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uring the 1980’s crisis in the agricultural economy,
some observers said that many towns were too

small, too isolated, or too distant from larger
population centers to justify their very existence. These
towns, it was suggested, were unlikely to survive let alone
thrive in times of economic turmoil. Obviously, attitudes
like this can have a significant impact on rural policy, the
allocation of resources, and even the likelihood of
technical assistance arriving via contact with state or
federal agency personnel.

The Heartland Center for Leadership Development, a
Nebraska-based nonprofit organization, began the task of
testing these assumptions through a series of case studies
of small towns in the U.S. Great Plains area. The Center
identified communities that seemed to be thriving
despite all the odds and, through the study of
extant data and extensive interviewing within the
communities, crafted case studies of the
successful small towns.

Since 1984, these case studies have
expanded to include communities
ranging in size from 300 to 6,000 in 19 states
in the western United States. Recently
updated, the case studies are now available
in a recent publication of the
Heartland Center,

.
Communities were

identified initially by
comparing quanti-
tative information
such as economic,
demographic, and
employment data. Of
particular interest were

Clues to Rural
Community Survival

communities where population trends were steady in areas
experiencing overall net loss. Economic diversification was
also noted.

In addition to the collection and analysis of what might
be termed “traditional” information, an effort was made to
seek out qualitative or opinion-based information about
communities that seemed to be doing well despite all the
odds. Survey work was undertaken with those state agency
staff responsible for statewide programs, administrators of
state associations, etc., who were knowledgeable about
rural communities. Asked to nominate communities that
were thriving, these respondents produced a list of
communities that was later matched against the quanti-
tative information and a grouping of communities resulted.

The initial group of Nebraska communities was
selected from this list and represented a range of
size (40 to 6,000 population), geographic location,

and degree of remoteness from popula-
tion centers and transportation corridors.

Over the last 10 years, similar techniques
have been used to identify communities as

additions to the original study.
Interviewers were trained to use a

standardized questioning technique and
recording format. The focus of the
interviews covered these topics: quality
of life, community strengths and

weaknesses, history of
the local economy and

its transitions, social
change, planning for the

future, and leadership and
citizen participation opportuni-

ties. These topics were selected
because of their importance to
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the way a community develops, both an internal and external
image, and how it deals with challenges of the future.

Typically, a site visit lasted for three to four days and
included several dozen interviews. Those residents who were
involved in the interviews also had the opportunity to review
the narrative or case study that was produced from the
interview notes.

Eventually, a content analysis and complete review of the
interviews and cases were completed and special attention
paid to emerging themes or patterns in the information.
These patterns or characteristics became the list of 20
“clues” to community survival because they represented the
most consistently present characteristics of these healthy
small towns. The report was originally published in 1987 and
over time a total of 18 communities have been included. The
case studies have been updated several times most recently
in 1997 with the paperback edition.

Taking the clues as a whole, the study suggests that
leadership, not location, size, or any other uncontrollable
contingency, represents most important element in
community survival and economic success. In other words,
contrary to the expectation that some factors outside the
community determine survival, this study offers the
suggestion that - at least in the communities studied - local
leadership behaviours drove community success.

It’s important to note that this list is used as a discussion
tool in many Heartland Center training programs, community
planning processes, and community forums and gatherings.
The list is not meant to be prescriptive but rather descriptive
of community success. It serves well as a comparison for any
community and as a starting point for discussion of local
strengths and weaknesses.

While no case study features a community that is strong in
each and every one of the 20 clues, the case studies do
illustrate many applications of these characteristics.

For example, Eustis, Nebraska (population 450) is located
in agricultural land and rugged canyons in southwest
Nebraska. Here Clues 1, 2, and 3 are readily apparent
(evidence of community pride, emphasis on quality in
business and community life, and willingness to invest in the
future) since the locally-owned Farmers State Bank built a
new, modern office complex on the town’s main street in the
mid-1980s, just as the farm crisis was reaching its zenith. The
bank’s officers explained that it was an expression of belief in
the community’s future. The vote of confidence represented
by that new building came at a crucial point in the town’s
history. It encouraged other new construction, such as a
senior centre, improvements at the fairgrounds, and a new
water system. Local matching grants for the new construction

the

were raised in pledges in just two months. Business owners
also responded to the visible vote of confidence. A local
automotive body shop improved and expanded to the point of
adding satellite locations in nearby towns. An old pool hall
was remodeled into a new restaurant and the old hotel next
door became a bed and breakfast.

These are the type of anecdotes from the Clues to Rural
Community Survival research that offer excellent examples
and motivation for small town leaders. Any community
developer who has worked with such a leadership group
occasionally encounters negative attitudes. The information
from the Clues case studies offers real life stories of towns
that have managed to get organized and get things
accomplished in the face of economic turmoil, decline, or
even rapid growth. These are the stories that offer hope and
encouragement as well as providing pragmatic models for
action.

Perhaps the most significant “Clues” are the final two:
willingness to seek help from the outside, and conviction that
in the long run, you have to do it yourself. The balance of
these two elements of success represent the real lesson for
survival in rural communities.�

Based in Nebraska, the Heartland Center for Leadership
Development (URL http://www.infoanalytic.com/heartland) was
organized in 1985 by a group of Great Plains leaders as an
outgrowth of Visions from the Heartland, a grassroots futures
project. Today, the Center is renowned for
its field research into practical resources
and public policies for rural community
survival and leadership development.
Heartland Center programs and
publications emphasize that local capacity
is critical - and renewing local leadership
essential - as towns, cities, and states work
to remain competitive today and in the
future.

Co-director and a founder of the Heartland Center, VICKI
LUTHER has been active as an author, program designer, and
researcher for the last 15 years in matters of increasing citizen
participation in government and understanding the link between
economic development and healthy communities. Her efforts won
her the National Community Development Society Achievement
Award in 1992. Contact her at (tel) 402-474-7667, (fax) 402-474-
7672, or (e-mail) Lbv229@aol.com.

($19), one of several publications she has co-authored with
Milan Wall, is available from The CED Bookshop at URL
http://www.cedworks.com (in the Local Empowerment section).
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