20 Clues to Rural Community Survival

Adapted from the Heartland Center for Leadership Development Workbook; Authors Vicki Luther and Milan Wall

1.

Evidence of Community Pride

Successful communities are often showplaces of community care and attention, with
neatly trimmed yards, public gardens, and well-kept public parks. But pride also shows up
in other ways, especially in community festivals and events that give residents the chance
to celebrate their community, its history and heritage.

Emphasis on Quality in Business and Community Life

People in successful communities believe that something worth doing is worth doing
right. Facilities are built to last, and so are homes and other improvements. Newer brick
additions to schools are common, for example, and businesses are built or expanded with
attention to design and construction detail.

Willingness to Invest in the Future

Some of the brick and mortar investments are most apparent, but these communities also
invest in their future in other ways. Residents invest time and energy in community
improvement projects, and they concern themselves with how what they are doing today
will impact on the lives of their children and grandchildren in the future.

Participatory Approach to Community Decision Making

Authoritarian models don’t seem to exist in these communities, and power is deliberately
shared. People still know who you need on your side to get something done, but even the
most powerful of opinion leaders seem to work through the systems-formal as well as
informal-to build consensus for what they want to do.
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5.

Cooperative Community Spirit

Successful rural communities devote more attention to cooperative activities than to
fighting over what should be done and by whom. The stress is on working together toward
a common goal and the focus is on positive results. They may spend a long time making a
decision, and there may be disagreements along the way, but eventually, as one small
town leader put it, “Stuff does get done.”

Realistic Appraisal of Future Opportunities

Many of the communities have already learned an important strategic lesson, namely
building on your assets and minimizing your weaknesses. Few small communities believe
that they are likely to land a giant industry. Many of them say they wouldn’t want one if
it came along, fearing too much dependence on one employer would be dangerous. The
successful communities know that a more realistic approach considers the community
and the region as the context for future opportunities.

Awareness of Competitive Positioning

The thriving communities know who the competition is and so do the businesses.
Everyone tries to stress local loyalty as a way to help, but many businesses also keep tabs
on their competitors in other towns-they don’t want any of the hometown folks to have
an excuse to go elsewhere. This is an area in which the recognition of community assets-
people, associations and institutions-is vitally important. The comparison of one town to
another is a significant means to spur improvements.

Knowledge of the Physical Environment

Importance of location is underscored continuously in local decision-making, as business
and civic leaders picture their community in relation to others. Beyond location, however,
communities must also be familiar with what they have locally. For example, the issue of
preservation and protection of natural resources must be balanced with development
options. Communities that manage this balance have a long-term approach to both
environmental preservation and economic development.

Active Economic Development Program

An organized and active approach to economic development is common in successful
communities. This type of approach depends on public and private sector resources
working hand in hand. Private economic development corporations are common, either
as a subcommittee or an outgrowth of a Chamber of Commerce or commercial club.
However, it’s clear that the most successful towns emphasize retaining and expanding
existing businesses as well as trying to develop new business. This is a “gardening not
hunting” model of economic development.
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10. Deliberate Transition of Power to a Younger Generation of Leaders
Young leadership is more the rule than the exception in thriving rural communities. In
many cases, these young people grew up in town and decided to stay or returned later to
raise a family. In just as many situations, they are people who have decided to make a life
in the community even though they grew up elsewhere. However, it’s typical in a
successful community to have a formal or informal means for established leaders to bring
new recruits into public service.

11. Celebration of Diversity in Leadership
Women minorities, youth and newcomers are encouraged and welcomed into leadership
circles where their ideas are treated as opportunities for exploration of new ways to
improve community-building, not as threats to the “Way it’s always been done.” The
community welcomes new people, new ideas and new ways of doing things as it moves
along a strategic path to greater success and enhanced sustainability.

12. Strong Belief in and Support of Education
Good schools are a point of pride as well as a stable employment force, and rural
community leaders are very much aware of their school’s importance. However, this
characteristic goes beyond the K-12 system to include an approach to lifelong learning
that puts education at the center of many community activities. Whether adult education
is targeted at skills and job performance or hobbies and recreation, the successful
community makes the most of education at all levels.

13. Problem-Solving Approach to Providing Health Care
Local health care is a common concern in rural communities, but strategies for delivery
vary, depending on community needs. While one community may decide that keeping a
doctor in residence should be the priority, another may choose to train as many people
as possible as EMT’s or to use telecommunications to augment a clinic. The point here is
the variety of solutions to a common problem.

14. Strong Multi-Generational Family Orientation
These are family-oriented communities, with activities often built around family needs
and ties. But the definition of family is broad, and it includes younger as well as older
generations and people new to the community. A typical example of this attitude is the
provision of child care for community town hall meetings, thus allowing young families to
attend.
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15. Strong Presence of Traditional Institutions that are Integral to Community
Life
Churches are often the strongest force in this characteristic, but other types of community
institutions such as newspapers and radio stations, hospitals, and schools fill this role also.
Service clubs retain a role in social activities and community improvement efforts.

16. Attention to Sound and Well-Maintained Infrastructure
Thriving rural communities understand the importance of physical infrastructures-such as
streets, sidewalks, water systems, sewage treatment plants-and efforts are made to
maintain and improve them. In these communities, a clean-up day includes public parks
and playgrounds, business owners keep sidewalks repaired, and volunteer labor and
donated materials go a long way to maintaining public buildings.

17. Careful Use of Fiscal Resources
Frugality is a way of life in successful small communities, and expenditures are made
carefully. People aren’t afraid to spend money when they believe they should and things
are built to last. But neither are they spendthrifts. Expenditures are often seen as
investments in the future of the community.

18. Sophisticated Use of Technology Resources
Rural community leaders are knowledgeable about their communities beyond the
information base available in the community. Today, the applications of technology are
so widespread in business, health care, education and recreation that the capacity of
small towns to make use of these resources seems to be a strong indicator of success.

19. Willingness to Seek Help from the Outside
There’s little reluctance to seek help from outside resources. These communities
understand the system of accessing resources, ranging from grants for infrastructure
improvement to expertise about human service programs. Competing for such resources
successfully is a source of pride for local leaders.

20. Conviction that, in the Long Run, You Have to Do It Yourself
Although outside help is sought when appropriate, it is nevertheless true that thriving
small towns believe that their destiny is in their own hands. They are not waiting for some
outsider to save them, nor do they believe that they can sit and wait for things to get
better. Making a hometown a good place to live for a long time to come is a proactive
assignment, and these local leaders know that no one will take care of a town as well as
the people who live there.
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Rate Your Community Strengths and Opportunities

The following is a list of 20 characteristics found among thriving communities, based on research
conducted by the Heartland Center for Leadership Development. The Heartland Center found
that thriving communities will tend to possess a variety of these characteristics, but not all 20
characteristics. Review these characteristics and based on your community, rate each
characteristic as a (1) agree, (2) neutral, or (3) disagree.

Characteristic 1 |2

Evidence of community pride.

Emphasis on quality in business and community life.

Willingness to invest in the future.

Participatory approach to community decision making.

Cooperative community spirit.

Realistic appraisal of future opportunities.

Awareness of competitive positioning.

Knowledge of the physical environment.

VX INO AW N =

Active economic development program.

10. | Deliberate transition of power to a younger generation of leaders

11. | Celebration of diversity in leadership.

12. | Strong belief in and support of education.

13. | Problem-solving approach to providing health care.

14. | Strong multi-generational family orientation.

15. | Strong presence of traditional institutions integral to community life

16. | Attention to sound and well-maintained infrastructure.

17. | Careful use of fiscal resources.

18. | Sophisticated use of technology resources.

19. | Willingness to seek help from the outside.

20. | Conviction that, in the long run, you have to do it yourself.

Next Steps?

1. Are you interested in discussing these 20 Characteristics further with local residents
and leaders? Contact the SEDA office to obtain an electronic copy of worksheets
associated with each of these characteristics. Use the worksheets to frame action
plans based on your strengths and to address any identified weaknesses.

2. Do you need help mobilizing? SEDA can assist your community in developing a go
forward action plan.
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