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NSG Project Leader

Toolkit
Introducing NSG Goals and Objectives and Principles for 
Grassroots Grantmaking, with tips for project success!
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In less than a decade, the 

NSG program has more 

than tripled its reach. 

Developed and funded by 

the Vancouver Foundation, 

and working in partnership 

with local community 

organisations 11, it now 

serves 21 neighbourhoods 

across BC, including:   

1	 To support sustainability as the NSG expands across BC, partner organizations outside Metro Vancouver 

provide 50% of the funding for NSG grants in their community. 

What are Neighbourhood Small Grants?
Have a great idea to 
bring people together in 
your neighbourhood?

•	 Vancouver:

»» Carnegie, Strathcona and Ray-Cam

»» Cedar Cottage, Hastings-Sunrise and Renfrew

»» Central Vancouver: Mount Pleasant, Little Mountain

»» Downtown Peninsula 

»» South Vancouver and Collingwood

»» UBC, Point Grey and Musqueam

»» West Side

»» West Vancouver and Lions Bay 

•	 North Vancouver

•	 West Vancouver and Lions Bay

•	 Burnaby 

•	 Richmond 

•	 New Westminster

•	 Abbotsford

•	 Maple Ridge

•	 North Surrey

•	 Squamish and Britannia Beach

•	 South Okanagan/Similkameen

•	 Victoria

•	 Parksville Qualicum Beach

•	 Salt Spring Island

•	 Clayoquot Sound

Neighbourhood Small Grants (NSG) empower community members 

to put their ideas into action by providing $50 to $500 grants for 

projects that make neighbourhoods better places to live. 

NSG funds are administered by local 

community organizations, who hire a 

Program Coordinator to oversee the 

NSG.

Each community establishes a 

Neighbourhood Granting Committee (NGC) 

comprised of local volunteers who review 

applications and make granting decisions, 

ensuring that the grants are serving 

community aspirations and interests.

Local people partner with a neighbour 

or friend from the same community to 

apply for a grant and implement their 

projects as Project Leaders.

The NSG is a grassroots grant-making program, 
committed to fostering local leadership and 
community self-direction.
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Read on to hear how NSG projects are reaching these goals in communities across BC and get tips 

for how your next project can deepen its impact on your community!

NSG Goals and 
Objectives

Connecting and engaging neighbours

Sharing skills and knowledge

Strengthening belonging and responsibility 

Respecting and celebrating diversity
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Connecting and Engaging Neighbours
Research indicates2  that when people feel more connected to their neighbours, they are healthier, 

feel safer in their communities, and experience a greater sense of belonging. Additionally, strong 

community networks boost local economies and help us support one another in times of adversity. 

NSG projects help bring neighbours together and build a sense of community. After participating in the NSG, the majority 

of participants report an increased sense of connection, belonging, trust, and safety in their communities. Additionally, 

some Project Leaders find that their neighbours are more likely to help each other with tasks such as yard work, pet-sitting, 

or maintaining communal spaces. 

“Last winter when Vancouver experienced a record amount of snowfall our Strata would 

have used our snow removal budget within a week. We put a call out to our neighbours to 

help shovel our driveways. There were many mornings and evenings that saw 10-20 people 

and children out shovelling with whatever implement they had. It was mentioned many 

times how this brought out our community spirit that was started by our block parties and 

getting to know each other. Five years ago, we would not have had the response we did but 

we are part of a community now not just living side by side.”  (2017 Project Leader)

What helps neighbours get to know one another? 

»» When possible, design projects that create opportunities for multiple gatherings instead of 

one-time events. Frequent and regular interactions help deepen community bonds as people get to 

know each other better over time. 

»» Give participants nametags, and plan games and activities that facilitate conversations and 

interactions. For instance, one past Project Leader created a “bingo” game that prompted partici-

pants to ask one another about their interests and backgrounds.  

»» Invite neighbours to act as “hosts” at your event, initiating conversations with participants and 

introducing people to one another. 

»» Invite neighbours to help with event promotion, by reaching out to their friends and acquain-

tances as well as to strangers. For instance, one previous Project Leader asked participants to invite a 

neighbour they wanted to get to know better.

»» Create a hospitable, comfortable ambiance. Consider how seating arrangements, food, music, 

shady areas on sunny days, and other small details can make people feel welcome and facilitate 

interactions. 

»» Plan your event in a way that ensures accessibility and inclusion (see p. 16 for more strategies).

2	 For more on the impact of community connections on people’s wellbeing, see:

Born, P. (2014). Building community: Finding joy together in chaotic times. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.

McKnight, J. & Block, P. (2010). The abundant community: Awakening the power of families and neighborhoods. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers.

Green, G. P., & Haines, A. (2012). Asset building and community development (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.



6   |   Neighbourhood Small Grants: Project Leader Toolkit

Sharing Skills and Knowledge
Sharing skills and knowledge can be a powerful way to develop community connections.  

Workshops and classes offer opportunities for frequent, interactive gatherings that help 

 deepen relationships between neighbours. 

Sharing or learning new skills can make people feel valued, connected, and accomplished,  

while challenging their assumptions about their own or others’ abilities.  

“I used a power saw for the first time in my life! (I’m almost 75.) Somehow, I 

had thought that it would be a difficult tool to use but in fact it was as easy as 

using an egg-beater! My co-Project Leader is a fearless handywoman and she 

had no hesitation in trusting me with her power saw. On another project night 

an eight-year-old boy painted one side of the garden shed while a man who 

walks with crutches painted the other. The repair projects give me confidence 

that many of us are able to accomplish tasks well beyond what stereotypes 

suggest.” 

(2017 Project Leader)

Many of the skills community members learn in NSG projects contribute concretely to the enhancement and resilience of 

their neighbourhood or can be transferred to other volunteer or job contexts. For instance, neighbours may learn project 

management skills, how to respond to emergencies such as earthquakes, or how to build a community garden and grow 

food locally. 

What can we share and learn? 

Previous NSG projects have created opportunities to share a wide variety of skills and knowledge, including…

»» Cooking

»» Gardening

»» Beekeeping

»» Sustainability

»» Martial Arts

»» Dance and music

»» Arts and crafts

»» Science experiments

»» Graphic design

»» Nutrition and other 

health topics

»» Emergency 

preparedness

»» Crime prevention

»» Camping and hiking

»» Construction

»» Languages

»» Cultural traditions and 

histories

»» Social justice issues 
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Increasing Belonging & Responsibility
Working together around common goals helps deepen relationships between neighbours and 

inspire a sense of belonging and social responsibility.  NSG projects can create low-barrier opportu-

nities for people of all ages to give back to their communities, for instance by helping to clean and 

maintain public spaces or build physical legacies such as benches and community gardens. 

Additionally, local gatherings and activities can help people learn more about the place that they call 

home. Project Leaders and participants learn about the resources that are available in their commu-

nities, and how to access them. Some projects also invite neighbours to learn more about the natural 

environment or history of their community. 

“We started conversations about the Indigenous species that grew in this area 

before development in the 1850’s and learned from Aboriginal herbalist Lori 

Snyder how to interact with the wild plants growing on this patch of land.” 

(2017 Project Leader)

Community gatherings create a warm and casual space where local associations, businesses, and social service providers 

can listen to and build relationships with the community they serve. Gatherings also facilitate discussion, action planning, 

and collaborative partnerships for future community development.

 “We had our MLA talk to residents about how they felt and which resources 

we might put into place to have safer communities. She was left with contacts 

of interested neighbours to follow up with on safety concerns.” 

(2017 Project Leader)

Leveraging the impact of your NSG project

When planning your next NSG project, consider ways in which you can increase its long-term 

impact on your community. For instance, you could…

»» Create a permanent physical resource, such as gardens, benches, public art, or 

book exchange boxes.

»» Form a new and ongoing group, activity, or tradition.

»» Include time for neighbours to discuss neighbourhood visions and priorities 

and begin action planning for future work.

»» Invite elected representatives or public sector workers to connect with the 

community

»» Set up contact lists or social media networks to help connect your neighbours.

See page 10 for ideas on how to build a sense of connection to the place you call home 

through your NSG project!
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Respecting and Celebrating Diversity
Inclusive and accessible community activities help bring people together across differences, fostering mutual respect, 

cross-cultural understanding, and a sense of belonging for all neighbours. Meanwhile, diversity in our community leader-

ship and social networks facilitates community development by increasing access to broader resources and networks and 

celebrating the diverse contributions people bring to the table. 

NSG projects can help respect and celebrate diversity in many ways. For instance, some projects invite community 

members to share their cultural skills, knowledge, and traditions, such as art, recipes, languages, and stories. Cross-cultural 

sharing in a respectful and appreciative space can help newcomers and neighbours from diverse backgrounds feel 

a greater sense of belonging and connection to their community, while preserving and passing on traditions across 

generations. 

“Indigenous Elders passed on skills and showed Asian seniors how to make 

traditional drums. In painting of the drums, Indigenous youth explained how 

a certain animal represent a territory. Chinese seniors taught youth how to 

pronounce animals in Cantonese. Chinese seniors and Indigenous Elders 

exchanged different ways to make crafts from beads.” (2017 Project Leader)
 

Many NSG projects aim to reach out and engage particular communities, or to build connections across differences 

such as age, ethnicity, socioeconomic backgrounds, cultural affiliation, physical abilities, gender expression, and sexual 

orientation. Other projects create spaces to provide support and build awareness around challenges faced by particular 

community members, such as dementia, HIV/AIDS, or mental health issues. 
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“I had no idea that in the Jewish community there is a movement called “Eco-

Kashrut” that has amazing parallels with the Muslim community’s “Beyond 

Halaal” movement. Meeting people across these religious lines meant that this 

awareness was created for future awareness, tolerance and possible partner-

ing.” (2017 Project Leader)

Help celebrate diversity in your community

There are many ways to connect community members across differences, and to celebrate diversity 

of your community, including:

»» Planning intergenerational, intercultural, or interfaith projects. Consider partner-

ing with local organisations and groups to plan and promote your event.

»» Inviting participants to share their cultural skills, knowledge, traditions, and stories.

»» Creating a support group or advocacy initiative addressing particular experi-

ences and challenges.

»» Supporting accessibility and inclusion (see pg. 16 for more details).
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Principles of Grassroots 
Grantmaking

As the NSG expands to communities across BC, the Vancouver Foundation has developed the 

Principles of Grassroots Grantmaking to guide Program Coordinators, Granting Committees and Project 

Leaders as they contribute to the NSG’s mission of harnessing local skills and experiences in order to 

foster community self-direction and empowerment and make our neighbourhoods better places to live.

The Principles of Grassroots Grantmaking are intended as a practical resource that can inform various 

aspects of your role, including committee organisation, grant decision-making, and Project Leader 

mentorship.  
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Everyone has gifts
Asset-based community development

The NSG uses an asset-based community development approach to build vibrant and sustainable communities by 

drawing on existing strengths. We believe that everyone has capacities and gifts to contribute to their community and 

that the passions, skills, and knowledge of neighbours are the building blocks of community development. 

The three core steps of asset-based community development (ABCD)3  include: 

1.  mapping existing strengths and assets, 

2.  defining local values and priorities, and

3.  mobilizing assets towards a common goal 

Everyone in the NSG acts as a powerful “community connector”4  who sees the gifts in others and the richness of your 

community, and helps connect people, groups, and resources to make your community a better place to live.

Develop an Asset-Based NSG project!

When planning your next NSG project, consider applying elements of ABCD to leverage community strengths 

and increase the impact of your project:

»» Map out the resources and assets in your community that can help bring your ideas to life, 

such as:

»» Free or affordable community spaces or parks that can serve as a venue

»» Food and refreshments

»» Tents, chairs, tables, and other tools and equipment

»» Neighbors who can share their skills and talents, such as by playing music, cooking, 

facilitating activities, or teaching a class

»» Neighbours who can volunteer with promotion, set up, and take down

»» Existing spaces, platforms, and networks for communication that can help promote your 

event (e.g.: local radio and newspapers, social media, bulletin boards, newsletters, etc.)

»» Don’t be afraid to ask your neighbors, community organizations, clubs, businesses, and 

institutions for loans, donations, or affordable resources and services that can be covered with 

your NSG grant. 

»» Integrate green practices to events such as zero waste, recycling and composting.

»» Connect with your neighbours to discuss your collective visions, and priorities. We 

encourage Project Leaders to co-design projects with their neighbours, as well as to include time 

within their project for neighbours to discuss visions for their community and issues they may be 

facing. 

3	 Kretzmann, J. & McKnight, J. P. (1993). Building communities from the inside out: A path toward finding and mobilizing a community’s assets. 

Evanston, IL: Centre for Urban Affairs and Policy Research, Northwestern University.

4	 McKnight, J. & Block, P. (2010). The abundant community: Awakening the power of families and neighborhoods. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers
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Small is beautiful
The power of small-scale initiatives

The NSG is a grassroots grantmaking program that believes that small-scale actions and projects can have far-reaching 

and lasting impacts on people and places. Sometimes only a small amount of money is needed to get a project started 

and reduce the stress of financial barriers of planning community events so that neighbours can focus on enjoying one 

another’s company. 

Short term successes and tangible results can also spark neighbours’ motivation, sense of capacity, and desire to col-

laborate with others and give back to their community. Small projects might inspire further initiatives and can act as pilot 

projects that provide credibility to be scaled up over time with other partnerships and larger funding applications.

See pg. 5 for ideas on how to make a lasting impact through your NSG project!
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Local is best
Local leadership

From an asset-based community development perspective, local community members are experts in the opportunities 

and priorities in their neighbourhoods and have a unique ability to gain trust and foster participation amongst their 

neighbours5. 

Fittingly, the NSG is powered by you, the local Project Leaders, as well as the Program Coordinators and the Granting 

Committee members. Vancouver Foundation and its community partners support local leaders by soliciting and listening 

to their feedback, connecting them with resources, and facilitating peer mentorship to ensure that they receive advise that 

is context-specific and grounded in lived experience.

Empower local leadership  
as a Project Leader

»» Incorporate mentorship opportunities in your NSG project to support its long-term sustain-

ability. For instance, invite interested neighbours to help with your application, promotion, budget 

management, and project implementation. 

»» Partner with and empower other local leaders through your project. For instance, what 

highly engaged and connected community members can help promote your project in their 

networks? Which neighbours can share their skills and talents in the planning or implementation 

of your project? Remember to reach out to and empower diverse community members as leaders, 

including youth and seniors. 

»» Be an NSG ambassador! Ask your Program Coordinator for promotional material you can share 

at your event and help us promote the NSG through word-of-mouth. 

»» Mentor and be mentored. Past Project Leaders have noted how valuable it is to ask questions, 

share project ideas, and exchange information about community resources with local Program 

Coordinators, Granting Committee members, and fellow Project Leaders. Don’t be afraid to ask 

for advice, and we encourage you to share your learnings at local NSG events, or consider joining 

your local Granting Committee!

5	 McKnight, J. & Block, P. (2010). The abundant community: Awakening the power of families and neighborhoods. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers.
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Where we live matters
Place-based approach

As the NSG expands across BC, it strives to maintain a place-based approach to community development, collaborating 

with local community partners to adapt the program to local contexts. NSG projects are envisioned, approved and 

implemented by local community members, who leverage the particular resources and relationships available to them so 

that change happens in a way that is unique to each neighbourhood/community and the people who live in it.

Place-based programs encourage neighbours to build ties to the places they call home. In modern times, we often work 

and socialize outside of our local neighbourhood and belong to multiple communities of interest— building friendships 

and networks with people who share similar hobbies, life experiences, professional, and cultural backgrounds. While all the 

communities we belong to are valuable, building strong communities of place with our local neighbours offers a number 

of benefits, including:

•	 More opportunities for daily and spontaneous social interactions

•	 A greater awareness of neighbourhood spaces and resources

•	 Opportunities to meet diverse people who share the place we live, including people 

of varied backgrounds, ages, identities, and interests 

•	 An increased sense of trust in our neighbours and safety in our communities

•	 A deeper sense of belonging 

•	 Opportunities to discuss and create action plans to improve our neighbourhood and 

bring our community visions to life

Develop relationships to place

When planning your next NSG project, consider ways that can foster connections to place, including…

»» Community walking tours 

»» Projects inviting Elders or knowledge keepers from local Indigenous communities to talk 

about place names, the communities’ cultural history, and stories and knowledge about the land 

»» Projects inviting participants to share their personal stories and photographs about the 

history of the community

»» Workshops to identify and make use of local plants, or remove of invasive species

»» Workshops to learn about the biodiversity of local green spaces

»» Documenting projects to establish a collective memory of shared gatherings.

 

“I keep an album of “block parties past” which I have titled, “ It takes a Village”. I love watch-

ing families look through the album and see how the kids have grown each year. Listening 

to everyone reminisce about families no longer in the community. Or how the kids laugh at 

photos of themselves and friends from 5-6 years ago. Knowing they are all still friends this 

many years later.” (2017 Project Leader)
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We learn together
Capacity building and knowledge exchange

Opportunities for knowledge exchange and capacity building support the success and sustainability of place-based grass-

roots grantmaking programs such as the NSG.

The NSG aims to foster a spirit of life-long learning and to empower community members to contribute to knowledge ex-

change and evaluation for program improvement. The Vancouver Foundation and local community partners facilitate several 

networking and capacity-building opportunities for Granting Committee members and Project Leaders, including training and 

orientation sessions, grant-writing support, skill building workshops, community gatherings, and the annual NSG evaluation 

surveys and final report.   

 

Share and celebrate your NSG experiences

As a Project Leader, your stories and learnings are valuable! Project stories inspire other community members 

to participate in the NSG by offering tangible examples of accessible initiatives that they can try in their 

communities. Additionally, sharing your challenges and successes helps build our collective capacity for 

community development, and guides the NSG when planning resources and supports. 

Establishing roles and responsibilities

»» Assign a volunteer to take photographs or videos during the project planning phases as well as 

the main event.

»» Write a blog post for the NSG website sharing the story and photos from your project or contribute 

a reflective article on the NSG e-newsletter so others can learn from your experience

»» Reach out to your local newspaper or radio station to promote your project and share your story

»» When possible, share your experiences and learn from others through NSG events, including 

the local wrap-up events and the NSG Summit 

»» Share your feedback in the annual NSG Project Leader survey

“The Wrap Up celebration is always a wonderful event to be able to meet the other project 

leaders and learn about what they are doing to help with grassroot community development. 

It’s always a very inspiring evening and I always look forward to it.” (2017 Project Leader)

“The videos on the website were very helpful for envisioning me and others in how we could 

start our NSG event.” (2017 Project Leader)
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Everyone is invited
Accessibility and inclusion

The NSG is committed to facilitating accessibility and inclusion so that all neighbours feel welcome to contribute 

to NSG leadership, initiate projects, and participate in community events. When all voices are heard, and all ideas 

considered, we can create visions for our neighbourhoods’ future that are powerfully supported by the community. 

Projects that are accessible and inclusive increase neighbours’ sense of belonging and create opportunities for 

people to form connections across differences. 

Support inclusion and accessibility in your NSG project

When planning a community initiative, it is important to start planning for inclusion and accessibility early 

on. Remember that inclusion and accessibility needs are highly context-specific. There are no “one size fits 

all” solutions. Commitment to accessibility and inclusion entails an ongoing process of learning, reflecting 

on positive and negative experiences, and seeking feedback from participants. 

Some ideas to increase accessibility and inclusion in your next NSG event include:

»» Ensure that your event is free and open 

to the public.

»» As much as possible, consult your 

neighbours about their schedules to try 

to ensure maximum attendance.

»» When planning recurring events, accept 

new and drop-in participants as much as 

possible.

»» Talk to neighbours and local organisa-

tions about potential barriers to partic-

ipation for diverse community members. 

Some needs and circumstances to consider 

include:

»» Accessibility of the venue, including 

barriers to enter or move comfortably 

within a space (stairs, surfaces, 

obstacles, doors, accessible wash-

rooms, etc.)

»» Transit accessibility

»» Dietary restrictions based on culture or 

health concerns

»» Advertise your event in a variety of 

spaces and communication platforms.

»» Consider language barriers when pro-

moting your event. For instance, you may 

want to partner with a neighbour to help 

translate promotional materials to reach out 

to key demographics in your community.

»» Direct invitations can help reach out to 

less mobile or more isolated individuals. For 

instance, consider door-to-door invitations 

or mailing postcards. 

»» Remember that some people feel less 

comfortable than others in striking 

up conversations with strangers. 

Low-risk activities like games or crafts can 

help people warm up to the room, but 

also consider making space for people 

to interact at their own pace and comfort 

level. For instance, one past Project Leader 

described how they left the doors open 

in their workshops, allowing community 

members to wander in, view the activity, 

and choose if they want to participate. Food, 

seating, and having hosts to greet and 

converse with participants can also help 

create a welcoming environment. 
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Resources for  
Granting Committees
While not a comprehensive list, the following resources helped inform the NSG’s goals 

and principles, and can serve as an excellent starting point to learn more about commu-

nity development and grassroots grantmaking:

“Thoughtful Technical Assistance” (p.11), describing four key principles to 

providing strong technical assistance to grantees. In A Short Course on Grassroots 

Grantmaking by Richardson & Works (2013) 

http://www.grassrootsgrantmakers.org/wp-content/uploads/Grassroots-

Grantmaking-Short-Course-Final.Web_.pdf 

Building community: Finding joy together in chaotic times 

Paul Born, 2014

Building communities from the inside out  

John Kretzmann and John McKnight, 1993

The abundant community: Awakening the power of families and neighborhoods 

John McKnight and Peter Block, 2010

Neighbour power: Building community the Seattle way 

Jim Diers, 2004

Asset building and community development (3rd ed.) 

Anna Haines and Gary Paul Green, 2012

Asset-Based Community Development Canada  

http://www.deepeningcommunity.org/abcd-canada-home

Grassroots Grantmakers  

http://www.grassrootsgrantmakers.org/ 
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Vancouver Foundation 

Suite 200–475 West Georgia Street 

Vancouver, BC  V6B 4M9

T 604.688.2204 

E info@vancouverfoundation.ca 

www.vancouverfoundation.ca

@VancouverFdn 

/ VancouverFdn
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