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Executive Report

This report summarizes the findings of a mid-
term evaluation of the Clare County (Michigan)
Enterprise Community (CCEC) program. The
CCEC is a comprehensive community building
initiative that seeks to improve the lives of all
Clare County citizens by targeting economic
development, quality of life, and family self-
sufficiency issues. It received its ten-year
designation from the US Department of
Agriculture in late 1999.

Evaluation Design

Through a process that included a series of
interviews with local leaders, observation of
community-based meetings, secondary data
analysis and two strategic futuring workshops, the
evaluator and program leaders collaborated on all
phases of the design and implementation of this
study. A key component of that process was the
work of the strategic futuring group, called the
Progress Team, which used information regarding
the history and current operation of the program,
combined with a trends and vision analysis, to
create a new action plan for the next phase of the
CCEC. Several tools were developed specifically
for the evaluation that were designed to assist the
program’s stakeholders to better understand how
the individual projects, or benchmarks, performed
in relation to each other during the first phase of
the program.

CCEC Phase | Operation

In total, the program performed at an
impressive level and was instrumental in creating
a wide range of infrastructure in its first five years
of existence. That framework not only developed
the more traditional economic-related physical
infrastructure projects that resulted in building or
renovating public-use facilities, sewer and water
line improvements, and industrial parks
expansion, but also enhanced the community’s
capacity to address quality of life issues (such as
creating a county-wide volunteer center, a

recreation plan, and an arts council) and
family/human service self-sufficiency needs (e.g.,
by creating a domestic violence shelter, a
comprehensive human service directory, and a
housing assistance provider collaborative team).

Future Plans

The evaluation found that this program is at a
crossroad of its operation. In its first phase—the
focus of this study—stakeholders put the majority
of their effort into enhancing the community’s
capacity to respond in a timely manner to
emerging opportunities, and threats, by
institutionalizing infrastructure. Predominant
activities during that time period include
recruiting and engaging new partners, identifying
benchmark champions, and generally facilitating
the work of various benchmark development
teams as requested.

The final stage of the program will continue
that effort, but also will address sustainability
issues as the official Enterprise Community (EC)
designation comes to an end. Two primary sets of
tasks emerge as a result of that new direction:

1) Expand the number of community leaders to
assist the core group of existing volunteers
in carrying out CCEC planning and
activities. This effort will focus on
identifying, inviting, and training members
of the county’s rapidly expanding senior
and seasonal citizen populations to play a
greater role in community development
activities, and

2) Mainstream the self-evaluation effort that
began with this study through the CCEC’s
sponsorship of an on-going Progress Team.

That group will continue to monitor and analyze
benchmark activities, then compare those
observations against desired outcomes as a means
to improve the program’s overall performance in
achieving its desired impact.
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Clare County Overview

Clare County is a rural community of
considerable contrast. On one hand, the
combination of abundant natural resources (lakes,
streams, and forest) and a highly accessible, mid-
Lower Peninsula location make the area a
vacation get-away for many generations of
families visiting from the more urban, southern
regions of Michigan. Historically, those tourists
often turned into seasonal homeowners as they
fulfilled a part of the American Dream of buying
a cabin in the woods. That same group now
represents one of the primary reasons why the
county is experiencing a rapid increase in its
senior population that is emigrating to the area
after retirement; often to convert their vacation
home to a year-around

(EZ/EC). The purpose of the national program
was to provide assistance to the nation’s most
impoverished communities by encouraging the
collaborative efforts of grassroots coalitions to
“build from within” using a comprehensive
perspective. Objectives for the program focused
on local leadership development of a cross section
of the community’s population, total community
engagement in an initial and on-going strategic
planning process, and the utilization of a
regionally focused community development
perspective meant to foster collaboration among
local, regional, state and federal organizations.

In Clare County, leaders and private citizens
alike collaborated to create a ten-year strategic set
of goals for community improvement that
outlined the integration of most community
services involving economic development; child
and family assistance;

residence.

On the other hand, many
of Clare County’s full-time
citizens face challenges as
part of their rural, mid-
Michigan residency, includ-
ing: a lack of new job
opportunities in general, and
of the new jobs that are cre-
ated, most are concentrated
in a service industry that

In Clare County, leaders
and private citizens alike
collaborated to create a
ten-year strategic set of
goals for community im-
provement that outlined
the integration of most
community services...

healthcare; education;
workforce development;
environmental conservation;
land use and recreational
planning, plus; housing
development and
rehabilitation. A two-year
work plan also was submitted
to the United States
Department of Agriculture

pays low hourly wages with

little or no benefits to its workers; a persistently
high poverty rate that affects the county’s young
children in a disproportionate manner, and; the
out-migration of high school graduates, a trend
that robs the community of one of its most
critical resources—young adults and young
families (US Census, Tables DP-1-4, 1990; US
Census, Tables DP1-4, 2000; Michigan
Department of Treasury, 2004).

Clare County Enterprise
Community (CCEC)

This environment of divergent socioeconomic
trends was evident in 1998 when the Clare
County community responded in force to an
opportunity to be named a federal rural
Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community

(USDA), the agency
responsible for administrating EZ/EC rural
designations, as part of the application process.
That plan presented a timetable for addressing the
holistic community development goals for the 75
percent of the county tracts deemed eligible
according to grant requirements.

The monetary difference between the sought
after EZ/EC designation and the EC version that
the community actually received was
considerable. Through three rounds and over a
total of 140 awards (rural and urban),
communities named as rural EZ/ECs were
promised between $25 million-$40 million for a
ten-year period, while rural ECs were slated to
receive one-tenth or less, of that amount. In Clare
County’s case, this difference translated to the
CCEC program receiving approximately $250,000
per year.

Other benefits and resources were made
available to these rural programs as well. Most
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programs were promised comparable levels of
technical assistance from their respective state
USDA-Rural Development (RD) offices. This
assistance came in many forms, including
leadership training for local board members,
national conferences, plus staff members at the
federal and state levels who had the
responsibility to monitor the progress of local
programs and assist those groups as called upon.
Some programs also had various tax credits and
other incentives available to entice businesses to
locate or expand within program-designated
boundaries.

The CCEC did benefit greatly from the
technical assistance provided by the Michigan
USDA-RD office—especially by regionally
assigned staff members who specialized in
community development and housing assistance.
It, along with other Round Il rural ECs, did not
have the various tax incentives available to them
as that type of assistance was discontinued before
1999.

Early History

Clare County’s award was announced in late-
1998, but due to the lack of a signed formal
funding agreement, progress in 1999 was limited
to the creation of program bylaws and board
structure, plus an unsuccessful attempt to hire a
full-time program director. Once an agreement
was executed in early 2000, a second round of
interviewing led to hiring of the first, and only,
program director of the CCEC, the drawdown of
the first year’s funding allotment from the USDA
was made, and program activities slipped into
high gear with the formation of the program’s
Board of Directors and the redistribution of
benchmark funding amounts to reflect the
funding differential discussed previously.

Authors of the original Clare County
application created the framework of benchmark
categories that the program continues to utilize.
From an analysis of input received during several
town hall meetings and survey questionnaires, a
set of priorities was identified that reflected the
top issues and needs for comprehensive
community development as voted by the

Figure 1 - 1998 Community Priorities

¢ Improved Quality Of Life (QOL)
Focusing on the physical
atmosphere; environment; land use
and recreational planning; natural
resource conservation; recycling;
cultural sensitivity; cultural events;
public and private transportation;
volunteerism, plus; youth and
senior activities,

¢ Improved Economic Development
(ED)

Targeting unemployment;
economic diversity; job training;
business and industry
attraction/retention, small farm
sustainability, and; small business
assistance,

& Improved Self-Sufficiency (FSS),
Strengthened Families and Human
Services

Concentrating on domestic
violence; homelessness;
emergency services; family
preservation; health care access
and quality; housing conditions,
and; vocational education.

community-at-large. Those priorities were sorted
into the three broad categories—see Figure 1.
Within the three categories, CCEC leaders
created individual programs that reflected the
priorities expressed by the community in 1998.
Originally, 52 different programs, or benchmarks,
were listed in the application and all were retained
in 2000 when the EC Board reallocated funding at
the reduced level. For several reasons, several of
which emerged from the work of this evaluation,
the number of active benchmarks was reduced to
42. The primary rationale behind the decision to
deactivate a particular benchmark was to end the
duplication evident when a priority was
represented by two distinct benchmarks. For
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example, the original list contained one
benchmark (6.1) devoted to creating a county-
wide art council and another benchmark (6.2)
that covered the continued operation of that
council once established. Additional benchmarks
were created during the first four years of
program operation in response to specific
funding, or new partnership opportunities that
developed after 1998. These new focus areas
addressed community safety issues as part of the
QOL category, and technological information
barriers plus community leadership development
as part of the ED category.

Now at the projected mid-point of its ten-year
designation, CCEC program key stakeholders
(paid staff, community-based volunteers and
partners) agreed to participate in a formative
evaluation process that would first review the
past and current operation of the program, and
then use that information, along with a strategic
futuring analysis, to create a new action plan for
its remaining five-year term.

Budd Lake in Harrison

CCEC National Recognition

All USDA-sponsored community-building
programs across the country are required to
submit activity and outcome information via an
Internet-based Benchmark Management System
(BMS) on a regular basis. The CCEC program
has performed very well in past comparisons to
other programs using statistics taken from that
Web-based system. Most notably, the program
was named the top Round 2 rural EC for the

amount of leveraged money it was able to attract
to the community in 2002.

The BMS serves a very useful purpose in
assisting individual ECs in charting progress,
recording accomplishments, and as a tool by
which to compare and contrast program outcomes
on a national basis. However, because it attempts
to track so many programs that each represent a
tremendous divergence in goals and objectives,
the BMS falls short in collecting and distributing
information that tells the unique story regarding
the local context, history, values and other
variables that contribute to the rich fabric of an
individual program’s development and
implementation. That task—to weave the
underlying contextual factors that have influenced
the first phase performance of the CCEC into the
story of its operation—is one of the primary
objectives of this mid-term evaluation.

Responsive Evaluation Methods

With that contextual directive in mind, the
evaluation followed a responsive, participatory
philosophy whereby the evaluator consulted with
CCEC program staff and Board members at every
phase of the study’s design and implementation.
That approach gave the evaluation’s planning
team the opportunity to identify obstacles as they
became apparent, and to plan purposely how best
to mitigate them to achieve the evolving goals and
objectives of the project.

Several such problems emerged and were
addressed in this manner. The most perplexing of
which centered upon the sheer complexity and
tremendous volume of information generated by
the various activities of 40-plus active projects.
To better understand that mountainous volume of
data, this evaluation used interviews with over 50
community leaders who were familiar with the
beginnings and current operation of the program,
a search of local newspaper articles and other
existing records (e.g., meeting minutes,
newsletters, and press releases) that focused on
CCEC activities, and the evaluator’s attendance at
many local community service and development
related meetings (e.g., the monthly CCEC Board,
Human Services Coordinating Board, various
economic development teams, Continuum of
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Care, and the housing service provider
collaborative).

That process provided the evaluator with a
reliable set of methods to formulate a valid set of
opinions regarding the program’s quality of
operation and degree of fit within the community
it serves. That collection of data representing the
past, present, and anticipated future performance
of the CCEC benchmarks are summarized in the
Benchmark Summary Tables (please see
Appendix A, Tables 1-3). Table Al represents
data regarding the QOL category, Table A2
details all of the ED benchmarks, and Table A3
provides information for the entire set of the FSS
category’s benchmarks. Statistics listed in those
spreadsheets provide specific details regarding
the program’s:

o Application stage

e 1998 money requested (columns E)
e 1998 partners (columns F)

< Present operation

e Total CCEC funding allocated/spent
(columns G)

e Primary project or program to date
(columns H)

e Current leaders (columns I)
e Total funding received (columns J)

e In-kind funding received and
contributing partners (columns K)

e (CCEC Board of Directors number of
discussions during its monthly meetings
pertaining to that particular benchmark
(columns L)

) Future plans

e Short-term plan (one-to-two years)
(columns P)

e Intermediate plan three-to-five years)
(columns Q)

e Long-term vision beyond the CCEC
program designation (columns R)

Benchmark Ranking

Another potential barrier that emerged early in
the evaluation’s design process was the difficulty
experienced by the program’s stakeholders when
trying to rank or compare the widely diverse
outputs (activities) and short-term outcomes
generated by the numerous individual programs
that constitute the CCEC program plan. A
question illustrating that dilemma is: How can the
CCEC'’s effort made in the creation of a
comprehensive, county-wide master plan
(Benchmark 1.1) be compared against the effort
that went into upgrading the county’s early
warning siren system (Benchmark 23)? The
Benchmark Ranking System (BRS) was
developed as a tool to address that problem. That
instrument created a score for each benchmark
that represented the sum of the various activities,
or milestones, associated with their respective
development. That index of milestones was
created after considerable discussion with the
program’s staff in an effort to identify all of the
individual tasks that comprised the alternative
paths of development of CCEC projects.

The goal in designing the BRS was that a
higher scoring benchmark represented a greater
cumulative effort by CCEC stakeholders, and
therefore, a higher value to the community than a
benchmark of a lower score. This was indeed the
case as program stakeholders reported that the
rank order of benchmarks via the BRS seemed to
agree with their personal assessment concerning
the perceived value of each benchmark. As an
illustration, the highest scoring benchmark (14.1)
that led to the creation and operation of a county-
based domestic abuse shelter garnered its points
through the cumulated effect of most of the
individual milestones listed on the BRS. Those
milestones included: having a benchmark leader,
being the focus of many CCEC Board of
Director’s meeting discussions, spending most of
the CCEC funding allocated to it, creating an
advisory team, working with a wide variety of
partners, writing several funding proposals,
winning grants from many different types of
funders, and creating several types of strategic
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plans. Please see Benchmark Ranking System
(Appendix B) for a complete list of milestones.

The acceptance of BRS benchmarks scores
by the CCEC program staff and other
stakeholders as a valid method of representing
the individual benchmark performances also
paved the way for statistical comparisons of the
benchmarks. The Category Comparisons chart
(see Appendix C) allowed the program’s key
leaders to compare and contrast the first phase
performance of the individual benchmarks within
the QOL, ED, and FSS categories. Highlights of
that analysis include:

e Category ED maintained the highest
benchmark score average with 19.3 point
average (out of a range of 1-35 points),
followed by QOL with a 17.45 average and
FSS with 12.75.

o After dividing all of the benchmark scores
into equal quadrants, ED and QOL each had
63 percent of their benchmark scores fall
within the top two quadrants, while nine of
FSS’s 20 total benchmarks received scores
that fell within the lowest quadrant range
(between 1 and 9 points).

e The program did not spend any money in the
QOL and ED categories on benchmarks that
appeared in the lowest two quadrants of
scores and no money was spent on FSS-
related benchmarks in the lowest quadrant.

e The ED benchmarks outperformed the other
categories when comparing leveraged
funding--$18.4 million (ED), $4.3 million
(QOL) and $2.6 million (FSS).

e The ED set also listed the greatest number of
partners, especially at the federal level (14
for ED, 6 and 2 for SS and QOL
respectively).

e The QOL and FSS categories maintained
the greatest percentage of local partners at 61
percent (out of 41 total partners) and 55
percent (out of 64 total partners),
respectively.

e That category (QOL) also gathered the most
in-kind monies ($141,748)--more that twice
the amount that FSS received in-kind

($68,005) and well over three times the
amount received by ED benchmarks
($36,850).

e Considering changes in benchmark leadership
from organizations identified as champions in
1998 compared with the present (mid-2004),
QOL claimed the greatest percentage of
change (91 percent), followed by FSS (80
percent), and ED (45 percent).

Progress Team’s Work

The Progress Team used the Benchmark
Summary sheets, BRS information, and
corresponding categorical comparisons of the
benchmarks as a foundation to inform their work
in developing a CCEC action plan for the next
phase of the program. The group’s members were
selected through the same participatory process
that marked the development of other evaluation
activities. Program leaders and the evaluator
started the process by recommending names of
individuals who: 1) were familiar with the
CCEC’s set of complex goals and objectives, 2)
represented one or more of the program’s target
content areas, including K-12 (during and after
school), vocational, and entrepreneurial
education; economic/ community development;
human services; volunteerism, small business
assistance; health care; housing; environmental

The group’s members
were selected through
the same participatory
process that marked the
development of other
evaluation activities.

conservation; recreation and tourism, and
government services, and 3) were available to
attend two meetings of five hours length during
two consecutive weeks. In all, of those who were
invited, the majority accepted. A facilitator was
recruited who also had considerable prior
knowledge regarding the program’s scope and
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history of development, but was not closely
involved with its day-to-day operation.

The team spent the first day listening to an
explanation regarding the various, previously
described tools meant to provide an overview of
the program’s first phase of operation. Then it
began to identify community-related strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (termed a
SWOT analysis)—from both internal and
external community perspectives—all of which
would influence the CCEC direction in the
future. The first day of work concluded with a
futuring session during which the team
brainstormed possible macro economic and other
trends that may impact the next generation of
Clare County residents.

The team’s second day of work began with a
review of the SWOT analysis, a revisiting of the
top ten priorities taken from the EC application
process in 1998 and a reworking of the wording
of the program’s vision statement to better reflect
current conditions. Those activities were
followed by several exercises designed to assist
the team in creating a prioritized list of projects
for CCEC future work. The day concluded with
the team creating a five-step action plan for most
of those recommended programs to be developed
and estimating funding required to carry out
those action plans.

Program Logic Model

Evaluating comprehensive community
development initiatives, such as the CCEC, is a
precarious task. Akin to the analogy of “hitting a
moving target,” the focus of these programs
develop incrementally and evolve as they interact
with multi-system changes within and outside of
the community (W.K. Kellogg Foundation,
1998). The decision-making process employed
by key stakeholders working in such an
environment has been characterized as a
“garbage can” approach (Cohen, March & Olsen,
1988). Using that metaphor, the development and
implementation of a plan of action, in addition to
responding to a rational process that responds to
research findings and/or to community input, also
integrates differing problem definitions,
programs or actions offered as solutions, plus

alliance structures defined by perceived power,
status, and connections at the individual and
organizational levels. These components are
mixed and matched in a manner that resulting
output is the best attempt to respond to a
consensus of the program’s active stakeholders. In
the CCEC program’s case, the process is better
compared to making a salad where the end
product (a salad) possesses a more positive
connotation and greater potential benefit to the
target audience than the “garbage can” scenario
described previously.

= o1

Gateway Farmers’ Market in Clare

A program logic model is an effective tool
used to illustrate and describe the complex set of
relationships among the inter-relating components
of comprehensive community initiatives
(Hernandez, 2000). These maps show how a
program works from a holistic point of view,
highlighting the theory and assumptions that serve
as a foundation of values and principles, plus
linking short-, intermediate-, and long-term
outcomes with program activities (Kellogg
Foundation, 1998). The logic model, therefore, is
useful for illustrating the anticipated theory of
change that outlines how the program is expected
to work over time.

It also assists to evaluate the program by
providing a framework of activities related to
outcomes that then can be measured in a
predetermined manner to ascertain if the program
IS meeting its stakeholder’s expectations
(Brickmayer & Weiss, 2000). Appendix D
represents the CCEC’s program logic model per
the observations of the mid-term evaluation. In
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the following sections, that model is used as a
template by which to highlight and discuss the
various components of the Clare County
program.

External Factors

National EZ/EC Program Guidelines

One of the most prominent set of external
factors influencing the CCEC program’s
operation is the principles identified by the
authors of the various laws that were part of the
Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 that
led to the establishment of the first round of
EZ/EC program designations. Foremost among
those principles was the empowerment of local
citizens. Defined as a process that enables low-
income citizens to improve their communities by
means of continued, increasingly more active
involvement in decision making and
implementation of projects, empowerment is
realized through the following strategies:

e [ncreasing economic opportunities —
by focusing on the creation and retention of
job opportunities plus training citizens for
more rewarding employment.

e Planning sustainable development —
by diversifying the system of community-
based services so that all citizens receive
quality information and/or care in a timely
fashion and that the delivery of the services is
purposefully planned with their sustainability
in mind.

e Expanding community partnerships —
by transforming the behavior of community
leaders who follow a “turf” philosophy
favoring self-interest and isolation into
utilizing a more collaborative approach that
recognizes the synergetic value of other
partners at all levels--local, regional, state and
federal--through the practices of negotiation
and compromise.

e Using funds as “gap-fillers - by investing
EC monies only as seed capital as part of
projects that have attracted additional
partners (Reid, 1999; Reid & Murray, 2000).

The process used by Clare County community
leaders in creating the 1998 application adhered to
the empowered approach. Town hall meetings and
survey questionnaires led to a list of prioritized
needs and expectations as expressed by a wide
demographic range of citizens. While the high
level of citizen input was evident in 1998, its
continued engagement, especially by low-income
individuals, has waned over the course of the first
five years of the program’s operation. Other
comprehensive community building initiatives
have struggled with the cost versus perceived
benefit of continuous citizen engagement as well
(Kubish, Auspos, Brown, Chaskin, Fulbright-
Anderson & Hamilton, 2002).

The primary factor for the drop-off of citizen
input with the CCEC is cost. As previously stated,
the county’s original EZ/EC action plan was for-
mulated on the expectation of receiving a $40
million award and so, outlined a menu of 52 pro-
jects that cumulatively matched that funding level.
In fact, a portion of that plan called for the CCEC
to support a work team consisting of a
representative group of citizens, including low-
income families, whose members regularly would
review the performance indicators of the active
benchmarks and make recommendations
regarding what steps the program should
concentrate on in the future. The decision by the
CCEC Board to retain all of the benchmarks
during the funding reallocation process led to the
situation where many of those benchmarks were
not financed

with seed

money. Also,

sponsorship Tf?e CCEC has em
of an on- plied the overarching
going Strategies dictated by
evaluation the national EZ/EC
teamseemed || Jegislation effectively.
unreasonable

given the
austere con-
ditions the program faced.

The CCEC has applied the overarching
strategies dictated by the national EZ/EC
legislation effectively. Statistics and observations
gathered as a result of this study, especially from
the Benchmark Summary sheets, illustrate the net
increase in number of partners at the local,
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regional, state and federal levels. The
evaluation’s interviews plus CCEC Board of
Director meeting observations and minutes, show
that program participants often discuss
sustainability issues and consider those concepts
as key components in the decision to support a
particular benchmark. Also, the USDA-RD’s
BMS tells the story of the program’s success in
bringing over $25 million of new funding for a
wide variety of community-based projects over
the last four years—all at a very high ratio
(1637:1) compared to CCEC funds expended
(USDA-Michigan, 2003).

National Economy

Most locally based programs that are created
and administered by multiple levels of
government are destined to spend considerable
amounts of staff time responding to the changing
demands and requirements of those regulatory
systems. The Clare County program is no
stranger to that ever- changing environment that
leads to perpetual re-analysis of its current and
future plans in conjunction to the effects of
political and economic uncertainty. First and
foremost, Clare County has shared the struggles
of a sluggish national economy with the rest of
the country over the last four years. Any attempt
to isolate the positive contributions of the CCEC
program to the community’s economic situation
IS negated by the reality of that national
recession, which has resulted in job loss and
rising unemployment--particularly in rural areas.

That reality also has led to a downward spiral
of funding and staffing reductions to federal, and
then correspondingly, to state program budgets,
and finally to deep program funding reductions
for many types of locally based programs.
Conceptual and monetary support for the EZ/EC
initiative has varied over the life of the CCEC
designation, in part due to new policy priorities
reflected by changing federal administrations and
legislations. Under current conditions, the Clare
County program operates under a cloud of
potential partial funding cuts or even, total
program elimination. That threat materialized in
part as the program’s sixth year of funding
recently was reduced from $250,000 to $191,000.

The recession also has influenced the CCEC
program work plan as local and regional service
providers seek to replace monies lost through state
and federal cutbacks via requests to CCEC for
direct funding, or by asking the program’s staff

First and foremost, Clare
County has shared the strug-
gles of a sluggish national
economy with rest of the coun-
try over the last four years.

members to identify alternative funding sources
and for grant-writing assistance. It also translates
to the need for CCEC program staff to constantly
spend resources to recruit and orient new
stakeholders to its key leadership positions due to
the high rate of staff turnover within partnering
organizations.

Mandates and Reporting Requirements

The final set of factors representing primary
external influences on the CCEC program is the
various mandates and/or legislation specifying
quality, client eligibility, or other standards with
which the program must comply. A few of these
mandates are shared with a national cohort of
programs that receive federal funding, such as the
“No Child Left Behind” program that requires
many school systems to adjust, and upgrade as
necessary, student assessment and testing
procedures. Those schools that fail to meet
minimum student performance standards over a
specific period of time face a series of
increasingly severe repercussions, culminating
with the prospect of an outside agency’s
administrative takeover of the school in question.

Other mandates require a local assessment of
service quality and/or proof of collaborative effort
as a precursor to receiving funds. Homeless
assistance programs, such as the CCEC’s
Benchmark 18.8, which are funded by US
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and
administered in Michigan’s rural areas by the
Michigan State Housing Development Authority
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(MSHDA), offer a good example of this type of
requirement that local service providers face. In
order to receive emergency shelter operating and
administrative funds, Continuum of Care (CC)
groups across the state must submit
comprehensive community plans that
demonstrate a coordinated effort in delivering
homeless services. These plans must be approved
by local authorities and are subject to audit,
monitoring, and administrative requirements by
HUD and MSHDA. Homeless shelters must meet
all local zoning and building codes, plus must
regularly submit performance and outcome
updates to those funding organizations.

Many other examples of mandates, rules, and
regulations were encountered during the first
phase of CCEC operation. The development of a
countywide recreation plan and citizen
preference survey that helped set the stage to
secure monies from Michigan’s Department of
Natural Resources; USDA-RD’s requirement that
a environmental impact study be completed on
the city of Clare’s newly purchased industrial
park site before any CCEC money could be used
to add sewer and water infrastructure, and; the
rule that a housing needs and availability
assessment be completed as a preliminary step in
the process of securing USDA’s Mutual Self
Help Housing program funding—represent a few
of those examples.

Assumptions

EC/EZ Legislation

Several theoretical assumptions guide the
CCEC program leaders as they design,
implement, and evaluate individual projects.
These assumptions primarily are implicitly
stated, but all act as critical program values or
principles (Arseneau & Rodenburg, 1998; Weiss,
1999). The authors of the national EZ/EC
program provided several assumptions that the
CCEC continues to employ. As discussed
previously, one of the primary principles of the
program is that community development in rural-
distressed communities can be effectively and
sustainable accomplished by citizens engaged in
the entire plan of the program, from start to

finish, who feel empowered to participate in the
process.

Other assumptions evident in the guidelines of
the national program are:

e Emphasis on building communities from
within and under the guidance of a specific
action plan, instead of responding to funding
opportunities on a piecemeal basis with little
or no thought regarding how all of the
independently developed projects fit with a
community’s vision for comprehensive
improvement.

e Part of a plan to improve a community from
within should be to purposefully invite, train,
and encourage existing and new leaders to
assume an expanding role in community
service projects.

e As such, community building is not a short-
term process--hence the ten-year designations
for EZ/ECs.

CCEC and Community Change

At the Clare County level, assumptions of
leaders and program staff who not only are active
with the CCEC program, but also play many other
community leadership roles, follow a similar tone
as the national EZ/EC principles. Those mini-
theories that symbolize the group’s collective
opinion regarding how best to accomplish
community change are influenced by feedback
obtained regarding past success in attracting
grants and other forms of assistance using a
comprehensive and collaborative approach to
delivering community services. Several examples
of that approach’s effectiveness are evident by
noting the benchmarks with the greatest total
number of partners (see Appendix A, Benchmark
Summary Sheets — Columns 1), including:

e A Human Service Coordinating Body work
team’s development and distribution of a
human resource directory as part of
Benchmark 16.2,

e The work of the economic development
organization, subcontracted by the CCEC and
all other economic development agencies in
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the county, that focuses on retaining and
recruiting jobs to the two-county region
(Isabella and Clare) plus performs a host of
other tasks as part of Benchmarks 11.1
through 11.5,

e The effort of the DASH (Decent, Affordable,
and Safe Housing) Team that assisted in
delivering most of the nine housing related
benchmarks, including Benchmark 18.3
(provide low-income family assistance to
rehabilitate housing) and Benchmark 18.4
(Group Work Camp that used a crew of
teenagers during Summer 2004 to help paint
and perform various home maintenance
projects to over 57 homes in the area) and,

e Total partner leader (with 23), Benchmark
22’s (eliminate informational access
disparities) effort that led to a 13-county plan
to extend Internet access to all residents and
businesses.

Self Help vs. Technical Assistance

Christenson (1989) offers three models of
rural community development--self-help,
technical assistance, and conflict--that vary
according to differing assumptions, role of the
change agent, basis of change, core problems to
be addressed, and overarching goals of change
initiatives. Two of those models, self-help (SH)
and technical assistance (TA), are applicable
when discussing Clare County community
development assumption preferences.
Communities that assume that SH is a preferred
strategy focus their community development
efforts on institutionalizing a process of change
by building infrastructure of all types, plus by
expanding and enhancing the collaborative
network of partners that operate under that
infrastructure (Flora & Flora, 2004). Broad-based
and sustained citizen participation in the change
process is an integral part of SH model and the
ability to respond to new threats and
opportunities to economic or quality of life issues
in a timely manner also is an important
consideration as well.

The T4 version adheres to a more scientific,
rational approach that relies on expert advice

regarding definable problems with technically and
cost-appropriate solutions (Flora & Flora,
2004). Citizen input is lower in the 74 model, and
the emergence of a particular project’s importance
Is based more on a narrow definition of
community need than with the SH model.

Given that brief overview, it would seem the
two models represent incompatible approaches
depicting how a community thinks development
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and change should be handled; however, they co-
exist quite well in Clare County. SH is easily the
goal to which CCEC leaders aspire as they carry
out the program’s business of implementing
sustainable community change. Frequent
conversations observed over the course of this
evaluation, during CCEC Board of Director’s
meetings and other organization’s meetings as
well, give testament to the value that community’s
leaders place on this approach. A few of the
examples illustrating that success are the process
that led to the creation of the EC designation in
the first place, and that several benchmarks
entirely are devoted to building capacity with a
wide base of leaders and private citizens,
including Benchmark 5.1 that helped create a
countywide recreation plan and department via a
resident preference survey, plus Benchmark 10.1
in which CCEC funding assisted with the start-up
and operation of a countywide volunteer center
that now coordinates several major projects.

But where the overarching philosophical
assumption that SH community change is
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preferred and practiced whenever possible by
most Clare County leaders, the actual means of
performing the CCEC plan of work often is more
a result of a 74 approach. As discussed in the
external factors section of this report, programs
such as the CCEC and other community service
providers, spend a tremendous amount of staff
time and money in complying with the various
rules and regulations stipulated by funders of
their (the local provider’s) programs. As such, a
lot of the first phase effort of the CCEC was
spent in identifying and/or

team (Brown, 1999; Flora, Gasteyer, Fernandez-
Baca, Banerji, Bastian, & Aleman, 2000; Kubish
et al, 2002). As such, evaluation represents a
constantly evolving process that should be utilized
not as a one-time event, but instead on a
continuous basis for reflection and improvement
of program performance (Annie E. Casey
Foundation, 1997).

At the start of this mid-term evaluation’s field
work, it was evident that the community-based
stakeholders viewed the evaluation as more of a
summative endeavor designed

paying for feasibility studies,
business plans, surveys and
other assessment procedures
that were the requirement of a
potential or current funding
agency. Illustrations of this
type of CCEC activity include
the Gateway Farmers Market’s
(Benchmark 12.2) feasibility
and market studies, plus the
creation of a business plan and

Given that scenario, the
group’s buy-in to the
responsive and partici-
patory format appeared
to be low in the initial
phases of the evalua-
tion’s field work, but
generated a great deal
of interest in latter
stages of the study...

to judge the success of the
program’s first phase effort and
publicize those results. And
why not? Statistics taken from
the USDA’s BMS indicated
that the CCEC program was
performing at a high level—as
evidenced by its national
recognition as a program with
an excellent record of
leveraging new funding and its

several unsuccessful proposals

impressive record of expanding

to sponsor a feasibility study
for Benchmark 18.10 that calls for the
development of a senior assisted-living center.

Evaluation Theory

The CCEC program’s leaders decision
initially to support this evaluation, combined
with the active manner in which they worked to
develop and implement the study, represents
another set of assumptions operating within the
CCEC. In general, program evaluation theory
assumes that social problem solving is improved
by a combination of making incremental
improvements to existing programs, by creating
better or innovative designs for new programs,
and/or by terminating poorly performing
programs and replacing them with those that
follow a more innovative, but proven effective,
strategy (Shadish, Cook & Leviton, 1991).
Furthermore, responsive evaluation methods
respond to the audience’s need for information
rather than some predetermined set of variables
and a participatory approach insists that the
consumers of the evaluation’s findings be an
integral part of the design and implementation

the number and type of partners
across all levels of government. Therefore, the
program’s key leaders were anxious to tell the
story of the CCEC success to a larger audience.
They especially wanted to target Clare County
residents with this new information as they (the
leaders) thought the greater publicity would
develop more local interest and create a broader
base of volunteers willing to plan and lead
individual benchmark activities.

Given that scenario, the group’s buy-in to the
responsive and participatory format appeared to
be low in the initial phases of the evaluation’s
field work, but generated a great deal of interest in
latter stages of the study, especially as part of the
Progress Team meetings. The reasons for that
early lukewarm reception are merely that it took
time for the group to become accustomed with the
terminology and process associated with that
evaluation approach and its potential for
generating long-term benefits to the community.
In final review, the majority of program
stakeholders were extremely responsive and
accommodating to any request made of them for
the purpose of this mid-term evaluation.
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Inputs

Inputs are resources available to the CCEC
for use in planning, implementing, and evaluating
its degree of progress toward meeting stated
outcomes and ultimate impact (Carroll &
McKenna, 2001). They represent the cumulative
assets of the community and are the foundation
from which the program operates (Kretzmann &
McKnight, 1993).

Paid Staff

The CCEC director started in early 2000 and
he, along with a consultant and administrative
assistant, are the only paid staff of the CCEC
program. Of that group, the director plays a
critically influential role in the operation and
performance of the CCEC as the sole full-time
employee. That observation was confirmed
during the stakeholder interviews performed for
this evaluation as the overwhelming majority
thought that the director and the program were
inseparable—that the activities of one could not
be discussed apart from the activities of the other.

The current CCEC director brings a unique
set of skills to the position that serve him well in
building and enhancing the program’s operation.
That skill set includes: past experience as an
education administrator and community
development specialist, personal values that favor
a social justice perspective, and a willingness to
operate in an environment that demands a
flexible, inquisitive, and creative decision
making approach. He tirelessly promotes the
tenets of the program during the many local,
state, and federal functions he attends on a
regular basis, and also, while serving as a
member on many community service
organization’s board of directors.

W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Leadership:
Building Capacity To Lead a Community-based
Process (1998) handbook offers a list of
attributes of successful collaborative leaders that
apply to the CCEC director’s operating mode
well. Figure 2 lists those traits.

While those characteristics serve as the
foundation for the manner in which the CCEC

director carries out his duties on a day-to-day
basis, his operating regime is best described by
social entrepreneurship. Traditional definitions of
entrepreneurship often focus on the traits and
success of for-profit or business owners, but the
concept of acting entrepreneurial can be expanded
to include a person, team, or organization trying
to achieve a social or economic end by means of
acting as an innovator, change agent, opportunist,
or by generally demonstrating resourcefulness on
a long-term basis (Davis, 2002).

As the primary force behind the operation of a
complex community development program, the

Figure 2:
Collaborative Leader Traits

& Flexibility — willing to adapt the
process of mediating different
stakeholder self-interests for the
good of the whole program,

& Systems thinking - ability to see the
big picture; employ a general
systems approach that practices an
ecological perspective where
changes within one environment will
ultimately effect other systems in
possibly unforeseen ways,

& Trustworthiness — promises that are
made are honored and no
commitment is made without a
thoughtful process of weighing cost
vs. benefit given a high value of time,

& Patience — progress in a ten-year
initiative is measured in small steps
and the process is often frustrating if
viewed only from a short-term
perspective,

& Abundant energy and hope — that
are shared with stakeholders in a
natural, unforced manner.

—W.K. Kellogg Foundation (1998)

CCEC director’s time is stretched thin between
the tasks prescribed in building so many different
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programs. His principle strategy in making those
tough choices regarding where to spend his
limited amount of time focuses on the benefit
each choice represents in regard to long-term
community change—another basic behavioral
trait of any type of entrepreneur, social or
business.

Most members of that
group who do not currently
serve in a formal CCEC
administrative capacity are
still involved with the pro-
gram by leading or volun-
teering to assist with vari-
ous benchmark activities.

For instance, this evaluation observed that
while large business retention and recruitment
activities were being carried out by the CCEC
subcontracted economic development
corporation, small business assistance was
lacking as a part of the program’s action plan.
That observation was confirmed through
conversations with the program stakeholders via
interviews and the Progress Team meetings.
Eventually that group recommended the
development of a small business initiative as a
Phase 11 project of the CCEC.

That decision was the starting point at which

the entrepreneurial activity began for the director.

He purposefully began to survey various
community and regional partners for their level
of support for such a project, identified a
potential grant through his network of regional,
state, and federal contacts that would fund a
portion of the project, hired the CCEC consultant
to coordinate and write the proposal for that
potential grant, and generally rearranged and
cleared his schedule to accommodate the short
deadline for that proposal’s submission. The new
small business initiative represents a major
change in direction for the CCEC in how it plans
to spend its time and money in building business,
jobs, training, education and economic
development from within.

The consultant represents the second highest
administrative expenditure category for the
CCEC, after the director’s salary-but this money
is also well utilized. Her primary roles within the
program include: an investigator of potential
funding for existing and potential benchmark
projects, a proposal writer, plus a resource re-
garding the history and development of the
program to area organizations. She also updates
the USDA’s BMS and tracks CCEC Board of
Director allocations and expenditures. This
individual was instrumental in preparing the
original application and continues to be an
opinion leader in helping to determine its
operating direction. Through her efforts, over $2
million in new funding has been secured from
various sources to benefit benchmark initiatives.

Volunteers

An advisory team’s composition is a major
influence on any organization’s overall
performance (Fowler, 1995; Johnson, 1996).
Factors affecting short- and long-term
collaborative effectiveness include: individual
member operating personality given the team’s
mission and task(s), plus type and length of
experience, power, values and motivation. CCEC
program volunteers are another asset that provide
benefit to the community in a holistic fashion. A
core cohort of current Board of Director members
was involved in the initial application process and
continue to actively promote the value of
collaboration and comprehensive delivery of
community services. Most members of that group
who do not currently serve in a formal CCEC
administrative capacity are still involved with the
program by leading or volunteering to assist with
various benchmark activities. Through the efforts
of that existing volunteer group and the CCEC
director, new volunteers continually are identified
and recruited to participate in program activities.

Previous studies of successful teams point to
the fact that a mixture of several types of
individual styles, range of skills, and experience
are important contributors to the success of a
particular team (Fowler, 1995). Belbin’s (1981)
typology of team member types includes:
coordinator (mature and confident); shaper
(dynamic and outgoing); team worker (perceptive
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and accommodating); completer (careful and
conscientious), and; specialist (entrepreneurial)
and suggests that most effective teams contain a
cross section of those member operating styles
(Belbin, 1981; Fowler, 1995).

Observation of the CCEC group of volunteers
reflects that diverse composition required for
team success. There is an even representation of
professional staff members from various service
providers—especially the education, human
service, business and government sectors—with
individuals not officially linked to a specific
organizations, but who possess a wide range of
previous work experience and interests. The
group also operates with a similar number of
residents who have lived in the area most of their
lives versus those who have recently emigrated to
Clare County in the last decade.

Although this evaluation’s methods did not
include a formal investigation into the experience
level, operating preferences, and other personal
characteristics of each CCEC program
stakeholder, observations focusing on the Board
of Directors meeting dynamics made over a Six-
month period, along with face-to-face interviews
and many other informal conversations, confirms
the assertion that the key decision makers of this
program represent the wide range, but balanced
blend, of personal and experiential characteristics
needed for an effective team.

There are noticeable differences of opinion
within this group regarding underlying
assumptions concerning how best to accomplish
sustainable community change objectives within
the wide range of categories included in the menu
of CCEC benchmarks. For example, part of the
priorities established in 1998 called for the
program to provide more activities for youth and
also address the negative outcome that so many
young adults leave the community following
their high school graduation.

One group of CCEC stakeholders might
assert that the most economical, long-term
solution would start with building a youth
activity center first; an economic development
approach. Another group might favor starting a
family strengthening program to be made
available through a number of existing facilities
(e.q., schools, township halls, etc.) such as a
youth mentoring program proposed by the

Progress Team. That program would utilize
parents, community leaders, and senior volunteers
acting as mentors for all ages of children in
conjunction with many types of activities (sports,
reading, homework assistance, etc.). While that
dichotomy was clearly evident in observing many
program planning activities over the course of the
evaluation, key leaders did not let those
philosophical differences impede the progress of a
particular benchmark’s development at hand.
Several other factors regarding the behavior of
the CCEC group of volunteers lead to the
program’s overall operational success. First, the
degree of trust that the group places in the CCEC
director and his methods is extremely high. The
evaluator did not experience any stakeholder
criticism regarding the general operation of the
program. CCEC stakeholders—due to the busy
schedules, their volunteer status, and also the
extreme complexity of the program—entrust the
director to make expedient and responsible
decisions regarding the activities of the program.

Fall harvest at Gateway Farmers’ Market

Secondly, this group practices a high level of
fiscal restraint. As evidence, in the first phase of
the CCEC, no USDA money was spent on
benchmarks that scored in the lowest quadrant as
determined by the BRS (Appendix B). That
statistic means that very little risk was assumed in
developing individual projects that had little
chance of progressing past an initial step.

Standard operating procedure for the CCEC is that
any benchmark must first have an active local or
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regional leader to take responsibility for its
overall development before receiving any CCEC
money.

Finally, this group carries out its
responsibility of guiding the program with great
integrity. They view themselves as stewards of a
quarter million USDA dollars per year and feel as
if that amount of money can make a significant
difference in a high poverty area such as Clare
County.

New Leaders Needed

This group of volunteers also acts as the
primary outreach unit for the program, along with
the paid staff. This evaluation found that there is
a critical need to identify and build a new group
of community leaders to lessen the program’s
degree of reliance on this existing group.
Benchmark 24 was created to address that issue
and the first leadership class graduated while this
evaluation study was underway. That first class
was held in Harrison (one of the two small cities
in the county) and long term plans for that
benchmark include expanding the training to the
entire county.

Another strategy tentatively planned to
develop more community leaders utilizes surveys
of the county’s rapidly expanding senior, and
also of the large seasonal citizen populations. It is
suspected that there would be a large number of

With nearly one-half of all Clare
County homes occupied on a
seasonal basis, combined with
the probability that this group
possesses different Socio-
economic characteristics than
their full-time counterparts (i.e.,
wealthier and older)...

respondents who represent both demographic
groups (i.e., seniors who are part-time residents),
but the two studies would serve different
purposes. The senior survey’s questionnaire
would focus on identifying the individual assets
of full- and part-time residents regarding past

experience, and how they might be able to utilize
those skills to address community needs. Part of
the work plan for the study would be to
purposefully invite and offer training to those
seniors who indicate that they would be willing to
volunteer their time to community service.

Previous studies suggest that seasonal citizens,
in general, have different expectations regarding
the growth of their part-time community than full-
time residents, and so, that proposed survey would
target the identification of this group’s
expectations and issues regarding community
change (Green, Marcouiller, Deller, Erkkila &
Sumathi, 1996; USDA Forest Service, 2002).
With nearly one-half of all Clare County homes
occupied on a seasonal basis, combined with the
probability that this group possesses different
socioeconomic characteristics than their full-time
counterparts (i.e., wealthier and older), this study
would assist the work of community development
leaders by creating a profile of opinions for a
large percentage of the county’s population that
are not politically represented. It also would serve
as a foundation by which to identify, recruit, and
enlist members of this group for community
service, albeit part-time.

Both of these proposed plans emerged directly
out of the work of the mid-term evaluation. Of the
two, the senior survey project received the
greatest level of buy-in from the Progress Team as
it became part of the set of Phase 1l recommenda-
tions created for the CCEC Board of Director’s
consideration.

Other Assets

Partners of the CCEC, either as part of the
original application or added as a result of the
program’s first five years of benchmark activities,
are another set of resources utilized by the
community as a whole. Of course, one of the
primary objectives of all rural EZ/ECs, as directed
by the national program legislation, is the
enhancement of the network of relationships
between local, regional, state and federal partners
by developing a shared future, and engaging in
collective action to deliver sustainable community
services—alternately termed building community
social capital (Putman, 1993). Components of a
community’s social capital include bonding that
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examine connections among individuals and
groups with similar backgrounds, experience, and
interests within the community, and bridging that
looks at relationships connecting various diverse
groups within a community to similarly
interested groups outside its typical boundaries
(Flora and Flora, 2004). Using this terminology,
the goal of most comprehensive community
change initiatives is to work to build and retain
high levels of both bonding and bridging types of
social capital, as they tend to reinforce each
other. This evaluation found several examples
illustrating the CCEC’s successful effort to
develop benchmarks by building both types of
social capital, including:

on local issues, such as the creation of a
common application form (Benchmark 17.1)
and of a housing service provider directory;
it is proposed that this group will increase its
level of collaboration by assuming a greater
leadership role in the development and
administration of the Mutual Self-Help
Housing program (Benchmark 18.9) with
the USDA and by applying to become a
non-profit, county wide housing
development organization (Benchmark
18.2). Both of those latter projects would
require further building of bridging-types of
relationships with partners outside the
county.

Part of USDA’s

S  The Gateway
Farmers’ Market
(Benchmark
12.2) eventually
secured USDA-
RD and
foundation funds

to build and lens.

The county’s housing problems
were especially assisted by in-
creased levels of collaboration
when viewed through the social
capital bonding and bridging

promise to assist EC
designated communities
was not only to provide
funding, but the
organization also
committed considerable
resources to make
effective technical

operate the
center. In doing so, it utilized several new
partnerships, including the local Amish
community, Michigan State University
Extension located in Clare County and on
campus in East Lansing (MI), Michigan
Department of Agriculture, the Michigan
Rural Council, and the city of Clare. At the
same time, the project illustrated enhanced
bridging relationships as the increased
cooperation among potential farm market
stakeholders at the local level served as a
catalyst for favorable consideration in
funding the project on the part of regional
foundations and the USDA.

S  Through the facilitation of the CCEC, the
DASH team formed and for the first time,
most of the county’s agencies responsible
for providing low-income families with
housing counseling, homebuyer mortgage
rate or down payment assistance, and low-
interest loans for home rehabilitation met
and worked together on several projects--
an example of increased bonding social
capital. While past DASH projects focused

assistance available to
these programs as requested. This input assisted
the CCEC program in several ways. It has been
noted that administrative changes at the federal
level left the local program in a perpetual state of
adjustment as new staff members oriented
themselves to the history and current operation of
the CCEC. While technical assistance at the state
level also has been affected by staff reassign-
ments, the situation is not as volatile. The work of
the Michigan USDA-RD staff members who have
regional responsibilities that include Clare County
has been exemplary. These individuals have
worked with the program since its inception and
in each case, have assumed substantial leadership
roles with benchmarks that, in turn, have
performed well.

Substandard and unsafe housing were two
areas identified by the community as issues the
CCEC should address in 1998. Through a very
unique relationship which has not been duplicated
in any other Michigan county, the USDA-RD
housing specialist commits up to two days of her
time per week to travel to Clare County and to
work closely with the CCEC housing advocate
retained through Benchmark 18.7. These two
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individuals collaborate as needed while making
home inspections for rehabilitation loan requests,
referring clients, assisting potential homeowners
address their financial history problems, and
qualifying families for USDA-RD down payment
and/or interest rate assistance. They each played
an important role in the early development of the
DASH Team also. Their efforts, combined with
other housing assistance providers who are part
of the DASH Team, led to Clare County
residents receiving over $1,200,000 in very-low

Their efforts, combined with other
housing assistance providers who
are part of the DASH Team, led to
Clare County residents receiving
over $1,200,000 in very-low and
low-income  mortgages, repair
loans, and grants.

and low-income mortgages, repair loans, and
grants. That total represents nearly one-half of
the money that citizens in the other 12
surrounding counties received combined in 2003
(Clare County Enterprise Community, 2004).

The USDA-RD community development
specialist is also a valued member of the CCEC
program’s operation in Phase I. This individual
served in a number of advisory roles when
requested by CCEC and Michigan USDA-RD
staff, but her outstanding effort is most apparent
in the development of Benchmark 18.4, Group
Work Camp. This “camp” was actually a week
long series of projects whereby teenagers from
all over the country traveled to Clare County to
perform minor home repair and painting jobs for
low-income homeowners who requested their
services. A national organization assisted with
funding, worker recruitment, and travel logistics,
but the level of local planning and quantity of
volunteers needed to successfully hold this camp
was incredible.

The USDA-RD community development
specialist was the catalyst for building the
increased cooperative network of partners and
volunteers as she first traveled to out-of-state
training sessions to investigate the feasibility of

bringing such a program to Clare County, and
then returned to the community to facilitate the
process as needed. The project was so successful
that the CCEC Board voted to support another
Work Camp in Summer 2006.

Community Values

Community values, like assumptions, act as
cornerstone sources of influence over the CCEC
decision making process. Centering on the values
that might impact the work toward community
change, it is evident that the community’s
members value their close proximity to two small
urban areas—Muidland and Mt. Pleasant. This
location provides them with an increased number
of choices in entertainment, health care, human
service, education, media, retail and government
services.

Concurrently, Clare County residents feel that
they benefit from a traditional rural environment
that values a “know your neighbor” attitude and
the belief that a moderate amount of economic
growth is acceptable, but not at the expense of
existing residents’ quality of life expectations.
The best example of the latter value emerges from
the data gathered from Clare County residents
who participated in the development of the
recreation plan and commission, as part of the
early activities of Benchmark 5.1. The Executive
Summary, subtitled Who the Clare County Parks
and Recreation Commission (CCPRC) should
serve (p.3-Focus Group Summary) states,
“Regardless of the services provided, CCPRC
services should be focused on Clare County
residents first, then tourists” (Clare County Parks
and Recreation Department, 2003).

That set of competing attitudes is well
recognized in the Clare County community and
the effects of the “maintain the rural atmosphere”
versus “economic growth means a better life for
everyone” opinions are reflected in many CCEC
activities. For instance, two of the primary
strengths listed by the Progress Team during its
SWOT analysis of the county were: 1) its central
location in the state providing excellent highways
and access to mid-size metropolitan areas, and 2)
its abundant natural resources leading to the
frequent use of the tourist attraction slogan, “20
lakes in 20 minutes.” Those items also were
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mentioned in similar lists during the community
prioritization of issues in 1998. However, the
leading weaknesses listed during those same
exercises in 1998, and again in 2004, were lack
of good paying jobs, lack of major industry, and
lack of retail choices. Any concentrated effort by
the CCEC to address those community-identified
weaknesses, which all focus on economic
development issues, is destined to eventually
“bump up” against those residents who place a
higher value on preserving the small town, rural
environment of Clare County.

Outputs

Returning to the logic model outlining the
various interrelating components of the CCEC
program, outputs represent the activities to date
that the program has been instrumental in
orchestrating. They also focus on the intended
beneficiaries of those activities.

Activities

Most of the program’s activities are listed as
part of the BRS developed for this evaluation. As
reported previously, that list was created through
the combined efforts of the CCEC program staff,
principally the director, and the evaluator. As
such, it represents a comprehensive list of
milestones that contribute to the development,
support, operation, and evaluation of a particular
benchmark. Those activities are categorized into
the following themes:

e Leadership - e.g., benchmark leader named
and/or active; committee or team formed,
and/or currently meets; brainstorming or
organizational meeting held, and; sources
investigated for potential partners,

e Stakeholder involvement - number of
discussions at CCEC Board of Director
meetings; number of CCEC staff and
volunteers on benchmark-related advisory
boards, and; amount of CCEC money
allocated and spent,

e Plan development - strategic plan developed,
implemented, and evaluated on a short,

intermediate, and long term basis, and;
feasibility or business plan sponsored,

e Fundability - number of proposals written and
grants received, and; amount of in-kind
assistance received,

e Degree of collaboration - number of local,
regional, state and federal partners,

e Other activities - support letters written; EC
designation used to increase individual
benchmark grant proposal scores; efforts to
promote the program; the Progress Team’s
work, and; any sub-contracted service.

Beneficiaries

The program’s vision statement is the starting
point for listing the recipients of the set of
activities identified previously. Due to the
comprehensive, holistic approach to community
change that the CCEC follows, that statement
basically includes anyone residing in, or visiting,
the community. That inclusiveness is reflected in
the Phase | work plan of the CCEC as many of the
benchmark activities are devoted first to creating
an entity or organization that is then expected to
take responsibility, design and implement
programs that address the community priorities
named in 1998.

Many examples illustrate that situation,
including Benchmark 1.1 (develop a coordinated
land use plan, Benchmark 5.1 (create a recreation
department), Benchmark 6.1 (sponsor an arts
council), Benchmark 22 (author a regional
Internet connectivity plan), Benchmark 12.2
(build a farm market), and Benchmark 14.1
(initiate a domestic abuse shelter).

From a different perspective and given that the
community’s persistent poverty levels were one of
the primary reasons that it received the EC
designation in the first place, the intended
beneficiaries of many benchmark activities are
low-income families and individuals. Another set
of Phase | projects reflects that emphasis,
including the majority of the benchmarks listed as
part of the FSS category. Some of the highest
scoring projects of that group are found in the
housing-related initiatives according to BRS
averages. They include: Benchmark 18.3, which
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provides low-rate loans to low-income residents
who need to rehabilitate their homes; Benchmark
18.4, the Group Work Camp project previously
described; Benchmark 18.7, that funds a housing
advocacy counselor who works exclusively with
the low-income residents, and; Benchmark 18.8,
that led to the coordination of homeless services
in the county.

Given that the community’s
persistent poverty levels were
one of the primary reasons
that it received the EC
designation in the first place,
the intended beneficiaries of
many benchmark activities are
low-income  families  and
individuals.

Aside from the populations that are directly
targeted by CCEC activities, several other groups
benefit from participation in the program. The
increase in the number of partners providing
funding, technical assistance, and volunteer time
at all levels of geographic location has already
been noted in this report. Several examples exist
in which organizations that were providing
services in adjacent counties prior to the CCEC
designation, either became aware of the
program’s breadth of initiatives and approached
the group with a proposal to extend those
services to Clare County or was solicited by the
CCEC program staff first, and eventually became
an active partner. They include:

e Benchmark 11.5 that led to the CCEC
subcontracting a neighboring county’s
economic development corporation to
promote Clare County economic
development prospects at regional, state,
national, and even international markets,

e Benchmark 20.3 in which a home visiting
medical services organization that covers a
nine-county region (including Clare County)
identified the CCEC priority to address home
health care issues and matched it to a grant
offered by the USDA-Rural Utilities Service.

Eventually, it partnered with the CCEC to
submit a proposal to fund a project designed
to enhance low-income client access to at-
home health care and reduce costs through the
use of patient home monitors,

e Benchmark 18.3 that brought Federal Home
Loan Bank-Indianapolis home rehabilitation
funding to Clare County, along with several
other counties, for the first time.

Outcomes

Program outcomes are indicators of changes
that the program has realized, directly or
indirectly, as a result of its operation that are
measured at short-, intermediate-, and long-term
intervals of time. This evaluation previously has
divided the CCEC term of designation into two
phases, correspondingly, the performance of the
program in its first phase falls into the short-term
outcome category (one-to-five years of operation),
while the Progress Team’s action plan and other
developments that spun out of this evaluation are
the subject of intermediate term outcomes (within
five-to-ten years of designation). The long-term
outcomes represent the ultimate impact of the
program and so have a sustainability component
that demonstrate the ability of the program to
maintain its various initiatives beyond the EC
designation scheduled to end in 2009.

Short-term

To date, the CCEC program’s list of inter-
related outcomes reflecting community change
includes:

S Create awareness of complementary
programs and increase levels of collaboration
among the county’s service providers.

Several benchmark milestones illustrate this
on-going effort to develop a comprehensive
network of community-based service delivery by
CCEC stakeholders. Given the current
environment of budget reductions to most public
sector program funding levels that leads to ever
increasing shortages of available resources
(money and staff), long-term collaboration
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addressing gaps and overlap of services is no
longer an option for agencies involved in this
important work; it is simply a necessity.

One of the best examples illustrating the
multi-system effects of one benchmark’s
synergistic development is Benchmark 5.1 that
led to the creation of a county-wide recreation
department and commission. Starting with the
priority listed as a result of the 1998 community
assessment process to improve recreational
opportunities for all residents, the benchmark
scored well on the BRS due to its subsequent
activities including a community survey, the
creation of strategic and implementation plans,
and the identification of long-term funding
sources. Sustainability issues will be addressed as
the commission intends to identify resident
degree of support for approving a millage
proposal to pay for its continued operation.

It is impossible to prove that
this collaborative effort would
have ever occurred if not for
the CCEC, but the program’s
facilitation of activities was
the primary catalyst over the
course of the benchmark’s
development.

During the initial phase of this evaluation, the
development of this initiative seemed to focus
solely on the goal of increasing recreational
opportunities by improving and expanding the
county’s public parks. Subsequent observations
identified a more holistic approach to the
department’s work plan, however, as key CCEC
stakeholders who also serve on the Parks and
Recreation Commission, explored opportunities
for the department’s collaboration with educators
to provide after school programs as part of the
US Department of Education’s 21st Century
Learning Grants operating in two of the public
school systems in the county. Other discussions
investigated the options surrounding the
department sponsoring and coordinating various
youth athletic leagues such as baseball, football,
and basketball.

It is impossible to prove that this collaborative
effort would have ever occurred if not for the
CCEC, but the program’s facilitation of activities
was the primary catalyst over the course of the
benchmark’s development. Many new
partnerships were created due to this effort,
including: Clare County university Extension
offices recommending and cooperating with
several of that university’s campus-based
researchers as they designed, administered,
analyzed and created the final report that informed
the department’s strategic plan, plus; county
government officials supporting that plan’s
creation, deciding to house it within its
organizational framework and funding a portion
of its director’s salary.

S Enhance bonding and bridging social capital
networks by increasing the number of partners
that operate in the county.

This component’s contribution to the
program’s work plan previously has been
discussed in the input section of this paper (see
page 13).

O Increase resident access to community-based
services.

Several benchmark activities specifically
focused on this type of outcome. Most of the
Phase | effort behind Benchmark 16.2’s
development concentrated on creating and
distributing a directory of human service
providers. A work team comprised of members
from the Human Service Coordinating Body took
leadership with this project and the directory
eventually was mailed to all provider
organizations in the county. Future plans call for
regularly scheduled updates of the directory, its
posting on the Internet, and its distribution to all
county residents. Similar projects were the focus
of Benchmarks 18.5 and 18.7 that led to a housing
assistance directory and a list of available homes
for rent, respectively.

< Facilitate the institutionalization of
infrastructure capacity building and/or other
formalized procedures in a comprehensive
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manner to address economic development,
quality of life, and family self-sufficiency

issues.

Clearly, the bulk of the CCEC’s Phase |
effort and correspondingly, its value to the
community, is reflected by this set of outcomes.
The theory of change underlying this belief is
that the optimum, most sustainable method of
achieving desired community change is through
the creation and continued support of formal
organizations operating at the local level under
the guidance of strategic plans that are informed
by a representative number of community
members. In many cases, the CCEC encountered
benchmarks indicating community priorities in
1998 that could not be acted upon until some
form of basic capacity was

options. These organizations begin to value their
inherent capacity to adapt to unforeseen situations
by identifying and learning from their own
experiences, shifting their shared mindsets, and
changing more quickly, broadly, and deeply than
ever before. (Rowden, 2001; Kubish et al., 2002 ).
Rowden (2001) outlines several models of
organizational change, but the fourth—the
learning organization, in Which “...everyone
communicates and works together creating
enormous intelligence and flexibility to deal with
rapidly changing environments”—seems to best
reflect the CCEC performance to date.

Previous sections of this paper described the
behavior of the CCEC Board of Directors and
other stakeholders in carrying out their respective
program responsibilities in the community. That

explanation alluded to the

first developed as a
platform from which to
address those issues. An

analysis of the top two encountered

In many cases,

fact that this is an active,
engaged, but small-in-
numbers group whose
members not unexpectedly

the CCEC
benchmarks

quadrants of benchmark
average scores (see
Appendix A) shows that of

indicating community priorities
in 1998 that could not be
acted upon until some form of

demand an efficient use of
their time. This situation
gives Board of Director

those 20 qualifiers, all but
five (Benchmarks 4.1-
Character Counts! training,
18.3-mortgage and
rehabilitation loans, 18.4-
Group Work Camp, 18.7-

basic

which to
issues.

capacity was
developed as a platform from
address

meetings, and other
program-sponsored events,
a business-like atmosphere
at which agendas are
created and promised end-
of-meeting times are met.

first

those

housing advocate position,

and 24-leadership training) devoted a major
amount of effort to creating the capacity with
which to respond to either the 1998 community
priorities or to new opportunities and threats that
emerged since that time.

Learning Organization

This important outcome can be defined by the
CCEC’s ability to utilize organizational learning
concepts. The existence of unpredictable, uncer-
tain, and highly turbulent environmental condi-
tions are often a precursor for an organization to
retool its strategies involving the quality and
timeliness of their response to potential change

The resulting effect of that
time constraint is that the program’s decision
maker’s input is highly valued by paid program
staff, and the process of considering options to
existing benchmarks or entertaining new
initiatives is formalized. The end result is the
program moves ahead with its planning and
implementation functions in a seamless manner
with information input, throughput (e.g.,
negotiations, alternative solutions), and output
(for instance, decisions or need for more
information) cycled in an efficient manner. The
process also adheres to a philosophy that values
reflection, plus application of past experience and
learning of the general group in making those
decisions (Bulbolz & Sontag, 1993).
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Program Entrepreneurial Behavior

Entrepreneurship, if defined by the ability to
effectively identify and respond to opportunities
as they arise, is a valuable trait of a learning
organization as well. Examples of the CCEC’s
ability to act in an entrepreneurial fashion go
beyond the examples cited previously that
detailed the director’s behavior. It also includes
all of the benchmarks created after the
submission of the 1998 application—
Benchmarks 22 (eliminate informational
barriers); 23 (address community safety), and; 24
(enhance community leadership)—and the
several cases in which project proposals received
additional points due to the fact that an EC
program was a supporting partner. Those projects
include the two 21* Century Learning Grants
(Benchmark 5.1) and most USDA-funded
projects (Benchmarks 11.1-11.3, 13.2, 18.3, 18.4,
18.7, and 23).

The several cases in which the CCEC
subcontracted organizations to extend existing
services to Clare County program initiatives are
examples of the program responding to
opportunities. Hiring the existing economic
development organization that was already doing
business in an adjacent county to promote Clare
County economic development resources;
expanding the Character Counts! curriculum that
teaches character education to area children and
employees via the local university Extension
office and the economic development corporation
(Benchmark 4.1), and negotiating partial salary
support of the housing advocate position by that
same Extension office (Benchmark 18.7) are all
examples of expanding the coverage of the
program by utilizing an entrepreneurial approach.

Low Performing Benchmarks

It is the responsibility of this mid-term
evaluation to investigate and report on all aspects
of the CCEC program and so, a discussion
concerning the low scoring benchmarks is in
order. Previous discussion in this report stated
that the CCEC Board of Directors made the
decision to retain the majority of the 52
benchmarks listed in the 1998 application, even
though the awarded funding level was drastically

less. This decision profoundly affected the
program’s Phase | operation as it realistically
could not implement an action plan designed to
utilize ten times the funding it actually received.
Paid and volunteer staff members did not have the
time or resources to take action on the complete
set of benchmarks, so a selection criteria was
established that emphasized first, the
identification of local leadership and second, the
opportunity of receiving alternative sources of
external funding, before moving forward to
develop a specific project. The reality of the
situation is that some of the benchmarks did not
meet those standards, and so, show little activity
to date.

This  decision  profoundly
affected the program’s Phase
| operation as it realistically
could not implement an action
plan designed to utilize ten
times the funding it actually
received.

Considering the benchmarks that fell in the
bottom two quadrants of the BRS’s average
scores, one of the primary reasons for that group’s
lack of performance is that the CCEC program
had little political, social, or economic ability to
influence their development. Benchmark 7.2
represents a good example of that
situation. It called for the construction of a tunnel
under the interstate highway bridge to the north of
the city of Clare so that members of the sizable
Amish community could travel into the city more
safely in their horse-drawn vehicles. This
benchmark addressed a community-stated priority
in 1998, but the CCEC program leaders found that
they had little means to exert pressure on the
Michigan Department of Transportation to change
its long-term road and infrastructure strategic
plans to include their benchmark’s objective. In-
terestingly, when recent improvements were made
to the road in question, the width of the pavement
was expanded under the bridge and so, this unsafe
situation was alleviated. The CCEC did not
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appear to assert a direct effect on that decision,
however.

Another set of benchmarks performed poorly
due to their high degree of alignment with a
specific organization at the time of the original
application in 1998. Typically those
organizations were named as potential leaders of
a benchmark in 1998, but for many reasons—
e.g., staff turnover, economic downturn, and
funding reductions—are no longer partnering at
that anticipated level with the CCEC. Several of
the health-care-related benchmarks fall into this
category. For instance, Benchmark 20.2 was
created to develop and construct a Clare County
satellite office for a rural health care center
located in a northern, adjacent county, but since
1998, that organization changed several of its
management objectives, so the current prospects
of the CCEC partnering with it are slim.

A number of benchmarks that were created to
address individual job training barriers
(Benchmark 13.6), eliminate low-income family
transportation obstacles (Benchmark 13.2),
develop good work habits (Benchmark 15.1), and
build family strengths through peer-managed
family enrichment teams (Benchmark 16.1) fall
into the category of poor performance due to
their exclusive ties to one organization.

CCEC Administrative Costs

Another set of issues emerged over the course
of this evaluation that fall into this short-term
outcome discussion--namely costs incurred to
administer the program. Benchmark 21 shows
that these administrative costs currently average
approximately 50 percent of total dollars spent by
the program. Most of this money paid for the
CCEC director’s salary, fringe benefits and travel
expenses, with another ten percent paid to the
consultant/grant writer. At first glance, this 50
percent administrative costs-to-total funding
spent statistic seems extremely high given the 15-
30 percent range norm that many grantors allow.
However, other community building programs
have experienced a similar high administrative
cost ratio, especially in their first years of
operation where labor intensive tasks focusing on
partnership expansion and capacity building

dominate program activities (Kubish et al., 2002).

In defense of the CCEC program and as
reported previously, the sense of stewardship that
stakeholders employ in deciding how and when to
spend USDA money is very high, as evidenced by
the fact that no funding was risked on benchmarks
that scored poorly on the BRS. That behavior
translates to a very fiscally responsible group that
does not spend money without just cause, as
evidenced by the amount of money that has been
tentatively allocated to an assortment of
benchmarks, but has yet spent. Alternately, if the
formula for evaluating the program’s
administrative cost effectiveness is changed to
using total leveraged funding-over-administrative
expenses paid, then the resulting statistic is a
much more acceptable 2 percent.

...the sense of stewardship
that stakeholders employ in
deciding how and when to
spend USDA money is very
high, as evidenced by the
fact that no funding was
risked on benchmarks that
scored poorly on the BRS.

Medium-term

Many of the expected medium-term outcomes
of the CCEC have been outlined previously in this
paper including increasing the leadership base of
community development volunteers, continuing to
create and institutionalize capacity in order to
respond to threats and opportunities to the county,
and anticipating the end of the EC designation by
insuring that all benchmarks have sustainable
action plans.

An additional outcome of this nature involves
the continuation of the program’s leadership. A
previous section of this report described the
present director’s high level of influence over all
aspects of the CCEC and one cannot imagine how
the program would operate in his absence. Part of
that plan also should be devoted to setting
performance standards for that position; a
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necessary first step in creating a yearly
evaluation of the director by the Board.

The Progress Team’s work contributes to this
discussion of intermediate-term outcomes for the
program as well. Charged with the task of
reviewing past development patterns of the
program to provide a more informed perspective
as to how to proceed in the future, the team
produced a set of recommendations regarding
Phase Il operation guidelines that was eventually
considered and approved for future allocations by
the CCEC Board of Directors. As reviewed
previously in this report, the Progress Team’s
members represented a mixture of current and
past CCEC Board members who varied on their
level of involvement with the 1998 application
process. Members also were selected according
to their varied professional and/or private
interests in education, business, government,
human service, religious, health and economic
topics. This selection process gave equal voice to
the historical development, current operation, and
professional expertise components of the
program.

The general opinion reflected by the group’s
deliberations in creating the Phase Il action plan
was that the CCEC program has accomplished a
lot in a short period of time and that one of its
best effects on the community is its ability to
facilitate collaboration through the effective use
of seed capital, thereby bringing new partners
and funding into the county.

Part of the second-day agenda included a
presentation in which the director discussed past
practices and emerging issues of the program.
The team agreed, for the most part, with the
director’s assessment regarding the core group of
benchmarks that the CCEC should continue to
sponsor. Economic development initiatives
received the strongest vote for continued support
as Benchmarks 11.1 through 11.3 (expand and
develop industrial parks for the cities of Clare
and Harrison, plus the village of Farwell,
respectively); Benchmark 11.5 (subcontract the
economic development corporation to continue
marketing Clare County economic assets), and
Benchmark 12.2 (operate the Gateway Farmers’
Market) were recommended for additional funds.
Several quality-of-life benchmarks also received
a vote of confidence including: the Parks and

Recreation Department (Benchmark 5.1), the
Character Counts! program (Benchmark 4.1), and
the housing advocacy position (Benchmark 18.7).

The Progress Team indicated that the CCEC
plan of action should increase its effort to develop
a few projects that previously had been
community priority issues in 1998, but for one
reason or another, had not demonstrated much
success in the Phase | time period. Those issues
include:

<> Develop an assisted-living care for seniors
and the disabled,

< Build a rural health care center in northern
Clare County that will enhance emergency
and urgent care services,

< Start a family enrichment program that uses
volunteer role models who will assist young
parents, stressed families, and youth as
requested,

o Create a small business initiative that will
assist all types of entrepreneurs (e.g.,
business, social, start-ups, expanding,
seniors, women and low-income
individuals).

It should be reiterated that each of the newly
targeted priorities fit under the umbrella of
existing benchmarks. As with all other individual
projects previously developed, considerable
discussion transpired during the Progress Team
meetings to identify local leaders who would be
willing to assume a long-term leadership role with
each newly activated benchmark. While each
issue area owns a unique development history as
part of the program’s Phase | operation, the
team’s rationale in choosing these four initiatives
responded to a combination of threats and
opportunities. As an example of the former case (a
threat),the Team’s decision to advise the program
to create and operate a youth mentoring program
was based in part on the observation by a few of
the members that the public schools recently lost
funding for its adult graduation program. An
illustration of the team responding to an
opportunity is represented by the small business
initiative. It rose to the top of the Progress Team’s
priority list for two reasons: 1) a large foundation
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announced that it was seeking proposals to
develop regional, comprehensive entrepreneurial
assistance networks, and 2) several influential
partners of the CCEC agreed prior to the Progress
Team meetings that the development of such a
program was strategically imperative for Clare
County to “grow from within” economically.

Evaluation surveys were mailed to all
Progress Team members a week after the final
meeting concluded. These questionnaires asked
their opinions regarding the quality of the process
and procedures of the meetings. Nearly three-
fourths of the group completed and returned the
surveys. The overwhelming consensus found that
the members highly valued the BRS and other
summaries regarding Phase | benchmark
performance. Most of the exercises, for instance,
the SWOT, trend analyses, and the issue
prioritization process were well received, as were
the presentations that outlined the mid-term
evaluation design and the CCEC assets/emerging
issues.

In response to the question, “What would you
change?,” a few team members suggested that
the proceedings be reduced to one day, that the
benchmark history and comparisons be mailed
out prior to the meetings to give team members
more time to review them, and that overall, the
team did not represent the diversity of Clare
County’s residents—particularly from the
perspective of the county’s low-income
population. For a complete summary of the
Progress Team’s evaluation results, please see
Appendix E.

A significant number of respondents (64
percent) checked the most favorable response (on
a five point scale) to a question asking their level
of interest in serving on a Progress Team that
would be sponsored on a continuing basis by the
CCEC and act as an evaluation group for the
program. The magnitude of that favorable
response is the best indication that this group of
stakeholders desires a means by which to
continue the work started by this mid-term
evaluation. The post-meeting evaluation survey’s
support for an on-going Progress Team was not
surprising since it reinforced face-to-face
comments made by several team members to the
evaluator that stated that the exercises re-

energized their commitment to the CCEC goals
and mission.

Long-term

Long-term outcomes represent the ultimate
intended and unintended results of a program
(W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2001). They address
how residents’ lives have changed over time in
response to the program’s activities and/or to
other factors within and outside the community as
well. In the case of the CCEC, one of the best
sources summarizing the program’s intended
efforts toward community comprehensive change
is through its vision statement that reads: Through
an empowered grass roots effort and regional
cooperation, Clare County citizens will improve
the quality of life for all, conserve natural
resources, and promote further development of
vibrant communities that are economically
diverse and self-reliant.

Role of CCEC Evaluation

Since the CCEC program maintains the
potential of simultaneously supporting the
development of 40 or more benchmarks, and
virtually targets all Clare County residents for a
vast variety of services, the ability to isolate the
effects of its complex set of efforts from other
factors is impossible. Amid this complexity, one
responsibility of this mid-term program evaluation
has been to provide evidence of the program’s
Phase I operational success and also, barriers
impeding its even greater success. This report
cited several indicators that illustrate the CCEC’s
effectiveness when compared to other USDA-
sponsored community building programs via the
Internet-based BMS, i.e. high total leveraged
dollars, high amount of USDA mortgages written
when compared to adjacent counties, and increase
in total number of partners at local, regional, state,
and federal levels. It also outlined several factors
that provide a rationale for the set of low
performing benchmarks evident in CCEC early
years of operation.

But the more significant role of this
evaluation, as determined by the stakeholders who
participated in its design and implementation, has
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been to provide a framework by which to
ascertain how the program intends to achieve
those ends described ultimately by long- term
impact (Weiss, 1998). A logic model has been
employed as a tool by which to describe the
various aspects that influence the program and to
illustrate how they interact in reproducing the
CCEC’s overall theory of change. Using that
process, this evaluation discovered several areas
that will be addressed by the Clare County
community development leaders to improve the
program’s ability to meet its outcome goals. All
of the suggestions listed in Figure 3 were
discussed at the Progress Team meetings,
brought before the CCEC Board of Directors, and
approved by that group as part of the program’s
future action plan.

The last item, CCEC sponsorship of an on-
going Progress Team, represents a critical change
from the Phase | operation of the program. It
entails the closer monitoring of the program’s
activities and ultimately will alter the manner in
which the program “does business” by building
and sustaining a more evaluative culture
(Duignan, 2003). So much of the effort to date
was directed at building and institutionalizing
infrastructure that one could argue a full blown,
contextual evaluation was not warranted—
especially given the facts that the program met
the annual reporting requirements specified by
the USDA. Several comments from CCEC
stakeholders over the course of this evaluation
affirmed the observation that this group places
top priority on supporting projects that lead to
producing tangible outcomes in a reasonable
amount of time, and evaluation simply did not
meet that criteria in the early formative stages of
the program’s operation.

The discovery that Progress Team members
were re-energized after participating in the two-
day proceedings indicates a change in attitude
from that previous perspective toward evaluation.
Admittedly, the team did not have time to
develop a full set of action plans, with activities
linked to short-, medium- and long-term
outcomes as part of a theory of change model for
every CCEC existing, or newly recommended,
benchmark. But their vote on the post-meeting
surveys to participate on a CCEC evaluation
work team, is strong evidence that they want to

Figure 3 —
Progress Team Recommendations

> Develop new initiatives in the four
areas outlined in the intermediate
outcome section of this paper—i.e.
assisted-living for seniors and
disabled, small business assistance,
youth mentoring, and a health care
center in the northern part of county,

2 Expand the core leadership cohort of
the county by surveying senior and
seasonal citizens as to their assets,
community development expectations,
and their willingness to assist as
volunteers,

> Develop a CCEC director succession
plan and job performance standards,

< Continue to create and institutionalize
infrastructure as needed to effectively
respond in a timely manner to
community threats and opportunities
as they emerge,

2 Sponsor a CCEC Progress Team that
will review program activities on a
regular basis and compare those
outputs against the expected
outcomes described by the program’s
logic model. This team also will
recommend changes to that plan as
needed.

be part of a formal strategic planning and review
process.

While the other suggestions regarding
program direction swing on factors that are not
under the direct control of the CCEC program
leaders, such as the availability of funding and of
technical assistance, the development of an
evaluation culture through the sponsorship of a
Progress Team is within the realm of the
program’s control. The CCEC will benefit from
this proposed change beyond the opportunity to
improve the program’s performance on a
regularly scheduled basis, as the fundability of
subsequent benchmark proposals should improve
due to the fact that more foundations and
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government agencies require solid evidence that
this sort of self-evaluation is mainstreamed into
all stages of their funded programs’ lives
(Barnette & Wallis, 2003).

Conclusion

At the time of this writing, it has been nearly
five months since the CCEC mid-term evaluation
concluded its fieldwork. Frequent conversations
between the evaluator and the CCEC director
during that elapsed time lead to the conclusion
that many of the benchmark summary statistics
generated for this report are now out-of-date.
Indicators of that changing environment include:
the several new projects that have emerged on the
CCEC work plan due to new request for proposal
announcements; new USDA-RD staff members
who are now in place at the regional and state
levels, and; the continuing, constant staff
turnover within local human service agencies that
causes the CCEC program staff to identify,
invite, and orient new volunteers to the program
planning table. In other words, life goes on in
Clare County and with the CCEC.

The findings of this evaluation, as outlined in
this report, quickly have evolved into a point-in-
time analysis. The true value of its work will
emerge only as the program’s stakeholders, with
assistance from evaluator, continue to employ its
practices and procedures to tweak the program’s
logic model and integrate evaluation strategies
with other planning activities. In review, this
evaluation provides strong evidence that this

The true value of its [the
CCEC’s] work will emerge
only as the program’s
Stakeholders, with assis-
tance from evaluator,
continue to employ its
practices and procedures to
tweak the program’s logic
model and integrate
evaluation strategies with
other planning activities.

grass roots driven program is effective in its focus
to facilitate comprehensive community change—
given enough time. So many of the issues named
by the Clare County community in 1998 were not
immediately accessible to CCEC treatment until
some sort of basic capacity was created. Much of
the Phase | program work was devoted to
facilitating the institutionalization of that capacity
so that Phase Il effort can now effectively address
more of the original priorities named in 1998.
Now that the major pieces of that foundation are
in place, the program can continue to expand its
level of assistance to the community’s service
organizations in response to new opportunities
and/or threats as they emerge or evolve.

The program has performed well in addressing
the various strategies outlined by the national
EZ/EC legislation. It has expanded the quantity
and enhanced the relational quality of a wide
range of partners to build a solid base of multi-
level governmental, and other organizational,
funding to the Clare community. It also has
utilized the USDA EC funding judiciously by
using CCEC monies only in projects that met
strict guidelines for leadership and in-kind
monetary support. In short, funding has not been
wasted on projects that demonstrate small
potential or unsustainable impact.

The program also employed an empowered
approach when it created the list of citizen
priorities in 1998 that featured a process of
identifying issues and needs during a series of
community meetings and resident surveys. All of
this work was accomplished under the cloud of a
national economic recession and in spite of
working with an operating budget at one-tenth the
amount that the community’s leaders originally
anticipated.

The reasons for several of the low performing
benchmarks were identified. Those reasons
include: 1) initiatives tied to one partner for
expected leadership and that organization no
longer is active with the CCEC, and 2) projects
for which the CCEC has no political or economic
clout to affect the desired change. Several of the
low ranking benchmarks have potential, however,
as new funding opportunities and/or new partners
are identified. Over the course of this evaluation’s
six month period of field work, at least two such
scenarios emerged—the small business initiative
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proposal to a large foundation and the home
visiting health organization’s co-proposal with
the CCEC requesting funding for the purchase
and use of home-based health care monitors for
low-income senior patients.

One cannot fully discuss the operating
dynamics of the CCEC program without
mentioning the high quality of work by the
director and the team of volunteers who create
and implement its various activities. Previous
sections of this paper described the
entrepreneurial behavior of the director, plus how
his background and personality contribute to his
effectiveness in directing a program that changes
its supervisory requirements on a daily basis.
This paper also outlined studies that researched
the necessary components of effective teams and
this evaluator observed that the volunteer group
of CCEC stakeholders models that range of
diverse backgrounds and personalities.

The greatest potential problem facing the
CCEC is shared by most other rural
communities—a lack of bodies to carry out the
work. While the program operates at an
impressive level currently, the depth of the
network of people who deliver that work is
shallow. Given the fact that the director is viewed
by outside-the-CCEC community leaders as the
sole resource of the program, any change at that
position would severely alter its operation.

Concurrently, several comments from CCEC
Board of Director members over the course of this
evaluation indicate a degree of burn-out from the
constant demands of volunteering for CCEC
duties, as well as serving in similar capacities with
a number of other community service programs.
Two of this evaluation’s recommendations target
those issues directly, namely: 1) the creation of a
director succession plan and a set of performance
standards for that position, and; 2) designing and
implementing a senior and seasonal citizens
survey projects meant to identify and invite new
leaders into the community development arena.

There will always be a high degree of risk and
stress associated with running this program—if it
is not facing the elimination of the program’s
federal funding, then it may be losing a key
USDA technical assistance provider; if it is not
losing a local partner that supported the salary of a
subcontracted CCEC benchmark position, then it
is quickly finding another source to replace that
exiting partner or lose the program position
altogether. The ability to respond to multi-level
environmental changes, either of a positive or
threatening nature, with a timely and informed
decision using a network of knowledgeable and
active stakeholders, is the paramount outcome of
the CCEC to date. In the final analysis, that
capacity represents the greatest underlying value
that the CCEC provides to Clare County citizens.

citizens.

The ability to respond to multi-level environmental changes,
either of a positive or threatening nature, with a timely and
informed decision using a network of knowledgeable and active
stakeholders, is the paramount outcome of the CCEC to date.

In the final analysis, that capacity represents the greatest
underlying value that the CCEC provides to Clare County




30—

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
BMS Benchmark Management System
BRS Benchmark Ranking System
CcC Continuum of Care
DASH Decent, Affordable, Safe Housing
EC Enterprise Community
ED Economic development
EZ/EC Empowerment Zone / Enterprise Community
FACT Families and Communities Together
FSS Family self-sufficiency
HUD Department of Housing and Urban Development
CCEC Clare County Enterprise Community
MSHDA Michigan State Housing Development Authority
MSU Michigan State University
MSUE Michigan State University Extension
QOL Quality of Life
RD Rural Development (as part of USDA)
SBI Small Business Initiative
SH Self-help
SWOT Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
TA Technical assistance

USDA United States Department of Agriculture
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