
 
 

 What Do Courageous Leaders Need to Be Effective? 
i 

 
What Do Courageous 
Leaders Need to be 
Effective? 
 
 
 
  

Emily Brown, M.P.P. 
Sara Fleetham, M.P.A. 
Allison Shurilla, M.P.P. 
Dawn Simonson, M.P.A. 
 
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs 
University of Minnesota 
 

May 5, 2010 
  



 
ii 

Table of Contents 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ..................................................................................................................... 1 

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 2 

METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................................................... 4 

Interview Sampling ................................................................................................................................... 4 

Interview Process & Analysis ..................................................................................................................... 5 

Case Study Analysis ................................................................................................................................... 6 

Literature Review ...................................................................................................................................... 7 

Limitations of Methodology ...................................................................................................................... 7 

FINDINGS .......................................................................................................................................... 8 

Why: The Path to Leadership .................................................................................................................... 9 

Personal Relationships ............................................................................................................. 9 

Self-interest ............................................................................................................................ 10 

Altruism .................................................................................................................................. 11 

Qualities of Effective Leaders .................................................................................................................. 12 

The Role of Courage ............................................................................................................... 13 

Leaders as Translators of Information ................................................................................... 14 

Implications of Busy Lives ...................................................................................................... 15 

Unique Community Dynamics: How do Leaders Engage Communities? ................................................ 16 

Community Culture ................................................................................................................ 16 

Barriers to Community Engagement ...................................................................................... 19 

Factors that Facilitate Engagement ....................................................................................... 20 

Approaches to Community Leadership ................................................................................................... 22 

What Do Leaders Need to Grow & Sustain Community Engagement? .................................................. 24 

Support from People and Organizations ................................................................................ 24 

Information ............................................................................................................................ 26 

Training .................................................................................................................................. 28 

Tools ....................................................................................................................................... 29 

Other Resources and their Availability .................................................................................................... 30 

CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................................................................ 31 

CONSIDERATIONS.................................................................................................................................... 32 

RECOMMENDATIONS .................................................................................................................... 34 



 
 

 What Do Courageous Leaders Need to Be Effective? 
iii 

APPENDICES ................................................................................................................................... 37 

Appendix 1: List of Interviewees ............................................................................................................. 37 

Appendix 2: Interview Guide ................................................................................................................... 38 

Appendix 3: Case Study Organizations.................................................................................................... 42 

Craigslist Foundation, San Francisco, California .................................................................... 42 

National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation, Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania ................. 43 

Kansas Leadership Center, Wichita, Kansas ........................................................................... 45 

Smart Growth Organizing Project, Minneapolis, Minnesota ................................................. 46 

 

  



 
 

 What Do Courageous Leaders Need to Be Effective? 
1 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

What Do Courageous Leaders Need to Be Effective? is a research project undertaken to 

expand information available to the Archibald Bush Foundation as it develops strategies 

to attain an ambitious ten-year goal.  By 2018 the Foundation seeks to significantly 

increase optimism among people of Minnesota, North Dakota and South Dakota so that 

residents believe they can solve their own community problems.  With help from other 

organizational partners, the Bush Foundation began work on InCommons, an initiative 

to develop support for local community leaders.  The consulting firm and project partner 

Grassroots Solutions engaged our student consultant team to supplement their research 

related to understanding the work of community leaders and identifying tools related to 

effectiveness.  Our consultant team developed the following key questions upon which 

to structure the research project. 

 

 

 

 

 

Using data from interviews and a comparative case study of four initiatives focused on 

community change and leadership, our primary findings indicate: one, that individuals 

choose to lead because they are passionate about issues; two, they are often invited to 

participate; and three, they act out of both altruism and self- interest.  We found that 

leaders engage others by exhibiting courage, listening, acting as translators of 

information and mobilizing others.  Lastly, our research illustrates that to be successful, 

leaders need training, access to tools and experts, strong relationships and the help of 

others. 

 

As the result of our research we encourage the Bush Foundation as it develops 

InCommons to consider the following: 

 

1. Involve potential users in the development of the initiative. 

2. Assess the framing of InCommons as a needs-based deficit model focused on 

problems and reframe as an asset-based model building on strengths.   

3. Recognize and respond to cultural differences. 

4. Build in access to training, tools and expertise. 

5. Explore strategic partnerships with likeminded organizations that are engaged 

with significant networks. 

6. Do not reinvent the wheel. 

 Why do individuals choose to exercise leadership? 

 How do leaders engage other individuals and their communities? 

 What do leaders need to sustain and/or grow community engagement? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the Archibald Bush Foundation’s current major focus areas is a ten year goal: 

“75% of people in all demographic groups in Minnesota, North Dakota and South Dakota 

say their community is effective at solving problems and improving their quality of life.” 1 

Currently only 50% of people feel this to be true and the Bush Foundation plans to reach 

the 75% goal by 2018.2 The Foundation’s initiative, InCommons, is being developed as a 

primary activity to assist the region to meet this goal by creating an online and offline 

space to encourage civic engagement and leadership development. The priorities for 

this goal include developing and supporting leaders, helping communities with asset 

development, building relationships, and supporting those who engage entire 

communities in problem solving work.   

 

The Bush Foundation hired the grassroots organizing consulting firm, Grassroots 

Solutions, to create an engagement plan and the public relations firm, Haberman, to 

assist with brand development and communications. Grassroots Solutions conducted an 

audit of people involved in community engagement and formal leadership positions in 

late 2009 and early 2010 to inform their plan. The team, with representatives from the 

Foundation, Grassroots Solutions, and Haberman, branded this initiative “InCommons.” 

 

In January of 2010, our student consultant team from the Humphrey Institute of Public 

Affairs began a research project to aid the work of Grassroots Solutions. Our objective 

was to provide information, research findings, and resulting recommendations to 

Grassroots Solutions for incorporation into their work undertaken on behalf of the Bush 

Foundation and the other stakeholders of InCommons. As a graduate level Capstone 

project, our team completed 25 interviews focusing on non-positional leaders, 

developed a case study across four initiatives, reviewed the literature, wrote two 

interim memos, gave a presentation on our research, and wrote this summary report. 

The initiatives comprising the case study varied in geographic scope, including regional 

and national efforts. All focused on organizations or initiatives that work to address 

community issues. Throughout the process, we characterized our research as a pilot 

study, one that supplements the engagement audit and research already conducted by 

Grassroots Solutions.  

 

                                                      
1
 www.BushFoundation.org (May 2010). 

2
Developing Courageous Leaders and Engaging Entire Communities in Solving Problems: 2009 Household Survey in 

Minnesota, North Dakota and South Dakota. Wilder Research, St. Paul, MN. 
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The student consultant team approached the research project by organizing it around 

three questions: 

 

 Why do individuals choose to exercise leadership? 

 How do leaders engage other individuals and their communities? 

 What do leaders need to sustain and/or grow community engagement?  

 

We simplified these questions to organize our research findings, considerations and 

recommendations along the broad elements of Why, How and Needs. In general these 

“buckets” hold the most salient results from our research.  Some of our main findings 

include: 

 

 People exercise leadership out of passion, self-interest and an invitation 

to engage.  

 Leaders demonstrate courage, listen to the needs and interests of 

community members, frame issues clearly and mobilize resources and 

people.  

 Leaders stress the importance of relationships, building skills, having 

access to tools and expertise, and cultivating other leaders.  

 

With this framework as the overriding structure, our report is divided into four main 

sections: methodology, analysis of findings, and the conclusions and recommendations 

based on our research. 

 

Our research results offer valuable insight into leadership and community engagement 

and will provide a unique perspective for the Bush Foundation’s InCommons initiative.  

We sought out a specific group of leaders. These leaders are difficult to define, hard to 

find, and may be largely unrecognized. They do not win prestigious awards or lead 

national movements, but are no less important than those who do. They are essential 

for understanding communities and cultivating engagement, the very definition of the 

“grass roots.”  Without these leaders, those at higher levels—the leaders of major 

movements and organizations, and elected officials—are unconnected from the people 

they serve and seek to engage.   
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METHODOLOGY 

 

In order to examine the core elements of our research questions, we chose to employ 

two streams of research and several data collection methods. Over six weeks we 

conducted 25 in-depth interviews and performed participant observation, document 

analysis and a comparative case study analysis. The case study analysis examined one 

regional case - the Smart Growth Organizing Project and one statewide project – the 

Kansas Leadership Center, alongside two national cases – the Craigslist Foundation and 

the National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation. These cases represent unique 

efforts to further civic engagement and leadership efforts. 

 

Interview Sampling 

Due to the timing of our research and its place in the explorative stage of the Bush 

Foundation’s initiative, we dedicated substantial effort to our sampling frame. We 

wanted to ensure that we differentiated our respondents from those who took part in 

the initial engagement audit completed by Grassroots Solutions. As such, we worked 

strategically to choose our interview respondents through a combination of a snowball 

and convenience sample. The snowball sampling was generated through the 

engagement audit process, during which interviewees provided names of community 

leaders. Our team built the sample from these suggestions and supplemented them 

with leaders known through personal, professional and academic venues.  

 

Based on insight, direction from Grassroots Solutions, and guidance from our instructor  

     we formed the major assumption that non-positional 

leaders create change in communities every day. 

Identifying and contacting leaders such as these took 

place by tapping into first and second-hand knowledge of 

their efforts. To secure these leaders’ participation in our 

research project Grassroots Solutions contacted potential 

interviewees and introduced the Bush Foundation’s 

purpose via an initial e-mail communication. Their name 

recognition and that of the Bush Foundation provoked 

quick response and ready cooperation of interview 

subjects. The sample is composed of what we refer to as 

“non-positional” leaders and it was created to reflect 

diversity in geographic location, age, and gender.  The 

details for these attributes is outlined in Figure One.  

 

Figure 1: Interview Details 

 
Attribute  

Number of 
Interviewees  

Gender  

F  14  

M  11  

Age  

40 & younger  9  

41 to 60  10  

61 & older 5  

Geographic Distribution  

Rural  4  

Town  2  

Large Town  4  

Suburb  3  

Urban  11  
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This table highlights the outcome of strategic decisions to vary the interview candidate 

sample.  Since InCommons includes a web component, the research incorporated age to 

examine whether or not generational differences occurred. Similarly, our team collected 

data from interviewees about their communities to enable analysis relating to 

technology, resources, and leadership elements as they may have varied by community 

location and population. While we attempted to gather responses from across the tri-

state region, our team’s reliance on personal connections to select interviewees made it 

difficult to identify and contact leaders in North and South Dakota, as our research team 

is based in Minneapolis. In the final sample, 21 Minnesota residents participated with 

three from South Dakota and one from North Dakota. The lack of even or proportional 

representation across the three states limits our ability to draw conclusions about 

leadership variation across the states.   

 

The interview sample itself drew people from many professions and interest areas. 

These included education, arts, social services, environment, housing, business, 

community organizing, philanthropy and media.  A few were elected officials.  Some 

were active retirees. Interview respondents ranged in age from 24 to 78 including 

minority individuals from the Latino, East African, Hmong, Vietnamese, African 

American and Native American communities. A complete list of interview respondents 

can be found in Appendix One. 

 

Interview Process & Analysis 

Our research team developed and used a standardized interview protocol (see Appendix 

Two).  Most interviews were conducted and recorded by telephone with three 

conducted in person. The interview conversations were not directly transcribed but 

instead were detailed in notes. Two group members analyzed the interviews, aided by 

the use of QSR NVivo 8 qualitative analysis software. Based on the interview results we 

organized the coding structure and analysis across themes of: 

 community; 

 community engagement; 

 leadership skills and traits; 

 motivators of leadership; and,  

 resource assets and needs.   

 

To ensure inter-coder reliability, analysts worked together to code several interviews to 

elaborate on the meaning of each code and to create a united understanding of coding 

with NVivo software.  
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The Craigslist Foundation 

connects people and 

organizations to the resources 

they need to strengthen 

communities and 

neighborhoods. The 

Foundation assists individuals 

and groups to utilize tools and 

resources to engage their 

communities. Over a ten-year 

period begun in 2000 

approximately 10,000 people 

will have participated in their 

one-day “Boot Camp” training.   

 

Case Study Analysis 

Two members of our research team focused on developing and analyzing the case study 

in a cross-cutting, thematic comparison of the 

four initiatives: the Craigslist Foundation, the 

National Coalition for Dialogue and 

Deliberation (NCDD), the Kansas Leadership 

Center, and the Smart Growth Organizing 

Project (SGOP). See Appendix Three for a 

description of each initiative. 

 

The consultant team selected three cases that 

were of interest to Grassroots Solutions and 

added one case, the NCDD, due to its national 

scope, online presence, and organizational 

purpose. In addition to document and website 

review the team conducted six semi-structured 

in-person and telephone interviews of key staff 

members or stakeholders of the four case 

organizations. The questions developed for the 

interviews varied, and while they contained 

core questions related to casual factors of how and why each organization achieved its 

results, they were developed iteratively to 

capture information as the interview process 

became more specific.   

 

After the case information was gathered, the 

information was treated in a comparative 

manner. It was first synthesized to identify 

factors in common across the cases. The second 

step in the analysis isolated dissimilar elements. 

Third, information from the case study was 

compared to causal factors and other key 

elements of the initial findings from the 

individual interviews.   

The National Coalition for 

Dialogue and Deliberation 

(NCDD) formed in 2004 to 

advance the processes of 

dialogue and deliberation that 

increase information sharing, 

create understanding, and 

promote the use of logic and 

reason to make better decisions.  

The Coalition organizes biennial 

conferences, hosts a resource 

rich website and uses blogs and 

social media extensively.  
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Literature Review 

To more fully understand our interview and 

case study results, we reviewed the scholarly 

literature pertaining to leadership and civic 

engagement.  The literature most relevant to 

our research project aligns across four broad 

topics. 

 Exercising Leadership 

 Civic Engagement 

 Demographic Factors 

 Role of the Internet 

Limitations of Methodology 

The research described in this paper is one 

small piece of a much larger initiative of the 

Bush Foundation. It was limited in scope due 

to time constraints inherent in a semester-

long student project. As such, this research 

must be thought of as a pilot rather than an 

inclusive look at community leadership. For 

the purposes of our research, the ability to 

make generalizations from the data was not of 

paramount importance; rather, our research team wanted to truly exploit the benefits 

of qualitative research and gather rich, anecdotal information about leaders and their 

communities.    

 

The sampling method presented several 

limitations to this research. An inherent 

weakness of convenience and snowball 

sampling is that data are not generalizable.  

These sampling methods required us to take 

a purposeful approach, rather than a 

randomized one in compiling the sample.  To 

increase our rigor in constructing the sample 

we verified the characteristics of suggested 

interviewees, specifically working to include 

non-positional leaders.  

The Kansas Leadership Center 

launched in 2007 with a large, 

decade-long funding 

commitment from the Kansas 

Health Foundation. It frames 

its work as leadership 

development focused on civic 

leadership. Target participants 

include the “unusual voices” or 

individuals who do not feel 

they have a voice.   

 

 

The Smart Growth Organizing 

Project (SGOP) was a multi-

year initiative fostered by the 

McKnight Foundation in 2001 

in response to the growing 

interest of community 

organizations involved in 

“smart growth” to collaborate 

across sectors for the purpose 

of grassroots organizing. The 

Alliance for Metropolitan 

Stability hosted the SGOP.  It 

focused on information 

sharing initiatives, capacity 

building and resource 

development. 
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FINDINGS 

 

The following discussion provides a synthesized analysis of data collected across the 

interviews, case study and literature review. It offers points of congruence and 

divergence in answer to our primary research questions. 

 

1. Why do individuals choose to exercise leadership? 

2. How do leaders engage other individuals and their communities?   

3. What do leaders need to sustain and/or grow community engagement?  

 

Figure two graphically illustrates these three research questions and the major findings 

within each.  Each theme, the Why, the How and the Needs is discussed in detail 

throughout this portion of the paper.  

 
Figure 2: Findings Map 
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Self Interest 

HOW? 
Courage 

Listen & Learn 
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Mobilize 
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Relationships 

Training 

Access to tools & experts 

Cultivation of other leaders 
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Why: The Path to Leadership 

 

In creating our sample, we purposefully selected individuals in non-positional leadership 

roles; however, most of the leaders we interviewed also serve their communities 

through formal, positional leadership roles.  For many, the focus of their informal 

leadership roles varied from that of their professional capacity. Regardless of their 

current leadership status, respondents described a path to leadership. They indicated 

that often rather than consciously choosing to take on leadership roles, respondents 

simply became involved to help address 

issues that were important to them, often as 

the result of an invitation to do so. Their 

roles as leaders seemed to evolve once 

initially engaged. Overall, interview 

respondents reported that they were 

motivated to become involved because they 

wanted to help others and make their 

communities better places. Box  1 highlights 

one respondent’s story. 

 

Personal Relationships 

Personal relationships initiated and guided 

respondents’ paths to exercising leadership.  

This was manifested through inspiration and 

support from mentors, coaching and others’ 

recognition of their skills. Many leaders were asked to take on leadership roles due to 

their expertise in certain areas or connection to the community.   

 

All case initiatives also strongly indicated that people desire in-person contact and that 

events created opportunities for interaction and to build relationships. The Craigslist 

Foundation held successful, well-attended Boot Camps; the NCDD held biennial national 

conferences; the Kansas Leadership Center convened various group leadership 

development opportunities; and the SGOP structured much of its work through groups, 

roundtables and committees. While offline connections were essential, online venues 

also provided connection between people. The NCDD’s online efforts included heavy 

use of e-mail and blogs and growing use of social media sites including Facebook and 

LinkedIn. NCDD’s director attributed some measure of success to an intentional, 

personal presence on their website, and found it important to provide a name and face 

Box 1: Becoming a Leader by Way of 

“Miracle” 

One respondent describes her 

path to leadership as “a bit of a 

miracle.”  She tells a story of 

her passion for nature, seeing 

an opportunity in the 

community to start a nature 

center, and by way of luck and 

connections, building her 

passion into a career and 

ultimately, a leadership role in 

the community. 
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associated with content and online communication. NCDD also initiated outreach to 

people and organizations they discovered or found interesting, and encouraged their 

participation in online communication.  

 

For some time, research has recognized the leader-follower relationship.3 More 

recently, research has explored the primacy of many kinds of relationships to 

leadership. Uhl-Bien, in her description of relational leadership theory, described “the 

relational perspective to be at the forefront of emerging leadership thrusts.”4 She also 

states that “relationships – rather than authority, superiority, or dominance – appear to 

be key to new forms of leadership.”5 

 

Self-interest 

Often, leadership roles grew out of personally held passions or interests and some 

interview respondents became leaders by pursuing their personal interests. For 

example, a spoken word artist was able to leverage his passion into a paid, formal 

position and garner this passion to become a leader in the arts organizing community, as 

illustrated in the following quote: 

 

“…when I was young, I didn’t necessarily know that having a job in arts 

administration was possible.  I didn’t even know what that was.  But I 

knew I loved poetry, I knew I loved art and I knew I wanted to do 

community organizing. I didn’t know there was money in it.  I always 

figured I would do something else for money like working in a restaurant, 

which is what I did for many years. I definitely was motivated by a desire 

to create change— I wanted to create change and art— but getting paid 

for it was a surprise, a good surprise.” 

 

The case study analysis highlights personal or organizational self interest as important to 

participation in their organization’s leadership or civic engagement initiatives. 

Relationships and self-interest were sometimes interwoven. For example, community 

leaders participated in the SGOP to advance their organizational self-interest.  They 

wanted to make their participation known to the McKnight Foundation, meet other 

leaders, and receive information and tools that could further their organizational 

                                                      
3
 Riggio, R.E. & Smith Orr, S. (Eds.). (2003). Improving leadership in nonprofit organizations. San Francisco, CA:  John 

Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
4
 Uhl-Bien, M. (2006). Relational leadership theory; exploring the social processes of leadership and organizing. The 

Leadership Quarterly. 17, p. 654. 
5
 Uhl-Bien, P. 676. 
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missions.  Similarly, community leaders participated in the NCDD because it gave them 

access to resources such as information, training, facilitators, and advice from experts. 

Individuals also participated in the NCDD to join a network or community of practice and 

used the Coalition’s web venues to establish themselves among the dialogue and 

deliberation community for personal and/or professional advancement. The Kansas 

Leadership Center recognized the self-interest of leaders in wanting support and 

wanting to become more effective, for the ultimate purpose of making progress on an 

issue of importance to them. Finally, the Craigslist Foundation worked closely with “free 

agents” who are new to leadership and helped them determine their own self-interest 

related to civic engagement.  

 

Altruism 

Interview respondents commonly felt an obligation to their community and a desire to 

“give back.”  Many respondents, especially in rural areas, highlighted the role their 

families and background played in their decisions to take on leadership roles: 

 

 “I’ve always tried to volunteer quite a bit… I’ve always been raised with 

the idea that you have to do that.  I’m the oldest of nine kids and my 

parents always expected that we would give back to our community.” 

 

Similarly, respondents frequently cited their role as an advocate acting on behalf of their 

community.  This role was particularly salient in the way cultural identity plays an 

important role in respondent’s decisions to act as leaders in their communities.  For 

example, some respondents highlighted their racial or ethnic identity as an important 

motivating factor to taking on leadership roles in their communities. 

 

Representatives of both the SGOP and NCDD underscored the understanding that 

people and/or people and their organizations became involved because they felt 

strongly about an issue. In the case of the NCDD, participants viewed the organization as 

a means to achieve their goals related to issues that were not directly issues of 

deliberation and democracy. To them, the NCDD was a provider of tools and expertise 

that could, for example, assist them in advancing knowledge and resolving conflict 

about issues such as health care reform or immigration policy. For participants in the 

SGOP, passion about Smart Growth, grassroots organizing, and advocacy spurred 

engagement. The Kansas Leadership Center reported that the civic landscape in Kansas 

was shaped by challenging issues and that individuals chose to exercise leadership to 

address them.    
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Many leaders, particularly in urban areas, conveyed a strong passion relating to their 

leadership roles.  This was conveyed both through a personal passion, their own interest 

in an issue or leadership, or a passion for engaging and having a positive effect on their 

communities. 

 

Most of the literature finds that leaders are motivated to exercise leadership both by a 

desire to help others and for purposes of self-interest. In a longitudinal study conducted 

by Bono, Shen, & Snyder of 43 community leadership programs, the data indicate that 

people engage for reasons of altruism (helping others) and self-interest (skill acquisition, 

networking). People also engage or maintain involvement for social reasons such as 

friendship or approval of others.6  Similarly, others write about moral purpose as a 

foundational component of leadership. Fullan describes moral purpose as deep 

commitment to improving the human condition, and noted that is manifests itself as 

“both ends and means.”7 Fullan, however, also argues that it is unimportant to 

understand if people act due to self-interest or to altruism, and that they can be dually 

motivated.8   

 

For several decades the literature has defined types of leadership including those that 

are transformational, visionary and servant-oriented. The theory of servant leadership, 

as described by Sohmen and first hypothesized by Greenleaf is congruent with the 

assertion that servant leaders, in particular, are motivated strongly by altruism.9  

Servant leaders engaged because they believed that with the help of others they could 

make a positive difference in their communities.  

 

 

Qualities of Effective Leaders 

 

In our discussions with leaders about the qualities that successful leaders possess, we 

identified a differentiation between “traits” and “skills.”  Traits are identified as innate 

qualities, personality traits, and personal values; skills are qualities that can be learned 

and improved on. The table below highlights the core leadership traits and skills that 

were emphasized by interview respondents. 

                                                      
6
 Bono, J.E., Shen, W., & Snyder, M. (2010). Fostering integrative community leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 

(21), Issue 2, 324-335. 
7
 Fullan, Michael (2001). Leading in a culture of change. (pp.13-29). San Francisco, CA:  John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

8
Fullan, 2001.  

9
 Riggio, et al., 2003. 
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         Figure 3: Leadership Traits and Skills 

Core Leadership Traits Core Leadership Skills 

Passion Pragmatic decision-making 

Honesty Listening 

Humility Effective communication 

Positivity Relationship-building 

Courage Cultural competency 

Vision Utilizing & mobilizing resources 

 

These skills and traits were highlighted in respondents’ discussions of leadership in 

general, were related to other leaders in their communities, and attributed to their own 

leadership. There is no clear distinction between traits and skills. They often overlap- 

there are qualities that can be considered both traits and skills, and their categorization 

is highly subject to interpretation. However, the recognition of this difference provides 

insight into the qualities that leaders possess. While some interview respondents voiced 

the opinion that leadership itself is an innate quality, all discussed the interaction 

between skills and traits as central to their leadership. Both innate personal attributes 

and learned skills are essential to successful leadership. The qualities discussed below 

are highly important to the interview respondents and the literature supports their 

salience to our research. 

 

The Role of Courage 

First, “courage” came forward as an important element of leadership, usually described 

as the ability or willingness to voice opinions that may be unpopular or challenge 

existing norms. One respondent stated: 

 

“Courage, courage and more courage… It's easier- especially if you are 
leading an oppressed community- it's easier to point your finger at the 
oppressor...  What is not as easy to do is to look at the causes of your own 
challenges that you perpetuate within your own community... but to be 
able to stand and say 'this is our part in it, and this is what we need to do 
to change, and this is how we failed.'” 

 
This sentiment is reflected in other leaders’ discussions of the importance of leadership 

acts that look beyond problems to identify solutions and community engagement, even 

when voicing alternative opinions seems unpopular. As will be elaborated in our 

discussion of community attributes, courageous acts of leadership stand in contrast to 



 
14 

the fear and negativity that respondents cited as significant barriers to community 

engagement.   

 

The literature supports the concept of focusing on acts of leadership in addition to or as 

an alternative to motivation or self-interest as causal underpinnings. What is most 

important according to Fullan is that moral purpose alone does not produce leadership, 

but it is the strategies employed that are the acts of leadership.10 Earl expands on 

Fullan’s notion and proposes understanding leadership by “identifying and studying 

leading tasks.”11 She asserts that leadership definitions are fuzzy at best and that many 

notions of leadership exist. In Earl’s opinion, focusing on leading tasks is more 

concrete.12  

 

Additionally, the literature supports our finding about the role of courage. Camplin and 

Eisenberg discuss courage as an essential ingredient of leadership. 13 14  They note that 

leaders must possess courage to take risks to do what they believe is right, and to do so 

with passion and zeal. They also state that leaders act regardless of appearing 

unpopular or being subject to criticism.  Camplin further states that courage is an 

important dynamic in the leader – follower dyad. He found that courage gives followers 

hope, and spurs and sustains engagement.  

 

Leaders as Translators of Information 

Second, successful leaders act as “translators” for their community, which often involves 

serving as an intermediary between the community and institutions by making 

information and processes accessible and understandable for community members.  

The term “translator” was used by an interview respondent in discussing the role of 

leaders in translating complex, technical information to community members in an 

understandable form. The quotation below is illustrative of this point. 

 

“You must find a practical, clear way to tell people why issues will affect 

their lives. The message can’t be vague or the issue taking place in the 

future. The issue must be one here in today’s environment.  People 

understand healthcare and can make immediate connections to real life 

                                                      
10

 Fullan, 2001. 
11

 Earl, J., (2007). Leading tasks in a leaderless movement: The case of strategic voting. American Behavioral Scientist. 
(50)10. p. 1327. 
12

Earl, 2007.  
13

 Camplin, J. C. (2009). Volunteers leading volunteers. Professional Safety, 54(5), 36-42.  
14

 Eisenberg, P. (2006). How to stem the nonprofit-leadership deficit. Chronicle of Philanthropy, 18(24), p. 27. 
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conditions. It’s important to frame and portray urgency, immediacy and 

relevancy of issues in order to engage people.” 

 

Other respondents echoed this notion in their discussion of the role of leaders in helping 

communities understand both information and processes.  It is closely linked to the 

importance for leaders to listen to the concerns and interests of their communities and 

guide them in problem-solving and civic engagement. 

 

“Leaders collect information and think like researchers. They can stand 

outside issues and see things with relatively neutral eyes. Effective leaders 

are complex thinkers.  They don’t try to oversimplify.  They listen well.  

They hear.  They do not summarize. Leaders work at the big picture level 

and set values.”   

 
The literature about servant leadership in particular supports these notions of leaders as 

translators and savvy listeners.  According to Sohmen servant leaders incorporate the 

views of others and cultivate additional leaders because new voices add consequential 

perspectives and ideas.  They do so out of the desire to empower others.15 Additionally 

the literature highlights that effective leaders listen well, ask questions, are self-

confident and possess strong self identity. Leaders can also organize and negotiate and 

have insight into what motivates both one’s self and others.16 Furthermore, the 

literature supports the notion of leaders as translators. They rely on their ability to 

clearly articulate information, issues, and their positions. Additionally, some authorities 

express that these skills are important for negotiating with those in positions of 

authority as well as communicating with the community members they represent and 

mobilize. Leaders value critical dialogue and have strong problem solving skills.17 

 

Implications of Busy Lives 

Finally, many interview respondents discussed the importance of balance, delegation, 

and the ability to say “no.”  They expressed the importance of recognizing when it is 

beneficial to encourage others to take on leadership roles and the danger of “burn-out.”  

This theme also relates to the emphasis many leaders placed on the importance of 

cultivating others in their communities and recognizing the strengths of volunteers and 

other community members. 
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There is general agreement in the literature that people overall are interested in helping 

others and in contributing to the well-being of their communities, but do not join 

organizations as readily or commit to long-term endeavors as in the past. A factor 

influencing the shift from engaging in organizations as members, to acting on one’s own, 

appears to be related to the full, time-bound lives that people lead today, particularly 

working women with families.18 19 20  Other studies show that the heavy participation of 

women in the workforce created a structural change in the roles of women in the civic 

life of the community. While the family continues to hold central importance, “work is 

also important, for defining women’s sense of self and community and for offering an 

alternative venue for community service.”21  The civic concerns of employers have 

become more influential in determining the engagement of professional working 

women. 

 

 

Unique Community Dynamics: How do Leaders Engage Communities? 

 

Some of the most important insights we gathered pertain to leaders’ perceptions of the 

qualities of communities themselves and the role of these qualities in community 

engagement.  There are identifiable community cultures and skills and traits of leaders 

that encourage engagement. The factors identified in our research that impede and/or 

facilitate community engagement at many times directly mirror one another.  For 

example, interview respondents highlighted disconnect between community members, 

apathy, and negativity as barriers; and opportunities to gather, passion for issues, and 

positivity as facilitators.  This dichotomy is elaborated on in our discussion of barriers 

and factors that facilitate community engagement.    

Community Culture 

Culture was a common theme throughout the interviews and relates to many of the 

themes discussed regarding leadership, communities, and resources.  This includes 

ethnic culture as well as the culture of particular communities, and other socioeconomic 

factors.  Leaders highlighted cultural resources in their communities and the value that 
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diversity brings to generating ideas and community connectedness.  Some interview 

respondents discussed the value of churches, mosques, and religious leaders in their 

communities.   

 

Several interview respondents highlighted the fact that “leadership doesn’t always look 

the same.”  And one respondent noted, “identity is important, no matter what.”  This is 

true for both leaders and community members. The roles of leaders vary based on the 

community or communities in which they work. Discussions of ethnic culture were much 

more prevalent in urban and “large town” communities; although leaders in rural 

communities rarely discussed ethnic culture, they did discuss the unique cultures of 

their own communities. 

 

As noted in the previous section, culture is a large contributing factor to why individuals 

choose to exercise leadership.  Ethnic culture is integral to leaders’ decisions to act as 

representatives of their communities. This notion prevailed in interviews with Asian 

American, Hmong, Native American and Oromo leaders.  Culture also plays a powerful 

effect on how leaders chose to exercise leadership.  A cultural understanding of the 

community in which a leader works is important. This knowledge of culture allows 

leaders to identify assets and understand how to navigate the unique aspects of the 

community in order to promote engagement.  For example, Hmong and Oromo leaders 

highlighted the importance of elders in these communities and the necessity to 

understand how to lead in communities with high respect for elders.   

 

While leaders in both urban and rural communities participated in multiple formal and 

informal leadership roles, leaders in rural communities noted the importance of taking 

on multiple leadership roles in their communities “because in a small community, you 

have to wear a lot of hats.”  This was attributed to the uniqueness of rural communities 

and was often shared with the recognition of a strong volunteer culture in these 

communities. Box 2 provides an example of one interview respondent who 

demonstrates this dynamic. 

 

“In a community the size of [my town]—we are at about 1200 people right now—

if you have a pulse, you volunteer. We really rely on our volunteers in this 

community. You are pretty much involved anywhere—you help as needed.  

Everybody rotates through and everybody helps out.  I think that’s one of the 

beauties of a small town; we all understand the importance of volunteerism.” 
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It is also essential to understand and respect 

the cultures of communities to which one 

does not belong, as demonstrated in the 

following quote: 

 

“You need good communication skills 

and understanding, at least a 

rudimentary understanding of a 

community.  You need to go in and 

really listen.  For instance, I am not 

Hmong [and in one particular 

situation], I knew I couldn’t go into a 

situation inserting myself as a 

leader... I had to understand that to 

really do work, in terms of being a 

community ally and being part of this 

community… it meant that I needed 

to let go of my own need to be in a 

leadership role and sit back and 

figure out where people fit in and 

then figure out where I could fit in.”  

 
Another leader discussed the challenges of 

being a female leader in the Hmong 

community.  As she stated, “Hmong woman 

leader is almost an oxymoron,” and 

discussed the skill and community knowledge required to be effective in a male-

dominated, clan-dominated environment.  

 

Leaders also discussed belonging to several different communities; for example, leaders 

identified with both place-based and ethnic communities.  They also talked about the 

heterogeneity within communities and the importance of understanding how to play 

various leadership roles.  In general leaders discussed the importance of networking 

across communities (both location- and identity-based).  Disconnect between 

communities was highlighted as an impediment to community engagement, to 

leadership, and an important barrier to overcome.  

 

Box 2: Playing Multiple Roles  

One leader in rural Minnesota 
says he’s involved in his 
community in “just about 
every way.”  As a business 
owner, he publishes the 
community newspaper, 
involved in reporting every 
aspect of the community.  In 
this capacity he “has dual 
roles,” by not just reporting, 
but also providing leadership 
where possible on a variety of 
issues.  He is also assisting the 
city with an energy efficiency 
project—writing a solar panels 
grant, works on school issues 
to improve conditions of the 
community school, works with 
the local food shelf, and is 
involved with the local fire 
department.  This community 
work extends to his wife, who 
founded a holiday toy drive 
that impacts the lives of poor 
residents. 
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Barriers to Community Engagement 

Interview respondents discussed the way a culture of negativity and fear within a 

community impedes community engagement.  One respondent discussed what she calls 

“CAVEs”—Citizens Against Virtually Everything, a term that is illustrative of the 

negativity many interview respondents discussed as barriers.  There was a common 

theme among respondents that this focus on problems and negativity leads to 

frustration and disillusionment in communities. Several respondents specifically noted 

that they do not consider acts motivated by protesting against a cause or situation to be 

acts of leadership—as one respondent noted, “activism is not leadership.”  Others 

highlighted the barriers a highly political culture creates. 

 

Leaders discussed that engagement is impeded by the sentiment that an individual’s or 

group’s efforts will not make a difference or have an impact; they also stated the 

concern that community members and volunteers don’t feel that their efforts are 

valued. The word “fear” was commonly used in relation to a fear of challenging existing 

norms, a fear that efforts will not have an effect, and a fear of others in the community.   

 

Unequal access to information and things like time, transportation, and financial costs 

that impede the community’s ability to convene physically contributes to this fear and 

alienation of community members from one another.  Several respondents discussed 

the negative effects of individualism and disconnectedness in communities, as 

illustrated in the following quote:   

 

 “When we don’t know our neighbors, 

when we live in a community where 

we never got to know our neighbors… 

it derives a little bit of fear.  When 

people are disconnected from their 

neighbors, or they feel that there’s 

any sort of group or organization 

that’s off-limits to them, or is above 

them, or isn’t going to understand 

where they’re coming from, there’s a 

disconnect where people just don’t 

feel like it’s worth their time.  People 

just want to feel like other people are 

caring, need to be welcoming beyond 

capacity.” 

Box 3: Pervasion of Fear and 

Mistrust 

An East African respondent 

discussed the cultural 

difference between the value 

placed on democracy in 

America and the dictatorships 

and monarchies of Africa.  

Many African countries do not 

have the right to cast their 

vote for change and often the 

government structure casts a 

pall of fear and mistrust over 

its people. 
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Some immigrant communities face barriers to access that impede engagement.  This 

includes unequal access due to language, as well as the way diverse cultural norms 

contribute to engagement.  Two respondents from refugee communities discussed the 

role the political culture of community members’ countries of origin may play in their 

willingness to participate in their communities.  Different understandings of civic 

engagement in different countries can contribute to a fear of community engagement.  

One of these stories is illustrated in Box 3.   

Factors that Facilitate Engagement 

Like the factors hindering community participation, internal qualities of communities as 

well as external influences help to facilitate community engagement. Many times, these 

influences directly respond to the previously noted barriers.  Many of the factors 

interview respondents discussed focused on fostering a positive environment where 

community members feel connected to one another.   

 

A sense of community and culture of ownership within the community were cited as 

integral to promoting engagement within communities.  This includes a connection to 

neighbors and other community members. Several respondents discussed the 

importance of social events and opportunities for community members to gather 

socially.  Contrary to the fear and feeling of powerlessness cited as a barrier, leaders 

highlighted things that contribute to a sense of accomplishment and pride within the 

community.  They highlighted the importance of tangible outcomes and benefits to 

community members, including common problems for community members to respond 

to, community self-interest, and the possibility of tangible (often monetary) benefits.  

 

“*People get engaged when there’s+ a common problem or a common 

issue, and having a stake in it, either personally or seeing it as an issues 

for the greater good of the community… a common goal or the 

community greater good.”   

 

The case study initiatives echo this emphasis on personal contact and community 

building. All four organizations focused on building relationships between leaders and 

provided opportunities for networking and informal gathering. They also provide 

tangible benefits to participants as highlighted in our discussion of motivation. 

 

The prevalence of community assets were widely cited as valuable in aiding community 

involvement. This included access to tangible assets such as information or funding, 

collaborations with organizations within the community, and the resources community 
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members bring into the community. Asian-American, Hmong and Oromo leaders we 

spoke to identified the value of community elders in organizing community members 

and promoting participation. As one Asian-American respondent reflected: 

 

“I think my asset or strategy is that I have a deep respect for my elders in 

my community.  I know I need to have humility and present a situation…I 

know I am young, naïve and ignorant and I need your vision and you have 

ideas so we can work together.  Really building a bridge across cultures 

and generations. It’s really about tapping into the talent in the 

community and drawing on strengths of others…” 

 

Clearly, this respondent realizes that the expertise of his elders is an invaluable 

resource. 

 

The literature is rich with information about community members becoming engaged in 

community change efforts. These efforts range from addressing environmental 

degradation, to revitalizing neighborhoods, to addressing educational disparities and 

preventing violence. Most initiatives reviewed held a significant role for organizations 

including foundations, planning entities or governmental units. These initiatives 

produced community change at varying levels.  

 

The keys to success for publicly-sponsored initiatives included establishment of trusted 

relationships between government and citizens; raising awareness and educating 

citizens about the issue at hand; transferring some decision-making authority to citizens; 

engaging citizens early-on in the process, and supplying technical expertise. 22 23  

Similarly, in an effort to involve community members by facilitating relatively easily-

gained small wins, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation found that confusion about levels of 

decision authority eroded “trust between funders and residents as residents who are 

promised a responsive, resident-driven approach begin to realize the limits of their 

decision-making authority.”24 All cases reviewed indicated that organizations can 

catalyze engagement but that success depended on citizens possessing and exercising 

power in making decisions about issues, approaches, and the desired outcomes. 
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Approaches to Community Leadership 

 

During our interviews we found the focus on assets to be central to leadership.  There 

can often be a presumption that seems to imply that communities need additional 

resources beyond what they already possess in order to be successfully engaged and to 

address issues.  We found that this view at times competed with the leadership 

philosophies of our interviewees.  Leaders interviewed often expressed the opinion that 

communities are already equipped with the resources needed to solve community 

problems and address issues, and some respondents took issue with the interview 

questions’ assumption that communities need additional help in these areas.   

 

As noted, some respondents pushed back on the notion of “community problems.”  One 

of the most vocally opposed respondents stated his views in the following manner: 

 

“I really don’t like the word “problems”…I don’t practice the deficit model.  

Why shouldn’t a community be striving to achieve its hopes and dreams 

and desires.  I prefer that language.  The other thing is that it’s not up to 

me to engage the community.  The community knows what it wants.  It’s 

not about engaging the community and helping them to do work.  It’s 

about connections to others, to institutions, so people can be the change 

they want to see.” 

 

Other respondents echoed this sentiment albeit in less severe tones. One respondent 

noted the following as a way that she works within her community: 

 

“If you build on assets, you get further.  Don’t go and complain…asset 

building model.  Otherwise, you build walls. There may be lots of 

negatives but let’s focus on complementing and working together to 

address concerns. Be positive.” 

 

It was widely expressed that the role of leaders in community engagement is as a 

facilitator and "mobilizer" of existing resources and knowledge within their 

communities.  Community leaders identify the interests and passions of community 

members, help them understand how to achieve their goals, and assist with 

organization.  The emphasis on leadership in this capacity directly follows and includes 

the previously noted role of leaders as “translators.”   
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In order to do this successfully it was emphasized that leaders must listen to and ask 

communities about their needs and interests and not impose ideas or force 

communities into predetermined goals.  Leaders also provide avenues for multiple levels 

of engagement, so that all community members feel valued and effective.   

 

”I think that a lot of times, there’s this idea of this heroic… community 

organizer going in and saving people and I think that we really need to 

get rid of that ideology. In order to make it a community, you have to do 

just that, to make it about the community.  And I know that sounds very 

simple, but it’s a simple thing that a lot of people forget.” 

 

There is a school of thought in the literature that supports our findings regarding what 

many of our respondents expressed as their approach to leadership and community 

engagement.  The primary dichotomy is expressed in the Asset Based Community 

Development (ABCD) model. 25 ABCD frames community development along two paths 

to solving community problems.  The most prevalent approach focuses on “needs, 

deficiencies and problems,” and forces leaders to focus on deficits in order to secure 

resources; and results in community members perceiving that they must rely on outside 

resources and experts to solve problems.26  Proponents of ABCD find that this scenario 

is a “needs driven-dead end” and ultimately causes community members to believe that 

they are fundamentally deficient. 27 28 Additionally, ABDC proponents believe that 

institutions become part of the system perpetuating a deficit model. In this scenario 

public and private funders allocate resources based on needs assessments; academic 

institutions focus research on needs and problems; and the media direct attention to 

problems.  

 

Alternatively, asset-based community development, grounded in lessons learned from 

community leaders and designed from an inherent capacity approach results in 

successful community development outcomes.29 Essential components include 

identifying and building from the human, institutional and physical assets already 
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present in the community.  Relationships and association are key to the approach and 

the model stresses the “primacy of local definition, investment, creativity, hope and 

control”.30 Proponents stress that outside resources are still needed to help 

communities make progress, but that they will be most effectively used when the 

community sets the agenda and is engaged and ready to participate. 

 

What Do Leaders Need to Grow & Sustain Community Engagement? 

 

What became clear from our interviews, case study and literature review is that 

communities are already equipped with valuable resources, and that they can be 

leveraged through personal networks and knowledge of community assets. These 

resources include things like access to physical space, volunteers, transportation, 

potential organizational partners, community networks, and cultural and historic 

resources.   

Support from People and Organizations 

Relationships are invaluable for leaders working to solve community problems. 

Community members and personal networks were highlighted as key resources. This 

includes relationships with other leaders, mentors, volunteers, and organizations.  

Interview respondents highlighted the importance of learning from other leaders’ skills 

and experience.  Especially important was the opportunity to learn how other leaders 

have worked in their communities and what strategies they have found to be successful.  

This is important for both experienced and new leaders, and interview respondents 

discussed the value of being both the mentor and the mentee.  The leaders we spoke to 

expressed the value of fostering relationships between individuals with diverse 

experiences, from different cultural backgrounds, and among generations.  

 

 “*I need to be+ plugged into the right networks… penetration into 

networks that I am not usually exposed to through daily work is highly 

important...  There needs to really be some conscious efforts and 

attention made collectively to really competent leaders in the community 

regardless of which organization they go to… That commitment to 

community and that investment of people across different organizations I 

think is really important, specifically around development— I have some 

specific skills that I believe that I have as an administrator and as a 

community leader, but I still need more… The other thing is, sometimes 
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you just need mentors who are outside of your organization… I call it 

having an informal board... having your own board … so that I can feel 

supported...” 

 

Relationships are an important factor in connecting with others in their communities to 

promote community engagement and leverage others’ skills.  Several interview 

respondents discussed the importance of recognizing the work of volunteers and to 

ensure that they feel valued.  Relationships were also seen as an important way of 

leveraging resources or gathering information.  Respondents talked about the value of 

recruiting volunteers with technical skills, such as marketing or website design.  Some 

also talked about the value of relationships to leverage financial resources from wealthy 

community members.  Finally, as noted previously, respondents highlighted the 

importance of infrastructure, tangible resources, and opportunities to facilitate 

relationships between community members. 

 

Respondents also discussed the importance of building connections between 

organizations and institutions in the community. They viewed connections with other 

organizations or community groups as helpful in finding resources such as information 

or expertise, as well as in leveraging tangible resources such as money or pro-bono 

services such as technology or communications help. These networks were also seen as 

valuable in encouraging community engagement.  Several leaders discussed the pitfalls 

of competition between organizations, especially in competing for limited funding, or 

when lacking coordinated efforts.  Respondents emphasized working with others to 

enhance capacity and to avoid duplication of efforts.   

 

Perhaps the resource most important to the leaders interviewed is the cultivation of 

other leaders.  There are three dimensions to the importance of developing the 

leadership capacity of others.  First, leaders interviewed recognized their own 

limitations.  They discussed the danger of “burnout” and the need to delegate 

responsibilities. They also recognized the capacity for leadership and expertise of others 

in their communities, and the likelihood that others are more qualified for certain tasks.  

Overall, they expressed a value of humility and recognizing others’ capacity to lead.  

Second, they recognized the value to the community of fostering other leaders.  They 

saw the value of promoting community engagement and building leadership capacity 

within the community.  Finally, identifying other leaders is important to the 

continuation of leadership efforts and generation of creativity and ideas.  The leaders 

we spoke to discussed the importance of encouraging leadership in all communities, 



 
26 

from recognizing the leadership potential of youth to respecting the experience of older 

individuals. 

 

“People underestimate kids, and what kids are able to do and what 

they’re able to come up with...  We need to do a better job of finding 

ways to put kids into positive leadership roles… If we don’t give kids the 

opportunity to practice being leaders we may never find out whether they 

have those leadership abilities.” 

 

Information  

Information was another particularly important resource, but requires interpretation 

and access.  Leaders identified a wealth of information available through personal 

networks, online resources, community organizations and institutions, and newspapers.  

However, they recognized the asymmetrical availability of information to their 

communities. Language and cultural accessibility were highlighted for ethnic 

communities and communities of different income levels or “classes.”  Financial barriers 

to accessing newspapers, the internet, and scholarly journals were also cited. Perhaps 

most salient was the recognition of the overwhelming amount of information available 

and the difficulty faced to organize and interpret it. This is often where leaders viewed 

their roles as “translators” as essential.  The following quote illustrates this sentiment. 

 

“You need knowledgeable people to facilitate its use. Information by itself 

does nothing. You need people to know where it is, how to get it, how to 

translate, how get it to right people.” 

 

Several interview respondents also noted a difference between useful information and 

“data,” which was seen as valuable, but requiring significant interpretation and time.   

 

The internet is a valuable resource for many communities.  Most interview respondents 

noted the internet and technology as valuable resources for information-gathering and 

communication.  In both urban and rural areas, the internet was seen as a widely 

available resource.  However, significant barriers were noted in the accessibility of the 

internet and technical knowledge to use technological resources to their full potential.   

 

All case study organizations utilized online resources in their initiatives; Box 4 provides 

an overview of each. The NCDD’s online efforts included extensive resource information 

on its website, heavy use of e-mail and blogs and growing use of social media sites 

including Facebook and LinkedIn. Interestingly, NCDD’s director attributed some 
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measure of success to an intentional, personal presence on their website, and found it 

important to provide a name and face associated with content and online 

communication. NCDD also initiated outreach to people and organizations they 

discovered or found interesting, and encouraged their participation in online 

communication. The Kansas Leadership Center also used offline and online tactics to 

reach people such as advertising on public radio and banner ads. Interview respondents 

found value in a combination of online and offline tools: 

 

“…people are enamored by technology but it’s just a tool—can’t replace 

face to face interaction.”   

 

While the NCDD viewed its website as an essential component in their engagement 

strategy, the Craigslist Foundation did not want to be the owner or operator of a 

website designed for leaders or leadership purposes.  At the time of the case study 

investigation, the Foundation was in the process of determining what specific web 

service they could develop to help individuals and organizations throughout the country, 

or perhaps the world, use the Internet more efficiently and effectively. The Kansas 

Leadership Center hoped to grow participation in leadership development by utilizing 

online training options as well as maintaining in-person training.  They were placing 

greater effort on web-based methods. One 

distinguishing feature of the Kansas 

Leadership Center was their focal emphasis 

on becoming a center of excellence.  It is 

unknown how this branding strategy 

affected civic engagement. 

 

There is a fledgling body of academic 

literature that addressed the use of the 

Internet and its effects on civic engagement. 

Most of the studies reviewed were 

inconclusive, particularly related to causal 

relationships of internet use and 

corresponding levels of psychological 

empowerment, face-to-face engagement, 

involvement in local organizations or 

community, or general social 

Box 4: Online Engagement in the 
Case Study 

NCDD’s online engagement is a 
necessity for connecting 
leaders to resources and tools;  
the Kansas Leadership Center 
is expanding online 
engagement options as it pilots 
a leadership program 
beginning summer2010; the  
Craigslist Foundation is 
currently exploring online 
engagement options; and in 
2001 SGOP’s Initial online 
information sharing was 
unsuccessful.   
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connectedness.31 32  Instead these studies seemed to indicate that “it would appear to 

make more sense to regard the Internet as a facility that people integrate into their 

social lives according to their pre-existing motivations and preferences.”33 At least one 

popular opinion proposed that the “Net Generation” aged 11 – 31 will use the internet 

to transform the power structure of society and “has been trained since early childhood 

to collaborate, to hunt for information, to move fast with reflexes honed to use the Web 

effectively… and change the world in unprecedented ways.”34
 

 

Training 

A resource need that was prevalent throughout the interviews and case study 

organizations was a need for various types of training across Minnesota, North Dakota 

and South Dakota.  Interview respondents talked about useful experiences with training 

(for example, respondents in rural locations cited leadership training efforts that the 

Blandin Foundation organizes) and often noted areas where training is needed and 

unavailable.  Discussions about training included both the need for specialized, skill-

based training like technology, organizing, or fundraising training. They also touched on 

broader types of training, such as cultural diversity and leadership training.  Several 

leaders discussed the importance of training focused on personal development. 

 

Training was commonly cited as a forum for networking, mentorship, and learning from 

other leaders’ experiences.  Rural respondents in particular highlighted the importance 

of more formal and organized opportunities for networking and mentorship.   

 

“Any opportunity we have to connect with people who may be facing the 

same issues, the same concerns, opportunities and the same roadblocks—

anything like that, if we can talk to someone else, connect with someone 

else, and find out ideas and how they are handling those situations, we 

can all learn and grow from that. I am completely for any program that 

allows me to network. There really are very few roadblocks we encounter 

that someone hasn’t faced and they may be able to offer guidance and 

help us to benefit from the wisdom of their experience.” 
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Interview respondents discussed a need for training sensitive to their communities.  

Leaders recognized the different forms leadership takes across communities and the 

need for leadership training that is tailored to or malleable to the culture or cultures of 

their communities.  Several respondents also noted the need for trainings that are not 

only geared towards their own communities, but that facilitates leadership and 

connections with other communities, as illustrated in the following quote: 

 

“In rural areas, it’s so important to feel what’s going on in the rest of the 

world and feel as though rural people can influence and stay in rural 

areas.” 

 

As with other resources, access was noted as a barrier to receiving appropriate training.  

Respondents from immigrant communities highlighted language and other cultural 

competency barriers.  Those from rural communities perceived a saturation of training 

in urban areas, especially Minneapolis and Saint Paul.  Several leaders discussed tangible 

barriers such as the cost of training and issues of transportation. 

 

The scholarly literature does not contain much information about the efficacy of 

training. Bono, Shen and Snyder found that people who participated in leadership 

training programs that included team building were the “most successful in fostering 

community leadership activities” and that “when individuals participated in a formal 

program designed to foster integrative community leadership, they became more 

deeply involved in their communities, in part, because they became better linked to 

social networks of likeminded individuals.” 35 36 Bono et al. also report that while 

community leadership programs have existed for three decades across the U.S., 

evaluation of them, other than on satisfaction measures, is minimal and there is little 

empirical research on program effectiveness. 

 

Tools 

A common theme throughout the case studies was a focus on providing tangible 

resources to participants.  Not only did these initiatives provide valuable opportunities 

to network and gain skills, but highlighted the importance of creating functional tools 

for leaders.  An important facet of engagement for the NCDD and the SGOP was to 

develop useful products. In the case of NCDD this included their Engagement Streams 
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Framework Guide that helped people determine which method of dialogue and 

deliberation was the best fit for their community situation.37 For the SGOP an important 

product was their Community Benefits Agreement model.38 The Community Benefits 

Agreement is a contract designed to ensure accountability between community groups 

and a developer. Products were also important to the Kansas Leadership Center and 

included their Field Guide.39 

 

 

Other Resources and their Availability 

 

While leaders focused on the resources available in their communities, it was clear that 

the availability of these resources is inconsistent. As noted in our discussion of 

resources, interview respondents, especially those in urban areas, highlighted access to 

resources as a major barrier. They at times specified low income or immigrant 

populations, but in general the sentiment that resources are not available to everyone 

was widely portrayed. Access was discussed in reference to financial, spatial, and 

cultural constraints.   

 

Financial resources were not initially apparent as a significant constraint, however were 

mentioned in issues of access.  Interview respondents discussed the availability of 

funding through individual and institutional sources. For example, some respondents 

highlighted the willingness of community members to contribute financially. However, 

financial concerns were apparent in their discussions of other resources. Respondents 

discussed the limitations of “constantly courting funders” and facing data collection 

requirements without being supplied with the capacity to do so. Several respondents 

also discussed the need for financial resources to build technical and professional 

capacity of their organizations; for example, to be able to fully utilize technological or 

other resources.  Several people talked about the value of receiving “in-kind donations” 

of professional or technical work, but conveyed the instability of relying on this 

resource.   

 

Finally, as discussed throughout these findings, many resources are asymmetrically 

available due to cultural constraints. This includes constraints relating to language, 

cultural competency, and access to communities of different income levels or “classes.”   
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

A component of our research was to investigate the scholarly literature addressing 

leadership, community organizing and civic engagement in order to ground our findings 

and understand our results related to theory and existing studies. The literature 

reviewed focused on some of the questions and themes of our research, namely to 

understand why people chose to be leaders, to learn the mechanisms and conditions for 

engagement of leaders and their communities, and to know what resources leaders 

need.  The literature summarized in this report provides some verification that, although 

our sample of leaders is unique and cannot be generalized to the larger public, the 

central characteristics of their leadership and the themes discovered are not anomalies.  

The literature reviewed and findings of our research are congruent overall and point to 

the following conclusions. 

 

First, leaders are motivated by a fusion of altruism and self-interest. They recognize 

the essential value of their leadership to the community and also understand and seek 

to meet their personal needs. Interviewees described their leadership roles as giving 

them opportunities for personal fulfillment including meeting new people, engaging in 

the world of ideas, and getting personal satisfaction from fostering change. When we 

asked interviewees why they thought others identified them as leaders, they responded 

by relaying their roles and actions, often described by naming initiatives, organizations 

or specific end-goals. The literature describes leadership by traits, skills and styles or 

approaches, such as servant leadership. 

 

While motivating factors are unique to each individual, there are an infinite number of 

roles, skills, and tasks that define the acts of leadership individuals potentially provide in 

their community.  Among the most salient is courage or a willingness to challenge the 

status quo and voice unpopular beliefs in order to pursue change for the common good.  

Leaders also intentionally develop and rely heavily on their relationships with others, 

recognizing the importance of personal networks and collaboration as central to both 

leadership and community engagement. Some threads of academic inquiry focus on 

leadership tasks, even to the exclusion of defining leadership. 

 

Second, leaders expressed an orientation toward positivity and focused on assets. The 

literature reviewed examines the dichotomy separating an “asset model” from a “deficit 

model” of community development. As the findings of our research clearly 

demonstrate, leaders in local communities subscribe to an asset-based model, some 

quite vigorously.  While recognition of needs is an integral part of community problem-
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solving, the literature provides a compelling rationale that it may be more productive to 

solve problems by identifying and building on the human and institutional assets of 

communities.  Our interviewees also focused on positivity as essential. This is more 

aligned with an asset-based approach than a deficit model. As the literature highlights, 

volunteerism, sometimes in the form of community leadership, is prevalent in many 

communities.  Active volunteerism is highlighted in our research to be a community 

asset that facilitates community engagement and leadership, both in leaders as 

volunteers and in community members in support of leadership efforts.   

 

Third, both individuals and organizations can be essential to helping communities 

address issues.  Regardless of whether communities use asset of deficit-based 

approaches the primacy of individual community members possessing and exercising 

power in meaningful ways is an essential factor to successful change efforts. Trust 

across organizations and people is important to facilitate progress. While there is 

evidence indeed that people’s confidence in the ability of groups and organizations to 

solve community problems has declined, some are becoming engaged in new ways, as 

individual actors. As noted earlier, many respondents discussed leaders in terms of their 

skill sets rather than their mentality. Technical aptitude and action are important in 

solving community problems. Public opinion asserts that the internet will help 

individuals and groups become effective in new ways to improve society. Research has 

not demonstrated the same, but technology is a wild card and it is extremely likely that 

no one can accurately predict or imagine the implications of technology for the future 

related to leadership and community engagement.   

 

 

CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Several arenas for consideration arose from our conversations with interview 

respondents and our case study’s organizational representatives. These considerations 

arose directly from respondents’ suggestions regarding the Bush Foundation’s initiative 

and what they voiced as essential for its successful implementation. 

 

First, individuals are important and there is new interest in the “unusual voices” 

encouraged by the Kansas Leadership Center and the “free agents” labeled by the 

Craigslist Foundation. These initiatives recognize that people lead and act outside of 

organizations. The recommendation to focus on individual users came explicitly from 

case study interviews but was present in individual interviews as well.  Respondents 
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highlighted that the initiative should strive to identify and reach out to grassroots, non-

positional community leaders.  However InCommons takes form, marketing will be 

important, the initiative needs a personal touch and should incorporate elements of 

personal relationship building.  

 

Second, cultural diversity must inform the initiative. The Bush Foundation must reach 

out to and train leaders in diverse communities. Culture was a main theme found 

throughout the interviews and leaders stressed that the initiative must consider issues 

of culture carefully.  This includes a range of issues including ethnic culture, class, 

immigrant communities, the role of politics in communities, and varying cultures of 

neighborhoods, towns, and cities.  Some also discussed the importance of including 

users from a variety of cultures in the development of the initiative, as the following 

quote illustrates: 

 

“I think it’s important to have a cultural component that defines 

traditional styles of leadership within certain ethnic communities. To be 

more specific, how do you identify work with leadership styles in the 

Somali community where a lot of their leaders are usually men and elders, 

and there is still a strong compassion for what’s going on in the native 

country…so, identifying characteristics or strategies on how to work more 

effectively and to be more culturally aware to these ethnic communities 

and their styles of leadership.  For example, I know in the Hmong 

community, there are a few different factions—how do leaders navigate 

this?” 

 

Also included in discussions of culture, was the issue of access.  Considerations 

about who has access to tools and how to ensure that InCommons is accessible 

to a variety of communities are essential.   

 

Third, overall, leaders want tailored, specialized training and tools that they can apply 

to their work in the community.  Training is not as available to leaders as they would 

like. Additionally leaders felt it is important that training meets their specific needs, 

whether for building skills or increasing cultural competency. Leaders and case study 

representatives noted the importance of helpful tools to use in their work including 

products referenced earlier such as the Kansas Leadership Center’s Field Guide, the 

SGOP’s Community Benefits Agreements and the Guide to Streams of Engagement 

developed by the NCDD.  
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Finally, many respondents spoke to the importance of not reinventing the wheel. This 

sentiment was clearly stated by interviewees and is also partially related to marketing.  

People asked, how is InCommons different from what’s already out there?  This should 

be considered while developing the initiative and should be made clear to leaders 

during outreach efforts.  In addition, people were interested in the notion of how 

partnerships can be developed throughout the initiative.  Throughout the interviews, 

respondents discussed the importance of collaboration between organizations and 

learning from what others have found to be effective strategies.  Collaboration and 

smart practices should be built into participants’ experiences with InCommons—

emphasis should be placed on collaboration and learning from others. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Taking into consideration the recommendations received from interview respondents, 

the wisdom gained from our case study initiatives, and the in-depth understanding of 

leadership and community engagement we have gathered through this research, the 

research team has identified recommendations that will strengthen the success of 

InCommons and thoughts for ongoing learning in the initiative.  Subsequently, as this 

research has served as a pilot study, we have six recommendations to inform the 

development and implementation of InCommons. 

 

1. Address multiple levels of engagement and the desires of participants.  Meeting 

the preferences and needs of community leaders is essential and these preferences 

and needs vary. Leaders talked with us about engaging at multiple levels and the 

importance of feeling okay about engaging just a little – doing the small things or 

moving in and out of initiatives as life permits.  InCommons must think carefully 

about how to engage leaders with the desire to be highly involved in the initiative, 

as well as those who will find value in using it as a tool intermittently. 

 

2. Involve communities in development to foster buy-in and ensure relevance.  

Several people spoke to the importance of involving individuals and the 

communities they represent in the development of the initiative. For example, one 

Native American leader stated involvement as a “must” in order for her community 

to participate in the future, as demonstrated in the following quote: 
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“…like we talked about before, you know, someone tries to come in at the 

end and we aren’t always part of the solution.  I don’t know if Bush has an 

Advisory Board—I know they hired an Indian individual to play a 

leadership role but I don’t know if they have an advisory board and I think 

that would be key so that our community has ownership from the 

beginning…as an Indian people, we know best what our needs are.” 

 

Other leaders echoed the idea that they and their communities must be involved in 

development at multiple stages in order for them to be engaged and find utility in 

the initiative. 

 

3. Recognize generational and cultural differences in the use of various resources and 

tools, including the Internet, but take care not to stereotype. Our data indicate that 

mid life and older adults use the Internet for leadership work, particularly e-mail.  

Some commented that older people don’t use the Internet, but we did not find this 

to be true among the persons we interviewed or in the case studies.   

 

Several interviewees and one of the case study organizations also opened up 

questions related to the digital divide.  These questions ranged from access to the 

internet, ability to use the net, and the perception that the language of the web is 

primarily English.  InCommons must be sure to address multiple needs and target 

support and outreach, but avoid making assumptions.  To echo the wisdom of the 

leaders we spoke to, engage leaders and their communities in dialogue to 

adequately understand and respond to their unique needs. 

 

4. Continue to engage participants and gather feedback.  It will be important to 

continually test the market for the utility and relevance of InCommons.  Does 

InCommons meet the needs of local leaders and help them make progress? 

 

5. Explore strategic partnerships.  To avoid reinventing the wheel, a sentiment 

strongly expressed by interview respondents and case study stakeholders, we 

recommend that the Bush Foundation explore partnerships with other 

organizations, particularly those that have developed large networks of like-minded 

leaders.  Seek to partner with organizations and consider mutual endorsement of 

efforts. It may be possible that the networks of partners can become engaged as a 

result of cross endorsements or other types of support.  This would build strong 

networks with greater potential. Leaders would benefit by developing new 

relationships and gaining valuable knowledge from others.  
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6. And lastly, test the framing of InCommons. Determine if focusing on problems 

versus building on assets best suits the objectives of the Bush Foundation and if the 

current approach will be most effective at the community level.  As presented in our 

findings, many of the leaders we interviewed focused on using the assets currently 

available within their communities and the importance of positivity overall.  Some 

leaders founds that a needs-based model of community engagement too often 

focuses on fixing problems and on depending on resources outside of the 

community, to the detriment of engaging others and ultimately improving quality of 

life.  Reframing leadership by focusing on assets and positivity may be a deficit in 

leadership facilitation that InCommons can fill. 

 

These recommendations synthesize our research and conclude this report. We look 

forward to watching InCommons grow into a valuable, new resource to support 

courageous leaders throughout Minnesota, North Dakota and South Dakota. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: List of Interviewees  
 
Boone, Katy  Locke, Jean  
Davis, Eric  McRoberts, Molly  
Dube, Amano  Meeks, Elsie  
Eckerly, Eunice  Phi, Bao  
Ganey, Anne  Samuels, Sondra  
Genereau, Dennis  Spoonheim, Joel  
Graham, Richard (Dick)  Takeshita, Erik  
Hang, MayKao  Torres Ray, Patricia  
Hanks, Judy  Torres, Jesus  
Helmberger, Marshall  Wigchers, Tim  
Hively, Jan  Van Fossan, Karen  
Johnson, Dakotah  Xiong, Tou Ger  
Kinstler, Karla  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide 

 

Final Interview Guide 

Supplementary Interviews Conducted by  

Humphrey Institute Student Consultant Team 

 

Name of Interviewee: 

Date: 

Introduction 

 

(Name of Interviewee)______, thank you for participating in our interview today. Before 

we start, I want to assure you that your responses will be not be attributed to you in any 

way.  All of your comments will be treated as anonymous. Our conversation today is 

being recorded, but again, I want to assure you that your responses are anonymous.  

 

Is it Ok with you to proceed? Do you consent to the interview? 

 

First, let’s begin with some brief background information. You may remember that I am 

a graduate student at the University of Minnesota’s Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs. 

This interview is being conducted on behalf of the Bush Foundation. Over the next ten 

years the Bush Foundation hopes to achieve a major goal to develop courageous leaders 

who address issues or problems in their local communities. The interview questions 

focus on leadership and the support leaders need to be effective.  

 

Do you have any questions before we start? 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1. What community do you live in and for how long?  What brought you 
here/what do you like about it? (short conversational warm-up) 
 

2. In what ways are you involved in your community? 

 Possible probe:  What roles have you played? (ex: leader, organizer, 
member of a committee or group, volunteer participant) 

 Possible probe:  What kind of leadership roles do you play? 

 Possible probe:  Did you do these things in a volunteer capacity or were they 
part of your paid work? 

 

3. When you think about effective community leaders, what traits come to mind?   
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 Possible probe:  Describe some leaders in your community – who are they 
and what do they do?  What makes them effective?   

 Possible probe:  Are there nontraditional leaders in your community – 
people who may not have taken on a public or positional leadership role? 
What makes them effective?  
 

4. You have been identified as a leader in your community.  What do you think 
caused us to identify you this way? 

 Possible probe:  How did you come to be in this role? (ex: tell a story about 
how you began some of these activities) 

 Possible probe:  Tell me about…. ( probe into other activities mentioned) 

 Possible probes if focus is only on professional responsibilities: 
 How did you come to be in this professional role? 
 How does leadership play out in your personal, nonprofessional 

life? 
 

5. When you think about engaging a community to solve problems or address 
issues, what, in your experience does it take to engage others? 

 Possible probe:  What have you done to “engage a community to address 
problems?” 

 Possible probe:  What have you seen other do? 

 Possible probe:  What gets people in the community engaged? 

 Possible probe:  What keeps people from participating and connecting?  
 

6. Describe a situation when you have seen a need for leadership go unexercised? 

 Possible probe:  Why? 
 

7. What do you need to be an effective leader?  For example, what kinds of tools, 
support, or other resources? 

 Possible probe:  How did you find out about them? 
 

8. The Bush Foundation is working on an initiative that will provide a dynamic 
new Web platform that will let leaders connect with each other.  The site will 
also help leaders and citizens communicate and will be a “place” to access and 
share information, skills, networks, training, data, access to expertise, and 
support.  What are your initial impressions of this concept? 
 

9. What do you think it would take to help ensure that such robust online 
resources are utilized to maximum effect and have the most impact? 

 

10. The next question has a different format.  I’m going to name types of resources 
that people involved in solving community problems may find helpful.  
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Comment briefly about each category in terms of importance and availability 
to you and your community. 
 

a) Technology (probe - such as) 

 High speed internet access  

 Affordable website design  

 Affordable website editing and maintenance 
 

b) Infrastructure (probe - such as) 

 Community gathering spaces 

 Equipment  
 

c) Transportation (probe - to get to meetings or community events) 

 

d) Information/Research (probe - such as) 

 Information about community problems of interest  

 Data about or related to community problems of interest 

 Information or training about culturally diverse people who live in your 
community 

 

e) Technical Assistance (probe - such as) 

 Education, training or conferences about community problems of interest  

 Training on effective community organizing using the Internet as a tool 

 Training on effective community organizing methods overall 

 Training on building coalitions 

 Training on conflict resolution 
 

f) Relationships (probe - such as) 

 Opportunities to network with others interested in your issue 

 Local people who can effectively facilitate meetings 

 Coach or mentor to help work with community issues 
 

g) Communications/Marketing (probe - such as) 

 Help to develop effective communications strategies  

 Help to develop key messages 

 Community newspaper(s) 
 

h) Money/Fundraising (probe – such as) 

 Funding to support efforts to solve community problems  

 Someone to help you raise money 
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 You said that funding is important and that it isn’t available.  If it were 
available, how would you use it? 

 

i) Any other supports or resources that we have not discussed here? 

 Possible probe:  How could they be improved? 
        

 

11.  Is there anything else at all that you think would be helpful for us to know? 
 

 

Thank you. I have two demographic questions before we close the interview. 

 

How old are you? 

What is your gender? 

 

Closing Comments 

 

I’d like to express my appreciation to you for talking with me about effective leadership 

and the Bush Foundation’s Website concept. As I mentioned before we got underway, 

your responses will remain anonymous. Thank you, again, for your time on the 

telephone today.   
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Appendix 3: Case Study Organizations 

 

 

 

 

Craigslist Foundation, San Francisco, California   

www.craigslistfoundation.org 

Arthur Coddington, Senior Program Manager 

 

The Craigslist Foundation connects people and organizations to the resources they need 
to strengthen communities and neighborhoods.  The Foundation assists individuals and 
groups to utilize tools and resources to engage their communities.  Over a ten-year 
period begun in 2000 approximately 10,000 people will have participated in their one-
day “Boot Camp” training.  Currently the Foundation is gathering input via focus groups 
throughout the country to specifically determine what services the Foundation can 
create to enhance the web for communication purposes that support community 
change.  It is not a grant making organization, but it is an operating foundation that 
seeks grants  
 
The Foundation does not want to create a new website, but rather a data aggregate; 
perhaps as a blog, a Facebook application, or a widget on other non-profits’ websites.   
They would like to be part of a freeway with a big pool project roadmaps of successes 
and failures.  It is a priority for the Foundation to lift up what is already out there.  Their 
growth comes from a systematic communication and networking approach.   
 
The Foundation has several types of participants. These include Boot Camp presenters 
with topical community expertise and capacity builders.  Each Boot Camp also has many 
volunteers who help run the conference as well as participate in some sessions.  The 
attendees are vitally important to the success of the Boot Camps.  They are either social 
entrepreneurs, have a particular role they play in an organization or are “Free Agents”.  
These Free Agents are the focus of the Foundation.  They are not affiliated with any one 
group or cause at the time of the Boot Camp.  At Boot Camp they learn the skills they 
need to help them become more civically involved.   
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National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation, Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania 

www.thataway.org 

Sandy Heierbacher, Executive Director 
 
The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (NCDD) formed in 2004 to 
advance the processes of dialogue and deliberation that increase information sharing, 
create understanding, and promote the use of logic and reason to make better 
decisions.  Coalition members include activists, academics and researchers. Foundations 
have supported NCDD in its organizational development and ongoing work. 
 
NCDD began after a large planning group of approximately 60 individuals and 50 
organizational sponsors came together to launch an initial conference for the 
community that was practicing dialogue and deliberation. After the conference people 
wanted to stay in touch and become an official network. 
 
NCDD’s number one priority has been to create a community of practice around 
dialogue and deliberation (D&D). They’ve also worked to increase awareness of D&D in 
related fields such as conflict resolution, public policy and education.  NCDD reports 
success at certain projects such as producing their guide to engagement streams and 
developing public engagement principles. The Guide is a practical tool and was designed 
as such to help practitioners know what techniques best fit the goals they wish to 
accomplish.  In contrast, the Engagement Principles serve to bring cohesion to the 
network and most of the major organizations in the field have endorsed the principles.  
 
Of primary important to NCDD is to follow the passions of its members and the broader 
network of D&D practitioners. One current effort is to reframe D&D work so that people 
on the politically conservative end of the political spectrum will engage in these 
processes. D&D philosophy and techniques are more accepted among political 
progressives. 
 
Generally NCDD believes it has accomplished its results by mobilizing members of the 
D&D community to work together. Their biennial national conferences have been 
important vehicles for this effort, especially given the small staff of the organization.  
They’ve also found it important to be responsive to the network and create products 
that are in demand and will be used. NCDD also serves as a clearinghouse for resources, 
opportunities, people and organizations. This function helps them accomplish their 
goals. 
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People learn about NCDD via word of mouth among colleagues, through the Web 
including social media, and when NCDD representatives have a presence at other 
conferences.  Their e-mail communications reach 20,000 people and are regularly 
forwarded. Regarding use of social media, NCDD has a big presence on Facebook for an 
organization its size. They also keep people up-to-date on happenings via blogs and use 
LinkedIn groups often. They don’t use Twitter much.  NCDD reaches out when they 
discover people or groups of interest.  
 
Most people connect with each other related to NCDD via e-mail and listservs. It is 
important to note that their practitioners are primarily in the 45-65 age group and that 
e-mail is particularly effective with this cohort.  
 
NCDD offer memberships to gain revenue to support the organization, but they do not 
exclude anyone if they can’t or do not join. NCDD’s target participants are people and 
organizations who do or need to do D&D work including practitioners, public officials 
and community leaders. They recruit people via e-mail, social media, conferences and 
word of mouth. To engage participants they utilize listservs, social media, face-to-face 
conversations, online collaborative projects and conference calls (confabs).  NCDD helps 
people do their work better through access to resources, training, facilitation 
opportunities and access to advice from many experts. NCDD also gives newcomers in 
the field an opportunity to make a name for themselves via the website.  
 
Of importance to their organization is giving people opportunities to share their story 
and accomplishments via blogs, listservs, conference calls, Facebook, etc. This is a 
critical function to support leaders in their communities. NCDD also works to push 
information out using email to reach the more established leaders. They encourage 
people to e-mail the NCDD membership via a topical listserv about interesting work and 
issues in which they are involved. NCDD finds that it is helpful for people to feel 
respected and that they’ve caught the attention of others. They also firmly believe that 
it is important to make sure that people feel like there’s a particular human being they 
can always contact with questions. It helps people feel connected to the NCDD and the 
D&D network. 
 
NCDD credits some of their success to understanding that people are passionate about 
issues and in their case, not necessarily about D&D.  As an organization they struggle 
with taking on too much and strive to do things well. They believe in partnerships and 
want other organizations to feel a part of their work and vice versa.  NCDD recommends 
this approach to others.  
 
Finally NCDD stresses the importance of flexibility in whatever they put forward noting 
that technology changes, people change and society changes. Their philosophy is that it 
is important to meet people where they are at now, but realize that anything static may 
not be effective in the future.  
 



 
 

 What Do Courageous Leaders Need to Be Effective? 
45 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Kansas Leadership Center, Wichita, Kansas  

www.kansasleadershipcenter.org 

Matt Jordan, Director of Operations 

 
The Kansas Leadership Center launched in 2007 with a large, decade-long funding 
commitment from the Kansas Health Foundation and frames its work as leadership 
development focused on civic leadership.  The Leadership Center seeks to empower 
current leaders in Kansas through world class training. Target participants include the 
“unusual voices” or individuals who do not feel they have a voice.  During 2010 the 
Institute will pilot an online one-year leadership development program.  
 
The Kansas Leadership Center’s leadership development programs operate under four 
core principles.  First, the caliber of faculty and presenters significantly impacts learning.  
Second, that focus should be on individuals with current roles in civic engagement.  
Third, a strong sense of space creates networks of trust and lastly, cutting-edge and 
innovative teaching methods should be utilized.   
 
KLC defines health in a holistic way including preventive support based on the World 
Health Organization’s determinists of health – being well: physically, mentally, 
economically, emotionally and spiritually.  They also look to civic engagement across 
spectrums as a sign of a healthy community.  Their program specifically target those 
already involved in civic life to promote more effective engagement.  One unique 
characteristic of KLC is their special attention paid to the “unusual voices.  These are 
those people that might not be heard based on gender, race, religion or 
socioeconomics.    
 
KLC believes that healthier places create healthier people and what helps create places 
are good schools and well understood strategies.  These places do not just happen 
incidentally. One of KLC’s major principles is to listen to people with knowledge of what 
is needed to make community better, leadership development people, and regular 
Kansans.  KLC looks to be the national example for a center of excellence in leadership 
development with the best possible resources and facilitators.  Strategic choices were 
made on spending resources that placed the emphasis on the best intervention for the 
Foundation’s size.  The financial commitment from the Kansas Health Foundation is 
sustainable and significant. They wish to reach 1000 Kansans per year which becomes 
very powerful over time with a group that that shares common language and resources 
in the KLC.   
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The Smart Growth Organizing Project (SGOP) was a multi-year initiative fostered by the 
McKnight Foundation in 2001 in response to the growing interest of community 
organizations involved in “smart growth” to collaborate across sectors for the purpose 
of achieving greater impact through grassroots organizing and other means. Broadly 
speaking, smart growth refers to a set of development principles that link 
environmental, social, and economic objectives together to create vibrant, safe, and 
healthy places to live. Smart growth development generally seeks to take advantage of 
existing infrastructure to preserve farmland and open space; encourages multi-modal 
transportation options by concentrating development around public transit corridors; 
integrates housing and other land uses together; and provides a range of choices in the 
development of the built environment to promote affordability.40 
 
McKnight initiated development of SGOP to better coordinate and strengthen the 
efforts of organizations across sectors working to achieve similar goals. Following an 
assessment completed by Grassroots Solutions, the Foundation funded a process for 
Grassroots Solutions and the Alliance for Metropolitan Stability to form a core group 
with others to develop a plan for collaboration, which eventually became the SGOP. The 
core group led the project’s development and was comprised of one representative of 
McKnight, one from Grassroots Solutions and two from the Alliance for Metro Stability. 
The Alliance for Metropolitan Stability hosted the SGOP and provided leadership and 
management of the initiative. Participating organizations included environmental, 
neighborhood, faith-based, social justice, housing and transit organizations.  
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As an initiative embedded in the Alliance, SGOP operated in the background and did not 
have a public face. Its goal was to provide support for other organizations and to foster 
and grow collaboration. Therefore no branding was created for SGOP and there wasn’t a 
website for SGOP. The Alliance incorporated information and tools developed by SGOP 
into their educational, promotional, and other communication materials and some have 
been sustained and used over time. One example is the Community Benefits Agreement 
tool, a model developed in California, modified by the SGOP, and used to formalize an 
agreement between a developer and a community.41 
 
SGOP was guided by a Steering Committee formed to provide a strong foundation 
across the smart growth community. The Steering Committee established core values 
for the initiative and determined what the project would do. The values or principles 
were vitally important to the buy-in and cohesion of the organizations and people who 
participated and they included tenets such as: 

 Share information 

 Support the work of other organizations 

 Don’t compete 

 Support the engagement of leaders 
 

On a big picture level the SGOP contributed to achieving a more collaborative approach 
to regional smart growth. New relationships were built across participating sectors and 
stakeholders learned about capacity within the field and how that capacity could be 
harnessed for greater impact. SGOP achieved some of its results due to strong efforts at 
coordination both between and at meetings of project committees and groups. This 
helped establish a base of common interest and shared knowledge. People and 
organizations learned together as SGOP formed and advanced. 
 
There were several components to the project. Two were most prominent – information 
sharing and grassroots campaigns. Participant roundtables on organizing were 
important strategies for learning.  People were interested in building shared lessons and 
wanted to understand how what they learned could be applied to something of interest 
or value to their organization. Information-sharing was a driver for engagement. People 
also believed that participation would benefit their organizations and help them 
accomplish their work. Self interest was important overall to the success of SGOP. 
Participating organizations wanted to get support in completing their work and they 
hoped that more funding would be available for their efforts as time went on. They 
wanted to meet other leaders working on similar issues during the period when smart 
growth was emerging as a concept. 
   
SGOP's implementation plan was multi-facetted with many goals estimated to require 6 
FTEs to accomplish the work, while funding covered just 2.5 FTEs. SGOP learned that 
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what leaders want is help with action, not just information, and as a result the project 
focused where there was energy - often on determining and conducting campaigns 
about issues of concern. SGOP was all about organizations and connecting people to 
organizations, and not focused on individual leaders unconnected to organizations.   
 
One challenge for the SGOP was involving organizing groups with different philosophies 
to agree on joint strategies.  For example policy oriented groups made agreement 
difficult at times.  However, the learning that took place and the information shared 
resulted in increasing sophistication of all of the groups involved. Greater transparency 
in the work that individual organizations and groups do resulted and new partnerships 
formed that focused on end results. 
 
Perhaps the most significant, unrealized potential of SGOP was that it lacked a 
coordinated, long-term strategy for influencing statewide policies rather than its focus 
on localized actions. 
 


