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This past year, a few ideas emerged from our 
discussions across multiple sectors. The consistency 
with which these insights arose in different contexts–
such as workforce development, medical care, public 
health, the arts, and education–speaks not only to 
their importance, but to the fact that they stem from 
deeper issues within our systems.

Key Lessons from 2021 

Everyone Needs 
Mentorship and Support 

From law firm partners to people with dis-
abilities, everyday experts shared a desire 
to be connected to mentors and advocates 
who can journey with them, provide sup-
port, and help ensure their unique needs 
are being met.

“I knew a woman who took me on as more 
than just a brother or a sister. She took 
me on as, no, I’m looking at you like you’re 
my own child… it was that connection that 
kept me with the [trades].”
                            –N, workforce focus group

To Change Systems, 
Listen First

 Empathy and cultural competency, when 
combined with active listening, do more 
than just make people more comfortable–
they can mean the difference between just 
and unjust treatment in court, between a 
correct diagnosis and ignoring a medical 
emergency.

“I would like for people to finally start 
listening to me and valuing me... When 
you’ve lived with [a disability], that gives 
you an experience beyond what any 
doctor can have, because you’re hands-on 
with it every day whether you want to be 
or not.”
  –M, disability services focus group

Effective Action Relies on 
Relationships, 
Representation, and Trust

Leveraging existing social capital through 
diverse hiring and partnerships with 
grassroots organizations creates better 
programs, policies, and systems, and is 
especially crucial when engaging new pop-
ulations or sensitive issues.

“A turning point for me [when I was hes-
itant about the COVID-19 vaccine] was I 
attended a panel discussion where there 
were Black healthcare professionals that 
answered actual questions to an audi-
ence… they were relatable and really 
provided a different perspective.”  
                      –E, public health focus group
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Increased vaccination rates 
in minority populations
Partners: the Cincinnati Health Department, 
Columbus Public Health, Interact for Health, 
bi3, and Bon Secours Mercy Health

• Substantial uptick in vaccination rates in 
both Cincinnati and Columbus following 
our engagement

• Columbus Public Health’s incentive-based 
vaccination strategies created a national 
best practice

Brought more racial 
equity into Cincinnati’s 
public school curriculum
Partner: Cincinnati Public Schools

• Black history and literature will be taught 
year-round, not just during February

• Speak Up, Speak Out, a platform for 
Black students to advocate for change is 
now accessible at all district schools

• “Adulting 101” life skills course was       
added to the curriculum

Partner: Bon Secours Mercy Health

Partner: Hamilton County OhioMeansJobs

Helped make Columbus 
buses more affordable

Reduced evictions to keep 
families in their homes 
during the pandemic

Catalyzed a $5 million 
investment in youth 
employment 

Partner: Central Ohio Transit Authority 
(COTA)

• Introduction of fare capping system 
influenced by the input of customers in 
focus groups and Cohear’s COTA Voice 
Council, creating substantial savings for 
frequent riders who can’t afford the cost 
of a monthly pass up-front

• Families in Bond Hill and Roselawn 
were an estimated 40% (renters) and 
50% (homeowners) less likely to lose 
their homes as a result of over $200k in         
innovative eviction and foreclosure pre-
vention funding programs designed by 
the everyday experts

• A $5 million investment into a new year-
round paid youth work program at Ham-
ilton County Jobs and Family Services as 
cornerstone for the new Office of Youth 
Services

How We Drove 
Change in 2021 
We’re incredibly thankful to our partners for doing 
more than just listening to the everyday experts—
they really do act on their advice. Here are just a few 
ways insights have turned into action in 2021.



Building a Better Workforce Pipeline Getting Ohio Vaccinated Against COVID-19 
by Listening FirstOhioMeansJobs
Cincinnati Health Department, Columbus Public Health, 
Bon Secours Mercy Health, Interact for Health, Bi3

In the Cincinnati region, an already apparent
workforce needs mismatch has become 
more dramatic in recent months: workers 
without degrees tend to be employed in 
low-wage, high-turnover jobs, and employers
hiring in high-demand industries often 
struggle to find employees for entry-level 
positions which often offer good starting 
pay, benefits, and opportunities for future 
advancement. OMJ partnered with Cohear 
to listen to and learn from the everyday 
experts—employers, workforce partners, 
and job seekers—and create a strategy for 
reversing this trend. Through 23+ qualitative 
interviews and nine focus groups, we iden-
tified specific, actionable ways for OMJ to 
invest in creating a better workforce system 
for southwest Ohio based on everyday ex-
pert feedback: 

In Cincinnati and Columbus, COVID-19 vaccine
uptake has been lowest in the ZIP codes of 
predominantly Black and Latino communi-
ties–the very same communities seeing the 
highest rates of death and hospitalization 
due to COVID-19. The Cincinnati Health 
Department and Columbus Public Health 
sought Cohear’s help identifying common 
concerns and barriers in these communities 
as relates to the COVID-19 vaccine and strat-
egies for increasing vaccine uptake. Through 
nine focus groups and 27,000 doors knocked 
during canvassing efforts, we heard from the 
everyday experts that healthcare professionals 
of color are the most compelling messengers,
and the most compelling messages are:

• Providing resource navigation and case 
management for new employees

• Centering racial and gender equity in 
workforce efforts

• Finding ways to increase base pay and 
compensate people for career training

• Creating innovative childcare and  
transportation solutions

• Acknowledgement of their questions’ 
validity

• Frank discussion of the risks and       
benefits of the COVID-19 vaccine

• Hearing about Black public health       
officials’ journeys to confidence in the 
safety and efficacy of the COVID-19 
vaccine

The methods and messaging which resulted 
from this engagement propelled a substan-
tial increase in vaccinations in both Cincinna-
ti and Columbus, with Columbus seeing over 
a 150% increase during the first two weeks 
of their incentive program. As a result, Co-
lumbus’s vaccine cash incentive program set 
a nationwide standard for similar initiatives. 

Cohear in
the News

Read our op-ed on vaccine hesitancy here.Cohear in
the News

Read an op-ed we published in partnership with our client based 
on this work
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Empowering Students to Shape Cincinnati 
Public Schools’ Approach to Racial Equity 
and Inclusion through Speak Up Speak Out

Black Homeownership in Columbus: 
Opportunities for Wealth Creation

Cincinnati Public Schools Pro Bono

In June of 2020, CPS launched the Speak Up 
Speak Out (SUSO) initiative to proactively 
engage students on topics related to race, 
inclusion, and equity through biweekly 
conversations and monthly livestreams. In 
the spring of 2021, students participating in 
SUSO district-wide presented the Superin-
tendent with a list of demands. The students 
made specific recommendations and re-
quests based on their conversations facilitat-
ed by Cohear, and the Superintendent and 
district staff members have already taken 
action on many of these demands–before 
the end of the 2020-21 school year, students 
hosted a student-led public rally, present-
ed their demands to the School Board, and 
district staff began to explore updating their 
history curriculum to better reflect the rich 
history of Black America.

Cohear engaged young Black professionals 
to create a strategy to increase Black home-
ownership and expand investment opportu-
nities in rapidly changing Columbus neigh-
borhoods. We conducted four focus groups 
with people who both rent and own their 
homes to identify the major factors which 
play into their decision-making when choos-
ing a neighborhood to live in, the resources 
which would be helpful when purchasing a 
home, and the major barriers to doing so. 
The everyday experts highlighted some key 
attributes of a desirable neighborhood, in 
addition to strategies for overcoming some 
of the challenges related to pursuing home-
ownership:

• Demonstrating that it is possible to buy a 
home while paying off student loans

• Providing clear, accessible informtion re-
garding home buying assistanceprograms                                                                                                                               
                                                                      

• Creating networks of trusted realtors of  
color

• Hosting information sessions with free    
food in locations where people already      
gather

Cohear in
the News

Read about the student list of demands students created through 
Speak Up, Speak Out.
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Creating a More Welcoming Environment 
at the Cincinnati Art Museum
The Cincinnati Art Museum

The Cincinnati Art Museum recognizes its 
responsibility as a major cultural institution 
to further racial reconciliation, equity, and 
inclusion, and partnered with Cohear to cre-
ate an action plan for making the Museum 
more welcoming to all. Cohear worked with 
Zencity to conduct quantitative engagement 
for this project, surveying a representative 
sample of the Cincinnati region through 
mobile advertisement-based technology.
With the survey results informing our       
engagement, we held six focus groups with 
artists of color, residents of neighborhoods 
adjacent to the Museum, families with 
young children, seniors, millennials, and 
members of the Cincinnati Art Museum. 

Other Projects

Workforce Development

Housing

Healthcare and Public Health

Justice

Education

Transit

• The Workforce Innovation Center at 
the Cincinnati USA Regional Chamber:  
Learning to Support Employees of Color 
Equitably

• The Greater Cincinnati Foundation:     
Creating Pathways to Economic Mobility 
by Listening to Black Women

• Housing Education for All: Keeping 
Renters and Property Owners Informed 
about their Rights

• Interact for Health: Shaping the Com-
munity Health Status Survey with the 
Wisdom of Lived Experience

• The University of Cincinnati University 
Center for Excellence in Developmen-
tal Disabilities at Cincinnati Children’s 
Hospital Medical Center: Centering the 
Voices of People with Disabilities in    
UCCEDD’s Five-Year Plan

• The Health Collaborative’s Communi-
ty Health Improvement Plan: Bringing 
Health Systems and Everyday Experts 
Together to Take Action

• Hamilton County Office of the Public 
Defender: Bringing Community to the 
Forefront of Public Defense

• C4C Youth Homelessness: Putting Em-
pathy First in Juvenile Justice

• Cincinnati Public Schools:                                      
       
• Improving and Expanding Summer    

         Learning 

      • Investing in a Student-Centered             
        Future for Education

      • Diving Deep on the Role of School          
         Resource Officers

     • Creating a More Inclusive, Accurate   
        History Curriculum Centering Equity 
        in Enrollment

• Cincinnati Metro: Rolling out Reinvent-
ing Metro

• The Central Ohio Regional Transit       
Authority: Creating More Equitable Fare 
Structures
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