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TEAM 9   
Communities Connected for Success

Counties: Bladen, Columbus

TEAM OVERVIEW 
The organization Men and Women United for Youth and Families 
(MWUYF) is working with the governments of Columbus and 
Bladen counties to provide job training and mentorship to 
Opportunity Youth, as well as counseling services that build life 
skills and grow communities. MWUYF’s “Strengthening Families” 
program provides counseling to parents and families, and their 
partners at N.C. A&T’s Cooperative Extension provide evidence-
based life-skills training for MWUYF’s “Community Voices” 
program. MWUYF’s “Youth Ambassadors for a Better Community 
Program” fosters students’ life skills through mentorships that 
range from MWUYF staff to local farmers. The collaborative 
strives to empower Opportunity Youth “to see the value they 
hold and therefore visualize a successful future beyond the 
barrier they’ve always known.”
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RECENT DATA 
2022 OPPORTUNITY 
YOUTH RATES

Bladen: 20.7%		

Columbus: 20.7%	
Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth 
Rate for North Carolina overall was 
10.9% (North Carolina Department 
of Commerce). TEAM 9 VISION STATEMENT

Our vision is to provide an individualized pipeline 
of success in the communities we serve, utilizing 
effective models for the future of our youth.

“We’ve been working with youth all along, 
that’s been our thing. We have a lot of 
working knowledge on what it takes to 

engage rural youth.” —Randolph Keaton

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION
Communities Connected for Success identified several barriers to education and employment 
for Opportunity Youth in Columbus and Bladen counties: economic hardship; limited access to 
resources such as career counseling, job training, and educational programs; transportation; 
mental health challenges, including anxiety and depression; limited local job opportunities; and 
educational gaps.

Caregiving and Mental Health
The team was surprised to learn during “Our State, Our Work” that many Opportunity 
Youth have caregiving responsibilities, whether for younger siblings, elderly family 
members, or their own children, which limits their time and energy for school and 

work. The team was also surprised by the level of challenges posed by a lack of access to 
transportation and the prevalence of mental health concerns. “While we anticipated some 
level of mental health issues, the prevalence and severity of anxiety and depression among 
Opportunity Youth were higher than expected, significantly impacting their ability to engage in 
education and work,” Delts said.

To help address these challenges, the team leveraged its large network of partners. They 
worked with local mental health organizations to offer counseling and support services, and with 
community groups to provide family support services, including childcare and family counseling. 

The team received hotspots from AT&T, laptops from HUBZone Technology Initiative (HTI),  and 
funding to provide mental health services, all of which supported Opportunity Youth seeking to 
improve their mental health and find employment. They also leveraged their existing 
relationships with providers and team members who are therapists to further support 
Opportunity Youth.

https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
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Transportation
The team worked with the Department of Health and Human Services to provide 
transportation to Medicaid recipients and advocates for a more equitable public 
transit system in the region.

By viewing each participant as an individual, the team tailored support to their specific needs 
and goals, helping them develop a clear path to success in education, employment, or both.

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS
Outreach to Opportunity Youth
To connect with Opportunity Youth, the team both hosted and participated in job fairs, festivals, 
and community events. They also visited neighborhoods, community centers, and other 
gathering places for Opportunity Youth. Ongoing partnerships with high schools, community 
colleges, faith-based organizations, and local nonprofits help identify and engage youth who 
could benefit from their services. The team employs current and former participants as youth 
ambassadors, who are highly effective and credible messengers to their peers. They also use 
social media to share information about available resources and success stories.

Employer Outreach 
To reach employers, the team attended job fairs and industry events, made phone calls 
and in-person visits to local businesses, and collaborated with chambers of commerce and 
workforce development boards to understand employer needs.

To encourage employers to hire Opportunity Youth, the team emphasized Work Opportunity 
Tax Credits and job training programs, using social media to promote initiatives and highlight 
successful partnerships. 

Once employers showed interest, the team hosted workshops and informational sessions to 
raise awareness of Opportunity Youth’s potential and needs. They also conducted focus groups 
to gather feedback on employers’ hiring challenges, which allowed Communities Connected for 
Success to tailor its programs more effectively.

EVENTS
As mentioned above, Communities Connected for Success attends many events to strengthen 
its network of partners, employers, and Opportunity Youth. It also hosts events to celebrate the 
achievements of Opportunity Youth, including a scholarship banquet. Being a part of “Our State, 
Our Work” allowed the team to host an event celebrating the completion of internships and to 
initiate the following new events:

• Enhanced Career Readiness Workshops focused on soft skills, résumé building, and
interview preparation;

• a Youth Internship Program to connect youth with local businesses, allowing them to gain
practical work experience while fostering relationships with employers; and

• a mentorship initiative that pairs youth with community leaders and professionals who
provide guidance and support in their career paths.

https://www.ncworkswotc.com/Logon.aspx
https://www.ncworkswotc.com/Logon.aspx
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PARTNERSHIPS
Led by Men and Women United for Youth and Families, the collaborative includes an extensive 
list of partners: the Black Mayors Association, Cape Fear Council of Governments, Lumber River 
Council of Government, New Zion Church, Mount Zion Church, Columbus Regional Hospital, 
Columbus County Dream Center, the local chapter of the NAACP, North Carolina Cooperative 
Extension, Optimist Club, the Ransom Center, Sandy Field City Council, Telamon Transition 
Resources Corporation, and Trillium Health. The team also collaborates with alumni and youth 
ambassadors of the program, Juvenile Crime Prevention Councils, retired teachers, local 
rotary clubs, and school boards. Since Columbus and Bladen counties have a lot of farmland, 
the partnerships leverage this local strength to provide youth with hands-on experiences in 
agriculture, while focusing on food security and sustainability. 

SUCCESSES
The team celebrates each youth’s success. One participant who attended workshops 
and completed an internship with a local company secured a full-time position. This 
individual expressed gratitude for the guidance and opportunities provided, stating 
that they had never envisioned such a positive career trajectory before participating in 
the program. Another participant overcame personal challenges and with the help of 
the team’s mental health support services successfully returned to school and pursued 
a vocational training program.

Overall, there is greater awareness in the region about the challenges faced by 
Opportunity Youth. This recognition has led to more collaborative efforts to support 
their needs.

Participation in “Our State, Our Work” helped the team build capacity, strengthen 
existing relationships and create new ones, and expose Opportunity Youth to more 
ways to further their education and career opportunities.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY
To build on its achievements during “Our State, Our Work,” Communities Connected for 
Success plans to prioritize the following goals and actions: 

• Continued support for the Opportunity Youth Regional Collaborative to
strengthen regional collaboration.

• Resources for a steering committee to guide strategic planning and coordinated
action.

• Continued resources to address systemic barriers for Opportunity Youth through
outreach, training, and employment pathways.

• Funding for a dedicated program manager and trained case managers to
support vulnerable populations.




