial gains in the 
affordable housing realm in the priority neighborhoods. Other members of the 
collaborative echoed this sentiment, especially regarding affordable housing efforts that 
would counter speculative real estate actions.  

DSNI: “DSNI remain a partner with BMC. They’re the hospital in our 
community. Over the last two years, we’ve done a lot together and I can 

see us continuing to work together to pursue other funding opportunities. 
Housing is expensive. $1-2 million is not enough.” 
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BMC: “Having a million dollars aside is a great number to do that, but we 
live in Boston. We need to think of how much work can be done around 

affordable housing.”  

Efforts are underway to secure additional rounds of funding from a variety of sources and 
to build on the collaborative’s experience in leveraging funds raised with investments 
coming through other channels.  

Expanding Community Voices 
Collaborative members shared community voices were channeled through organizations 
that had deep roots in residents’ lives, their neighborhoods, and their identities. While 
having these channels, several participants suggested including more grassroots voices in 
future iterations of the collaborative, and, in particular, in planning and decision spaces. 
Inclusion in the work and these spaces would not only be to have folks share their 
experience and perspectives, but also to reduce barriers to residents’ active ownership of 
civic and economic changes in their neighborhoods. In addition to generally broader 
inclusion, members suggested there is room for more organizations that represent labor 
and workers’ rights in the collaborative.  The additional room would reflect the 
collaborative’s focus to disrupt economic systems that maintain barriers for equitable 
employment and community empowerment through economic development.  

BMC: “People walking on the streets do not recognize BOS Collaborative, 
but it would be good if people recognize our table being powerful and see 
their own vision in our work/vision. Grassroots leaders see that. And we 

have laid the foundations for the next chapter.” 

Additional connections across investments 
The BOS Collaborative began to realize more linkages between the two pillars of work – 
Economic Mobility and Neighborhood Revitalization – in year three. For example, 
connections were made between small business investments, employee ownership, and 
increased income to address housing affordability and stability. Looking ahead to the 
progression of the collaborative, work is proposed to organize around people’s 
experiences or positions (e.g., caregiver who works an evening shift), which will them allow 
the collaborative to braid investments and other activities that support where people are in 
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the lives (rather than silo funding by sector). So, while fundraising might still require case 
making related to specific topical areas, the use of these funds can be organized in terms 
of residents’ lived experience. 

Similarly, collaborative members saw more opportunity to leverage funding that may occur 
outside the pillars but that could follow the collaborative’s investment criteria. They also 
noted this point in regard to continuing to work at the direction of community. 

Boston Children’s Hospital: “When we have a big opportunity with our 
Determination of Need. We are reaching out to organizations that do 

grassroot organizing. We are thinking about how we develop priorities and 
funding processes. Community organizing is very different from service 

providing work- it is incumbent upon us to learn this.” 

Integrating community resiliency   
The collaborative’s work emerged just as the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the 
United States. The work started more slowly than anticipated due to this co-occurrence. 
The work also became more deliberate as the inequities that were the focus of the 
collaborative’s work were exposed in even finer relief.  

With the pandemic memories still fresh, the collaborative is looking ahead about what 
other significant societal and environmental forces might be on the horizon. The group’s 
act of foresight brought attention to the changing climate and the related effects – and 
potential related opportunities – predicted to occur. The group believes that much of the 
work that has happened could be at risk if a resilience framework is not applied in ongoing 
and future work.  

DSNI: “I wasn’t at first thinking about climate, but now I am. Sure we want 
to take housing off the speculative market and build more housing, but we 
need to preserve housing and do retrofits to prepare for climate resiliency. 

We don’t want to lose housing.” 

Conclusion  
The BOS Collaborative represents a bold and transformative approach to addressing 
systemic inequities through creative disruption. Over three years, it has catalyzed 
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investments, fostered relationships, and reimagined how economic and social systems 
can operate to advance equity and resilience in the priority neighborhoods. By integrating 
diverse partners —anchor institutions, community organizations, and public agencies—
the Collaborative has built an Opportunity Ecosystem that prioritizes housing affordability, 
wealth creation, small business preservation, and economic opportunity. 

The success of the Collaborative rests on its commitment to core values: centering BIPOC 
communities, fostering restorative justice, promoting equity, and ensuring mutuality and 
accountability in its processes. These principles have guided the investments, 
relationships, and systemic changes that lay the groundwork for a more inclusive and 
durable future. 

As the BOS Collaborative looks ahead, its focus shifts to scaling its impact, strengthening 
community voices, and deepening connections across investments. By integrating a 
framework for community resilience and expanding its reach, the Collaborative aims to 
address emerging challenges and seize new opportunities. 

Ultimately, the BOS Collaborative offers a model of what is possible when innovation is 
directed toward equity and community empowerment. Through its deliberate and inclusive 
approach, it has demonstrated that systems change is not only achievable but necessary 
to create a future where all community members—regardless of race, income, ability, or 
any other social factor —can thrive. 

  


