
A How-to Guide for neighborhood
leaders working to make life better for
people in Battle Creek

How to Work on Community Projects
Involving People of Diverse Backgrounds

Many neighborhood projects can have the dual purpose
of getting community work done while building
relationships among people of diverse backgrounds. 



Some of the most important

neighborhood projects are

those that bring together people

with different racial, ethnic, and

cultural backgrounds to develop

mutual understanding and real

connections by working on a

common concern or issue.

Building Blocks of Inter-
group Relations Projects

We all share concerns and dreams for what
Battle Creek offers our families. Only through
working together, recognizing the
contributions of each racial and ethnic group
to our community’s history, and working
through our conflicts can we achieve the
healthiest, safest, best educated, and most
economically self-sufficient community.
Here are some building blocks that are
essential to inter-groups relations projects:

1. It takes committed leaders. Leaders need
to be strongly committed to working
across racial, ethnic, and cultural lines.
They should treat individuals from
every group with equal respect.

2. An important common issue must be
identified—so that everyone in the
group can work together to address it.
Each group involved must have a
distinct and clear role that reflects its
unique strength and complements the
strengths of the others. And each
group must be involved in discussing
and agreeing upon the common goal.

3. People and organizations representing
different groups must be brought
together as equals in terms of power,
respect, and importance. There must be
a process for those in positions of power
and those with less power to have equal
opportunity to share their thoughts
and participate in decision making. 

4. Provide opportunities for members of
groups to get to know one another as
individuals and learn about each
other’s cultures and traditions.
Personal relationships help people to
see each other as individuals and not
just as representatives of a particular
group. The better people understand
one another, the greater opportunity
they have to build mutual respect. 

5. Participating groups should consider
both their similarities and differences.
In searching for a common ground,
groups identify their similarities and
differences and realize the importance
of celebrating both. There must be an
intentional process to help them do
this. They should also examine the
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reasons for their differences, particularly
those related to privilege and power.

6. Groups need to identify each other’s
strengths and use them as part of the
inter-group process. Groups must
recognize and appreciate each other’s
unique cultures, traditions, languages,
and history so that they can bridge
differences and make the most of
each other’s strengths.

7. Conflict can provide an opportunity to
improve the group’s work process and
achieve common goals. It is important
to have a skilled facilitator present to
identify, respect, and transform
conflicts into improved relations,
learning opportunities, and results. 

8. Successful inter-group work is a win-
win: for the greater community and
for the project participants. Positive
results and experiences among
different groups can lead them to
want to work together more.
Successes need to be acknowledged
and celebrated to fuel further action.

9. Inter-group relationships and
strategies must be developed and
sustained at many levels. People of
different backgrounds, cooperating
organizations, and involved
communities should have frequent
contact and opportunities to collaborate
during the inter-group process. It’s also
critical to sustain the effort, giving it
enough time and deliberation so that
groups can overcome their feelings of
anger and prejudice toward one
another and develop relationships of
respect and trust.

10.There must be institutional support for
promoting inter-group relations.
People participating in the inter-group
work should know that the greater
community is behind their work and
that the success of their work is
greater than immediate results of the
community project at hand. Therefore,
support from institutions, such as
local governments, funders, schools,
media, federal government agencies,
and community organizations, is
important to promoting and
strengthening inter-group relations.

We commonly call efforts to build
relationships between people of

different backgrounds “inter-group
relations” projects. These projects may
involve groups of people who have
different racial or ethnic backgrounds
working together to change their
community. Another example would 
be institutional groups of a primarily
middleclass background interacting with
people who have lower income levels. A
project that promotes understanding and
collaboration with physically disabled
individuals is also an inter-group effort.

Why is Building Inter-group
Relations Important?

Throughout the United States,
communities are becoming more and
more diverse. People of differing racial,
ethnic and cultural backgrounds are
finding that they are next door
neighbors. Here’s what we look like in
Battle Creek: About 75% of us are
White, 18% of us are African American,
almost 5% of us are Hispanic or Latino,
about 2% of us are Asian, and less than
one percent of us are Native American. 

If we are committed to making our
communities safer, stronger and more
peaceful, we need to take the time and
make the effort to get to know our
neighbors and work together. In the
process of working together toward a
goal, we can also benefit from learning
about, understanding, and celebrating
our unique contributions, differences and
similarities. In the end, the specific
project results are important, as are the
relationships and trust developed within
a diverse group of participants.



Making it Happen: 
Examples

Building inter-group relations
through community gardening

Community gardens are frequently
created to help bring neighbors together
and to beautify an area. An African
American church in a low-income
neighborhood decided to develop a
community garden as a way to improve
relationships between the African
American and white residents, and to
make their neighborhood look better. 

The project began with a series of
meetings facilitated by a person trained
in reducing prejudices and encouraging
cross-cultural communication. The first
meeting provided an opportunity for the
residents to share their family and
cultural traditions related to certain foods
(e.g., “comfort food,” special preparation
and history of certain dishes). In the
following meeting, participants of both
groups selected certain vegetables,
fruits, and herbs they would plant and
the traditional dishes they would teach
each other to prepare. They also
identified, with assistance from the
project coordinator, places where they
would sell their produce and dishes (e.g.,
farmer’s market, public library, school)
and promote the community garden. The
participants self-selected into teams of
three to four members, comprising both
African American and whites, and chose
the dishes they would prepare and the
location they would sell their products. 

At the end of the project, several
organizations, including an elementary
school, public library, and a grocery store
became aware of the community garden
effort. The public library ordered several
books about the traditional foods of
African Americans, and the grocery store
set aside a small area for the participants
to sell their products. Some of the
neighbors developed relationships and
have started to do other activities
together. Their collective effort showed
them how they could work together to
seize an economic opportunity.

Building inter-group relations
through parent involvement

A community organization that works
with Latino immigrants frequently heard
complaints about how the Latino
immigrant parents didn’t feel welcome at
their children’s school. According to the
Latino parents, the teachers were rude.
The parents couldn’t understand the
reason especially since they did not do
anything disrespectful to the teachers or
the principal. 

The organization’s program director
contacted the parent representative or
“liaison” at the school, informed him about
the complaints, and asked him what was
going on. The parent representative
explained that parent involvement in the
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) was
very low among Latino as well as African
American parents—they did not seem to
care enough to be active participants in their
children’s schooling. The organization’s
program director understood that the
challenge was not the parents’ lack of
caring but simply the Latino parents’ lack of
awareness about the importance of parent
involvement in the schooling of children. 

In many Latin American countries,
teachers are respected and honored.
Consequently, parents leave their
children’s education entirely in the hands
of teachers and feel that it would be
disrespectful if they were to ask the
teachers too many questions. The
program director contacted a colleague
who operates an after-school program
primarily for African American children.
He told her about his conversation with
the parent liaison. Together they decided
to develop a project to help African
American and Latino parents develop the
skills to participate in the PTA. They
convened parents from both communities.
In the first few meetings, a facilitator led
a discussion about family structures,
struggles with children, experiences with
the school system, and the importance
of education for the children’s future. 

As the group members grew more
comfortable with one another, the
organizations invited the school’s parent
liaison and eventually other members of
the PTA to meet the African American and

Latino parents. Through dialogue, the
African American and Latino parents
developed an appreciation for the
tradition of parent involvement at the
school their children were attending, and
the parent liaison and other PTA members
became less judgmental. The original PTA
members began to think about ways to
encourage and welcome other parents to
the PTA, including changing their meeting
times and location to be more accessible,
setting aside some time at meetings to
learn about each other’s cultural
traditions, and establishing a “buddy”
system for newcomer parents. 

Stages of Inter-group
Relationship Building

We recognize that it is not always easy
to engage people from different racial,
ethnic, and cultural backgrounds
together. From our discomfort with those
who appear different from us to our
country’s struggle with racism, our
efforts to bring people together are
fraught with all kinds of challenges. It
also takes time, commitment, and
resources (e.g., cross-cultural
communication skills, small grants,
relationships) to build inter-group
relations. Trust, understanding, and the
ability to manage and implement joint
projects do not develop overnight, but
gradually. Acknowledging the presence
of another group and respecting their
boundaries are the first steps to building
inter-group relations. 

A small project such as a neighborhood
cleanup, a community garden, or a mural
can be used to initiate inter-group
relationship building. When mutual
respect has been established, it will
become easier for groups to exchange
information about their communities and
activities and even assist each other as
requested (e.g., help another group
advertise its programs and activities). As
their trust of each other grows, they may
decide to work with each other on a
common project. One of the groups will
lead the project. Eventually, both groups
will learn to work through their
differences, share responsibilities,
combine resources, make joint
decisions, and act collectively.
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Getting Ready for an 
Inter-Group Project

You can follow these steps to build an
inter-group relations project…

1. Identify key challenges in bringing
different groups together. Examples are:

• intensive effort required to organize
the communities (e.g., resources,
leadership training, and other
assistance)

• tensions between established
organizations and newly formed
grassroots groups

• tensions between different racial,
ethnic, and cultural groups as a result
of a previous incident(s)

• racial prejudice that is obvious
and/or subtle “structural” racism that
has been built into the “way things
work” and results in unequal
conditions for certain groups

• the stage of inter-group relations that
the participating groups may be at

2. Identify common issues shared by the
groups such as housing conditions,
lack of alternative activities for youth,
or community safety.

3. Find out what has been done and what
is out there. It is important to explore
previous community organizing efforts
and attempts to address conflicts.
What are some examples of successful
organizations and projects, and what
strategies did they use to bring people
together? Much can be learned from
previous successes and failures.

4. Identify key players. Getting acquainted
with the influential people of all the
groups involved is essential for a
number of reasons:

• it helps you avoid “stepping on
someone’s toes”

• obtaining their buy-in lends credibility
to your inter-group effort

• it helps you gain access to their
network of relationships

• you learn from their knowledge and
experiences

• In some cultures, a great deal of
respect is given to community leaders.
In getting to know the key leaders, you
demonstrate respect and cultural
sensitivity. 

5. Identify convener(s) and facilitator(s).
It is important to find the person or
persons who have the credibility in
their community to initiate the project,
gather the participating groups, and
get buy-in. It is equally important to
find a skilled facilitator. 

6. Consider how the inter-group relations
project will address issues of race and
power. How can the inter-group
relations project help people develop
the knowledge and skills they need to
address inequities?

7. The participating groups may have to
involve larger institutions to bring
resources and expertise to the effort.
Before this is done, consider the
amount of value the institution may
bring to the table, comparing that with
how it might disrupt the process with
strict policies and complex systems.
This is not always a good idea, but it is
worth consideration.

Local Resources

National Resource Center for the
Healing of Racism – headquartered in
Albion, provides individuals, groups, and
organizations with tools and resources
to reduce prejudiced attitudes through a
healing process.
800-421-4142
www.nrchr.org

ERAC/CE (Eliminating Racism and
Claiming/Celebrating Equality) – offers
anti-racism training related to grassroots
organizing and institutional change. 
269-388-7557

National Resources

The Applied Research Center (ARC) –
emphasizes issues of racial justice and
social change. ARC provides curricula,
toolkits, and publications to help individuals
and organizations to engage in education
and action to advance racial justice.
510-653-3415 
www.arc.org

Southern Poverty Law Center –
provides a website, www.tolerance.org,
dedicated to promoting anti-bias activism.
It includes daily news, guides for activists,
practical resources for parents and
teachers, and entertaining and
educational games for children.
334-956-8200
www.splcenter.org

The People’s Institute for Survival and
Beyond – offers “Undoing Racism“
trainings all over the United States which
challenge participants to analyze the
structures of power and privilege that
hinder social equity and prepare them to
be effective organizers for justice.
504-241-7472 
www.thepeoplesinstitute.org

Western Justice Center Foundation
(WJCF) – mission is to build a peaceful
society through teaching children the
skills of peaceful conflict resolution to
empower children and prevent youth
violence.  
626-584-7494
www.westernjustice.org

Feel free to share this guide 
with friends and neighbors. Call 
269-969-2228 for additional copies
and for other guides on a variety 
of how-to topics.

Yes we can! is a collaboration among Battle Creek residents and organizations working to help kids achieve
in school and build a solid economic future for the people of our community. Yes we can! is funded by the
W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 

For general questions about Yes we can!, call 269-969-2228 or visit www.wkkf.org/yeswecan. To apply 
for a mini-grant to support your neighborhood or community project in Battle Creek, call the Battle Creek
Community Foundation at 269-962-2181.




