
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) and working class communities: The
communities which PI projects are primarily serving and shifting power towards. BIPOC is "a
term specific to the United States, intended to center the experiences of Black and Indigenous
groups and demonstrate solidarity between communities of color". Working class
communities is an overlapping term that we use to define workers, neighbors, and families
without significant access to ownership of capital. Working class communities tend to have
lower personal wealth and rely on more precarious sources of income. 

Business Standards: Business Standards is a common form of investment criteria that
grassroots stakeholders develop as a part of the design of an investment project, particularly
investment funds. Business Standards represent a set of criteria or goals that grassroots
stakeholders want the fund to invest in, such as whether or not they are hiring locally, hiring
people of color, or offering affordable products for long-standing community members. For
example, the Boston Ujima Project developed Good Business Standards through a series of
community gatherings that identified needs and criteria within the communities it serves, and
all Ujima investments must meet these Standards.

Participatory Investment (PI): Participatory Investment is the process and practice of
investing with meaningful input, decision-making power, and/or ownership from grassroots
stakeholders. PI is not a field; it is rather a set of practices and processes that can be overlaid
on top of all mission-aligned investments in communities. Projects that implement
Participatory Investment involve grassroots stakeholders in the design and governance of the
investment. PI projects can take several different shapes - including enterprise investment
funds, housing developers, commercial real estate projects, intermediary funds, and multi-
purpose investment vehicles.

PARTICIPATORY INVESTMENT
GLOSSARY OF SELECT TERMS

The following list of terms are included in our latest report, 
Redistributing power over investment processes as the key to fostering equitable communities.

   Grassroots Community Engaged Investment: 
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Capital Gap: The difference between capital that is available to invest and the capital that is
in demand from a given industry or population. Communities and regions that have been
divested from (including geographic areas like the Rust Belt or Appalachia, and demographic
groups such as Black communities) can make clear cases that the amount of capital that is
available to them does not meet their needs. Many PI projects seek to address capital gaps as
a core goal of their investments.

Community Assemblies: Community assemblies convene a wide range of organizations and
residents in one-off or periodic large gatherings of a given membership base. It is a well-
known tool for community organizers, who call community assemblies for policy agendas and
neighborhood issues like housing and public health. In the PI context, community assemblies
can be used to gather widespread input on topics from developing investment criteria for a
community-owned fund to event planning. Community Assemblies are exemplified by the
Boston Ujima Project.

Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI): Financial institutions, such as a
community development corporation, bank, credit union, loan fund, or venture capital fund,
that have primary missions to provide credit and financial services to underserved markets
and marginalized populations that lack are often overlooked by commercial lenders. Thanks to
their mandate, CDFIs offer individuals and enterprises capital at a lower cost of capital than
commercial banks. Within PI, CDFIs can be seen initiating real estate projects (e.g. Mercy
Corps Northwest and the East Portland Community Investment Trust), serving as
underwriting partners for grassroots partners (e.g. Community Vision and the REAL People’s
Fund), or even be the recipients of investment (e.g. The Olamina Fund, which invests into
CDFIs). 

Debt Financing: An investment made with the expectation that it will be repaid at a fixed
amount, like a loan on a car or a mortgage on a house. Generally, debt is secured by a note,
bond, mortgage or other instrument that states the repayment and interest provisions. PI
projects, whether they are a recurring capital pool or a single-project, take on debt to use as
capital for their investments. PI funds, like Invest Appalachia, also use debt loans as one of
their products to invest in businesses. 

Direct Democracy: A method of voting where a membership base votes directly on issues
related to a specific project. For example, the Boston Ujima Project convenes hundreds of
voting members to make key decisions about their fund, such as whether or not to veto an
investment from the investment committee. Direct democracy is a more decentralized voting
process compared to Representative Democracy, where a membership elects people to make
decisions for them.
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Economic Participation: The ability for community members to invest and benefit from the
financial value of a project. This is similar to small business crowdfunding, where a business
offers low-minimum shares to customers and community members. PI projects with this
feature, such as East Bay Permanent Real Estate Cooperative and Market Creek Plaza,
provide community members with opportunities to build assets and wealth through investing
into their neighborhood’s own development.

Equity Financing: An investment into an enterprise that does not have fixed returns (as a
debt investment does), but rather provides the investor a partial ownership stake in the
enterprise. The returns to the investor come from sharing in the profits of the enterprise, or in
its increase in value, that is realized, for example, upon a sale of the company. Equity is a tool
that some PI funds can use to invest into businesses and other community needs.

Fund: Investment funds pool capital from numerous investors and use that capital to make
investments in entities like businesses and real estate, or other financial securities like stocks
and bonds. Typically, a fund provides a broader selection of investment opportunities, greater
management expertise and lower investment fees than investors might be able to obtain on
their own. The investors entrust day-to-day decision making to the fund managers, which in
some PI projects include grassroots stakeholders, or arrangements where more traditional
fund manager roles make decisions with a separate community body. Several PI projects are
funds, such as the Boston Impact Initiative Fund which utilizes a Board model that includes
investees and community members.

Governing Boards: Governing boards manage the affairs of institutions such as businesses,
funds, and nonprofit organizations, and are responsible for big picture strategies and policies.
Governing boards are used by a wide range of projects, from those focusing on enterprise
development to real estate, and from community-initiated projects to intermediary- and
funder-initiated projects. These entities serve a wide range of purposes, but in most instances
govern most, if not all, decisions made by the project. In PI specifically, many projects use
governing boards as the vehicle for grassroots governance by having grassroots stakeholders
on the board.

Grassroots Organizations: A broad term used to denote entities closely tied to the struggles
of a particular community being served by a PI project that can represent that community to
other stakeholders. Grassroots organizations can be community-based, such as a local
tenants union or a neighborhood association. Grassroots organizations can also be issue-
based, such as a criminal justice or environmental justice group. Grassroots organizations are
the most common representation of communities in the design and/or governance stages of
PI projects, and sometimes initiate and develop projects altogether. 
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PI Project: Projects that implement Participatory Investment. They include enterprise
investment funds, housing developers, commercial real estate projects, intermediary funds,
and multi-purpose investment vehicles. Similarly, the ways in which grassroots stakeholders
make decisions differ widely across projects, with community-wide assemblies, governing
boards, decisions by small groups and community tables, and other arrangements serving as
models that we discuss in this report. What binds the projects under the wide umbrella of PI
is that they involve grassroots stakeholders in the design and governance of the investment.
In doing so, they advance the well-being of communities in a way that goes beyond the
project output itself, redefining notions of power, agency, and accountability.

Grassroots Representation: The constitution of the grassroots stakeholders who are
participating in a project’s decision making. Grassroots Representation consists of type of
decision maker (i.e. individual community members vs. representative organizations) and the
proximity to the grassroots (i.e. how closely a participating organization or individual is tied to
on-the-ground issues in the community). In other words, the Grassroots Representation of a
PI project is the answer to the question: “who speaks for the community?”

Grassroots Stakeholders: In the context of PI, grassroots stakeholders can be the residents of
the community being served, grassroots organizations, businesses, or other non-investors
with significantly deep ties to the communities the project serves. Grassroots stakeholders
are those that do the governing/input in order to make a project PI.

Health Equity: The WHO has defined health equity as "the absence of unfair and avoidable or
remediable differences in health among population groups defined socially, economically,
demographically or geographically." According to the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
health equity is achieved by "removing obstacles to health such as poverty, discrimination,
and their consequences, including powerlessness and lack of access to good jobs with fair
pay, quality education and housing, safe environments, and health care". Many PI projects are
directly addressing these obstacles to health through housing stability, jobs for entrepreneurs
of color, security of land and businesses via ownership, and wealth building opportunities for
neighbors.

Mission-Aligned Investment: This catch-all term denotes the practice of investing for a social
or environmental mission alongside financial return. A wide variety of investors practice
Mission-Aligned Investment, including impact investors, community developers, and asset
owners like foundations and pension funds. PI is a form of Mission-Aligned Investment that
centers the voices of grassroots stakeholders; in our report, we posit that PI is a way to
deepen the impact of Mission-Aligned Investment, particularly in the place-based context.
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Multi-Stakeholder Input Sessions: Also referred to as town halls, charettes, or convenings,
multi-stakeholder input sessions are one of the main methods of engaging grassroots
stakeholders in designing and governing investments. They consist of a single or a series of
meetings that convene a wide variety of actors in order to work on a specific plan. Invest
Appalachia, under the Appalachian Funders Network, convened philanthropy, universities,
government agencies, CDFIs, and grassroots organizations in the several meetings that
defined the fund’s practices, partnerships, and governance. 

Planning Meetings: Planning meetings is a catch-all term for describing the method of
designing and governing projects where a small group of organizations, typically small and
deeply tied to the communities they serve, lead the decision-making. This method of design
and governance can be seen with the REAL People’s Fund, where a handful of grassroots
organizations developed the key elements of the fund.  

Power Building: The theory of community power building is built around traditional
organizing that focuses on policy goals. The Lead Local Collaborative defines community
power as “the ability of communities most impacted by structural inequity to develop, sustain
and grow an organized base of people who act together through democratic structures to set
agendas, shift public discourse, influence who makes decisions, and cultivate ongoing
relationships of mutual accountability with decision makers that change systems and advance
health equity." This framework can be applied to PI as a means of establishing the potential
for PI to create lasting change. 

Program-Related Investment (PRI): PRIs are investments provided by foundations in
furtherance of their mission, much like grants are. They generally provide capital at below-
market terms or guarantees to non-profit or for-profit enterprises. PRIs are counted by the
IRS as part of the annual distribution (at least 5% of its endowment) a private foundation is
required to make. Because PRIs are generally expected to be repaid, they can then be
recycled into new charitable investments, increasing the leverage of the foundation's
distributions. PRIs are a tool that foundations can use to capitalize PI projects, as seen with
the Jacobs Family Foundation and Market Creek Plaza.

Representative Democracy: Representative Democracy is a form of voting whereby a
membership base elects leaders to make decisions on their behalf. In the PI context, this form
of governance helps engage a wide group of people without requiring large meetings and
outreach in order to make decisions. For example, members of individual manufactured home
communities that were converted to cooperative ownership by ROC USA elect
representatives to serve on the board of directors of ROC USA. 
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Risk: Risk is typically defined in financial terms as the chance that an outcome or
investment's actual gains will differ from an expected outcome or return. In investments
where there is a focus on mission or impact, it is also important to broaden the definition of
risk and consider the “impact risk;” that is, the potential downside to the community being
served if a project fails. In PI, where capital is being deployed first and foremost in direct
alignment with community needs, impact risk should be considered alongside the traditional
financial definition of risk.

Voice and Vote in Design: The degree to which grassroots stakeholders are able to shape the
structure, goal, theory of change, and general approach of the project. Having community
input in the design of a project is important to ensure that the project is structured in a way
that addresses the core need of the community. Decisions that reflect Voice and Vote in
Design include developing the project’s governance structure, investment criteria and thesis,
and impact goals for future measurement. 

Voice and Vote in Governance: The degree to which grassroots stakeholders are able to
ensure that ongoing decisions, such as fund investments, programs, financial decisions, and
other day-to-day operations, continue to meet the goals of the community served. Voice and
Vote in governance also includes the ability to hold non-community institutions who are key
partners in implementing the project accountable. 

Wealth-Building: Wealth building is the process of generating long-term assets through
multiple sources. It is a common goal of traditional community development projects such as
enterprise, housing, and real estate investments. In addition to building power, PI seeks to
provide a way to achieve traditional community development and mission-aligned investment
goals – which center around investment outputs like businesses and housing – in ways that
build wealth more effectively.

Working Groups: Working groups represent one of the main methods of engaging grassroots
stakeholders in designing and governing investments. In working groups, volunteer
(potentially paid) resident-led committees are assigned to specialized tasks, such as
architecture, partnerships, business standards, or investment structure. This method of Voice
and Vote was spearheaded by Market Creek Plaza and has since been used by several PI
projects.
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