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Summary and Introduction

Economists since Adam Smith and the Corn Laws have struggled with economic development policies.  Balancing land, labor and capital, designing more effective markets, the role of technology and innovation, building human capital and most recently social capital – just to list some of the topics addressed may remind us of some of the frustrations encountered.  A challenging problem is communities that have lagged in the job creation process (that surely involved the Corn Laws too). Perhaps the problem is mostly a question of triage.  What Main Streets should wither away, sacrificing their sunk capital as the price to be paid for their obsolescence, for the advantages of consumer preferred malls,  and the unavoidable externalities caused by these malls, the automobile, the decline of communities of place in favor of communities of interest, and so on.  Can they all be like Market Street in Corning?  Probably not.  Still the Main Streets that have blossomed to make further use of their sunk community investments suggest an institutional evolutionary  process to be understood.  This study explores a small piece of that larger puzzle, the very different results of projects that seek to revitalize lagging communities by increasing citizen involvement through “do-it- your-self.” Strategic Planning.

The notions of social capital, its apparent impact on job creation and how it can be generated, are a place to start (Putnam, 1993, etc.).  There are several dozen approaches that apply Strategic Planning concepts to rejuvenate communities.  This work is starting with one of these, that of the Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI).  In a review of many it was judged more accessible by typical, potential community leaders.  This choice was one of many outputs from a five year Kellogg Foundation funded project in multi-community collaboration (Blumenthal and Coe, 1997).  There are dozens of communities where planners, consultants and community leaders have applied other approaches to community revitalization.  Thus there is a larger pool of experience to study once we have some experience evaluating this approach. 

Ten projects in New York (one consisting of two jurisdictions) have applied versions of the RMI approach to visioning and project formulation. Mike Kinsley of RMI provided training for volunteer community facilitators of a series of multi community wide meetings that go through traditional steps in strategic planning. Building upon an exploration of community values each group of participants identifies resources and assets available to the community upon which to base project ideas and strategic concepts for increasing vitality. Project ideas are systematically developed and evaluated. Teams are recruited largely from the participants to implement the projects. A community organization is put in place or revitalized to support the action teams, and to provide a focus for accountability and hopefully for the identification of further projects and recruitment of additional action teams. The Adirondack Park Agency partnered on the first three; four others then evolved independently and most recently the Tioga County Planning Department has supported four more projects with funding from the Appalachian Regional Commission. The Cornell Local Government Program has provided a variety of support activities including pre-training orientation and follow up training events to try to restart activity when it falters.  

As the need for restarts implies, results have varied greatly. An examination of the ten projects will be used to speculate on what factors lead to success and indeed to explore how to define success in this kind of training for do-it-yourself strategic planning. For example did the core organizing group, the facilitators and the participants think it was worth the resources they put in?  On this basis we tentatively judge all to have been a success - that is, the projects were worth the time and expense of those involved. Indeed to get the numbers of citizens out to reflect on their community and its well being is judged to be worth the process even if no projects appear to follow immediately. The concepts of social capital will be explored to suggest why wide differences in results should be expected and to provide recommendations for preparatory activities and follow-up that should increase the impact of the training. It may be that the communities with the least results in tangible projects like park clean up or better signage, youth centers or newsletters, may have gained the most in a relative sense because the need was the greatest.

Social Capital – a Conceptual Framework

Economic development and social well being, it is argued and demonstrated in social capital research, are highly correlated with the level of social capital.  The more social capital a community, region, or country creates the better off it will be.  Perhaps it is the major factor in development.  This civil society perspective, in which the revitalization of local government is also an expectation, paints a glowing role for small enterprises.  Small firms, small local governments, churches and associations, even bowling leagues and card parties, serve as forums for civic engagement.  Bound to place, the number of organizations, formal and informal, and the quality of their interactions, determines a higher level of satisfaction in that place compared to what it would have been were the social capital not so high.  Putnam (1993) states “the social capital embodied in norms and networks of civic engagement seems to be a precondition for economic development, as well as for effective government.”

Definitions of social capital vary (Flora, 1998; Edward and Foley, 1997; Newton, 1997). Putnam (1993) defined social capital as any “feature of social organization, such as trust, norms and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions.”  A critical set of norms are those that deal with generalized reciprocity – the expectation that each of us contributes to the growth of the community as we have the opportunity, whether there is a direct quid pro quo or not. In the good society individuals are honored for displaying that attitude.  In his 1995 article Putnam notes that “people who join are people who trust … the causation flows mainly from joining to trusting.”  And “ …repeated interaction facilitates communication and amplifies information about the trustworthiness of others.”  Social capital helps in the diffusion of innovation (eg., special improvement districts or fabric patches for big pot holes), reduces the costs needed to support transactions (eg., “if I give my credit card number….”), and facilitates the eradication of negative externalities (eg., non-point source pollution to protect sport fish habitat) and the promotion of public goods (parking areas for those sport fishermen).

In a recent Cornell study of national data available about counties, Young Sung Kim has created an admittedly crude index of social capital by combining 1) number of organizations per capita, 2) voter participation, 3) homeownership,  4) serious crimes.  A case is made for the theoretical validity of  each indicator. Research of authors like those cited above corroborate the logic involved.  A significant correlation is shown between the index, the importance of small firms in the economy and the more rapid expansion of quality, stable jobs.

Why the Rocky Mountain Institute version?  

The Kellogg Foundation funded the Rural Alliance Initiatives by the Cornell Local Government Program and Cooperative Extension over a five year period that ended in 1997 (Blumenthal and Coe, 1997).  One of the four initiatives was borrowed from Kellogg funded work at Iowa State that through a facilitated strategic planning process sought to achieve multi-community collaboration in support of economic development (Cigler 1992a, 1992b).  Responding to a conclusion that communities differed too greatly in their capacity to participate effectively in such multi-community processes, what we would now call differences in social capital, we explored a single community approach.  Materials were collected from over twenty Land Grant Extension Programs and not-for-profits and those of the Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI) at Snowmass, Colorado were judged sound, and best of all, more accessible to the kind of local leadership we had been helping.  Indeed RMI takes pride in the community leaders that have just bought the manual and successfully followed it with no other educational programming support.

As luck would have it, Mike Kinsley who developed those RMI materials and offers to train local facilitators in his do-it-your-self strategic planning process was invited to speak at one of the several celebrations of the 100 year old wilderness provisions for the Adirondacks in the New York State Constitution.  These “forever wild” provisions apply to the half of the land in a State Park that is equal in area to the five largest federal parks, out side of Alaska, put together.  This is a region that some see as constrained in development by these restrictions imposed by and to the benefit of the rest of the state. 

A philanthropist was inspired by the sustainable community concepts imbedded in the RMI approach and agreed to fund it for three communities as a demonstration project.  Later a fourth community joined partly at its own expense.  This effort was sponsored by the Adirondack Park Agency which added some funds and recruited the Cornell Local Government Program to carry out surveys of needs perceptions, to manipulate census data and to facilitate meetings with county, state and federal agencies that were in a position to be helpful.  County Cornell Cooperative Extension Educators were recruited to support the projects further.   A modest joint Extension – Research funded project and help from the USEDA University Center funding provided further for the Cornell input.  This multiple source funding approach characterizes the other six pilot projects we have been fortunate enough to support, all with Kinsley’s training of the local facilitators.  Many other aspects have varied – staff support has ranged from very little to quite intensive, modest seed money for projects was made available in four cases including funds for legal assistance to organize not-for-profit community development associations.  Funding by many foundations and public agencies is restricted to these “501 (c) 3” organizations. The full RMI process was carried out in some, more abbreviated in others.  Some that faltered were allowed to die; but restarted in others.

Steps in the Do-it-yourself Strategic Planning Process

The process follows steps familiar in strategic planning; identify values, create a vision, identify assets, some form of SWOT analysis – strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, upon which general strategies are formulated, and upon which projects that fit those strategies are devised, evaluated, prioritized, and action teams are organized, then go do it! This is supported by three kinds of overlapping, local groups; a core group of sparkplugs, the trained local facilitators for public meetings, an association and its board. 

Initial contacts are expanded to a group of “sparkplugs” who agree they will help recruit six to ten interested in being trained to facilitate the process, and if they do nothing else they are expected to agree they will step in to get the process going when it falters. An existing organization if it is available, or a new one, is created that agrees to oversee the process.  It especially provides moral and substantive support for the project implementation phase.  The RMI suggestion for membership is pragmatically political.  Members of any group with potential veto power that might get concerned about what is going on should see someone on the letterhead that they are comfortable calling. 

Two days of training for local facilitators of the do-it-yourself strategic planning meetings is probably the minimum. The manual and a case book written by Kinsley and published by the Rocky Mountain Institute (see below) is assigned to be read ahead and most do just that.  Meetings to recruit attendance at the public meetings are conducted with significant organizations in the community – service clubs, churches, volunteer fire companies, PTA’s, merchants associations, landlord groups, farm organizations, etc.  Notices are put out; telephone and personal recruiting is organized.  Initial attendance ranged from about 50 to 120.  About half of those that come to early meetings continued to be faithful through the process.  Seeking five or more on each project implementation team, meant that in the last analysis the projects that were chosen for implementation represented attendees voting with their feet.  The trained facilitators generally suffered severe burn out by the time projects were underway but after some time off reenter the game as they are inveterate participators.  

What were our expectations and our rationale in helping to move the process along?  The RMI Community Economic Renewal approach we thought would be best for communities that are at a low stage in the public participation cycle, where fragmentation is high, burn out and apathy combine to discourage many, few seem to have legitimacy in the eyes of others to “get things done.”  The process would recruit new faces, perhaps from groups previously excluded, and it should endow action teams with a sense that the community chose this project from many because it was judged important and the team is expected to make it happen.  Projects that have high hope for quick success are stressed; biting off too much is discouraged – save it for later as confidence and competence build.

Characterization of the 10 CER projects

Initial Adirondack Four – survey data on resident preferences for new services and demographic and fiscal projections provided to each, no staff support, no start up money.  No apparent utilization of the surveys and projections in the RMI process. Results:

ADK 1 – one project, a medical services center, still under way.

ADK 2 – didn’t finish series of meetings

ADK 3 – one project, build community into the Teddy Roosevelt festival network 

ADK 4 – recognized need for community healing due to past conflicts between old guard and new residents – eleven project teams, ten still active a year later, youth emphasis.  Abbreviated RMI process followed to add new people and project activity.  Only a few remain active after three years.

ADK 5 -  Paper plant closings overshadow tourism. Study group formed to explore options over about 18 months.  Brought in many helpful people.  Heard of the RMI process and asked for the training.  A number of projects completed. New teams formed. Many active.  Prior cooperation – eg., historical society, highway services and reconstruction planning.  Technical school connection (2 and 4 year degrees in forestry) provided leadership in planning group - staff support.

Tioga 1 – need for healing similar to ADK 4 – staff supported, full series of meetings, 15 projects with three teams – two were active after a year. Then Village hired part time staff. Restart training. Struggling but success with youth center.  Application for “501 (c) 3” tax exempt status needed to attract some funding was a psychological barrier.  Association activists have had an open break with the Village board over removal of historic buildings including the Village Hall and appear to have won the argument.  More participation is credited to this visible success.  Speculation that such a group works better if it is not seen as an outgrowth of the formal governance system.

Other four Tioga projects were supported by a county employed circuit rider – survey of households and comprehensive community plans available and utilized with staff support – start up money (eg., for 501c3 status) available to all four – abbreviated series of meetings. 

Tioga 2 – restart needed almost immediately as original overly small group of trained facilitators became disillusioned with the goals as they said they only wanted to work on the need for zoning to direct development not stimulate it otherwise.  Others recruited and oriented by the circuit rider and by others experienced in the RMI process.  Results included a news letter that continues  – river corridor project started with clean-up party.

Tioga 3 –  garden club that spun off is meeting but original committee formed after the public meetings not meeting. May restart.

Tioga 4  – Acting board meeting every two weeks finally formalized with corporate status.  Three teams – all with some results (eg., codes officer, grant written for park renovation, clean up vacant lots, mural on strategic building and plantings) and active plans for more.  Conflict with county over moving the county offices out of town.  Four of group elected recently to county board are enough to reverse original decision.  Participation expected to be stimulated.

Tioga 5 – Planning board that brought together conflicting groups seems to have been a real nucleus for the RMI process.  Point to “doability” of projects - logo, shirts, ice cream social, park development, ball field renovation, plantings and welcoming signs.  Second generation of projects begun, continuous recruiting effective, stresses socialization – it’s a party!  Built around established governance leadership.

Some questions about what goes on:

Do communities get used to having someone in charge or at least doing it all?  Low participation, “leave it to George” and negative thinking become habitual?

Do surveys and data analysis need more local ownership in the creation than just participation in the design – eg., through involvement with comprehensive planning process by a planning board who then become advocates for what the data has to say?

Can many public meetings burn out the facilitators and core group – no one is left to lead the project teams?  But will fewer meetings recruit and hold enough participants to keep the teams going?

Or is the answer to getting more uniformity in results to be found in helping the facilitators and core group bond and build skills before any public meetings are held?

Are communities very different in a large number of ways that can be summed up in the concept of social capital?  Treat every community alike and you can be sure the results will differ widely because of factors such as: 

· participatory skills, 

· number and quality of networks, 

· number of going organizations, 

· traditions of generalized reciprocity,

· trust

· amount and quality of communication

Are there diagnostic tools to help practitioners design approaches that will increase apparent results?


So how does an educational programming approach help build social capital?

Key Informant Survey

This survey is in progress.  From two to five key informants are being sought for each of the ten CER projects. Two informants are a minimum needed to begin the process of identifying agreement and disagreement in perceptions.  After five, diminishing returns probably set in on the amount of new insights or improved certainty about insights.  Key informants are being sought that have a balance of intimate involvement with a particular CER project and a breadth of view and relevant experience outside the project.  Professionals involved as well as those we judge to be participant leaders are being contacted to identify key informants.  The authors are using a “snow ball” process to identify key informants finally chosen and have carried out a minimum of one unstructured interview in each community and one structured interview as part of the testing of the framework used for the survey – see Appendix A. 

* Professor of Resource Economics and Leader, Cornell Local Government Program – A US EDA University Center, and Senior Extension Associate, Community and Rural Development Institute, respectively.  Cornell University, Ithaca, NY <CARDI@cornell.edu>
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Questions for Key Informants of Ten RMI/CER Projects in New York

David  Allee of the Cornell Local Government Program and  _______________ suggested that you would be a good key informant about the Community Economic Renewal Project that was carried out in  (circle one): 

ADK 1, 2, 3. 4, 5.  Tioga 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

1) Did you take the training provided by Mike Kinsley of the Rocky Mountain Institute in how the CER process should take place?

YES or NO

2) Did you get a copy of his book?  YES or NO

   If YES, how much did you read of it?    

MOST           ABOUT HALF           LESS THAN HALF            ALMOST NONE

3) How would you describe your role? (All that apply)


CORE GROUP MEMBER

WORKER BEE


CER ASSOCIATION BOARD
INTERESTED BYSTANDER


FACILITATOR


DON’T KNOW WHY YOU CALLED


PROJECT CHAIR


OTHER_______________________________________________________

4) What were the results of the CER effort?

a) Describe the organization that resulted if any? ___ _________________________________________________________



b)  How many project  teams resulted if any?  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________                                    

b) What were the things that got done, if anything?__________________

5) Was the training experience (how to do strategic planning) valuable enough by itself to be worth the time for attendance and the instructor?   YES or NO  

Why or why not?

6) What did the people who participated in the public meetings gain from participating?    Prompt:  information and contacts, or other?
7) Were they (the public sessions) worth holding even if no completed projects resulted?  YES or NO  

Why or why not?

8)  What was the level of the following in the community before the CER training and meetings.







Very  
High   Medium   Low  Very   DK







High



Low


a) Civic Participation






b) Trust Between People


c) Coordinated Action


d) Number of Organizations

9)  Check the items above that you think the CER effort improved if any.  Two checks on the most important.

Comments on any of the items in 8)  above:_____________________________

________________________________________________________________________

10)  Who were some of the more active people in the project:

SUMMARIZE ANY DISCUSSION THAT DOESN’T FIT ABOVE ON THE BACK

SPECIAL QUESTIONS:

ADK 1 thru 5
7) Suppose an outside technical support person had been assigned to help with the CER Project, what difference would it have made?  How would such a person have been the most help?

8) Suppose there had been some seed money (say $1500) to go along with the CER Project, what difference would it have made?  Increase the number of completed projects?  On what might it have been spent?

Tioga 2 thru 4
9) If the grant to Tioga County had not provided outside technical support, what difference would it have made?  How was this assistance the most help?

9) If the grant to Tioga County had not provided the seed money, what difference would it have made?  Decrease the number of completed projects?  How was it spent? 

10) Which is the truer statement or are they about the same?  A. When the seed money is all spent there will be a strong tendency to say “the CER Project is over, finished.”  B. The seed money justified the CER Project, the training, the meetings, doing it at all. Circle one choice

A>B,   B>A,    A=B

