
Directions: 

This exercise is an opportunity for all Board members to practice one of the key parts of 
fundraising - sharing our mission and “why” with potential funders! Please go ahead and 
type out your answers to the two questions below. It doesn’t necessarily even need to be 
grammatically correct or free from run-on sentences, just type it how you would say it! 
We’ll use this as a jumping off point for discussion about common language as well as a 
springboard for practice.  
 

Question 1: What is Chicago Market? 
Example Board Member Nat: 

Example text about what Chicago Market is - how you would explain to someone who 
doesn’t know about the project. 

Kate:  
Chicago Market will be a neighborhood coop grocery store that provides local, 
sustainable affordable products to its shoppers. It will operate within a framework of 
ideals and values that keep in mind the farmers, employees and shoppers when 
determining what is sold and at what price. It will be a destination for all Chicagoans who 
value farm fresh, in season products that come with a sense of community. Chicago 
Market will revitalize an historic building, the Gerber Building, bringing the past and the 
future together. 

Sheri:  
Chicago Market is a neighborhood co-op founded to provide local, sustainable affordable 
groceries and other market items for owners and other shoppers. It will be part of the 
revitalization of Uptown by moving into the Gerber Historic building under the el at 
Wilson. 

Ruffi:  
We are working to bring a better food community to Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood. 
Chicago Market is a co-op grocery store - which means it is owned by people like you 
and me (often right in our neighborhood).  But it’s more than just a store - it is a food 
community which will deliver positive impacts to both our local communities in and 
around Chicago as well as the amazing farmers, producers, vendors and partners whose 
products will be on our shelves.  

 



Bob: 
Locally owned, democratically run grocery store. Emphasis on sustainable, locally grown 
or made products.  Organic too.  Pricing and offerings such that all income groups 
can/want to shop there.  Is part of the community.  Education for the community about 
quality locally grown and made products. 
 

Grant:  
Chicago Market is a community of people who share values around local food - food that 
is healthful, sustainable and delicious, and a local food system that minimizes waste, 
creates good jobs and supports local food producers and farmers. Together we’re 
building a cooperative grocery store that we own together at the corner of Wilson and 
Broadway that will welcome all and be a vibrant community hub of sustainable, local 
foods, good jobs, retained economic power, and sustainably minded products and 
actions.  

Jonathan: 
Chicago Market is a cooperatively owned and operated community focused on local 
food. We are primarily working towards building a full-service grocery store that helps all 
consumers purchase food aligned with the community’s values and supports farmers 
and food producers. In the meantime, we are running events to educate consumers 
about local food and providing opportunities to purchase food from local farmers and 
businesses. Everyone is able to participate in these events, and the store will be open to 
anyone. Being cooperatively owned means that we invite anyone to buy into a stake in 
the business and bring their voice to the community. 

Amin:  
Chicago Market is a local grocery store owned by the community or co-op, not big 
business unlike Target, Aldi or Mariano’s. It’s an investment in the community to allow 
local, fresh products to be available and a way for the community to engage as anyone 
can be an owner! It’ll be located in the Gerber Building on Wilson and Broadway, right at 
the Wilson train station where the old Uptown Station is located.  

Donna:  

Chicago Market is a cooperatively owned grocery store community dedicated to bringing            
locally sourced and delicious food and grocery products to the urban city dweller.             
Located in the heart of Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood in the historic Gerber building,             
Chicago Market serves as the community crossroad between “farm” and “table”,           
between farmers and families, like you! By creating partnerships which support local            
farmers and food producers and introducing their products to the community, Chicago            
Market is a new way to shop for groceries which embodies the spirit and values of                
cooperative ownership with genuine care for the community. Open to all, Chicago            



Market brings job opportunity, economic vitality and healthy eating education to not only             
Uptown but greater Chicago as well. Becoming a Chicago Market owner provides a             
unique opportunity to participate in a special vision; the shared celebration of food,             
community and joy! May I please tell you more about how we plan to accomplish these                
goals and build our store?  

 
 

Dana: 
 
When I’ve been asked these questions, my answers are typically curated to address the particular 
interests of the person asking, so I usually try to talk to them a little bit to understand why they might 
be interested in the Co-op and what it is about what we’re doing that may be of most interest to 
them. That being said, we’ve found that calling our project a “start-up grocery store” tends to hit the 
right note from the beginning. People understand that start-ups are just getting off the ground, and 
they immediately get that  we are organizing to build a grocery store. They realize it’s not built yet. 

I like to include the words “food co-op” or “cooperatively-owned”, but those are usually harder to 
explain. Most people I’ve spoken to at Info Sessions or while tabling over the past three years don’t 
have any clue what I mean by “food co-op”. I will sometimes explain the business structure by 
describing the pyramid of a typical corporation with the CEO on top and it pyramiding down to the 
front line staff. Then I add on the top of the hourglass shape to describe the co-op’s general manager 
reporting to the Board of Directors who answer to the Owners. That visual usually helps people get 
the business structure and better understand the concept of the community owning the store. 

In general, when describing what Chicago Market is, I try to blend the practical answer - we’re 
building a grocery store which will have these things in it - with the romantic answer. Or in other 
words I try to mix in the storytelling aspect of why what we’re building is important, necessary, 
and needed. For that I usually have to explain what’s wrong currently before I can describe how 
we’re solving for that. People are so indoctrinated into the way grocery stores work, they can’t 
even see the problems any more. This is why it was such a big news story when there were runs 
on toilet paper, meat, and milk when the pandemic first hit. Everyone that wasn’t paying attention 
was surprised by that. But those with closer connections to local economies and smaller, shorter 
food supply chains weren’t surprised at all. We saw it as a natural evolution of the way the system 
was built. We also weren’t surprised when food co-ops didn’t experience the extent of the issues 
that the larger conventional stores experienced. Co-ops had slow, steady deliveries of milk from 
local dairy farms whereas the shelves were empty at much larger stores while mass agriculture 
dairy farms were having to pour their milk down the drain because they couldn’t get it across the 
massive system and into stores before it went bad. 

So, all that is to say, it’s important to answer the question, but how I answer the question really 
does depend on the point I’m trying to make to this specific person or in this specific setting, and 
the story I want to weave and the feelings I want to evoke. I probably wouldn’t say everything I’ve 
written below to every person, but these are some of the key points I’d try to get across. Lately, 



I’ve been focusing primarily on our tagline message of “local, sustainable, yours” and basing my 
answers around those three areas of impact 

Anyhow… this looks long, but when shared verbally it times out just under 4 minutes. It’s not your 
typical 30-second commercial, so I’d probably break it up with more interaction or engagement 
with the person asking me the question. 

 
Chicago Market is a start-up grocery store owned by the members of the community that 
exists to serve the needs of the community. We’re a democratically-run food 
co-operative, and we want to change the way you shop for groceries. 

Our food system is broken. Right here within a few hour’s drive from our great city, we are 
surrounded by amazing family-owned farms growing fresh, healthy food in ways that are 
sustainable both for the farm workers and for our earth. But that’s not what’s in our 
grocery stores here. The typical conventional grocery store here in our city is filled with 
massive amounts of processed foods and foods that are trucked in from hundreds, 
sometimes thousands of miles away. These stores are run by large corporations that 
don’t reflect the neighborhoods they reside in with management that don’t understand or 
care about the needs of the communities that surround them. And for every dollar spent 
on the food in those stores, the profits made are taken out of the community and sent 
back to the executives of those large corporations. The amount of food waste generated 
by conventional grocery stores and their unsustainable supply chains is staggering. And 
consumers who are looking to understand where their food comes from or how it was 
grown or processed are out of luck when they shop in your typical store. 

In a food co-op, like Chicago Market, we focus primarily on local foods from local 
producers...foods grown and crafted by people whose names we know and whose farms we 
can visit. We focus on sustainable business practices taking care to be good stewards of 
our environment and the resources we use from it. And we listen to the needs of our 
community, offering products and services that they want and ask for. But most importantly, 
a food co-op isn’t owned by some large, impersonal corporation… It’s owned by US. 

The food co-op business structure means that there are no large investors, each 
individual Owner - and we currently have 1,875 of them - is an equal shareholder in the 
business. Every Owner has the right and privilege to run for and vote for the Board of 
Directors who determine the strategic vision for the store. As Owners, we are building 
the store, we will shop at the store, and when there’s a profit, that profit will come back 
to us as patronage refunds. The money made at Chicago Market stays in the community 
and becomes part of our local economy. 

As your local grocery store, Chicago Market will embrace the fullness of our community by 
offering promotions and food accessibility programs such that everyone will feel welcome 
and able to afford the food they need to feed their families. We’ll be accessible to those 
shopping on foot, or by train, bicycle, bus, or car by offering a both parking lot and 
convenient public transportation options. We’ll be large enough to carry a strong 



assortment of products to meet our customer’s needs, and yet small enough to easily 
navigate the store and have it feel like your neighborhood meeting place. Those focused 
on living a more zero-waste lifestyle will appreciate our large bulk food assortment to 
minimize packaging and while the anticipated pantry staples will certainly be available, 
we’ll also offer many items essential to cuisines beyond the standard American diet. When 
we say “your” grocery store, we intend for that to include everyone. 

Chicago Market is unlike the majority of grocery options here in Chicago. We operate our 
business with a triple bottom line - people, planet, and profit - and we live by our values 
and a vision of the better food system… local, sustainable, yours. 

 
Lee: 

Chicago Market is a start-up grocery co-op in Uptown at the Wilson L stop on the 
Red-Purple lines. It will be a grocery store focused on serving the community with locally 
produced foods. A co-op is different from a regular corporation: the Owners are not 
distant shareholders but are mostly people from Chicago who plan to shop at the store. 
The community of Owners share interests in eating healthy food and knowing where 
their food comes from.  

  



Question 2: Why does Chicago Market need 
money? 
 

Example Board Member Nat: 
Example explanation of why Chicago Market needs someone’s dollars. 

Kate:  
Chicago Market needs money in order to break ground on it’s amazing site at the historic 
Gerber Building. Once we build, we can implement the vision and mission of this 
amazing organization and start bringing products from farmers to Chicagoans.  

Sheri: 
Chicago Market needs money to build out the space in the Gerber building and maintain 
its commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion for suppliers and employees. 

Ruffi:  
In short, we need funding in order to turn the thoughts and vision of what can be into a 
store that we all get to shop in and enjoy. More specifically though, your money will be 
used for everything from final architectural design through to the buildout of the store; 
from the hiring of a General Manager through to our first employees stocking the shelves 
and helping you check out; from equipment purchases through to the food that will 
initially stock the shelves and refrigerators!  Once up and running, cashflow from sales 
will take over the needs we have today for fundraising...but any amount you can give 
today helps us get there!  
 
It’s worth noting that we have a multitude of ways to get involved - from tax-deductible 
donations through to interest accruing loans.  So - - how can I help get you involved?!?! 

Bob: 
We have a great store location in terms of the market and how Chicago Market  will look 
in this historic site.  But it is not a cheap space to build out.  Grants like TIF and 
conventional bank loans only get us so far.  Granters and lenders want to see equity in 
our project.  Your membership, loan, and/or donation is our equity.  Your “return” 
depending on how you participate, is food discounts, tax write-offs, and/or loan 
repayment with interest. 

Grant:  
Cooperative grocery stores like Chicago Market are founded to meet the needs of the 
community and they are funded on the principle that we in the community own and fund 



it ourselves. There are no large, out-of-state investor groups who start co-ops; 
individuals at the grass-roots level do. Owners and community members raise the 
needed start-up capital through equity, Owner loans and donations, and in doing so they 
retain control of their business and build a powerful asset in their community. 
 
(optional addition) In our case, our funding plan is made up of three primary “buckets” - 
ONE, a TIF grant from the city; TWO, equity, loans and donations from Owners and 
members of the community; and THREE, a bank loan. The Owner and community 
participation is what secures the bank loan and makes the whole project possible.  

Jonathan: 
As a cooperatively owned and operated business, Chicago Market does not have the 
immediate capital required to establish a physical store. Grocery stores that are part of a 
larger corporation or that provide ownership stakes proportional to significant investment 
by outside firms or people can quickly gather the capital (and subsequently the loans) 
needed for building or renovating a building. The values of our community are focused 
on democratic ownership and control first, which means that we need to gather money 
without providing ownership in exchange. We can do that through support from the city, 
through grants from foundations or government entities, through loans from owners, or 
through donations. Having that money on the books will then allow us to secure loans 
from banks to renovate the building. 

Amin:  
Chicago Market isn’t a big business owned grocery store like Mariano’s or Target, it’s 
owned by the community and anyone can become an owner! That’s what makes it a 
co-op and such a cool opportunity if you are looking to help continue the improvement 
and growth around Uptown. Since it’s being built from the ground up, and in a historic 
space that is the Uptown Station, there’s lot of fundraising needed to get the store built 
and all the operations in place- including providing jobs initially to get it launched! 

Dana:  
If i’ve set up the previous question appropriately, by mentioning that we’re owned by the 
community and that we have 1,875 individual shareholding Owners, or any of those types of 
talking points, it makes answering this question so much easier.  For this answer, I could simply 
lift the third paragraph from the end of the previous answer, or if already stated I could restate it a 
little differently and elaborate. I find it’s helpful in answering this to mention the dollar amount of 
“$250 per share”. It helps drive the point home of it taking a lot of us coming together and giving 
smaller portions to make this business model work. Sometimes, depending on the interest and 
knowledge of the listener, I may get into the financial breakdown of our funding in more detail but 
depends on how our conversation is going. 
 

As a co-op, Chicago Market is based on the premise that we are owned by the 
community… by individual members of the community who each put in a share of 



$250-$500 for their “Ownership”. Building a grocery store from scratch is an expensive 
proposition. The Gerber building is pretty much a shell with no running water, let alone 
HVAC, bathrooms, refrigeration, or fixtures and inventory. So, a project such as ours will 
take about $#M to build. If each Owner only contributes their Ownership share amount - 
either $250 or $500 - it will take us forever to build the store and we’d need tens of 
thousands of Owners to get there, which is simply unrealistic. 

Of course, we will borrow money from lending institutions to help us pay for the 
construction costs and other expenses before sales kick-in and we have some income to 
counter the expenses. But it will take more money than is wise for us to borrow and 
lenders won’t lend against an unrealistic loan amount. With that in mind, we anticipate 
our lending institutions providing us with about 25% of what we need. As Owners, we 
need to find a way to raise additional funds beyond our Ownership shares and beyond 
lending institution loans. 

To that end, we are applying for Tax Increment Financing - or TIF funds - from the city, 
and that will contribute another 25% of what we need. This means as Owners we need to 
contribute the remaining 50% of our goal. A portion of that Owner contribution is the 
Owner equity in the shares purchased. And in addition to Owner shares, we’ll reach back 
out to our Owners to contribute funds in the form of Owner loans (which will be repaid 
after our bank loans are taken care of), but we’ll need more than what we can raise in 
Owner loans to get this project off the ground. 

We’re asking for those who are willing and able to consider providing Chicago Market 
with a donation. Donations have the benefit of not having to be paid back by the Co-op, 
and for those who donate a significant amount, they can be tax deductible as well. 

So, we’re looking for donors - and donors can be Owners or non-Owners alike. And we’re 
looking for community members who are interested in becoming Owners - we’re looking to 
raise our membership to 3,500 Owners by the time we open to build up our equity. And then 
we’re looking for those who join us as Owners who would be interested in providing their 
Co-op with an Owner loan to lend us money as well. We’re also pursuing grants and 
foundation donations from organizations who are interested in bringing a community-owned 
project that supports local farms and the local economy with good paying jobs and food 
accessibility through the opening and operation of our Co-op. 

When it comes to opening a food co-op, it really does take a village! And we’re hoping 
that there are folks out there whose thoughts and feelings align with our values and what 
we’re trying to create by opening this community-owned and democratically-run, food 
cooperative grocery store. We’re looking for partners who can help us bring to life our 
vision of a better food community - local, sustainable, and connected. 

Lee: 
Because Chicago Market is a co-op, there is no corporation with deep pockets to fund 
building the store. Co-ops rely on their Owners and the local community for a significant 
portion of their funding. We are seeking TIF funding and bank loans, but much of our 



funding has to come from Owner and community loans and donations. We have a lease 
with CTA for the Gerber Building which gives us a space, but we have to build out and 
stock a grocery store to get open. 


