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They traveled from as far away as Australia, Hawaii and Maine. They represented small
nonprofits, chambers of commerce, educational institutions, charitable foundations and
government. The 53 participants from 18 states and three countries were a diverse group
with a singular goal: to learn more about the Home Town Competitiveness approach to
rural community building.

I have been following the work of the partner organizations for a long time, and
knew they were always working together, but this new partnership has gone
beyond complementing one another’s work. It’s fitting the four concept areas
together in such a coordinated way that it really makes sense. We’re planning to
share this approach with many of our affiliated community foundation members.

John Gulick—Lamar, Missouri

The academy was outstanding. We had three people from Washington State 
representing Extension, and we agreed that HTC integrates the four most 
important, absolutely essential elements of community development. We’re 
looking forward to May when we introduce the program to interested faculty.

Jim Zuiches—Pullman, Washington

The first Home Town Competitiveness (HTC) 
academy was held on February 24-26, 2004, in
Omaha, Nebraska. Along with our partners at the
Center for Rural Entrepreneurship and the Nebraska
Community Foundation, the Heartland Center 
presented an intensive training experience that
focused on increasing rural community capacity in
four integrated areas: leadership, youth retention/
attraction, entrepreneurship and charitable assets.
The group learned about successful strategies that
are being used in several pilot communities through-
out Nebraska, and they were given organizing tools
that can be applied in their own hometowns. By 

participating in the academy, participants can
become certified as HTC Community Organizers 
and utilize the approach and support materials in
other rural communities.

Heartland Center Co-Director Vicki Luther, who
developed curriculum for the program, describes
HTC as a “come-back/give-back” approach to rural
revitalization.

“It encourages young people and entrepreneurs to
come back to their community to raise their families
and run their businesses so they can build new
wealth in rural places,” she says.

“It also encourages rural people to give back to their
community by intentionally developing a strong local
program that recruits and supports a diverse group
of local leaders. And finally, to give back in a charita-
ble way, by creating community endowments. We
need more people in our hometowns who are willing

Read more about 
Home Town Competitiveness 

by visiting the Nebraska Community Foundation
web site at 

www.nebcommfound.org/news.htm.
Look for this article:

December 11, 2003 

Nebraska Charities Hope
Local Wealth Will Help

Revive Main Street
By Michael Anft 

of The Chronicle of Philanthropy

to give back by including the community in their
wills. And just as important, we need more people
who are willing to ask their friends and neighbors 
to do this.”

Our new HTC Community Organizers will begin 
their work by recruiting local task forces organized
around the four themes of leadership, youth, entre-
preneurship and charitable assets. They will be
working in places that are very different from one
another, so one of their first activities will be to map
current community capacity in these areas, using
the assessment tools provided in their HTC
Community Workbooks.
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I appreciated the collaboration
between the three different 
agencies in formulating an ideal
program model for empowering
youth and families in rural 
communities to become self-
sufficient. It will also assist them
in obtaining skills needed to 
confront their community 
challenges and also gain leader-
ship skills and the confidence to
advocate for their own needs
Venus Rosete-Hill—Wailuku, Hawaii

More than 47 participants have been certified as HTC Organizers.

The HTC Academy was held at Embassy Suites/Old Market in Omaha, Nebraska. Fay Paglinawan and Venus Rosete-Hill participated on behalf of the
Neighborhood Place of Wailuku, Hawaii.

Several Nebraska communities are now in the early stages of organizing the Heartland Center’s Home
Town Competitiveness approach to community building. The approach focuses on four key strategic
areas of capacity building: leadership, youth attraction/retention, entrepreneurship and charitable assets.

In February Heartland Center staff worked with communities to assess
current leadership strengths and weaknesses and to design community
programs that build on local assets and address community needs.

Milan Wall and Vicki Luther met with the leadership task force from
Atkinson and Stuart in Holt County. These communities will implement a
local leadership development program. Using a leadership assessment
tool, task force members will survey community members to learn more
about assets and needs. They plan on hosting a community-wide spring
leadership day to review the information they have collected and involve
community members in framing the leadership development program
they will launch next fall.

Mary Emery met with the leadership task forces from Imperial and Grant
in western Nebraska. Task force members brainstormed ideas about

what a good leadership development program would look like. They reviewed the
leadership assessment tool, and developed strategies for broad distribution. In addi-
tion to disseminating the assessment at various community meetings and sharing it
with friends and neighbors, one task force member will translate the questions into
Spanish to gather ideas from the Hispanic community.

Piloted over the past two years in Valley County, this collaborative work with the
Nebraska Community Foundation and the Center for Rural Entrepreneurship is also
expanding to communities in Hooker, Grant and Thomas Counties in the Sandhills,
and to Knox County in northeastern Nebraska. Support from the National Rural
Funders Initiative is being matched locally in each community, with additional major
funding from Consolidated Companies and Great Plains Communications.
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A conversation with Barbara Schmitt, Economic Development Director–United Tribes Technical College,
and Marian Spotted Bear, Tribal Planner–Three Affiliated Tribes at Fort Berthold Reservation
By Mary Emery, Heartland Center Senior Associate 

It’s warmer here in North Dakota than it has been recently—just slightly above freezing on this
February day. We are traveling between New Town and the Three Affiliated Tribes offices near the
Four Bears Casino. From the back seat, I ask my fellow travelers to tell me about planning efforts
that, in their opinion, were truly inclusive.

Barbara Schmitt describes the strategic planning process at United Tribes Technical College. What makes this process
stand out as exceptional in her mind is that it was structured so that “everybody could be heard.” The process was
designed so that “everyone has their own say with no repercussions. No one was excluded; everyone had a chance.”

For Marian Spotted Bear, her best experience with inclusive planning processes was Dakota Dreams: Partnering 
for Prosperity. This was an effort that unfolded over the course of more than 12 months. It involved more than 600
people representing communities in eight counties and the Fort Berthold Reservation in northwest North Dakota.

“The way Heartland organized the meetings allowed for give and take,” Marian says. “There was lots of discussion.
People could talk freely. There was no formality.”

Asked for advice on how to create opportunities for successful inclusion,
Marian and Barbara responded with several points:

■ The first key lesson is that inclusion does not 
happen by accident. We have to do good planning 
and facilitating to make things work.

■ Meetings need to be organized and structured with
time limits.

■ You need a good facilitator.

■ Often, it helps to have an outsider who has no bias 
or history facilitate the meetings.

They also offered some suggestions for helping people
feel comfortable in settings that include folks from 
different communities, cultures or age groups:

■ Key leaders need to make personal contact with 
people to make sure they feel included and that the
value of their contribution is recognized.

■ Inclusion requires that the decision makers are part of
the process. “They have to be on board or it’s not
going anywhere.”

■ The more people are personally involved—and they
know their ideas count—the better off you’ll be.

A key lesson here is that there needs to be personal
contact. We cannot overcome barriers to working togeth-
er if we don’t learn about each other on a more personal
level. People need to feel valued for who they are.

“The way
Heartland 

organized the
meetings allowed

for give and take,”
Marian says. 

“There was lots 
of discussion.

People could talk
freely. There was

no formality.”

10 Ideas for
Including 
New Leaders
1. Say it and put it in writing: “Our 

community leadership is repre-
sentative of everyone who lives
and works here.”

2. Commit real resources for gender,
culture, ethnic and age outreach
efforts, including newcomers.

3. Invite, invite and invite again—
in person.

4. Publish materials in appropriate
languages and places.

5. Allow extra “social” time to build
trusting relationships.

6. Ask new leaders to recruit others.

7. Increase comfort by holding
meetings at various times in 
different locations.

8. Encourage new leaders to define
their own roles.

9. Be open, aware and inquisitive
about age and cultural differ-
ences.

10. Celebrate the achievements of
your diverse leadership group.

More than 600 people participated in the Dakota Dreams planning process involving eight counties and the Fort Berthold Reservation in North Dakota throughout 2003.




