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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
From May 2023 - October 2023 CUE board and staff came together to create a five-year collective 

strategic plan for the organization. A co-design team made up of two-staff members, two-board 

members, and an external facilitator helped shepherd the process forward and designed the flow 

of planning process. This team co-created the focus question (which was ultimately signed off on 

by the entire board and staff) for the planning process, which was: 

‘How do we (CUE) stay grounded in who we are and what our unique contribution is so 

that we can collectively meet the changing needs of Chicago?’ 

The Strategic Planning Process was a scaffolded series of meetings, both virtual and face to face, 

which included answering 5 key questions and co-creating 5 key elements to help shape the plan. 

1. Environmental Scanning: What are the key shifts and trends that are driving our current reality?

2. Vision:  What do we want to see in place over the next 3-5 years as a result of our efforts?

3. Underlying Contradictions: What is currently blocking the full realization of our vision?

4. Strategic Directions: What innovative, substantial actions will address the underlying contradictions and 

move us toward our vision? 

5. Implementation: What will our specific, measurable accomplishments be for the first year?

The planning sessions included several touchpoints and check-ins with CUE fellows. At the front 

end of the planning process, fellows were invited to participate in both a modified SWOT survey 

and a sectoral scan to share their insights and wisdom about the state of racial equity organizing, 

advocacy and policy. Towards the end of the planning process, fellows were then asked to give 

feedback on the strategic direction and share ideas for the future of the organization.  Below are 

the staff and board members who co-created this plan.

Strategic Plan Co-Creators
CUE Staff: 
Niketa Brar
Rachel Pate
Sofia Sabates
Justin Valas

CUE Contractors:
Candace Williams
Olivia Cunningham
Maritza Bandera

CUE Board 
Members: 
Libia Bianibi
Lauren Burdette
Adela Carlin
Tiffany Ford
Elisabeth Greer
Terri Johnson
Riley Jones

30+ CUE fellows
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+ Prep
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Focused 
Implementation

Facilitator: 
Seva Gandhi
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There are five key strategic directions the organization is seeking to implement in the future, with 
some of the directions prioritized initially to set the stage to be able to focus on others. The staff and 
board seek to steer the organization toward the following priorities:

Expanding Our 
Capacity and 
Nurturing Our 
Wellbeing

Telling Our Story to 
Grow Our Impact

Catalyzing and 
Aligning the CUE 
Network for 
Societal 
Transformation

Transforming 
Chicagoans 
Relationship to 
Power

This strategic direction relates to internal CUE board and staff operations. 
The organization has grown rapidly over time and needs to spend time 
making sure that its internal infrastructure can support its external work. 
The aim is to have a nurturing organization environment in which the staff, 
board, and, ultimately the work of the organization itself, can thrive. 

This strategic direction relates to CUE’s capacity and intentionality on 
naming and showcasing the models for civic change that CUE Fellows have 
developed to date and future efforts. If brought to fruition, CUE aims to 
define its identity for both internal and external audiences, distinguishing 
what it embodies and what it doesn't. Additionally, it intends to disseminate 
narratives, tools, and models that enhance the impact of fellows, staff, and 
the wider CUE network. The aim is to ultimately help shift the narrative of 
what racial equity work looks like in Chicago.

This strategic direction is focused on cultivating the CUE network knowing 
that relationship-building among those with shared values will fuel 
partnerships for civic reform. The aim is to have clearer avenues for fellows 
and others in the network to engage and collaborate with one another. We 
are shifting to build infrastructure that will help catalyze greater alignment. 
This includes investments in digital databases, developing an approach to 
catalyze the network on issues of focus, creating tables to align strategies 
and tactics for policy and structural reform.

This strategic direction is focused on reimagining and redesigning civic 
institutions. CUE defines civic institutions as government, philanthropy, 
research and media. CUE is working to institutionalize efforts through formal 
partnerships as well as a narrative strategy that amplifies models and 
frameworks, allowing CUE to strengthen our voice as an incubator of new 
ideas to grow a more just, multiracial democracy.

This strategic direction aims to increase the political influence of residents of 
color in our local democracy. To address this, CUE aims to (1) increase 
residents' belief that it is worthwhile to engage with local government, (2) 
equip residents with greater insights into our local systems, and (3) leverage 
civic knowledge and participation to increase government responsiveness to 
the needs of BIPOC communities. This direction is ultimately our north star, 
and helpful to keep in mind as CUE begins building foundation for this 
through other key strategic directions.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY CONT.

Redesigning & 
Supporting Chicago's 
Civic Institutions for 
Public Accountability



The Wave (Sectoral Scan)
What are the trends, ideas, practices, paradigms, and approaches in the 

arena of Racial Equity Advocacy/ Organizing/ Policy/ Operationalizing  that 
we need to pay attention to as we move forward?

What are the key shifts and trends that are driving our current reality?

CUE fellows, board and staff, 
May 23, 2023

Environmental
 Scanning

Implications + Opportunities of our Sectoral Scan on our Planning Process 

● Capitalism will continue to be in the 
undertow - dismantling it is a key piece of 
our work

● We need to be intentional about language - 
We can be more declarative in our stance - 
we ought to move away from the language 
of reform (transform/pathway) to being 
clearly for abolition

● We need to focus on the embodiment and 
application of racial equity work

● We need to normalize radical values
● Who wins when we are divided - we need to 

keep an eye on that - for everything we are 
doing other folks have their own wave for 
the worldview they are promoting - there is 
counter organizing and we need to be 
mindful of that 

● Multi-racial working class identity; we need 
to continue to incorporate a class analysis

● Think of the undertow - what if anything are 
we doing for the undertow?

● Environmental justice work is continuing to 
grow - how do we parter, what is our role in 
it?

● Building our Language - we need to have 
shared vocabulary

● AI - tech --> onward be mindful
● Multiracial cross sectoral collaboration is 

needed - need to make space for this
● Centering care first and foremost in our work
● If we build our forces - it will garner us new 

opportunities in the progressive movement
● Transforming political structures so were not 

constantly in opposition/ fighting fires - can 
we be on the offense instead of the defense?
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Wall of Wonder (Historical Scan)
What events, innovations, actions and people have shaped cue, our 

city/communities, and the field of racial equity work over the past 15 years?

Environmental
 Scanning

Implications + Opportunities of our History Wall on our Planning 
Process 

● Be open to feedback
● Need to tell our story
● Need to share and make clear our history to 

new folx
● Mindful of elections - be prepared
● Work is never-ending - take care of 

ourselves, rest

● How to plan for [nimbly] known chaos
● What kind of board do we want to be?
● Don't lose sight of hope
● We are more growing more broadly broad
● Long term strategy on how we want change 

to happen
● Composition of fertile soil for CUE's growth
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Stakeholder Feedback - Themes
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At the start of the planning process, CUE invited stakeholders to complete a modified SWOT survey, including 
fellows, donors, partners, and mission-aligned groups. The staff and board collectively reviewed the 
feedback and identified the following themes and takeaways from each question to consider in their 
planning as well as overall implications on the following page.

What is the unique contribution CUE brings to Chicago? 
● The community that CUE has formed is impactful to its members (networks, fellowships, etc.)
● That CUE isn’t afraid to call out racism clearly and work unashamedly for racial justice.
● Intentional community, bringing people together
● Training leaders in equity
● REIA are what we are known for
● Cross-sectoral equity advocates
● NTA was the spark that began CUE, and the history of the fight has a positive impact on our origin 

story

What are some things you would like to see CUE get better at? 
● Difficulty articulating “what CUE does” when projects aren’t the same each year and when there 

isn’t a clear “this is what CUE does” to frame all the projects
● Inconsistency in programming is related to  challenge in communicating CUE’s purpose and impact
● Interconnect the CUE network more

What opportunities do you see on the horizon for CUE?
● New administration and need for accountability planning.
● Many more relationships to develop.
● Expanding our work

What might hinder the work of CUE now or in the future?
●Funding and economic shifts
●Challenges with holding progressive mayoral administration  accountable
●Staffing & capacity growth

What are some ways you would like to see CUE grow? 
●Good Government
●Government accountability; government processes
●Policy agenda
●Turn up our voice

Any Other thoughts you want to share? 
● Overall excitement on CUE’s past and continued work, a lot of folks wanting to be engaged or 

continue engaging
● A lot of what was suggested moving forward were things we have discussed doing in the past 

(membership program, external consultant list)
● Collaborating with new folks (different backgrounds, ages, new NFPs)

Environmental
 Scanning



Reactions to Stakeholder  
Feedback  
Implications + Opportunities of our Survey on our Planning Process 
After collecting feedback, the staff and board worked through the feedback and collectively processed to distill 
implications and opportunities that emerge to be applied to our work. 

● CUE has “very strong social capital”

● Keep on bringing good equity people together across sectors. Train them, connect 

them

● “Accurately assessing capacity” will be key

● Ironing out CUE’s communications strategy (what it does, how it does it, and why) will 

help CUE define its value proposition for the field

● Given feedback from stakeholders assessing opportunity and need to work directly on 

good government reforms, this is an important area for us to consider and to think 

through unique tactics that align with our values & strengths.

● A lot of support around strategy/Theory of Change, but an overabundance of tactics 

that need refining to match our unique value and impact.

● Partnership building to share the work.

● Unpredictability of funders’ commitment to funding funding for ‘racial equity’ work

● How will we walk a fine line of accountability with progressive administration?

● How do we build sustainable staffing model?

● Wider reach of CUE

● Involve more folks- more events where people can bring friends/family into CUE 

space

● External list of folks/RE consultants that ARE qualified and experienced and not just 

doing it for the check box

● All strategic directions / aspects of our work are connected

● The thread of remaining authentic and who we are -- but growing

● How do we stay nimble and responsive to the fellows that are coming in 

● Holding being a responsive organization with also having a clear plan forward-- the 

tension/ polarities 

● How do we continue to challenge ourselves on who our audience is -

● Becoming an establishment organization if we continue to go in just one specific 

direction

● Does our fellowship, as is, serve/work for where we want to go in our work?

Environmental
 Scanning
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Vision
What do we want to see in place over the next 3-5 years as a result of our efforts?

Effective, 
Thriving, and 

Sustained 
Internal 

Team

Equitable 
policy 

change to 
meet real 

human needs

A Thriving 
network of 

trusted, 
accountable 

relationships

Tell our 
Story to 
grow our 
impact

Increased 
People 

Power in 
Civic 

Institutions

After assessing the current reality CUE’s is operating in (sectorally, historically, and through stakeholder input) the 
next step was to look into the future to collectively create a practical vision. The practical vision serves as the north 
star for the organization. It is not a list of tasks but rather a shared sense of direction. It showcases alignment and 
collective wisdom and dreaming on where the organization would like to go, and what the accomplishments, 
outcomes, changes, and results CUE is seeking. 

Practical 
Vision
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Underlying Contradictions
What is currently blocking the full realization of our Vision?

Following the practical vision, the group explored what hurdles they would face when attempting to make 
their vision a reality. The group was asked to do an in depth analysis of  their culture, practices and 
paradigms - things that exist, not things that are ‘lacking’  - but rather what is present that has or will 
continue to hinder them as they move forward, if left unaddressed. The goal was to name reality as it exists, 
judgement free, with a razor sharp analysis of what has been keeping them from moving forward.  The titles 
below follow the naming convention of what is the block, how does it block, and what is it blocking?

ethos of getting it 
right limits our 

ability to 
collectively make 

mistakes and learn

opaque ways for 
folx to contribute their 

talents, gifts, and 
skills undermines a 
sense of belonging 

and limits our (cue's) 
impact and growth

continuous 
movement without 

shared and 
implemented 

reflection inhibits 
team morale and 

organizational 
stability

confusion 
between staff and
 board roles and 

responsibilities re: 
organizational operations 

limits staff care and 
organizational growth 

and
 evolution

desire to be
 immediately 

responsive in an 
increasingly difficult 

local political landscape 
supersedes our care for 

ourselves and our 
well-being

unclear 
relationship 

between impact 
projects and cue's 

why creates a 
confusing 

organizational 
narrative and 

direction

our strategy to be 
a trojan horse and 

to work on long 
term systems 

change limits a 
powerful external 

narrative

deference and 
bi-directional 

overreliance on 
founder prevents 
shared leadership 
and organizational 

sustainability

Underlying 
Contradictions
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Expanding Our 
Capacity and 
Nurturing Our 
Wellbeing

Telling Our 
Story to Grow 
Our Impact

Catalyzing and 
Aligning the CUE 
Network for 
Societal 
Transformation Transforming 

Chicagoans 
Relationship to 
PowerRedesigning & 

Supporting Chicago's 
Civic Institutions for 
Public Accountability

Strategic Directions
What innovative, substantial actions will deal with the underlying 
contradictions and move us toward our vision?

Building on the products of the vision and contradictions workshops, the group explored creative ways to 
move towards their vision, while addressing their contradictions.

Although there are five total strategic directions, following feedback from the fellows and a capacity 
assessment  of staff and board, a decision was made to focus on four areas for the first year. The way the 
directions are laid out below is indicative of how they will help the organization move forward. Expanding 
our Capacity and Nurturing our Well Being coupled with Telling Our Story to Grow our Impact are the 
foundational directions that must be in place to enable the Catalyzing and Aligning the Cue Network for 
Social Transformation and Redesigning and Supporting Chicago’s Civic Institution for Public Accountability. 
Ultimately these all will support the direction of Transforming Chicagoans Relationship to Power, but the 
direction itself will be focused on after 2024.

Strategic 
Directions

10



Expanding Our Capacity and 
Nurturing Our Wellbeing

This strategic direction relates to internal CUE board and staff operations. The organization has grown 
rapidly over time and needs to spend time making sure that its internal infrastructure can support its 

external work. The aim is to have a nurturing organization environment in which the staff, board, and, 
ultimately the work of the organization itself, can thrive. 

Current Reality Success Indicators
(In 2-3 Years) 

First Year 
Accomplishments

● 4 Day Work Week 

● 1 budgeted staff 
positions

 
● Building Employee 

Handbook- with staff 
input

● 100+ Fellows over the 
last 5 years 

● Majority of folks see 
CUE as NB or direct 
relationship to NB

● A history of 
overburdening 
ourselves

● Abundant PTO

● Beginning 
Salary/benefit audit

● History of Senior 
Fellows to provide 
capacity on key 
projects/initiatives

● CUE have pride in 
working at CUE yet feel 
a strain and  need 
sustainability

● Employee Handbook 
updated on a regular 
cadence

● Staff hired in 2023 will still 
be CUE staff in 2025 

● 80% of CUE staff will report 
strong satisfaction via 
survey

● CUE will include six 
full-time key staff: 
development, 
comms/storytelling, 
learning/fellowship

● CUE will have, and utilize 
routinely, a standardized 
decision-making flowchart 
related to projects, 
programing and other items 
that pulls on CUE capacity

● CUE adds Life Insurance 
and 401k benefits for 
full-time staff

● CUE adopts stronger benefit 
coverage for health 
insurance

● Board/Staff roles clearly 
defined consistent and 
effective on boarding

(1) Staff & Board Development: 
● Expanding year one 

capacity through 
contract positions and 
developing strategy for 
full-time roles. 
- Programming Manager
- Grants Management
- Director of Learning / 
Fellowships
-Executive Director 

● Institutionalize annual 
performance review 
process

● Execute Board Retreat
● Curate two 

opportunities for board 
and staff to learn 
together and continue 
building relationships 

● Complete salary and 
benefits audit

(2) Growing Shared Leadership
● Build a decision-making 

flow chart based on new 
strategic direction to 
consider new 
opportunities

● CUE will build new 
relationships with 
local/national funders

Focused
Implementation 
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Current Reality Success Indicators
(In 2-3 Years) 

First Year Accomplishments

● Google Drive with 
visuals, historical 
archive of past 
messages

● Grant reports of past 
work

● Communications 
Consultant 
newsletter. Working 
to develop a 
narrative survey for 
Fellows

● 2019 Playbook

● Website

● Currently working to 
hire a Dir of 
Communications and 
Narrative Strategy

● When interviewed about 
what CUE is, people will 
offer consistent 
messaging that echoes 
our stated purpose.

● More people will be able 
to identify where they fit 
into CUE’s purpose.

● Increased individual 
donors

● More streamlined grant 
writing process with key 
metrics, parallel 
language, information 
that is easily accessible.

● CUE’s visibility as an 
organization and as a 
network, will connect 
with increased and 
diversified audiences.

● CUE Network impact will 
influence and contribute 
to the racial justice 
movement in Chicago.  

● Develop framework of 
Impact Evaluation by EOY 
2024

(1) Build foundation for expanded 
narrative work:

● Hire additional FTE for 
Communications

● CUE Staff and Board Network 
Story Training

● Develop a plan for storybank 
by December 31, 2023

● Collect and analyze stories 
from April 2024 to January 
2025 

● CRM Database set-up by June 
2024

(2) Develop clear and compelling 
external artifacts: 

● Development of key 
messages including purpose 
statement by July ‘24

● Website refresh by EOY 2023
● Short Annual Report by Dec. 

‘23
● 2023 Fellows Playbook 

published in May 2024
● CUE Equity Playbook 2024 

published in November
● Launch of the Fellows 

Directory by September 2024

Telling Our Story to Grow Our 
Impact

This strategic direction relates to CUE’s capacity and intentionality on naming and showcasing the 
models for civic change that CUE Fellows have developed to date and future efforts. If realized, CUE 

would make clear what CUE is and isn't to both its internal network and external audiences and to share 
stories, tools, and models that amplify the influence of the fellows, staff, and CUE network at large. The 

aim is to ultimately help shift the narrative of what racial equity work looks like in Chicago.

Focused
Implementation 
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Catalyzing and Aligning the CUE 
Network for Societal  

Transformation

Current Reality Success Indicators
(In 2-3 Years) 

First Year 
Accomplishments

● Curating intentional 
spaces with folks 
across sectors (i.e. 
fellowship) 

● Inviting our full 
network to 
engagements 

● Being intentional about 
who supports impact 
projects and 
fellowship.

● Niketa holds majority 
of CUE relationships 

● Process for impact 
project selection

● Previously did a 
Spotlight focused on 
government 

● Fellowship has had 
strong applicants each 
year, CUE has strong 
current network

● CUE has established 
a structure for 
ongoing network 
expansion.

● CUE is not 
synonymous with 
Niketa.

● CUE Fellows know 
and/or can easily 
discover who has 
been a Fellow.

● Fellowship will have 
included 15-25 
Fellows each of the 
next 3 years - that 
reach key civic 
institutions. 

● Pilot one refresh 
workshop for core 
curriculum content

● Assess year one 
work and consider 
strategy for a 
full-time director of 
policy and 
organizing (title 
pending)

(1) Support Fellows in making 
connections to accelerate 
shared projects or launch 
communities of practice

● Build Fellows Directory 
Directory

● Develop plan for a "What 
do I come to CUE for?" 
framework to support 
Fellows in taking 
leadership within 
community

● Pilot Fellowship retreats
● Host 3 co-working days 

for Fellows 

(2) Support Fellows in 
developing a shared analysis for 
policy and structural reform

● Pilot ‘Fellows Only’ 
discussion series to 
support inside-outside 
organizing

● Fellowship 

This strategic direction is focused on cultivating the CUE network knowing that relationship-building 
among those with shared values will fuel partnerships for civic reform. The aim is to have clearer 

avenues for fellows and others in the network to engage and collaborate with one another. We are 
shifting to build infrastructure that will help catalyze greater alignment. This includes investments in 
digital databases, developing an approach for communities of practice on issues of focus, creating 

tables to align strategies and tactics for policy and structural reform.

Focused
Implementation 
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Redesigning and Supporting 
Chicago's Civic Institutions for 

Public Accountability

Current Reality Success Indicators
(In 2-3 Years) 

First Year Accomplishments

● Office of Equity and 
Racial Justice has 
published Racial 
Equity Action Plans 
for all depts. CUE is 
partnering with 
Office of Equity and 
Racial Justice  to 
support dept. 
learning around 
community 
engagement.

● Request for 
partnership from the 
Office of Community 
Engagement to build 
vision for re-design.

● Currently lack 
capacity, specifically 
strong project 
management, to do 
this work well.

● 3 requests from 
civic institutions to 
support building 
public 
accountability 

● CUE has new or 
increased funding 
to support this work 
that is structured to 
withstand political 
whims

● Impact Projects 
strategy/decision 
developed by 
November ‘25.

● Launch Government 
and Media Civic 
Strategy Tables. 

● Promote and 
socialize Civic 
Strategy Tables 
Equity Agendas. 

(1) Co-governance Strategy 
● Lead 3 part series with OERJ 

including session on 
co-governance, lab and 
sharing out results/model

● Establish Co-governance 
strategy by Dec ’23.

● Pilot co-governance model 
with the City within next 
year.

(2) Civic Strategy Tables 
● Establish civic strategy 

tables to develop vision of 
structural change for 4 key 
civic institutions by June ‘24.

● Launch Philanthropy and 
Research Civic Strategy 
Tables. 

● Promote and socialize Civic 
Strategy Tables Equity 
Agendas. 

(3) Grow Influence and Impact 
● Showcase May ‘24.
● Fellowship

This strategic direction is focused on reimagining and redesigning civic institutions. CUE defines civic 
institutions as government, philanthropy, research and media. CUE is working to institutionalize 

efforts through formal partnerships as well as a narrative strategy that amplifies models and 
frameworks, allowing CUE to strengthen our voice as an incubator of new ideas to grow a more just, 

multiracial democracy.

Focused
Implementation 
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Transforming Chicagoans 
Relationship to Power

Current Reality Success Indicators
(In 2-3 Years) 

First Year 
Accomplishments

● CUE is hosting 
community focused 
gatherings (e.g. 
People’s Budget 
pop-ups, People’s 
Square) and leading 
projects (e.g. Equity 
Design Lab with 
funders, Vote Equity, 
People’s Budget 
Chicago)

● CUE works with civic 
institutions through the 
CUE fellows taking on 
new roles in 
institutions and 
government and they 
embed some of the 
racial equity/justice 
practices (REIA) in 
those places

● All of these activities 
help to build and 
solidify CUE’s ethos as 
a positive change 
maker

● Establish measurement for 
Transforming Chicagoans 
Relationship to Power

● Engage in exploratory 
practices to figure out the 
tactics to implement 

This might look like:
● Sharing success 

stories about 
equitable work in 
Chicago civic 
institutions using 
multimodal means

● Host an event 
series (i.e. a 
remixed People’s 
Square) that tells 
the story of CUE 
and CUE network 
members’ work and 
success

● Measure impact on 
audiences’ belief in 
transformation to 
assess next steps.

(1) Launch co-design process in 
spring 2024 to:
● Work with CUE network 

and community 
organization partners to 
reflect and analyze 
previous/current CUE 
programming by 
September 2024.

○ If new 
programming is 
envisioned, 
develop staffing 
plan, budget, and 
funding stream to 
support this work 
by December 2024. 

This strategic direction is seeking to impact the lives of residents of Chicago - to increase resident’s belief that it is 
worthwhile to engage with local government, to equip residents with great insights into our local systems and 

leverage civic knowledge and participate to increase government responsiveness to the needs of BIPOC 
communities. This direction cannot be prioritized immediately, but a helpful north star to keep in mind, as CUE 

builds foundation for this through other key strategic directions. 

Focused
Implementation 
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This is a dynamic document and plan, and 
will continue to shift and grow as our 
organization continues to shift and grow
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