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I moved to Baltimore in August ‘16 all the way 

from Bombay, India in the hope of gaining some 

perspective and deepening my understanding 

and practice of design. India wasn’t ready to invest 

in designers with a conscience, so I moved 8000 

miles away from home to be more than someone 

who made pretty looking things. I wanted my skill 

to be a vehicle to reach more people, particularly 

those who have been ignored.

I graduate from the MA in Social Design program 

at the Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA), 

with great friendships, immense learnings, and a 

much deeper understanding of a city that’s been 

my gracious host for the past ten months. Just 

like India, I see a place that’s moving forward yet 

being pulled downward, and through it all, are 

the people who show great resilience. Similar 

to my home country, I see people turning to 

entrepreneurship or “social innovation ” as a means 

to survive. A fellowship with the Social Innovation 

Lab at Johns Hopkins University positioned me 

to further explore social entrepreneurship and 

eventually turn my interest into my thesis project.

This publication serves as a documentation 

of my journey during spring of 2017, as I try to 

understand social entrepreneurship in the US and 

Baltimore. But more importantly, it is a testimony 

to the power of social design to bring the voices 

of the people to the forefront - something that’s 

easy to ignore in today’s broken landscape.

Hello

“Going to a country that’s a few  
thousand miles away, and everybody 
gets everything is really amazing.”

Christoph Niemann
On moving to the US and people understanding his work
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Baltimore has some inspiring people doing such 

great work - people who may or may not have been 

born in this city, but are committed to making it a 

better and more equitable place. I am lucky to have 

met so many of these people, learn from them, and 

work alongside to fight for a common cause.

And of course, family and friends all over, who make 

this possible
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Part I:

The Problem

Social entrepreneurs  are entrepreneurs 

who build enterprises that seek to create 

intentional and positive social impact. Social 

entrepreneurship can serve as a powerful 

tool to revive distressed and disenfranchised 

communities by creating small businesses that in 

turn create jobs and increase community wealth.

In 2012, Black, Latino and Asian businesses grew 

more than three times faster than white-owned 

businesses in the US. But there are a number of 

factors that limit access to the resources these 

entrepreneurs need to grow, thereby inhibiting 

their potential to be successful and sustainable.

As people of color soon become the majority in 

the US, it is essential that we understand and 

address the problem.

While the 
desire to 
do good is 
universal, the 
access and 
support to do 
so is not.
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To start at the very beginning, it is important to 

acknowledge how this country’s history and past 

practices have economically disenfranchised 

people of color. America’s great racial wealth 

divide has kept communities of color in poverty 

with unequal access to education, employment, 

home ownership, income and savings.

Households of color are 2.1 times more likely to 

live below the federal poverty line and 1.7 times 

more likely to lack liquid savings.  

A college degree is essential to access a well 

paying job and build financial wealth, but the gap 

in attainment of Whites versus Blacks and Latinos 

has widened over the last decade. 34% Whites 

completed a four-year college degree compared 

to just 20% Blacks and 13% Latinos. 

Additionally, there remains a significant gap in 

the rate of unemployment between Whites and 

people of color.

So what happens when families on modest 

incomes need to pay for food, healthcare, child 

care and other basic needs while making sure 

they have a roof over their head? 

As the unemployment rate in 2010 rose, many 

Americans turned to self-employment to earn 

a living. Between 2007 and 2012, business 

ownership rates grew by 3%, which represents 

an increase of over two million firms owned by 

people of color.

Source: Pew Research Center’s Median Net Worth of 
Households in 2012

Source: CFED’s Assets and Opportunities Scorecard, 2016

Grassroots innovation can be described 

as a bottom-up approach of creating ideas 

and solutions in order to address a hardship, 

challenge or necessity. It often emerges when 

traditional systems fail those at the bottom 

of the economic pyramid. And while those at 

the grassroots have the power to fix their own 

problems, they often lack the knowledge, access 

and opportunity to make it successful.

Traditional approaches to address pressing 

social issues has been top-down, where those 

with power, privilege and money make decisions 

for people and communities affected by a 

problem. The idea of a savior, more specifically a 

“white savior,” parachuting in to save a distressed 

minority community is more attractive than a 

person of color trying to save their own people. 

Despite the large amounts of money being 

poured into social innovations and development, 

trendy solutions don’t always succeed because 

they don’t end up addressing a real need.

The grassroots approach may not be the easiest, 

but through the social design process, I’ve realized 

the power of community voice in innovating 

and decision-making. Today, 3.2% of the world’s 

population is starting social ventures, with 5.75% 

of the US population involved in social startups. 

However, inclusive development is only possible 

if we leverage grassroots innovation and include 

those affected in the decision-making process.

A SocEntCity.org study reported that 45% of 

social entrepreneurs in their sample of 388 across 

in the US said financial capital or funding was 

the biggest challenge faced. To put things into 

context, I looked for data on investments made 

in social enterprise in the US, but I couldn’t find a 

holistic study that captured a specific trend.  

Instead I’ve pieced together some statistics to 

paint a picture of a phenomenon that exists.

A study by CB Insights in 2010, found that 98% 

of all venture investments went to companies 

led by male executives. In addition, the racial 

breakdown for those investments were - 83% 

Caucasian or White, 12% Asian and less than 

1% African-American or Black.

An Emory University study said that minority 

led companies were 35% less likely to receive 

venture funding.

In 2013, less than 7% of grant dollars went to 

racial minorities even though these individuals 

make up 40% of the US population. Also only 

6% went to people with disabilities, when they 

make up 12% of the US population.

An Echoing Green internal report shows 

that it’s Black applicants consistently report 

raising less funds than White applicants. 

Similarly, women applicants report raising 

significantly less than their male counterparts. 

This is important to note when the gender 

gap amongst social entrepreneurs in the US is 

closing in, with men at 55% and women at 45%.

However, this isn’t surprising if 76% of venture 

capitalists are white men, and foundation 

board members are 85% White, 59% Men with 

only 6% between the ages 30-39.

$ 141,900

4.9%

13%

WHITE

RACIAL WEALTH DIVIDE

UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE BY RACE

MINORITY OWNED
BUSINESS RATE

HISPANIC BLACK

WORKERS OF COLOR

2012

WHITE WORKERS

2007

$ 13,700
$ 11,700

APPROACHES TO SOLVING SOCIAL PROBLEMS

8.6%

16%

Grassroots

VERSUS

Traditional

PART I: THE PROBLEM
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Using a tool called the 5 Whys Method that helps social designers drill down to the root cause of a problem, I 

explored some possible causes for why this is happening.

In order to synthesize all the information from the data and narrow down to a 

focus for my thesis, I summarized and defined my problem as stated below.

Most individuals 
don’t qualify for 
foundation grants

WHY ARE RESOURCES LARGELY INACCESSIBLE 
TO SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS OF COLOR?

Risk aversion 
trend in 
philanthropy

They don’t match 
the traditional 
investee profile

Past trend of 
successful 
investing in 
white men

They lack 
invisible capital 
(education, networks, 
connections)

Coming from low 
wealth networked 
communities

Lack of proximity 
to funding and 
support networks

Resources 
concentrated in 
certain regions

Baltimore’s 
history of 
disinvestment

Entrepreneurs 
feel foundations 
don’t understand 
the problem

Filing for 501C3 
is costly and 
complicated

Most big 
foundations grants 
are for non-profits

White-led 
businesses have 
a better chance of 
being successful

Most funders 
invest in those 
similar to them

Media images 
of successful 
entrepreneurs are 
white men

Decision makers 
are primarily 
white men

Lack of diversity in 
leadership roles

Quick success
versus long 
term impact

“It is typical at most institutions that 
hold wealth and influence that the 
higher you go in the ranks, the less 
people of color you will see”

Gonzalez Rivera
The Greenling Institute

There exists a privileged inner circle of money 
and power that tends to invest in the same pool 
of people, thereby making funds and resources 
largely inaccessible to those outside the circle.

85%
WHITE

foundation boards 
(2011)

entrepreneurs
of color

 59%
MEN

PART I: THE PROBLEM



76

Individual Level

Entrepreneurs of Color

Micro Level

Family, Communities, Funders

Organizational Level

Foundations, Grant Allocation System

Locality Level

North-South Region of Baltimore

Macro Level

Implicit Bias, Disinvestment, Gender roles, Hiring 

Practices, Racial Wealth Gap and Media culture

Entrepreneurs of color are unable to access 

resources like funding and other support in order 

to grow and scale impact. They often don’t come 

from privileged backgrounds and lack invisible 

capital (education connections, technical  and 

business knowledge, social capital networks).

Families of color don’t have enough personal 

wealth for entrepreneurs to begin with or on 

which to fall back. Furthermore, since funders, 

for a number of reasons, invest in the same 

homogeneous pool of people, communities often 

end up with solutions given to them by people 

that don’t fully understand their problem.

Foundations typically give grants to non-profits, 

but most grassroots entrepreneurs can’t afford to 

set up as non-profits. Foundation leadership also 

lacks diversity and community representation. 

Most resources are concentrated within this 

geographical region of Baltimore, making them 

inaccessible to the rest of the city. 

Women are underrepresented in CEO roles in 

big foundations, which can be a disadvantage 

to women entrepreneurs. Most media 

representation of successful entrepreneurs and 

past practices of leadership hiring don’t work in 

favor of entrepreneurs of color.

Below are the different structural levels at which the issue of accessibility manifests:

How might 
we connect 
resources 
to social 
entrepreneurs 
outside the 
privileged 
inner circle?
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As I frame the problem in the context of 

Baltimore, this excerpt from a recent CFED report 

on the Racial Divide in Baltimore captures the 

city’s condition well -

“Though Baltimore bills itself as a city of the 

future, the economic plight of many of its 

residents suggest a struggle to break free of 

the past. Indeed, historical policies designed to 

“quarantine blacks,” have contributed to a city 

in which one’s race is a dominant determinant of 

one’s overall life outcomes.”

Much of Baltimore’s 63% Black population still 

remain isolated. The national inequalities are 

reflected in Baltimore’s Black population and 

sometimes they fare even worse.

The percentage of people with a Bachelor’s 

degree is 3.2 times higher for Whites than for 

Blacks, which against the rate of unemployment 

for workers of color being three times that of 

White workers, is not surprising. Moreover, the 

incarceration rate for 2014 show that almost 85% 

of those incarcerated were African-American.

These statistics, when added up, push people of 

color to turn to entrepreneurship as a means to 

survive. A Baltimore entrepreneur I spoke with 

about entrepreneurship said, “It’s the only way a 

Black person can ever find freedom.”

“It’s stifling to the point where I’ll 
never reach my full potential as an 
entrepreneur in this city.”

Part II:

Baltimore
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The research phase in the social design process 

is research that informs design and is not the 

same as market or quantitative research. Design 

research aims to build empathy by gathering 

human experiences in order to find patterns of 

behaviors and qualitative insights that present 

opportunities for change and growth. Therefore, 

connections with people in this space are a vital 

part of the design process.

In addition to gathering demographic data 

through a survey, I have been able to have in-

depth conversations with some of Baltimore’s 

entrepreneurs through one-on-one interviews. I 

am humbled by their journeys and experiences, 

and greatly appreciate the open and candid 

discussions about some of the challenges that 

face entrepreneurs of color in this city. The 

quotes throughout are from real people and 

actual conversations, and the hope is for more 

people to learn who Baltimore’s entrepreneurs 

are and what they have to say.

“Hard times in Baltimore have inspired   
people to innovate for a very long 
time. We have very smart people from 
unlikely places with great ideas.”

Ben Jealous
Kapor Capital

Part III:

The People
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96%  African-American

65%  For-Profit

Station North, West Baltimore

40%  Native

88%  Bootstrapped

74%  

17%  

not registered as
Minority Business Enterprise

unsure what that means

Financial Capital
Network and Connections
Business Knowledge

60%  Transplant

61%  Women

80%  Social Entrepreneur

Below are some observations from a survey of entrepreneurs of color in Baltimore. The survey ran from 

4/12/2017 and had a sample of 26 responses, at the date of this publication on 5/7/2017.

Enterprise:

32% Male  |  7% Non-binary/Third gender

11% Just an entrepreneur  |  9% Other

Gender:

Age:

Self
Identification:

4% Asian

23% Non-Profit  |  5% Hybrid

Race:

Type:

Primary
Operations:

From:

Stage:

Primary Needs:

Resource
Awareness:

Education:

Baltimoreans

with annual revenue between $10K and $100K

80%

57%

53%

Masters/Doctorate Degree Bachelor’s Degree

of which median time living in Baltimore is 15 years

36%
44%

1-2 years old 3-4 years old

36%
44%

PART III: THE PEOPLE
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I wanted to learn what motivates people to 

become social entrepreneurs, what makes 

them successful and how do they go about 

achieving their vision for a better Baltimore. The 

conversations I had aimed to get answers to 

those key guiding questions.   

Following are the people I spoke with:

Aisha Dacosta
I Am O’Kah

Aisha Pew
Dovecote Cafe

Brittany Young
B-360

C Harvey
Baltimore’s Gifted, Generation of Dreamers

Chris Wilson
Barclay Investment Corporation

Gregory Carpenter
2AM Cafe

Jamaal Vetose
Vizier Grooming Brands

Jonathan Moore
Rowdy Impact Orbit

Kunal Parikh
NSF Fellow and Roche/ARCE Scholar at JHU

Manik Bhat
Healthify

Michelle Antoinette
Brown+Healthy

Neil Davis
TEDCO

Shantell Roberts
Touching Young Lives

In addition, discussions from panelists and 

participants at the Aspen Institute’s Investing 

in Urban Innovators 2017 event, helped me 

understand what leaders and influencers in 

the space had to say about the state of social 

entrepreneurship in Baltimore.

Themes are common patterns that describe 

what certain observations mean and they are 

helpful for social designers to synthesize large 

amounts of data. Through the conversations 

and discussions a few prominent and recurring 

themes began to emerge, some of which are 

highlighted in the following section.

Working in Silos

The most common theme was how Baltimore is 

structured in a way that everyone works in silos. 

There is great work happening, yet nobody hears 

about it. Everyone thinks they’re doing something 

different but they’re not. And because of these 

silos, entrepreneurs feel trapped and are unable 

to access what they need to scale and grow.

“There are people who are fully functioning 

members of this community, 63% Black is this 

city. But they’re ignored because they’re not 

out here movin’ and shakin’ it and wanting to 

be in the little fun pockets.”

“There’s a Hopkins bubble, there’s a North 

Avenue bubble. North Ave’s supposed to 

be the Arts District but there’s more arts 

elsewhere too. But this gets all the money, the 

credit, new buildings.”

“Being siloed is a double-
edged sword because then 
you’re also allowed to get 
away with a lot of things in 
this city. That’s why some of 
the policies are the way they 
are and politicians behave 
the way they do.”

PART III: THE PEOPLE
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Building relationships and making connections

Almost everyone I spoke with brought up the fact 

that Baltimore is a big small town, and how your 

success is dependent on who you know. But it’s 

not only who you know, it’s also how well do they 

know you. Do they like you? Do they trust you? Or 

has someone they trust vouched for you?

“Baltimore’s big to people that don’t know the 

town or the networks, but it’s really small for 

people that make decisions.”

“It’s hard to get a good name and it’s easy to 

lose it. Baltimore is a very unforgiving place.”

“When I won this award, I started to get 

access to the other part of the art world. It’s 

like oh, people really don’t know you. You 

think a lotta people do, but you haven’t even 

scratched the surface.”

“Social capital vetting. Someone you already 

approved or someone you know has 

decided they are worthy. That’s what makes 

me nervous. It’s like I don’t trust you until 

someone trustworthy clears you.”

Lacking open access to infrastructural resources

With respect to infrastructure and supportive 

spaces entrepreneurs of color feel like they aren’t 

representative of the community, which sends a 

message that it isn’t meant for them. 

“If the infrastructure is comprised of a bunch 

of typically white people, white men, who are 

not even from the city, then you can guess 

who they’re gonna allow to access it.” 

“People only care about those in the top-tier. 

And how do you get to the top? You’ve to 

work in spaces like Impact Hub, or Hopkins, or 

stuff like that.”

“When you’re serving a population that 

is predominantly black, the leadership/

decision-makers need to reflect the 

demographic. So my concern whenever 

something’s built to serve the community or 

Black people, if the decision-makers aren’t 

Black I immediately don’t trust it.

I eat where, I work.”

“These cliques- you go and 
introduce yourself like listen 
I belong here so let’s take 
the time to get to know each 
other. They immediately 
reject you because you don’t 
look like them. 

As an outlier, when you do 
make it happen, then it’s oh 
come on in!”

“ It’s like you went and 
created a space for the 
community, but you’ve 
created your own 
community within it. 

And then you push us out.

Somebody has to just let it 
be okay for everybody to 
work together.” 

PART III: THE PEOPLE



1918

Assimiliating within traditional power structures

A lot of entrepreneurs voiced how “assimilating” 

was a huge part of being successful. If you are in 

a certain place, you’re expected to be, look and 

behave in a way that isn’t “Black.”

“If you’re not willing to leave behind your 

Blackness, you don’t get to access that 

infrastructure which is kinda where I’m at 

right now. I think they thought I’d be willing 

to assimilate when I got here, but no I’m not. 

So even at my job here I don’t have all the 

resources I need to be successful.”

“When they see a Black person becoming too 

confident or too strong they wanna cut your 

legs off from underneath.”

“I’m a Black, gay woman. 

Basically everything that 

America hates.

When I wake up in the 

morning something I do is 

going to piss somebody off. 

That fact that I got up and 

combed my hair, is going 

cause somebody an issue.”

Funding mindsets and investment practices

Investors and funders tend to put their money 

behind people like them but by doing so 

they’ve created an inner circle that is difficult for 

entrepreneurs of color to access. Investors need 

to respond to the city and the people they aim 

to serve because what works for Silicon Valley 

cannot work for Baltimore.

“Where are they (funders). And how do I get 

hold of them?”

“I know so many people in positions of power 

who can just make a phone call, send an 

email and things will change but they don’t.”

“What’s heartbreaking is how much money 

came into Baltimore because of Freddie Gray, 

Sandtown and the West side. It hasn’t actually 

reached those people. 

I think after the Uprising they’re trying to open 

it (the inner circle) up, some are genuine about 

it because they really didn’t realize that how 

they were funding was a problem. But then you 

have other funders who are just opening it up 

because it was bad if they didn’t.”

“You actually have to go in places you’re 

investing and meet the people impacted by 

the problem.”

“Oh it’s tough. You see where 

the money is circled and it’s 

really tough to break into 

that circle. 

It’s easier for White people 

parachuting in to save black 

and brown people to get 

funds rather than those who 

are just trying to save their 

own people.”

PART III: THE PEOPLE
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I realized what I was hearing needed to be shared 

and told to a much wider audience, particularly 

those with money and power. Which is why I have 

been lucky to partner with Rodney Foxworth 

and the team at Invested Impact - a Baltimore 

organization that supports social entrepreneurs 

of color and partners with philanthropists and 

social change investors to identify, cultivate and 

fund such entrepreneurs.

In one of our conversations, Rodney mentions 

how investors come to him saying, “Just give us 

a list.” They mean a list of Black entrepreneurs to 

invest in. I want to be able to address that need 

without reducing people to a list. 

The project is a comprehensive report for 

philanthropists and social change investors that 

brings together quantitative data and qualitative 

insights along with opportunities for change. The 

report aims to bring the voices of the people to 

the forefront, highlight how past practices have 

prevented funds from reaching entrepreneurs 

of color and work towards shifting behaviors to 

make funding and support more accessible to 

low wealth networked communities.

We can build capacity and prepare grassroots 

entrepreneurs to be investment-ready. But if 

the funder’s mindset and investment practices 

don’t shift to become more open and responsive, 

what are we really preparing them for?

“Just give us a list.”

Part IV:

The Project
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Personas are symbolic archetypes that 

are distilled from actual design research.

Each persona represents an aggregate of 

characteristic behaviors and experiences of many 

individuals. While the personas are composites, 

the quotes and stories come from real people. 

I decided the best way to share what I learned 

and address the problem was to develop a set   

of personas.

These personas can be a valuable tool for 

investors and philanthropists and others, who 

may or may not have daily interactions with 

actual entrepreneurs, in order to understand 

the differences in the ways that Baltimore’s 

entrepreneurs respond, what their needs and 

challenges are, and how to best support them by 

meeting them where they are.

The personas were built using my interviews 

with entrepreneurs of color, survey responses 

and public profiles of the BMe Leaders Catalog, 

Baltimore and application data from The 

Elevation Award winners, 2016. 

1. Network

2. Community

3. Access

4. Integration

This means who an entrepreneur knows and how 

visible they are to those with influence, money 

and power. It also means how much influence 

they have and how many people they reach.

This takes into consideration how connected 

an entrepreneur is with the people they aim 

to serve. Additionally, whether they have lived 

experiences of the problem and if they partner 

with community groups and organizations.

Access is the ability to access networks of 

funding, infrastructure, and other supportive 

resources for entrepreneurs.

This means how an entrepreneur of color 

responds to traditional power structures aka “the 

system.” It represents their ability to succeed 

within or outside the boundaries of the system.

Four main elements were used to create these personas and each persona falls differently on a spectrum        

of these elements.
“Yes, we might be a little rough, 

might be a little aggressive but 

work with us. We still have 

something to offer, we just 

need some polish.”

PART IV: THE PROJECT
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Story:  She feels she is at war every day and 

wants to find a proactive way to support those 

most vulnerable, from a healthy place of care 

and love. She has a degree in Psychology and is 

a trained behavior specialist. Her background and 

expertise has led her to work with at-risk youth 

for almost 8 years and as she says, “Knowing 

what affects change in a teenager, works for 

anybody, right?”

“I watched how people took apart the 

Black Lives Matter narrative. I don’t want 

anyone to be able to poke those holes in 

my movement.”

Extremely well-connected within many networks. 

She has great influence and people are open to 

her message.

With a community-first goal, she deeply 

understands she is a “transplant” and respects 

the voices of native Baltimoreans. She seeks 

partnerships with those working in different 

sectors that affect health and wellness.

Knowing people has helped her get access to 

different resources and circles in the city. She’s 

received an award and recognition for her voice 

in the space.

Understanding how Baltimore works is her 

strength and she works within traditional 

structures without losing her voice.

Female, 32

Moved to Baltimore 18 years ago

Health and Wellness, Youth Development

Track Record:  She is committed to giving power and responsibility to Baltimore’s Black youth, so they can be in 

charge of their own outcomes. She has served 100 youth annually so far, and needs financial capital in order to 

grow her program and extend her audience to other community members by providing affordable membership.

The 
Movement 
Builder

“People listen to my 
message because I’ve 
been talking  for a 
long time.”

The Movement Builder is always 

working towards a larger vision 

and they aim to build something 

that’s bigger than just one 

person, product or service. They 

are typically well-networked 

individuals who bring with them a 

deep understanding of the people 

and the system. They have a way 

of inspiring and bringing people 

together for a cause.

1. Network

2. Community

3. Access

4. Integration

PART IV: THE PROJECT
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Story: Experiences with structural racism in 

the corporate world led him to become an 

entrepreneur. In his fight to succeed, he found 

art to be the one thing that kept him going. With 

a degree in Engineering and expertise in art and 

education, he uses art to connect with Baltimore’s 

neglected youth and trains them in order to help 

them earn an income and sustain through it.

“When you say access, there’s not really 

access for the typical Black person. You have 

to be exceptional or extraordinary or bully 

your way through to even get access to all 

these opportunities they say exist.”

Even though he is an introvert, he realizes the 

need to be out there making connections. He 

believes in building genuine relationships and 

doesn’t just do it for the money.

He openly speaks about his challenges to inspire 

more young people. He urges leaders and 

changemakers to work with Baltimore’s natives.

He had to self-fund his venture to get started, 

and could get access to infrastructure and 

spaces only because he had influencers backing 

him and his cause.

He doesn’t believe he needs to be within a 

system to be successful and has gotten this far 

because he just decided to do it.

Male, 27

East Baltimore Native

Literacy/Education, Youth Development

Track Record:  His program that has already supported 55 youth in East Baltimore, allows young people to 

express themselves by immersing themselves in various artistic disciplines. His next steps are to raise enough 

money and have access to makerspaces and similar resources to develop his program.

The 
Determined

“I had to literally 
punch and elbow 
and bully my way to 
be here.”

The Determined have fought 

through many life experiences 

and they bring with them varied 

knowledge and expertise. They 

are known to be genuine people 

who are true to their words and 

the cause they fight for. Having 

had experiences with the system, 

they are vocal about what is right 

and wrong and the challenges 

people of color have to face.

1. Network

2. Community

3. Access

4. Integration

PART IV: THE PROJECT
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Story:  While working and traveling, she’d always 

get asked if she grew up in “The Wire.” She has 

constantly had to prove that she belonged in the 

spaces she worked, even when she was more 

than qualified for the job. Having always had to 

defend Baltimore, she turned to entrepreneurship 

to prove that her people and city had potential. 

She’s setting up a resource network and a 

collaborative space for those already doing great 

work in the community.

“I learned that I don’t have to leave the “hood” 

to prove my success, but that I could make it a 

place where I would be proud to live.”

She hopes to change perceptions, if other Black 

entrepreneurs see her working with “White folks” 

in “White spaces.”

She acts a gatekeeper to the community since 

too many people have come in, built things and 

left - causing more harm than good.

She believes spaces built within a community, 

need to reflect the demographic, and let them 

in, not push them out and then build their own 

closed community within. 

She mistrusts things built to serve the 

community, but where decision-makers aren’t 

from the community itself.

Female, 28

West Baltimore Native

Community Development

Track Record:  In addition to community buy-in, she has access to a space in West Baltimore that could be the 

home base for her enterprise. Her two-fold plan includes getting capital to further community-based initiatives 

and entrepreneurial projects and other resource-based investment to set up and maintain the collaborative 

space. She wants to expand it to also being a maker-space for budding young innovators in the community.

The 
Advocate

“You have to be 
gatekeepers of your 
own community.”

The Advocate is usually a 

representative of the community 

voice and they ensure whatever 

they build responds to the needs 

and wishes of the people. Their 

solutions are likely to succeed 

because they belong to the 

community and thus have good 

receptivity and easy buy-in.

1. Network

2. Community
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Story:  After being sentenced to a prison term, 

he decided to use the time to change his life for 

the better. Upon his release he decided to pursue 

business studies so he could set up something 

that would not only support him, but also give 

back to the community of returning citizens. 

He knows there isn’t just one solution to the 

problem, and there isn’t a dearth of good ideas, 

but he believes in doing his part to work towards 

addressing the bigger problem.

“If you know who the leaders and funders 

are, position yourself so that they “find” you.”

He strategically finds and deals with decision-

makers and makes sure he is present at 

networking and other relevant events. 

Having lived experience of the problem, he 

understands the challenges others like him face.

He is easily funded because he knows how to tell 

and sell his story. Even strangers have opened up 

their checkbooks to him and he feels blessed to 

have had people take a liking to him which has 

helped him make it this far.

He makes sure to be seen in the right places and 

knows how to work within the system.

Male, 30

Moved to Baltimore 5 years ago

Reentry and Justice Reform

The 
Strategist

“Is this the boss? 
Because if it is, you 
have the keys and I 
need this door open.”

The Strategists know how to 

position themselves so that they 

are in the right place, at the right 

time, speaking with the right 

people. They often have lived 

experiences and know how to tell 

their story so that it ultimately 

benefits the people they serve. 

Track Record:  His program aims to support 50 returning citizens annually, by providing them with training in 

unique or non-traditional fields and connecting them with possible opportunities where their background would 

not be a deterrent. He is looking for capital and connections with employers to support his current crew and 

further grow the number of people in the program. 

1. Network
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Story:  A personal experience is what led her to 

become an entrepreneur. She was shot walking 

down her street; adding another number in 

the rising statistics of Baltimore. She resolved 

to make her street safer by rallying community 

organizations and personally working with youth in 

her neighborhood to guide them to opportunities 

and help them make better life choices.

“The easiest to get is advice! 

The hardest is capital.

Then in between there’s partnerships and 

trying to find those where you don’t get 

swallowed out.”

She feels that when she does get access to 

certain entrepreneurial networks, there is a sense 

of discomfort because people feel she doesn’t 

belong there.

She works with different community groups 

because a lot of times, community feedback isn’t 

important to most solution-makers. 

She’s all about free resources and making those 

work. She knows that for people trying to do things 

within their own communities, most aren’t even 

aware of what opportunities and resources exist.

She understands how to work within the system 

and that being aggressive won’t get her very far.

Track Record:  Over the past year, she’s been able to bring down the number of shootings in her block by 10%.

She wants to build a training program for youth to become leaders and safekeepers of their blocks and streets. 

Additionally, she wants to help community organizations grow and implement neighborhood safety protocols. 

Female, 26

Moved to Baltimore 14 years ago

Human Rights and Violence Reduction, 
Youth Development

1. Network

2. Community

3. Access

4. Integration

The 
Resourceful

“I’m a checker-outter.
I’ve literally found 
opportunities because 
someone asked me to 
check something out.”

The Resourceful know how to 

find what they need in order to 

make it work. They enjoy the 

meaningfulness of the work they 

do and are well aware of the 

community’s needs. They are 

flexible to make changes to their 

plan or pivot in order to respond 

to changing circumstances.
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I imagine an open, supportive and responsive 

ecosystem for social entrepreneurship. However, 

with a city suffering from a number of daunting 

problems, it is very easy to say it’s too difficult to 

make it happen here. 

The project which will manisfest as a 

comprehensive report, is the first step towards 

achieving that vision. The report aims to create 

more awareness about who Baltimore’s 

entrepreneurs are, the ways in which they 

respond, and what their challenges and  

perceptions are. It is a tool for those with money 

and power to use in order to make decisions from 

an informed place. 

The next section follows what Baltimore’s 

entrepreneurs of color have to say about 

what they envision the city’s entrepreneurial 

ecosystem needs to better support them.

For Baltimore to truly live up to it’s potential, it 

must include as it grows.

The Project Report
(Currently a work in progress)
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“It needs more viable models of connection. 

There’s a lot of one-off people doing things 

as opposed to models of people pulling their 

resources together to be successful.”

“We need community-based social 

entrepreneurs in the conversation and at the 

table with regards to the allocation of funds 

meant for those neighborhoods.”

“A funnel to legitimate investors who want to 

fund innovations for social justice.”

“A minority focused resource, because they’re 

the ones that need the help. Non-minorities 

are always going to have open doors, ‘cause 

mom and dad know someone, or they went to 

a good school. Minority entrepreneurs need 

something that’s focused just on them.”

“A lot of these spaces, I wish they’d bring more 

of the community in.”

“Back office support embedded into co-

working spaces.”

“There aren’t a lot of resources in the hands 

of the people who actually need it and would 

put it to good use. 

If you’re talking about real Baltimore problems, 

the people who are most aware of them may 

not have a formal education or training tor 

fortunate enough to have opportunities.”

“If Baltimore was a business, then it would 

need to bring in a consultant to plug the holes. 

To find disparities and create ways to connect 

or link things.”

“In order for it to be a stronger ecosystem, 

someone needs to deliberately and 

intentionally put effort into strengthening that 

ecosystem and making it a viable network. I 

think that person or those people exist, but it’s 

time consuming to try to connect everyone.

My feeling is that those relationships can 

happen at ground level. By ground level I 

mean for social entrepreneurs to connect 

with each other, to work together to figure out 

what their model looks like for communities 

they aim to serve.”

“Transparency.”

“Maybe what someone needs to make is 

an organization that just connects people. 

Someone needs to be the resource or be the 

one sharing resources.”

“If you’re going to hire diverse talent then 

you’ve to let them be diverse. If you can’t 

empower them, how can the community 

believe there is faith and trust in them.”

“That corporation and event leaders reach out 

more to Baltimore natives.”

What is 
one thing 
Baltimore’s 
entrepreneurial 
ecosystem  
needs that 
currently 
doesn’t exist?
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I am an outsider in Baltimore, and in this country, 

so I know I can never truly understand what it is 

like to be faced with and tackle the wicked social 

issues that plague this city. But this isn’t just me 

speaking, it’s the voices of the people working 

tirelessly to make their home a better place.

Over the past year, I’ve grown as a designer 

but also as a person. I’ve learned to be more 

kind, more patient and most importantly to 

listen. Because if you listen close enough, you 

uncover reasons behind why people do the 

things they do and how their lives unfold based 

on the experiences they have. Almost everyone 

uses a problem-solving method or process, 

but the social design approach ensures you are 

intentional about it. And that’s important, because 

we’re talking about real people and we affect real 

lives when we aim to challenge social problems. 

I hope this document can be useful for those out 

there who are thinking about the problem and 

have the means and will to make bold changes. 

I also hope it honors those who it is about and the 

work they do. Their spirit is what makes Baltimore.

Thank you.“We comb the globe for all the diamonds 
in the rough. Well, guess what?

We’ve got a whole bunch of diamonds 
over here that are completely overlooked 
based on where on they live.”

Part VI:

Reflections
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