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Working in the heart of Chicago’s south side, Sweet Water Foundation 
is rebuilding neighborhoods from the ground up. Combining urban 
agriculture, community development, and place-based education, 
Sweet Water works to turn waste into community resource.

Sweet Water’s model is organic, complex, ever-evolving, and comprises 
a wide range of activities, including education, job training, urban 
agriculture, construction, and community development.  In addition, 
Sweet Water serves and collaborates with a diverse set of constituents, 
including Chicago Public Schools and its students,  local residents of all 
ages, entrepreneurs, the City of Chicago, the USDA, the World Business 
Council, and philanthropic organizations. 

Experience Institute partnered with Sweet Water Foundation to provide 
strategic business advice and help tell the story of Sweet Water’s 
mission and  work in succinct and compelling ways to its diverse 
constituent groups. 

Situational 
Overview
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As part of the process , Ei fellows conducted research over a two-day 
immersive study during which they: 

Researched the history of Chicago’s South Side, including the 
influence of racially discriminatory federal housing policies, and the 
correlation of red-lined housing areas with unfavorable outcomes 
in other important socio-economic areas, including education, 
health, access to fresh food, susceptibility to predatory lending and 
mortgage foreclosures, and crime rates.

Designed visits and conducted interviews with Sweet Water staff 
and apprentices, key partners and collaborators, and audience 
members. 

Articulated the most salient themes and communications 
challenges to research in more depth. 

Research
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RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
YOUNG PEOPLE ARE 
AT THE CORE OF 
SWEET WATER  
Many organizations talk about 
building relationships; Sweet 
Water walks the walk. Again 
and again we heard from young 
people that Sweet Water feels like 
a family; is a safe place they can 
come to; helps them deal with 
stress; is a place where they know 
they belong; is a place where 
they’re learning new skills. 

STAFF AND 
APPRENTICES AT 
SWEET WATER HAVE 
THEIR OWN STORIES 
OF TRANSFORMATION  
Almost everyone we met at Sweet 
Water told us stories of how being 
there has been transformational 
for them. Even visitors coming 
for the first time often have 
profound experiences that re-
shape how they think about food, 
neighborhoods, or their own role 
in building community. 

DAY-TO-DAY 
OPERATIONS DON’T 
LEAVE TIME TO 
CAPTURE AND SHARE 
STORIES 
As is the case with most non-
profits, keeping the organization 
running makes the work of 
regularly capturing and sharing 
stories difficult. 

THE MISSION AND 
WORK ARE COMPLEX  
It’s hard to explain neighborhood 
re-development and aquaponics 
and urban agriculture and place-
based learning in succinct ways. 
It’s difficult to be simple without 
being reductive. 

Research 
Themes
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Workflow, logistics, and structure for the “capture habit” of 
the organization (How to capture, make, and share stories on 
a regular basis). Who does what, when, where, and how. 

Story, talking points, metaphors, language, and shape of the 
story.. Simplifying the story without reducing it. Templates 
for telling the story. What we say and how we say it.

Restructuring to make more effective. (Overlaps with 
“messaging” challenge) 

... And the infrastructure needed to support that. Taking 
inspiration from Jamie Oliver projects. Working on the sorts 
of partnerships that resonate with local food community as a 
way to build visibility.

Data, statistics, measuring impact. Communicating things 
like increased engagement, a new sense of hope, changed 
perspective on food or neighborhood in ways that are quickly 
graspable by funders and potential collaborators.

DESIGNING AN 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
“CAPTURE HABIT”

Focus  
Areas

STRATEGIC  
RECOMMENDATIONS

We broke into teams to brainstorm and prototype solutions 
to address the following challenges:

TAILORING  
THE MESSAGING

RE-DESIGNING  
THE WEBSITE

OUTREACH  
TO FUNDERS

MEASURING 
 IMPACT
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OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT
There is an opportunity to create a handy, user-friendly system for 
capturing and sharing authentic stories of people transformed by SWF

RESEARCH INSIGHTS 
There is no shortage of stories at SWF.

SWF people know those stories need to be told. 

SWF needs a system to capture these and archive them for use, both in 
small daily projects and larger scale future projects

Some SWF folks have smart phones, some don’t. Smart phones can’t 
be the only tool in the story collection arsenal, but can be used. 

IDEA
This team concentrated on issues around the practical, logistical, 
workflow issues of telling the organization’s story. Who does what, 
how, when, where, and with what tools?
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HOW MIGHT WE… 
Create a physical space -- accessible, safe, compelling -- for sharing and 
collecting stories? 

• Some kind of physical space… A booth, an existing space. 
• “Mistletoe” strategy - mark a spot on the floor; if you find 

yourself standing there, you need to take tell/record/share a 
story

• More [see image] 

Empower and hold someone accountable to manage the process
• Appointed person
• Hired position 
• Storyteller in residence opportunity for students 

Create a system for raw and vulnerable storytelling
• Dedicated storytelling “buddy” pairs, to share and gather 

stories from, build trust over time, accountable to them for 
getting their story out

• Make it part of routines and timelines -- something you do 
before meals, something you do before graduating from one 
stage of apprenticeship to another, etc. 

Ensure the safety of online communications

TEAM 1
DESIGNING AN  
ORGANIZATIONAL  
“CAPTURE HABIT”



STORIES TO GO
Stories to go: From Farm to Fable.

A portable box (suitcase?) containing mock-up recording equipment 
(camera, guide to framing the shot, backdrop…),  instruction Book and
Interview cards

INSTRUCTION BOOK
Time to harvest some farm fresh Sweet Water Stories!

Step 1. You are the story collector. The interviewer. Take this box 
and find someone with a story to tell. Hint: everyone has a story 
to share.

Step 2. Set up recording. Voice, video, or take pics. // Use your 
own phone or the equipment in this box.

Step 2.5 Take the person telling their story to their favorite / most 
nostalgic place on the property or in their neighborhood 

Step 3. Use the purpose card to guide your conversation. // Thank 
your interviewee!

Step 4. Record as you go

Step 5. Send your recording to : [ email ] 

Step 6. Return the box

Thank you! Sharing stories helps Sweet Water grow! 
 

PROTOTYPE

14     Team 1 | Story To Go Box 

INTERVIEW CARDS

Describe day-to-day life in your neighborhood. What do you love? What 
do you wish were different? 

Describe a painful moment in your life that has shaped who you are 
today. 

How has that experience shaped you?

How did you hear about SWF?

What was your first experience at SWF like? What moments, thought, 
activities, or people stand out to you?

What have you learned at SWF since joining?

Who has had the most impact on your life at SWF? Why/How? 

How is your life / family / relationships /neighborhood different 
because of SWF?

How do you plan/hope to make an impact in the lives of others? 

Complete the sentence: Because of SWF, I….
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LEARNINGS FROM USER TESTING

We quickly tested the prototype Story Box with two youth apprentices. 
Highlights from their feedback: 

Both seemed comfortable using the tool and intuitively understood the 
purpose. 

One used the box to conduct an insightful and revealing interview with 
a staff member.

Liked that the kit’s instructions said it included “Love and Curiosity” as 
part of the storytelling supplies. 

Liked the instruction to “go to favorite spot on the farm.” (“Finding your 
place” is a popular theme at SWF. We encourage everyone to find where 
they feel most comfortable and plug in to that thing). 

Liked interview questions

Would like better instructions 

Would like higher quality camera 

We didn’t include instructions on how the user should introduce 
himself or frame the interview scenario to the interviewee, but the first 
tester  did this really well anyway. Need to add this to instructions, 
along with note about getting permission, thanking subject, etc.

Need to include tripod. Need to clarify what the “frame guide” is

Said people at SWF are used to being interviewed and know that it’s 
important to document and share stories. But being the interviewer is 
new (and enjoyable) experience. 
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What additional work will SWF need to undertake, and what additional 
questions should it investigate, to carry out this idea?

Higher fidelity prototype with capture tools (camera) and system for 
data management (someone managing the inbox that collected story 
materials are sent to)  
Revise box instructions
Clarify who uses the box and in what context. 
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DESIGNING AN  
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OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT
There is an opportunity to collect data that shows measurable 
impact for the Sweet Water community in order to make the personal 
transformation more quantifiable.

RESEARCH INSIGHTS
A large theme that came out of the interviews was, Sweet Water 
community experiences a lot of personal transformation that is hard 
to quantify for funders and and other external audiences.. Funders and 
potential partners would like to see more measurable impact. 

From our research it is clear Sweet Water creates a transformative 
environment for youth. We wanted to find a way to take the powerful 
experiences and turn them into a measurable data point. This way 
there is a concrete example of showing how time at Sweet Water can 
change an individual. 

INTERVIEW QUOTES 
“It’s a safe place and you just feel good because people love you...and 
you can get away from what’s stressing you.” 

“I’ve seen youth find hope and opportunity at Sweet Water.” 

“If you can measure the outcomes in reducing violence in areas where 
SWF works, you’ll give SWF exposure and recognition” 

“Smart people have a hard time taking the leap…[funders] have a hard 
time quantifying it.” - 

“[The kids] have no idea that we’re educating them.” 
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TEAM 2
MEASURING 
IMPACT
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We created a survey that analyzes the transformative, day-to-day 
effects of SWF on youth. The tool includes several questions to ask 
kids 1) before they enter SWF/aquaponics lab/Think-Do house and 2) 
right before they leave. Kids are to answer each question on a 5-point 
“emoji” scale (“sad face” = least satisfied to “happy face” = most 
satisfied), choosing one emoji for each question and placing it in a box.  

SUGGESTED QUESTIONS:

How do you feel about your home environment?

How supported do you feel at home?

How supported do you feel at Sweet Water?

How do you feel about your future?

How do you feel about yourself?

How do you feel about your community?

How do you feel about the impact you can have on others?

How stressed do you feel?

How happy are you?

QUESTIONS: 
What are Sweet Water’s internal metrics for success?

What questions would you want to ask youth involved at Sweet Water 
on a regular basis?

What incentive could be created to get individuals to answer the survey 
questions at the beginning and end of their day?

Would a physical or digital questionnaire be more effective?

NEXT STEPS: 
Finalize questions - which ones fit best into SWF’s mission?

Continue user testing.

Identifying the specific users interacting with the questionnaire. 

Determine the best method of implementation to ensure consistent 
flow of responses. 
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OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT
There is an opportunity to simplify SWF’s website to better engage 
all visitors and improve the likelihood of turning web traffic into foot 
traffic.

RESEARCH INSIGHTS

We repeatedly heard that people had to see SWF in person to really 
“get” what it is. For us, this meant there is an opportunity to better 
communicate SWF’s mission and story.

We dug into SWF’s website to get a sense of the foundation. 
After spending several days at SWF, we left with a very different 
understanding that what we had originally gathered from the website. 
We saw an opportunity to simplify and focus the website’s content.

One of the primary difficulties with pulling information from the 
website is the lack of a concise vision or mission statement. A simple 
statement could provide an encompassing overview and act as a 

“teaser” to prompt visitors to learn more.

It’s hard to convey what happens at SWF, but people “get it” when 
they visit and talk to people and see for themselves. People need to be 
enticed to visit SWF and learn more in person.

SWF affects its immediate community on the South Side but also has 
impacts throughout the city of Chicago.

Testimonials are a great way to provide insight into SWF, so the website 
should serve as a platform for them.

There is a sense of peace, healing, and life at SWF, so the website 
should reflect that.
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TEAM 3
TAILORING  
THE MESSAGING
& REDESIGNING 
THE WEBSITE



Re-design the landing page to clarify and simplify the mission and 
programs, simplify navigation, and add more of SWF’s beautiful 
visual content.

The landing page includes a concise mission statement describing what 
SWF does. The statement can be a concise overview of SWF, stating 
that it is an all-encompassing “grass roots” system that is rebuilding 
communities form the ground up. This approach eliminates a lot of the 
detail without being reductive. This concise statement can also serve as 
a intro teaser to the website and to SWF to draw visitors to dive in and 
learn more.

Keep the webpage to as few sections as possible.  Keep the majority of 
your information on the landing page itself.

Represent SWF’s work and impact visually.  The prototype below 
breaks content into two visuals: (1) SWF’s impact on the city of Chicago, 
and (2) SWF’s impact on the immediate community on the South Side. 

These two visuals provide a digestible overview of SWF’s work and 
the impact it has both on the micro and the macro level. 

These visuals also allow visitors to quickly get a sense of the 
magnitude of SWF’s work.

Each of these visuals also offer the opportunity to store testimonials 
from both the community members working at SWF as well as 
testimonials from the Chicago community at large, who can testify how 
SWF is impacting various industries and sectors across the city.

Use an , inviting phrase on the landing page that invites visitors of the 
page to visit SWF in person, helping to turn web traffic to foot traffic.

If possible, a map of the sites with a 360 degree self-guided tour of each 
of the facilities would also allow visitors of the website to get a sense of 
the magnitude of SWF’s work.
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An updated mission/overview 
statement to serve as an intro 
and teaser to SWF that is con-
cise without being reductive

A redesigned landing page that 
has deeper explanations of 
how SWF impacts the commu-
nity in both the micro and the 
macro sense. Visual represen-
tations of the SWF community 
system and the impact on the 
city of Chicago would help 
visitors to the website more 
easily make sense of SWF and 
its impact. When each of the 
visuals is selected, the specified 
map opens in front of the page, 
leaving the landing page in 
the background, so users don’t 
navigate away from the main 
page.
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PROTOTYPE
TAILORING  
THE MESSAGING
& REDESIGNING 
THE WEBSITE
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The City of Chicago visual can 
also serve as a platform to 

host testimonials from people 
across the city of Chicago 

impacted by SWF. These 
testimonials can be in written 

or video form

The SWF Community System 
visual can be a tool to 

demonstrate the complexities 
of what makes up a community 

and help visualize the 
interweaving factors that 

together define “community.” 
Each “factor of community” 

can have a brief description of 
how SWF is making an impact 

on it in Chicago’s South Side. 
This visual can also serve as a 
platform to host testimonials 

from community members 
on how SWF has made an 

impact on them related to the 
specified component of the 

bigger community system.

Can this be built on top of SWF’s current platform?
How can we best incorporate SWF’s newsfeed into new site?
Are the two sections (SWF + Chicago and SWF Community System) the 
best to use that highlight SWF’s work and impact?
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OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT
There is an opportunity to expose potential funders to the magic at 
SWF in order to drive funding and collaborations. 

RESEARCH INSIGHTS

SWF’s resident chef shared stories of how young people’s views of 
certain foods (especially vegetables) often shift after they help prepare 
a meal and/or eat fresh vegetables they just harvested.

A civic leader  shared that SWF is not getting the exposure it deserves 
within Chicago and suggested that students studying Urban Planning 
at local  universities should do a rotation at SWF. 

SWF is addressing fundamental problems by providing access to 
healthy food, jobs, education & community.

SWF’s emphasis on growing and serving healthy food have been 
successful in raising awareness and bringing people together.
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We focused on a few ideas that 
are gaining cadence and will 
have immediate impact

TEAM 4
OUTREACH  
TO FUNDERS
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These insights led to the ideas below for outreach to potential 
corporate and philanthropic partners. 

This is a program guide shows the different activities at each facility. 
The sequence is intentional, connecting experience from one place to 
another. Going through this tour will give the participants a holistic 
understanding about food. They’d learn about farming, cooking, 
understand the effect of nutritional food on the body, learn about 
diseases, such as diabetes, high cholesterol, and also share the meal 
prepared with their community.

The tour ends with a “Thank You” package which contains seeds that 
than can be planted in participants’ own communities.

1. Attend a brief welcome and 
overview session outside the 
Think-Do House.

2. Travel to the garden to learn 
more about the crops and 
to harvest vegetables for a 
community meal. 

3. Take the harvested veggies to 
the kitchen and learn more 
about how SWF prepares 
nutritious meals for staff, 
program participants, and 
visitors. 

4. Attend an outdoor class while 
the meal is being prepared. 

5. Share a meal with other 
visitors, staff, and young 
people. 

6. Receive a parting gift of seeds 
to be planted at home, and 
information about how to 
support SWF’s work. 
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URBAN AGRICULTURE EXPERIENCE

PROTOTYPE
OUTREACH  
TO FUNDERS
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Flesh out the programmatic elements of each “station” in the tour and 
test with a small group of existing supporters.

Create invitations and send to potential corporate and philanthropic 
supporters. 

Develop a plan to keep in touch with individuals that come and get a 
tour. Invite everyone who comes to serve as ambassadors for SWF and 
to invite people in their circles to come to the next tour. 

NEXT STEPS
OUTREACH  
TO FUNDERS




