
First Steps on 
the Open Road 
99 Black Individuals Awarded 
$50,000 by Innovative Fund

The Open Road Fund 

Administered by Nexus Community Partners, the Open 
Road Fund is a community resource granting $50 
million to Black folks in Minnesota, North Dakota and 
South Dakota to create tangible pathways to liberation, 
prosperity, and healing on our own terms. 

In 2023, the Open Road Fund distributed 
$50,000 grants to 99 Black individuals. This 
report will give you an inside look into the 
granting process and key insights we’ve 
gained from the first cycle.

The Open Road Fund Team includes: 

• staff at Nexus Community Partners, who 
manage the fund, including the application, 
selection, and grantmaking processes

• Open Road Fund Advisory Committee: 
11 members of Black communities across 
Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota who 
guide and support the fund on behalf of the 
community

• Research in Action, a team led by Dr. Brittany 
Lewis that will conduct an evaluation to learn 
about the successes and challenges of Open 
Road Fund awardees to help the program 
improve, expand and share a deeper story about 
its impact.

The Racial Wealth Gap 

Long-standing practices of economic, physical, and legal violence against Black 
people created and continue to uphold the racial wealth gap in the United 
States. From racial covenants and redlining to mob violence against successful 
Black businesses, racism has undermined Black opportunities to earn and 
invest capital and build intergenerational wealth.1 Despite the legal reforms of 
the 1960s and 1970s, the racial wealth gap has continued to grow.2

Today, the results of discriminatory economic policy and practices are evident 
in the Open Road Fund funding region:

• In 2021, the median income of white households was $35,000 more 
than Black households in Minnesota, $30,000 more in North Dakota, 
and $20,000 more in South Dakota.3

• In Minneapolis, the homeownership gap is greater today than it was in 
1950, with 77% of white households owning their home, but only 19% 
of Black households owning their home.4

• In 2021, less than 3% of U.S. businesses were Black owned, and they 
only accounted for 1% of the gross revenue earned that year.5

• If the average Black family wealth grows at the same pace as the past 
three decades, it would take Black families 228 years to amass the same 
amount of wealth white families have today. That’s just 17 years shorter 
than the 245-year span of slavery in the US.6

The Open Road Fund is not reparations, but a community grant 
resource redistributing money from the Bush Foundation to Black 
descendants of slavery. The fund’s resources aren’t enough to 
correct all the harm done to the Black community over the past 
400 years. By providing unrestricted funds to the descendants 
of enslaved African people, we hope to model a form of 
redistribution that others can adopt–direct cash for Black people 
to build wealth.
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Defining Black Wealth 
Beyond the Racial 
Wealth Gap
While racial disparities in income and wealth must be 
eliminated, we cannot limit our concept of wealth to 
individual accumulation of financial resources. Wealth 
is also about cultivating economic security for everyone 
in a community where life and livelihood have been 
undermined by structural racism and discrimination. 
This is why the Open Road Fund convened Black people 
in the region to define Black wealth for ourselves.

Community engagement from June 2022 to July 2024 
has included and will include:

• establishing the Open Road Fund Advisory 
Committee

• regional visits with Black-led organizations / leaders

• workshopping sessions with the ORF Advisory 
Committee

• an online survey completed by 112 Black 
residents in the region

• four community visioning sessions with a total of 
48 participants

• a Black Wealth Community Education Series 
focused on the five ORF wealth building 
categories

Across these engagements, Black residents from 
Minnesota and the Dakotas discussed what constitutes 
Black wealth and how to support building Black 
wealth. The wisdom they shared went beyond 
homeowning as a vehicle to wealth: participants were 
clear that  the goal of building and sustaining Black 
wealth requires a dynamic and multi-faceted approach.  
As the image illustrates, our program’s definition of 
Black Wealth is qualitatively different from mainstream 
conceptions of wealth. This definition guided the Open 
Road Fund’s approach. 

CULTURE, 
COMMUNITY, 
REPAIRING 

HARM

Black Wealth

Black Wealth Definition and 
Categories 
Before launching the Open Road Fund, the Advisory Committee crafted a 
definition of Black wealth and identified five categories that are core to 
advancing Black wealth. 

DEFINITION
Black wealth is – but is not limited to – healing from over five centuries 
of labor and livelihood stolen from us on this stolen land. Black wealth is 
owning what we produce. Black wealth is building and inventing for our 
families and community. Black wealth is a creative and sovereign practice of 
restoration that reaffirms the excellence that has always been in us.

Through the Open Road Fund:

We seek restoration. We seek freedom. We seek access to land and 
resources to build new institutions. We seek to enrich the next generations 
to come through us. We seek the peace of mind to determine what quality 
of life we deserve, what tools we will use, and how to attain them all.

CATEGORIES

INDIVIDUAL & FAMILY 
FINANCIAL WELLBEING

OWNERSHIP & 
ECONOMIC JUSTICEHOUSING & 

SHELTER

HEALTH & 
HEALINGEDUCATION



3

2023 Fund Recipients 
Applicants for the Open Road Fund must be at least 14 years of 
age;  residents of Minnesota, North Dakota or South Dakota; and 
descendants of the Atlantic slave trade.

In 2023, almost 11,000 people applied to the Open Road 
Fund. Over the next eight years (until 2031), the Open 
Road Fund will award $50,000 grants to at least 800 Black 
residents of Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota.

Though the Open Road Fund is open to Black people across 
Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota, 88% of applicants in 
2023 came from the Twin Cities metropolitan region. While 67% of 
the Black population in the funding region lives in the Twin Cities 
region, it was important to the ORF Team to ensure a sufficient 
number of awards to Black people outside of the Twin Cities metro 
area. To achieve that goal, the team decided to distribute 50% 
of awards to people from the Twin Cities metro area and 50% to 
applicants from Greater Minnesota, South Dakota and North Dakota. 

The Open Road Fund staff at Nexus and a team of community 
volunteers screened applications to ensure they met the fund’s 
eligibility criteria and ineligible applicants were disqualified. 

The team then selected qualified applicants based on geographic 
criteria, and, to mitigate against bias, chose awardees by a process 
of random selection rather than on the basis of their perceived 
“competitiveness” when compared to their fellow applicants. 

If any selected  finalists do not accept their award or are disqualified, 
we will select an additional number of awardees using leftover 
funds the following year. For example, in 2023, we gifted funds to 
99 eligible awardees; in 2024, we will select 101. 

Total Black population6  
413,198 

Black median income6 
$51,320

Total Black population  
28,019 

Black median income 
$43,882

Total Black population  
19,649 

Black median income 
$65,453

94% of 
applicants

75% of 
awardees

3% of 
applicants

14% of 
awardees

3% of 
applicants

11% of 
awardees

Twin Cities 
Metro Region

Greater MN, 
ND and SD

Applicants Awardees

50%50%88%12%
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Data on
Applicants
Awardees

Individual Group Economic 
Power

Financial 
Wellbeing

Housing Education Health & 
Healing

Funding Category

Applicant 
Type

Girl/Woman Boy/Man Transgender Gender Non-
Conforming

Culturally 
Specific

Gender
In the application, people could select 
all gender identities that apply to them. 
These percentages represent parts of 
the total number of identities selected 
(10,923 total gender identities for 
10,771 applicants; 100 total gender 
identities for 99 awardees)

82%
88%

18%
11%

34% 32% 31%
40%

19%
15%

9%
5% 7% 7%

58% 56%

39% 40%

0.4% 2.2%1% 3%
0.3% 1%

Less than 
$15,000

$15,001-
$24,999

$25,000-
$34,999

$35,000-
$74,999

26% 26%

12%
10%

15%
19%

35%
31%

$75,000-
$99,999

7%
5%

More than 
$100,000

7%
5%

Age

14-17 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+

3% 3%

19%
23%

29%
27%

24%

18%
14% 16%

11% 12%

I feel in 
control of 

my finances

I have 
money for 
hobbies & 
interests

I have 
money left 
over at the 
end of the 

month

I have 
money for 

unexpected 
expenses

26%

31%

40%

15%

31%

52%

11%

23%

63%

10%

31%

58%

Financial Wellbeing 
The application included four questions 
to get an overall picture of applicants’ 
and awardees’ financial situations. 

Income
Always or often
Sometimes
Rarely or never

This page showcases 
demographic data on 
the 10,771applicants 
and 99 awardees.
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What we’ve learned thus far from the 2023 awardees
Understanding how much $50 million can change the lives of Black 
individuals and communities could point to the true amount of 
funding, power, and projects like this that are needed to actually 
move Black people as a whole forward on racial wealth disparities. 

That’s why Research in Action is leading an evaluation that 
will follow a group of 50 awardees over the next eight years 
to measure the long term impacts of the fund. 

This evaluation will determine if the Fund made a difference for 
Black individuals directly receiving funds from Nexus; their partners 
(including community stakeholders, organizations, institutions, and 
other professionals or entities) and the broader community

To begin that process, the Open Road Fund Team connected with 
the 2023 awardees to update them on the ORF grant-making 
process and the paid opportunity to share their wealth-building 

story through the evaluation. In this orientation space, awardees 
described their dreams, intentions, and plans to build Black wealth 
with their award in small groups. This sharing space not only allowed 
awardees to get to know each other, but gave the Open Road Fund 
team a baseline understanding of how to tell the story of the Open 
Road Fund through the evaluation. 

Three key themes we heard from 2023 awardees are 
included below. 

Based on these takeaways, the Research in Action evaluation 
partners will build a survey and focus groups to learn about the 
successes and challenges awardees find on the Open Road. These 
stories will combine into evidence-based research about how the 
Open Road Fund helped Black people build wealth and why this 
work should expand.

OBTAINING STABILITY
“I need to pay off my debts 

(credit card, loans) before I can 
start saving for the future”.

Across funding categories — from housing 
to education — many awardees mentioned 

the importance of “obtaining stability.” 
Although many listed multiple goals in 
their responses, they frequently named 

the need to “obtain stability” before they 
could build out other goals (e.g. starting a 

business venture, traveling, etc). 

GIVING BACK
“I’m a social worker by training 

and I want to continue to 
advocate through my business 

to create opportunities for many 
Black and brown people.”

Many awardees also mentioned the idea 
of “giving back to the community,” either 
through their personal businesses or non-

profits, or by building out new resource 
programs or initiatives — especially those 
related to the issues of homelessness and 

incarceration.

FEAR OF FAILURE
“I prefer [my plan] to succeed 

before sharing it out.”

Many awardees mentioned they were 
hesitant to share their stories due to a 

fear of failure, and wanted to emphasize 
success when sharing their stories. Many 

others said that they wanted their stories to 
be anonymous in case things don’t go as 

they planned.
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This report was prepared by:

The ORF Team at Nexus: Danielle Mkali, Duaba Unenra, Lavasha Smith, Olivia 
Funkhouser Reynolds, and Sherine Okunukuwe

The ORF evaluation team at Research in Action: Dr. Brittany Lewis, Ayize James, Tsion 
Tulu, and Dheera Yalamanchili
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