WHY Developing ENTREPRENEURS IS IMPORTANT

Our hypothesis is that weaker economic performance in rural areas is due in large part to lack of entrepreneurial activity – particularly among growth oriented entrepreneurs. Our proposal suggests that a key – possibly the key – to rural revitalization rests with energizing rural entrepreneurs and rural entrepreneurship.  Our field work supports the conclusion that most rural Americans have strong entrepreneurial orientations and traits.  The heritage of rural America, rooted in self-employment and business owners, may form the foundation of this emerging finding.  But our field work also suggests that Rural America has fewer entrepreneurs – particularly growth oriented entrepreneurs.

The National Commission on Entrepreneurship’s recent study on high growth companies maps the location of Enterprise Growth Companies (EGCs) by labor market areas throughout the United States.  This map and the supporting data reached two very important conclusions.  First, every region had EGCs based on this study.  Second, the concentration of EGCs was greater in urban places than in rural America.

Our emerging hypothesis is that certain entrepreneurs are perceptive in seeing new opportunities to organize ventures.  These entrepreneurs live and work in supportive environments that enable business concepts to be executed resulting in a small, but critically important, set of growth enterprises.  These enterprises revitalize area, regional and national economies.  These companies are the drivers remaking our economy.  We believe that where they exist in sufficient numbers, we find more dynamic and prosperous economies and societies.

In fact, this view is shared by the Federal Reserve Bank which has identified five key strategies essential to the development of Rural America.  Among these five strategies is energizing rural entrepreneurs.  Like the Fed, we believe these entrepreneurs are taking full advantage of the “new economy” and the commercial opportunities it is presenting.

The New Economy
In economic theory there is a concept called velocity.   Velocity suggests that the rate of economic growth increases as it is fueled with increasing levels of activity.  In a macro economic sense, velocity is at work in our new economy.  The ability of rural America to survive, let alone thrive, in the new economy may in fact depend on acquiring and strengthening certain entrepreneurial traits.  These traits center on an entrepreneur’s ability to be innovative, flexible, open to collaboration, and resourceful.

Economists suggest that our economic ages are coming more quickly and being overlaid with new economic ages more rapidly.  For example, the primary economic ages of human existence include the hunter/gatherer age, the age of agriculture, the industrial revolution, the nuclear age, the age of information technology, and the bio-technology age.  The hunter/gatherer age spans most of human existence and only recently has receded to a marginal activity among some communities.  The age of agriculture is also very extensive, covering a significant portion of human history, and continues today.  Subsequent ages have not disappeared but their dominance has enjoyed shorter time spans being more quickly eclipsed by emerging new technological ages.  The information technology age is still changing the way our economy works and how we live, but the emerging bio-technology age is already bringing about even greater and more profound changes.

Why is this short review of human history relevant to the arena of entrepreneurship?  The answer may be rooted in those entrepreneurial traits that enable some people, some communities, and some nations to thrive under increasingly rapid change.  Rural sociologists might conclude that the social nature of rural communities inclines them to struggle more with change.  The bottom line here is that entrepreneurs are America’s innovators who account for upwards to one-third to two-thirds of all American innovations.

Within HTC, the Entrepreneurship Pillar helps communities focus on entrepreneurship as a core economic development strategy and build the necessary development capacity to effectively put this strategy to work.  The Entrepreneurship Pillar provides communities a flexible road map for not only discovering how entrepreneurs within their community can help them build a stronger community, but various routes to create the right “e” strategy, build necessary organizational and program capacity and move to action quickly.  Experience from communities across America has informed and shaped this proven approach to energizing entrepreneurs in your community’s efforts to achieve prosperity.
WHY Community philanthropy is IMPORTANT

Does your community have a tradition of charitable reinvestment? Does your community have discretionary resources to pursue opportunities as they arise? Does your community believe it has a bright future? If the answer to one or more of these questions is no, you should consider establishing a community foundation for your hometown.

A community foundation is a wonderful institution. You can think of a community foundation as a community savings account. It’s a vehicle to help build a brighter future for your hometown. A community foundation can embrace all the best aspects of our hometown, our place, our heritage and our potential. 

A community foundation is a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation that receives charitable gifts, manages and invests them, and grants the gift (either outright or from the earnings from an endowment) for the betterment of the community. These gifts can be tax-deductible for the donor. A community foundation is a very flexible institution, and can serve just one community, a group of communities, a region or an entire state. In the case of the Nebraska Community Foundation (NCF), local citizens can establish an affiliated fund, which is a component fund within the corporation. As of September 2005, NCF had 164 affiliated funds with over $21 million in total assets serving communities, organizations and donors in 66 of Nebraska’s 93 counties.  In the last 12 years, NCF affiliated funds have reinvested $51 million in their hometowns.  

There has never been a more important time for rural communities to start a community foundation (on your own or by affiliating) or build and expand an existing one. The following are just a few of the opportunities a foundation can help communities to build and fulfill:

· Small town quality-of-life.
· Current and former residents’ affinity for and generosity to their hometown.
· Technology that allows people to live and work wherever they want to.
· Opportunity for new capital associated with the intergenerational transfer of wealth.
· Opportunity to build greater belief and hope for the future of our hometowns.
WHY YOUTH engagement and attaction IS IMPORTANT

Challenging the ‘Best and Brightest’ Myth
Craig Schroeder is a Senior Associate with the Center for Rural Entrepreneurship and serves as President of the Heartland Center Board of Directors.  Schroeder believes that, generally, teachers, counselors and the whole educational system in low-density counties do an excellent job at focusing on and encouraging A and B students. These are precisely the students who are most likely to leave their communities and not return. The C, D, and F students are not expected to do as well.  However, these are the students who are more likely to remain in the community and, consequently, become its future leaders.

Schroeder recognizes a fortunate twist to this scenario: There is evidence that most C and D, and even F, students are those who may likely have entrepreneurial traits. “They tend to break the mold,” he says. “They don’t always conform. They don’t automatically accept one right answer. They can be creative thinkers and often are better at hands-on vocational applications than academics. Yes, the pursuit of academic performance is important, but it is sometimes said that A students end up working for B and C students. We need to look at these kids in a new way with a different value perspective. I believe our rural communities have a lot of talented potential entrepreneurs who just need the right kind of encouragement and support.  Youth attraction will need to be based within formal economic development, social service and educational systems if it is to really have a widespread and long-lasting effect. This holistic approach is necessary. Currently, many youths tell me they only get negative attention in their rural communities. To them it appears that unless they are exceptional at sports, the only thing adults seem to talk about is kids driving up and down main street or hanging out and causing problems. Most young people are good kids, but they get off to a bad start with adults from the beginning and often there is little done to change this relationship before they graduate from high school,” Schroeder says.

“There also can be an overwhelming negative attitude among adults in these struggling communities that influences youth attitudes. Far too many declining rural communities are suffering from a sort of communal cancer. They are resigned to the belief that they are experiencing a slow, sometimes painful, unavoidable death. The problem is this negative attitude is picked up by our young people in a way that leads them to assume that there are no opportunities for them there,” Schroeder says. “Think of it this way. If a stockbroker advised you to hold on to a portfolio based on companies that he predicted were in a state of steady decline and were doomed to slowly go out of business, wouldn’t you be looking elsewhere for financial advice? Is it any wonder kids are anxious to leave when adults tell them there is no future for them here?”

When Craig Schroeder talks about sustaining rural population he talks about youth attraction rather than retention. Schroeder believes that it is good for young people to go out and get an education, develop experience, and new ideas, contacts and resources…and then bring their talents and resources back to their rural communities. “We need to encourage our young people to go out and spread their wings, but also make it possible for them to come home again when it’s time to roost,” Schroeder says. “We need to reach out to kids early, here at home, when they’re just learning to fly. The adults who are there to encourage kids to test themselves, and help them up again when they fall—these are the people who will be remembered with fondness when a young person begins to think about settling down.”

There are several things that make coming home attractive to young people. First, the belief that the community cares and supports them. Second, economic opportunity. And finally, quality of life—good schools, health care, recreation. They’re also looking for ways to move their career out of the city, or take over or start a family business. Communities that address these needs are attractive to a growing number of young people.  “Sometimes it is little things that make a big difference. For example, why not throw a community-wide welcome home party when a young family moves in. When I moved home I heard repeatedly, ‘Craig you are a bright young person with a college degree. We think there are greater opportunities for you elsewhere.’ But I did not want to be ‘elsewhere’ anymore. I wanted to come home to the community that had done so much for me as a young person. I hope in some small way I was able to do that.”
WHY LEADERSHIP IS IMPORTANT

Community Leadership and Change
By Milan Wall
What Does Leadership Really Mean?

The definition of leadership has changed dramatically in the last quarter century.

Before, leadership meant knowing all the right answers. 

Today, it means asking the right questions.
Once, leaders were people who announced decisions they had already made.

Now, leaders are expected to involve many others in the process of making decisions.

In the past, leaders were pictured as older, as white, and as male. 

Today, leaders increasingly are young as well as old, people of color as well as Caucasians, women as well as men.
For leaders of an older generation, some of these changes are difficult to accept. They were accustomed to others looking to them for leadership. Others were accustomed to looking to them for answers. In the community setting, these changes are no less important than they are in the world of business, or government, or education.

It’s common to hear leaders described as people of vision. Today, what we mean is that leaders will help a community of people picture together what kind of community they all want in the future.

It’s common to hear leaders described as people of wisdom. Today, what we mean is that leaders will help a community understand the implications of the increasing rapidity of change in the world that surrounds them, and then guide the community through a process of making wise choices that reflect community values and build on local strengths.

It’s common to hear leaders described as people of action. Today, what we mean is that leaders will help others feel comfortable in assuming responsibilities for getting things done, in concert with a deliberate plan for action that specifies goals, establishes schedules, and evaluates progress.

Some Ideas on How Leaders Behave
In the community setting, leadership today is more often a team activity than an individual task. That is not strikingly different from other settings. The so-called Japanese management model, which is built on worker cooperation in a team setting, originated in American management theory and is slowly finding its way into business and government operations throughout the industrialized world. The reason is that people feel better about themselves, make better decisions, remain more loyal to overall objectives, and produce better quality products and services when they work in a cooperative atmosphere...as part of a team. Each individual has the chance to see how her or his contribution fits into the whole.

Healthy communities today operate in much the same way.
Thomas Cronin, a political scientist who writes extensively about political leadership, compares today’s leaders to the role of coach, orchestral conductor or film director. In each case, he points out, the person in the lead role has to get others to work together as a team. Only then will the job get done.

Perry Smith, an American military leader who has written about leadership in large organizations, describes leadership in terms of “fundamentals.” Those fundamentals, translated into community terms, include:
· trust and respect for others
· problem-solving skills
· communication skills
· trust in their own intuition
· skill in running meetings
· understanding of how organizations work
· being open-minded and approachable
· ability to combine substance and style
· exuding integrity

Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus, after studying 90 leaders in business and other enterprises, concluded that these leaders used five “key skills.” In their book, Leaders: The Strategies for Taking Charge, they describe those skills as:

· The ability to accept people as they are.
· The capacity to approach relationships and problems in terms of the present rather than the past.
· The ability to treat people close to you with the same courteous attention that you extend to strangers.
· The ability to trust others, even if the risk seems great.
· The ability to do without constant approval and recognition from others.
What’s most important about these characteristics is that they go beyond what leaders think and believe. They also reflect what leaders say and do. Someone with leadership potential who does not behave like a leader will not be perceived as a leader. People who are perceived as serving themselves, rather than others, are not leaders.

Roles and Responsibilities of Community Leaders
Community leadership is similar to many other leadership roles. But it has its unique aspects, as well. It is more public. As it is often not compensated, it comes with fewer tangible rewards. It is subject to greater political pressure. It must satisfy a much broader and more diverse constituency.

Thomas Cronin describes what he terms three “stages” of leadership that are relevant to the community setting. On those stages, Cronin sees:

In Act I, the trouble makers, who “stir things up” and “get things going.”

In Act II, the movement organizers, who “set agendas” and “organize others to push causes.”

In Act III, the power brokers, who exert significant influence through reputation or position.

The role and responsibility of community leaders takes on greater complexity in times of volatile and unpredictable change. John P. Kotter, author of The Leadership Factor, writes in the Harvard Business Review that “management is about coping with complexity” while leadership “is about coping with change.” Says Kotter, “ ...doing what was done yesterday, or doing it 5% better, is no longer a formula for success.”

Though Kotter is writing about leadership in business, his advice is also relevant to communities that find themselves, like businesses, surrounded by a vastly more complex, dynamic and competitive marketplace or environment. “Major changes are more and more necessary to survive and compete effectively in this new environment,” Kotter says. “More change always demands more leadership.”

The community leader today plays a different role than in the past. In many ways it is more difficult because of the times in which we live. Change is now a constant; modern transportation and communications have transformed a far-flung globe into one highly interdependent marketplace; the patterns of society and economy that once predicted the future no longer work even to explain the present.

In this age, community leaders must assume responsibility for these major roles:
· Helping their community, through processes open to citizen participation, articulate and then communicate a vision that most citizens can embrace with enthusiasm. 
· Matching community needs with available community skills and accessible internal and external resources.
· Specifying realistic strategies that can be undertaken today to move the community in the direction it must go to transform today’s vision into tomorrow’s reality.

Finally, people facing the challenge of community leadership should remember that what we’ve learned about leadership in the last quarter century turns the old adage upside down. Leaders are made, not born. That means that leadership can be learned. It’s not something you just have. It is something that many people can acquire.
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