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COMMUNITY
VISIONING PROGRAMS

Community visioning is key in helping local public officials and community leaders
create a flourishing future for their cities, and is essential for the effective planning
and implementation of these strategies. Visioning involves collaborative goal-setting
to motivate actions — of planners, citizens, and officials — in order to design and carry
out a strategic planning process for the successful development of the community.

The use of visioning since the 1980s has led to a wealth of information on the
productivity of the paths it has taken. The contributors, all with experience working
in the area, review the successes and failures of the strategies, and look at new
innovations which are pushing the frontiers of community visioning.

This review of the development of visioning focuses on small and medium-sized
communities in North America. It aims to guide citizens, local leaders, and planners
on what strategies are best to help them revitalize their communities and ensure a
prosperous future.

Norman Walzer, Ph.D., is Senior Research Scholar in the Center for Govern-
mental Studies at Northern Illinois University where he specializes in regional
economic development issues. He has published extensively on local development,
entrepreneurship, public finance, and infrastructure issues. He is currently researching
determinants of successful community change programs and the effects of govern-
mental structure on local public finance.

Gisele F. Hamm, M.A., manages the MAPPING the Future of Your Community
program, a unit of the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs at Western Illinois University.
MAPPING (Management and Planning Programs in Non-metropolitan Groups) is
a community-driven strategic visioning, planning, and doing process whereby local
residents create a vision and action plan for their community. The program has been
conducted in more than 120 Illinois municipalities.
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This series serves community developers, planners, public administrators, and others
involved in practice and policymaking in the realm of community development.
Providing timely, useful and applied information for researchers, students, practi-
tioners and policymakers, it is designed to integrate the latest thinking on tools,
strategies, and experiences of community developers around the world. Building on
40 years of publishing the Comr_fxunity Development Society’s journal Community
Development, the series is especially well suited for bridging the gap between theory,
research and practice and contributes to a growing and rapidly changing knowledge
base. For additional information please see the series page at www.routledge.com

The Community Development Society is a professional association viewing com-
munity development as a profession integrating knowledge from many disciplines
with theory, research, teaching, and practite as important and interdependent
functions. The organization adheres to the core Principles of Good Practice: to
promote active and representative participation toward enabling all community
members to meaningfully influence the decisions that affect their lives; to engage
community members in learning about and understanding community issues, and
the economic, social, environmental, political, psychological, and other impacts
associated with alternative courses of action; to incorporate the diverse interests and
cultures of the community in the community development process, and disengage
from support of any effort that is likely to adversely affect the disadvantaged members
of a community; to work actively to enhance the leadership capacity of community
members, leaders, and groups within the community; and to be open to using the
full range of action strategies to work toward the long-term sustainability and well
being of the community. See www.comm-dev.org for more details.
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SERIES EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Community development as reflected in both theory and practice is continually
evolving. This comes as no surprise as our communities and regions constantly
change. As a practice focused discipline, change is the only constant in the com-
munity development realm. The need to integrate theory, practice, research,
teaching and training is even more pressing now than ever given uncertain and
rapidly transforming economic, social, environmental and cultural climates. Current
and applicable information and insights about effective community development
research and practice are needed.

In partnership with Routledge, the Community Development Society is
delighted to present this new book series serving community developers, planners,
public administrators, citizen activists and others involved in community develop-
ment practice, research and policymaking. The series is designed to integrate
innovative thinking on tools, strategies and experiences as a resource especially well
suited for bridging the gaps between theory, research, and practice. It is our intent
that the series will provide timely and useful information for responding to the
rapidly changing environment in which community development researchers and
practitioners operate. The Community Development Society was formed in 1970
as a professional association to serve the needs of both researchers and practitioners.
That same year, the Society began publishing Community Development, its journal
promoting exchange of ideas, experiences and approaches between practice and
research. Community Development Research and Practice builds on this rich legacy of
scholarship by offering contributions to the growing knowledge base.

The Community Development Society actively promotes the continued
advancement of the practice and theory of community development. Fundamental
to this mission is adherence to the following core Principles of Good Practice. This
new book series is a reflection of many of these core principles.
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*  Promote active and representative participation toward enabling all community
members to meaningfully influence the decisions that affect their lives.

*  Engage community members in learning about and understanding community
issues, and the economic, social, environmental, political, psychological and
other impacts associated with alternative courses of action.

* Incorporate the diverse interests and cultures of the community in the com-
munity development process; and disengage from support of any effort that is
likely to adversely affect the disadvantaged members of a community.

*  Work actively to enhance the leadership capacity of community members,
leaders, and groups within the community.

*  Be open to using the full range of action strategies to work toward the long-
term sustainability and well being of the community.

It is fitting that the first volume of the series is Community Visioning Programs.
Without vision, communities cannot eftectively respond to the ever-changing
conditions prevalent in today’s environment. The process of visioning, and the
creation of a guiding vision sets the tone and direction for current and future
decisions and is essential for successful planning and action. Visioning is essential to
help communities coalesce around ideas, values, and translate that into positive
action. If shared values form the basis for the vision, then subsequent planning and
action linked to the vision is better received and supported. Further, the visioning
process is inclusive by nature, and engaging community members in decision-
making is central to the tenets of good practice principles in community develop-
ment. Visioning can also serve to bring people together and in these troubling times,
coming together for effective and positive action is crucial.

Norman Walzer and Gisele F. Hamm present this volume along two main
themes. The first is an exploration of the community visioning process itself, and
how it has evolved over time to adapt to changing conditions. Second, the types of
outcomes and key factors of effectiveness of community visioning programs and
approaches are considered, in terms of effectiveness and impacts. It is not presented
as a “how to” manual, but rather a collection to advance the state of knowledge
about the community visioning process. It aims to guide citizens, local leaders and
planners on the most effective strategies to help them revitalize their communities
towards a flourishing future guided by positive, collective action.

On behalf of the Community Development Society, and the editorial board of
the series, I invite you to explore this volume. Further, continue to explore the series
as new volumes are added, and we do hope you will find it a valuable resource for
supporting community development research and practice.

Rhonda Phillips
Editor, Community Development Research and Practice Series



PREFACE

Population shifts and long-term economic changes pose serious issues for local public
officials and leaders, especially in Midwestern communities. Competition from off-
shore locations and regional discount centers has seriously eroded local economies.
Decision-makers struggle to find ways to attract and/or retain young adults when
they graduate. Local leaders continue to try new ways to revitalize their communities
through business attraction, retention, and entrepreneurship efforts. In particular,
they focus on improving quality of life in these communities, important in attracting
creative residents likely to start businesses.

Community leaders and public officials have participated in a variety of programs
that examine past trends and evaluate innovative new avenues for the future. Many,
if not most, of these programs incorporate a process where participants form a
consensus regarding the community’s desired future. An action plan is then created
to reach that vision.

Visioning programs have existed for a long time with relatively little attention
paid to the outcomes that resulted. This book presents the findings of a national
survey of community visioning efforts across the US and examines six programs in
greater detail to illustrate how they have led to positive outcomes. The programs
vary in techniques but they all are participative and include a visioning element.

This book has benefitted from inputs by many colleagues and agencies. The
North Central Regional Center for Rural Development (NCRCRD) directed by
Neal Flora, Iowa State University, funded the survey. Managers of the visioning
programs participated in the survey and follow-up phone interviews that helped us
understand the processes involved. The NCRCRD, under Scott Loveridge’s
direction, provided support for focus group discussions of scholars and practitioners
working on innovative programs to identify key factors involved in causing com-
munity change. Finally, we thank our colleagues in the Center for Governmental
Studies at Northern Illinois University and the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs,
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Western Illinois University, for helping with various phases of the project. Mary
Strub and JoAnn Opstad, CGS, spent many hours editing and preparing the copy
for publication. We appreciate all of their efforts and support.

Norman Walzer and Gisele F. Hamm
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