
Region F ive Development Commission is a high-performing, 
regionally focused partner committed to enhancing the vital ity 
and quality of  l i fe in Region 5 through resi l ient ,  collaborative, 
and inclusive approach to regional community development, 
economic development,  and transportation init iatives.
Learn more at regionf ive.org 

Creating Welcoming Communities & 
Equitable Economic Ecosystems in Region 5

HISTORY
Our engagement has historical relevance. Regional Development Organizations (RDOs) were 
established in Minnesota almost 50 years ago via state statute to develop plans and implement 
programs that “encompass physical, social, or economic needs of the region”. Our journey as we 
navigate Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI) work in our region is dynamic and evolving as 
we grow and learn.  

2014 - WealthWorks Training
WealthWorks training with intentional focus on social/cultural capital, livelihoods & 
ownership. Visit regionfive.org/wealthworks or wealthworks.org to learn more.

2010 - Resilient Region
Resilient Region plan embraces Triple Bottom Line (profit, people, planet) which included 
quality of life for ALL people. R5DC’s Sustainable Communities Regional Planning was 
developed to create a community driven - university assisted partnership around planning 
sustainable regions that integrates the disciplines of housing, transportation, natural 
environment (land use) and economic development (including energy and local foods) that 
will encompass in-reach strategies through HIGHLY involved civic engagement in efforts to 
build an inclusive region that will provide opportunities, be free from discrimination and 
improve the quality of life of ALL residents. Visit resilientregion.org for more details.

Our story is one of growth and evolution as we seek to create economic 
prosperity in our region, while weaving justice, equity, diversity and inclusion 
into our programs. We are always learning and shifting our perspective to 
meet the ever-changing needs of our communities.



INTERNAL INVESTMENTS

The JEDI focus to address inequities is woven throughout R5DC in the following ways:  

• Lending program priorities
• Planning practices- not just who is engaged in the planning but who the planning impacts
• Reduction of barriers for minority populations; language, hiring and purchasing

practices and how we mentor others to consider system changes that reduce barriers
for underserved or unrepresented.

• Measurement of work that shift systems that impact livelihoods and ownership – more
Wealth Works focus.

2017 - Talent Advantage Series
120-plus business leaders gathered to kick off the Talent Advantage Series, a multi-session
summit focused on employers, sharing demographic changes, available hiring pools,
inclusive workplaces and developing a qualified workforce. An incredibly well-rounded
workforce discussion filled with deep data, challenges, solutions and more were a part of
the agenda. It’s efforts like this, where broad cross-section of people come together for
purposeful conversations, that help to surface solutions to our workforce shortage.

2016 - Artplace America Grant
Artplace America awarded us a grant for Creative Placemaking. Local initiatives offered a 
safe place for diversity & inclusion at Sprout Growers and Makers Marketplace with music, 
art, local foods and wares, as well as connection to diverse communities and ideas. 

2018 - Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) Qualification
We completed the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) Qualified Assessor certification, 
and our agency staff and commission members took the IDI assessment. This is when we 
began our internal AGENCY/COMMISSION journey, reviewing and updating our internal policies 
and using a JEDI lens in all of our community development and economic development 
programs and plans. This gives us a tool to define diversity.



TODAY
We continue to push forward with innovative methods to engage ALL people in the region. The 
opportunities to bridge gaps, creatively collaborate, and build relationships are endless. Creating 
welcoming spaces and mindsets in our region is an effective way to contribute to increase community 
engagement and develop economic prosperity.

2020 - Transforming Rural Understanding of Equity  (TRUE) Partnership 
and TRUE Tuesdays
TRUE Partnership is an informal alliance of organizations: Blandin Foundation, Center 
for Community Vitality U of M Extension, Minnesota Council on Foundations, Minnesota 
Humanities Center, Region Five Development Commission, Region Nine Development 
Commission, Southwest Initiative Foundation, and Voices for Racial Justice. Through 
inspiring co-learning and connected experiences emerging community leaders across rural 
Minnesota work to identify, nurture, model and advance actions work on JEDI initiatives.

2019 - Welcoming Communities Advocacy Groups (WCAGs)
With foundation support, we launched the Welcoming Communities program with  
“Welcoming Community Advocacy Groups (WCAGs)”, consisting of 8 community groups with 
over 50 members. Each group received the IDI as an introduction to shared terms and 
met quarterly for 18 months engaging in Diversity, Equity, Inclusion (DEI) learning, as well 
as, planning and implementing a project that exemplifies how the community wants to 
be welcoming. This is different for each community depending on where they are in the 
intercultural journey. R5DC has delivered group assessments to 20 local units of government 
and nonprofits in our region, totaling over 300 individuals with over 100 of these individuals 
also receiving their personal IDI. These groups and activities got the conversations started 
within community.



2020 - Justice System Consortium
The goal of the Justice System Consortium is to build upon our assets, make appropriate 
investments, celebrate efforts that maintain the most effective and trusting police-
community relations possible. This group represents diverse perspectives, cultures and 
communities that include; LGBTQ+, persons living with mental health, low-income, limited 
English speaking community members and Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) 
residents.

2020 - Rural Urban Exchange (RUX)
This opportunity is in the planning stages.  We are working with partners in Kentucky who 
developed the RUX model. The RUX exchange grows relationships across divides to build 
a more collaborative and connected Commonwealth.  

2020 - Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) Mentors
R5DC staff are partnering with fellow equity practitioners to continue to learn how to 
bridge difference across cultures, specifically through the Intercultural Development 
Inventory framework.  

2020 - Higher Education IDI Goal Setting
R5DC qualified assessors are working with two local colleges to provide the IDI assessment 
and goal setting for administration, staff and faculty to assist in meeting the Minnesota 
State Equity 2030 initiative.  One-on-one sessions provide an opportunity for personalized 
and confidential coaching and resources to improve cultural agility. 

CHALLENGES

Acknowledgement that injustices and inequities do occur. 

There will be push back from some folks in the region, which is not your greatest 
challenge if your leadership/Board/Commission & STAFF support the work. 

Currently, the greatest challenge is understanding that this work is PERSONAL and 
INDIVIDUAL, therefore it’s difficult to facilitate group discussions.   



LESSONS LEARNED
Progress of Justice, Equity, Diversity, Inclusion (JEDI) work moves at the speed of TRUST through 
RELATIONSHIPS built with people who are in proximity with each other who are willing to help each 
other for the long haul.  

When doing this work, especially in rural places, we take the approach that we need to not cause 
shame for people’s world view, as people come from where they come from.  We all start from 
someplace and can alter our paths as our perspectives shift and as we become more culturally agile.  

Everyone is at a different part of their intercultural journey. For some people, sometimes things are 
going too fast, sometimes too slow. We, as practitioners, need to ebb and flow with the needs of the 
community and the individuals.  

There is a theory that healing and growth begin when we are in conversations that are “uncomfortable”, 
which sounds plausible. What we have learned is that it does not matter what type of diversity you 
are addressing. The starting point of discomfort for people who are passionate about their focus of 
diversity are typically at letters S or T of the alphabet, but the starting point for many others is more 
often uncomfortable at the letter G of the alphabet.  

We have learned that for many folks in our rural communities, these conversations are the first they 
have had around JEDI culture. The need or desire to engage in these conversations has been seen 
as more of an “urban” topic. With the recent social unrest, rural communities are hearing the call for 
change. For some it is “about time” and for others it is something they don’t want to face. FEAR of loss 
of culture and values is a powerful force and passionate practitioners leading these conversations 
with great intention of helping people be open to discomfort can push people into FLIGHT or FLIGHT 
zones which closes the conversation all together and damages the TRUST and potential growth.  

Say yes to open dialog that embraces discomfort. Be disruptors. But be just as vulnerable as we are 
asking community members to be and lead this work in ways that help people grow. Appreciate and 
celebrate the small steps, the small victories and then keep pushing for more.  



R5DC is an equal opportunity provider and employer|  regionf ive.org 

TOOLS

TRAINING - even for those who personally experience inequities and discrimination 

MENTORS – are very important, diverse people who have experienced discrimination

ADVICE
This work is hard and practitioners are addressing peoples values, culture, hopes and fears. 

• Seek understanding. Ask community members about their experiences
• Have support from board and staff. Feed the passion of your staff.
• Don’t do this work if you are not going to stick with it.
• Be courageous and do the work but know it may spend some of your social capital.
• Extend grace even when you don’t think it’s deserved.
• Measure, measure, measure.
• Make system changes. Knowledge is power and conversations are foundational, but changing

systems that prevent us from Equitable Economic Ecosystems (E3) is JEDI euphoria.

FUTURE
How do we plan to keep the conversation and action going in our region? 

Energy & Environment planning - because an out-of-balance undiversified market-
based  economy can foster racial and income injustices that can cause harm to our 
natural resources we all depend on

Storytelling/story circles that include artist interpretation of conversations

Creation of “Rural Communities Equity Action Guide” in partnership with Growth & 
Justice – framing up WealthWorks system changes 

Mapping project with fellow RDCs to measure impacts of community capitals and JEDI 
system changes 

Engaged in several other statewide learning opportunities rooted in JEDI, such as: TRUE 
Tuesdays, RUX, Economic Development District (EDD) Workshops, Minnesota Assocation 
of Development Organizations (MADO) DEI Summit, etc. 

Justice System Consortiums - The long-term goal of this consortium is to bring the 
realities, needs, and concerns of law enforcement together with the realities, needs, 
and concerns of a variety of community populations so we can learn about potential 
opportunities in police-community relations and find ways to support mutually 
beneficial innovations.


