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INTRODUCTION

This story is set in the rural, and rustic, 
scenic and serene Gogebic Range, 
where Wisconsin’s Northwoods embrace 

Michigan’s wild and pristine Upper Peninsula 
(figure 1) Some call it God’s Country. The plot 
begins with a quick look at the boom days of 
this small, rural, and remote Midwest mining 
community, and then follows the long, slow 
fall of its bust days. It’s a dark beginning. The 
story brightens as it refocuses on a surprising 
transformation, a transformation built on the 
beauty and adventure found in that setting. But 
the embrace of this setting didn’t come easy. 
And that’s the real story.

The Gogebic Range refers to the geologic body 
of iron ore and the mining towns that formed 
along its edges. The boom days commenced 
upon the discovery of this magnificent ore body 
in the 1880s. In just 40 years, the population 

of the Range skyrocketed from zero to 43,000. 
Beautiful, stately public buildings emerged, 
including a World War I memorial building larger 
than the City of Chicago’s and an awe-inspiring 
vaudeville house hosting the likes of Abbot and 
Costello. The Upper Peninsula’s trajectory placed 
one of its boom towns in the hunt for Michigan’s 
state capital. The best news was that there were 
jobs for everybody and the mining companies 
paid for it all: streets, schools, parks, housing. 

But as the mines started closing in the 1920s, 
the mining companies and their miners moved 
away, initiating a century of decline (figure 2) As 
its population plummeted and its people aged, 
investment waned, incomes lagged, and spirits 
slumped. Residents longed for the return of 
their heralded mining days. Some could picture 
nothing else.

Figure 1. Gogebic Range location

Iron Co., WI
Gogebic Co., MI

The Gogebic Range
Iron and Gogebic Counties
Metropolitan statistical county
Micropolitan statistical county
State border

0            25          50          75         100
Miles

L a k e        S u p e r i o r
L

a
k

e
 

M
i

c
h

i
g

a
n



2

NO-BOX THINKING: NAVIGATING CHANGE RESISTANCE IN SMALL TOWN AMERICA

My role in this story begins in 1993. I moved 
to the Gogebic Range seeking a safe place 
to raise my family and a beautiful outdoor 
setting to enjoy. As a community development 
professional, I arrived confident that my 
contributions would be well received, maybe 
even welcomed. I eagerly brought out my 
tool box—and was consistently met with 
overwhelming resistance to what I thought 
were customary, reasonable, even necessary 
community development ideas. People seemed 
especially reluctant to build on the community’s 
assets, the kind of things that brought me and 
my family to the Range.

As perplexed as I was by such opposition, I 
quickly grew to love this new place. I could 
walk everywhere. Our kids could safely bike to 
nearby parks and schools. The neighborhood 
gang fearlessly played “kick the can” well into the 
night. Neighbors felt no need to lock their doors. 
Shoppers let their cars idle on Main Street. It was 
like stepping back into the 1950s: slower pace, 
less stress, little traffic, affordable, safe. People 
were warm, likable and friendly. 

The resistance to change that so frustrated my 
work in this community actually preserved the 
atmosphere that I found so appealing about 
living there. Unfortunately, without a course 

change it was just a matter of time before the 
community would no longer be viable. I was 
attracted to the Gogebic Range for the beauty 
of its forests, hills, rivers, lakes, waterfalls, and 
abundant snowfall. I became increasingly 
convinced that in order to reverse its decline, 
community leaders should build on this unique 
set of strengths, creating a meaningful brand 
for themselves, moving from good to great and 
becoming the best they could be.

In 1994 I wrote a column for the local 
newspaper, a call to arms:

“How about turning this area into an 
adventure sports mecca?…Outside of 
the mountain states, who has more 
to offer in this regard? We have the 
trails and terrain for serious mountain 
biking and cross-country skiing. We 
have the lakes and rivers for whitewater 
canoeing, kayaking and rafting. We 
have awe-inspiring rock outcroppings 
for rock climbing and rappelling. We 
have the snow and climate for dog sled 
racing. What do you think?”
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Figure 2. Gogebic Range population trends, 1900–2000
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But no one answered my call. Obviously, not 
everyone shared this vision. In fact, there 
seemed to be two parallel realities in play. The 
first focused on the community’s liabilities, as 
compellingly articulated in this passage:

“I live in the U.P. ‘You pee,’ as in piss. Ishpeming—my 
hometown begins with ‘ish.’ It’s like being from Yuck-ville.

(One friend) told me Ishpeming’s Indian for ‘Heaven.’ If that’s 
true, heaven sucks. There have been times our house was 
so covered with snow I had to dig a tunnel for my dad to 
get to the mailbox. That don’t happen in heaven.

The only thing to do up here is get in trouble. Or ice fish.

It’s like the houses are made of boredom. My mom says it’s 
peaceful, but death is peaceful…

(Another friend) looked up ‘Negaunee’ in the dictionary and 
it means nothing ‘cause it’s not in there. He said it would be 
between ’negativity’ and ‘neglect’.”1

1. Riekki, 2008, p. 22



4

NO-BOX THINKING: NAVIGATING CHANGE RESISTANCE IN SMALL TOWN AMERICA

2. Vordenberg, 2002, p. 64

The second reality was starkly different, one 
full of promise built upon its unique assets—
perfectly shared by an Olympic cross-country 
skier who moved to the U.P. to chase his Olympic 
dreams: 

“The U.P.’s northern, storm-prone location meant snow, 
and snow was vital to the chase. I followed the snow to the 
U.P., and once there found I wasn’t the only one chasing 
dreams of Olympic medals. College-aged ski racers from 
all over the United States migrated to (Northern Michigan 
University)…and we all imagined that the copious U.P. 
snow furthered our dreams. Snow doesn’t fall on the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan. The wind sucks water off the top of 
Lake Superior, carries it up into the frozen sky, then spits it 
back frozen, sharp, and stinging as snow. The snow hurls 
across the glacially carved landscape, piles into the pine 
and birch woods, covers, blankets, drifts, and devours town, 
lake, and forest.”2
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Many Range residents seemed to view their 
hometown through the first narrative, the 
liability lens. When I first moved to the Range, 
I was eager to ski across its snow-covered 
landscape with other enthusiasts, but found 
few groomed trails to ski on and virtually no 
one to ski with. When I conducted a traditional 
SWOT3 analysis in one community, snow was 
listed as a weakness, but not a strength. When I 
distributed a survey to identify top priority park 
improvements, the top response was to fix the 
streets. This first liability-based perspective led 
to easy resistance to community development 
strategies designed to address the second, 
strength-based perspective. 

To enhance the asset-based side of the ledger, 
I lobbied for the construction of new non-
motorized recreational trails. I witnessed 
firsthand their popularity elsewhere, and a 
significant body of research clearly documented 
their substantial economic benefit. It seemed so 
obvious. But time after time my early attempts 
were resisted. “Why should we waste all that 
good asphalt on a bike trail when we could be 
fixing our pot-holes instead?” It was like being 
the frustrated conductor of a talented orchestra 
that only wanted to play “Chopsticks” over and 
over again. Clearly, I needed a new approach.

I grew to understand that people trusted my 
tools. They just didn’t trust the carpenter. They 
didn’t know me, they didn’t recognize my last 
name, they didn’t know my parents or my 
grandparents. Nothing in my formal education 
prepared me for such a response. But those early 
years taught me plenty. I learned that the power 
of the relationship always trumps the power 
of the idea. And I learned that before bringing 
out my toolbox I must first build trust in the 
carpenter.

But I needed more. I realized that in order to 
effect change in this new place, I must first 
understand the nature behind such automatic 
and overwhelming push-back. And because 
of the severity of the community’s condition it 
was clear that truly effective, transformational 
change was in order, the kind of change that 
would move the Range to a new place where 
it could survive and even thrive while also 
preserving its best qualities. I had a lot to learn. 

So I started to explore the literature. I found 
little from the community development body 
of work. But I did discover a helpful and eclectic 
mix in the esoteric worlds of social psychology, 
behavioral economics, organizational 
development, change theory, and evolutionary 
psychology. I was captivated by this new 
learning. You could say I embarked on a journey 

3. Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
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through the literature, a bumpy, serpentine, 
exciting journey that charted the course for 
better understanding and for addressing such 
intense resistance. 

Among many things, I learned of action 
research (a repeated cycle of planning, doing 
and evaluating) from early organizational 
development master Kurt Lewin. I felt like a 
mad scientist in a white lab coat, applying 
action research in my community development 
laboratory every minute of every day, at work 
and at play, at home and on the road, watching 
and learning, trying to understand this puzzle 
of resistance. I experimented with many 
concoctions. Sometimes they blew up in my 
face. Sometimes “Eureka” resulted. Eventually, by 
mixing and stirring a little of this theory with a 
little of that practice, the pieces started to come 
together. I am far from figuring it all out. But I 
did develop a framework that helped a great 
deal. This framework recognizes vast differences 
in how people perceive their surrounding and 
imagine its future. In short, there is no box for us 
to think outside of. I call this no-box thinking. 

The purpose of this publication is to share this 
framework in order to help others understand 
and work to overcome high levels of change 
resistance in their own communities. Chapter 
one introduces the key principles of no-box 
thinking, the core concept of this publication. 

Chapter two examines what makes some 
people’s boxes small and rigid and why a 
reluctance to change is so automatic and 
powerful in individuals, groups and cultures 
who exhibit small and rigid box thinking. 
Chapter three examines techniques to grow 
and flex boxes in order to initiate and sustain 
change momentum. Chapter four describes the 
asset-based change effort that succeeded on 
the Gogebic Range when strategies noted here 
were applied. Chapter five reflects on how these 
strategies can benefit community development 
change agents in their own hometowns and in 
their own professions. 

While largely based on academic research, this 
study’s findings are forged by 20 years of trial 
and error in the trenches of a real community. 
Too often we rely too heavily on academic 
research from unrelated places or anecdotal 
success stories, neither of which offers a secure 
platform from which to conduct our work. Few 
community development scholars live in the 
rural communities they study long enough 
to truly understand them, or to enact change 
in them. They typically live and work in large, 
college towns where their abilities are best 
rewarded, their minds most challenged, and 
their contributions warmly welcomed. 

Such scholars have helped us understand 
what makes some small, rural, and remote 
communities successful. They have helped us 
appreciate the attributes, process models, and 
best practices of these successful communities. 
This has proved helpful, but mostly for those 
communities who already have in place the 
crucial ingredients of bold leadership, visionary 
aspirations, and high levels of motivation 
and capacity. But what about the rest? What 

While largely based on academic 

research, this study’s findings are 

forged by 20 years of trial and 

error in the trenches of a real 

community.
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about the ones left behind? What about the 
comparison communities that prove the 
scholars right?

Here is the question that drives this essay: How 
do we overcome resistance to change in these 
most challenging of communities, in places 
which are especially rural, and especially remote, 
places that are too far from campus for scholars 
to visit, or communities not lucky enough to be 
on the right side of the comparison scale? 

One of my early lessons was that the carpenter 
must gain the trust of influential locals. In order 
to be trusted by the locals one must become a 
local (or as close to being a local as one can get). 
This takes commitment and perseverance, and 
a lot of time. In my case, it took over 20 years, 
most of my professional career. I hope that the 
lessons l learned through this happy, frustrating 
grind will help others who find themselves 
passionately and diligently working away in 
these distant, forgotten, underdog, comparison 
communities. This publication does not aim to 
answer the “what” question, a question relatively 
easily answered and one in which too much 
time has already been invested. This is about 

the much more challenging and crucial “how” 
question: How do we drive change in these 
most challenging communities? It is about the 
art of change but is not a paint-by-numbers 
approach. It is about first understanding the 
deep-seated resistance to change found in these 
most remote places, and then addressing this 
resistance. 

 You may be an external change agent like 
myself, or an internal one. Either way, the lessons 
found here will help you create an atmosphere 
where meaningful, high-impact change can 
occur. For the purposes of this publication we 
will aspire to transformational change, the kind 
of change that moves our communities to an 
entirely new place, not simple, piecemeal, and 
short-term change; but complex, system-wide 
and sustained change. We will address causes, 
not symptoms. We aspire to turn the Titanic, not 
merely rearrange the deck chairs. This is a tall 
order. Not only do we seek change where it is 
most needed, we seek transformational change 
where it is most difficult.
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No-box thinking offers a framework 
for understanding the automatic and 
powerful resistance to change that 

we routinely experience in our community 
development work. It challenges us to think 
differently about this resistance and to act 
differently to overcome it. We often hear people 
say that we need to “think outside the box.” This 
expression assumes there is only one mindset, 
one world view, one way to understand the 
present or to view the future—in short, that 
there is only one common and agreed-upon 
box. Of course, there are millions or even billions 
of different boxes. Some are bigger, some are 
smaller. Some are flexible, some are rigid. 

No-box thinking does 
not encourage us to 
“think outside the box.” 
Instead it encourages us 
to understand that we all 
inhabit different boxes 
and that these different 
boxes strongly influence 
how receptive we are to 
change. By understanding 
and addressing these 
influences, we can explore 
a path for overcoming resistance and making 
successful, transformational change in the 
communities we serve. Let’s start by exploring 
the two dimensions of these boxes, size and 
rigidity. 

The first dimension is box size. What is outside 
one person’s box may be fully contained within 
another’s. What somebody finds new, exciting, 
and even scary, somebody else will find old, 
redundant, and boring. People with larger boxes 
often seek new experiences and thus enjoy a 
broader range of life experiences. This exposure 
to new places, people, and ideas enables 
them to more easily visualize change and feel 
comfortable with it. People with smaller boxes 
are often content where they are, in the same 
place, with the same group, doing the same 
thing. Feeling no motivation to change, they 
connect with fewer life experiences and less 
diverse people and ideas, making it difficult to 
imagine and feel comfortable with change.

The second dimension is box rigidity. Some wish 
to learn and grow and improve, while others 
are happy as they are. People with more flexible 
boxes are eager to challenge themselves to 
a never-ending learning adventure, seeking 
new companions and diverse ways of thinking, 
intentionally testing themselves in a quest for 
personal growth, development, and enrichment. 
People with more rigid boxes are perfectly 
satisfied with their comfortable surroundings, 
existing circle of friends and safe ideas. They feel 
confident that their box is already the right size 
and they feel no need to stretch it. 

At one time or another we all have small 
and rigid boxes. Box 
dimensions can be 
psychological: some 
people are simply more 
prone to seek larger, 
more expansive boxes. 
And box dimensions can 
be situational; we can 
think big one day and 
think small the next day. 
Small, rigid thinking can 
be found in individuals 
as well as in groups and 

cultures, and wherever people gather, including 
in communities, organizations, workplaces, 
teams, families and nations. For our purposes, 
we will focus on small, rural, and remote 
communities. 

Just about everyone and just about every 
group —regardless of their box dimensions—
resists change. This is partly because not all 
change is good and resisting bad change is, 
of course, good. But we also resist change for 
a full range of other reasons. James O’Toole’s 
Leading Change: The Argument for Values-based 
Leadership lists 33 explanations for resisting 
change, from homeostasis and inertia to future 
shock and futility. 

No-box thinking encourages us 

to understand that we all inhabit 

different boxes and that these 

different boxes strongly influence 

how receptive we are to change.



C H A P T E R  1  N o - b o x  t h i n k i n g

10

From the field of organizational development, 
Robert Marshak gives us six categories of 
change resistance:

Notice that only the first factor—reasons—is 
overt. All of the remaining factors are covert. 
Marshak emphasizes that when working to 
overcome resistance, we normally focus on 
reasons. But he says it’s much more effective 
to address the covert factors of resistance. 
According to Marshak, “An array of hidden 
elements are likely at work whenever the need 
for change arises. Wisdom lies in anticipating 
and addressing the potential covert issues…to 
be a successful agent of change, you must go 
beyond reason-based initiatives” (Marshak, p. 
17). Like Marshak’s model, we will focus on the 
covert forces of resistance. All six of Marshak’s 
dimensions come into play, plus a constellation 
of these six additional influences common to 
small, rural, and remote communities:

This interrelated, self-supporting collection 
of conscious and unconscious factors creates 
automatic and powerful impediments to 
accepting change. This paradigm of resistance 
reflects both dimensions of no-box thinking. 
People’s place satisfaction, life experiences, and 
vision for the future determine their box size. 
People’s social connections, confidence in being 
right, and avoidance of being proven wrong 
determine their box rigidity. 

The principles explored in these pages stand 
especially tall in places where residents are 
exposed to few new and different people, 
a common condition of many small, rural, 
and remote communities where residents 
are largely homogeneous, where few new 
residents are moving in and where larger cities 
are too distant to visit on a regular basis. In 
these cases, residents and their very culture 
can grow unaccustomed to or even fearful of 
strange new people and their ideas. At work 
here are both psychological and sociological 
influences. The psychological influences can be 
examined through the lens of prospect theory. 
The sociological influences can be understood 
through the concept of the strength of weak 
ties. We will dissect these crucial influences 
in more detail, both individually and as they 
intersect with each other. 

For centuries, behavioral economists understood 
their world through the lens of utility theory, 
the theory that the perceived value (utility) of 
a gain or loss can be evaluated proportional to 
peoples’ relative wealth. For example, Sam who 
has a net worth of $10,000 should be just as 
happy when he suddenly gains $100 as Suzie 
who has a net worth of $100,000 would be when 
she suddenly gained $1,000. 

Prospect theory says this isn’t necessarily 
true. The distinction lies in the concept of the 
reference point. Sam and Suzie should be 
equally happy, but often they are not. After 
investing in her nest egg for years, Suzie had just 
lost a million dollars in the stock market, and is 
not all that happy with a relatively minuscule 
gain of $1,000. Sam, still in college, is very happy 
with an extra hundred bucks in his pocket. They 

1. Place satisfaction

2. Life experiences

3. Vision for the future 

4. Social connections

5. Confidence in being right

6. Avoidance of being proven wrong

1. Reasons (rational and analytic logics)

2. Politics (individual and group 
interests)

3. Inspirations (values-based and 
visionary aspirations)

4. Emotions (affective and reactive 
feelings)

5. Mindsets (guiding beliefs and 
assumptions)

6. Psychodynamics (anxiety-based and 
unconscious defenses)
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have different reference points, and therefore 
place different values on proportionally equal 
gains. 

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky won the 
Nobel Prize for prospect theory. Twenty years 
after its initial unveiling, Kahneman published 
Thinking, Fast and Slow, an international best-
seller. Kahneman is a professor of psychology 
emeritus at Princeton University and is 
renowned for his research and writing on human 
decision-making. In this book he nicely explains 
prospect theory in layman’s terms, showing 
why our individual reference points become so 
crucial in the way we think and make decisions. 
“This reference dependence is ubiquitous in 
sensation and perception. The same sound 
will be experienced as very loud or quite faint, 
depending on whether it was preceded by a 
whisper or by a roar. To predict the subjective 
experience of loudness, it is not enough to know 
its absolute energy; you also need to know the 
reference sound to which it is automatically 
compared. Similarly, you need to know about 
the background before you can predict whether 
a gray patch on a page will appear dark or light. 
And you need to know the reference before you 
can predict the utility of an amount of wealth” 
(Kahneman, p. 275).

This all-important reference point can be 
many things, including a sound, a light, or an 
amount of wealth. Most often it is the status 
quo. This is where prospect theory relates so 
well to the no-box thinking model. Prospect 
theory predicates that satisfaction with an 
outcome depends on a preexisting reference 
point. No-box thinking suggests that comfort 
with future change is also based on a reference 
point, in this case the size of one’s box. To help 
understand this we will look at two core tenants 
of prospect theory, the principle of diminishing 
sensitivity and loss aversion. 

The principle of diminishing sensitivity says 
that differences in people’s perceptions of 
the same conditions are relative. “The same 
increment of light may be undetectable in 
a brightly illuminated room. Similarly, the 
subjective difference between $900 and $1,000 
is much smaller than the difference between 
$100 and $200” (Kahneman, p. 282).

Prospect theory’s concept of loss aversion 
says that the fear of a loss is more formidable 
than the hope of a gain. Therefore, we are 
more motivated to prevent a loss than we 
are to seek a gain. “When directly compared 
or weighted against each other, losses loom 
larger than gains. This asymmetry between the 
power of positive and negative expectations 
or experiences has an evolutionary history. 
Organisms that treat threats as more urgent 
than opportunities have a better chance to 
survive and reproduce” (Kahneman, p. 282).

Kahneman adds another consideration here. We 
are willing to let go of certain items freely, while 
other items are much harder to let go of. Again, 
everything is relative to a reference point. This 
time, the reference point is how much we value 
something. This is the enhancement effect. 
Kahneman uses the example of a bottle of wine 
that a collector would not even consider selling, 
even at a fine profit. In many small, rural, and 
remote places, we see that what people value 
the most—and don’t want to let go of—is the 
identity of their hometown and their place in 
their hometown. 

In small, rural, and remote communities, the 
fear of losing the valued status quo of our 
hometowns makes us especially eager to resist 
whatever may challenge the status quo. The 
principle of diminishing sensitivity explains 
why people struggle to appreciate and accept 
change ideas that appear standard to others. 
Loss aversion—coupled with the enhancement 
effect—tells us why opposition to these strange, 
new ideas can be so absolute. 

In many small, rural, and remote places, 

we see that what people value the 

most—and don’t want to let go of—is 

the identity of their hometown and 

their place in their hometown.
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When other people’s visions for the future 
exceed our own capacity to visualize (as 
determined by our personal reference points), 
it is likely that we will feel high levels of 
anxiety. We learn this from early organizational 
development master Edgar Schein who says 
that challenges to our ways of thinking create 
automatic levels of anxiety. When these anxious 
feelings arise, it is natural for us to surround 
ourselves with similar-thinking others. This is 
where Granovetter’s strength of weak ties theory 
so powerfully intersects with prospect theory. 

Mark Granovetter is a professor of sociology 
at Stanford University and is renowned in 
the fields of social networks and economic 
sociology. Granovetter’s theory, like prospect 
theory, departed from contemporary norms. 
Conventional thinking among sociologists 
focused on the presence, placement and 
connection of social ties, but not on the 
importance of their strength or their weakness. 
Granovetter defines the strength of a tie as 
a “combination of the amount of time, the 
emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual 
confiding), and the reciprocal services which 
characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 2). He 
argues that strong ties lead to group cohesion, 
while weak ties connect cohesive groups to new 
thinking. 

In this theory, Granovetter further suggests 
that a certain type of weak tie, what he calls a 
bridging tie, is the most crucial link to outside 
thinking. Bridging ties are weak ties that 
uniquely connect two otherwise unconnected 
groups. If Peter has a strong tie with Mary, it’s 
highly likely that Mary also has strong ties with 

members of Peter’s inner group, and therefore 
little new information spreads from Mary to 
Peter’s group. But if Paul has a weak tie with 
Mary, then Mary likely has either weak or no ties 
to members of Paul’s group, and then Mary is 
much more likely to spread new information to 
Paul’s group. Hence, the strength of weak ties. 

Granovetter studied these connections in the 
context of social diffusion, social mobility and 
political organization. For our purposes, we will 
focus on social diffusion, or the spread of new 
ideas. Weak bridging ties bring new ideas to a 
group that, because of the nature of the group’s 
strong ties, would not otherwise have received 
such information. According to Granovetter, “If 
one tells a rumor to all his close friends, and they 
do likewise, many will hear the rumor a second 
and third time, since those linked by strong ties 
tend to share friends. If the motivation to spread 
the rumor is dampened a bit on each wave 
of retelling, then the rumor moving through 
strong ties is much more likely to be limited to 
a few cliques than that going via weak one…” 
(Granovetter, 1973, p. 7). 

Two significant forces are at work in many 
small, rural, and remote communities where 
few people are moving in or out. First, because 
many have never lived elsewhere, there is a 
surplus of small boxes and a shortage of big 
boxes. And second, because there is little desire 
or opportunity to meet new people, there is a 
surplus of strong ties and a shortage of weak 
ties. In these environments, when confronted 
with change ideas that exceed our comfort 
levels we naturally gravitate to and depend even 
more on our strong ties with similar-thinking 
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people. Without the introduction of weak, 
bridging ties to these stagnant groups, the 
individuals in them are unlikely to grow and flex. 

The intersection between prospect theory and 
the strength of weak ties lies here: because 
we all have different reference points, we all 
view change differently. When external forces 
threaten our feelings of safety, we seek the 
comfort and strength of our strong ties.

The complexity of the unknown is crucial to 
both prospect theory and the strength of weak 
ties. Prospect theory says that we cannot judge 
one person’s happiness or satisfaction relative to 
its proportionality with another persons’ when 
we don’t understand their back stories. We don’t 
see why Suzie wasn’t all that happy finding a 
quick $1,000 while Sam was very excited about 
finding $100. The strength of weak ties says that 
we can’t look only at the morphology of social 
networks because we don’t know the strength 
or weakness of their ties. We don’t see why 
Mary’s idea spread so easily to Paul’s group, but 
not to Peter’s. 

No-box thinking is just as complex and full of 
unknowns. And that’s the beauty of it. Rather 
than searching for simple theories and easy 
checklists, it encourages us to embrace the 
complexity of the unknown. As change agents, 
if we believe that others see the world as we do 
and will respond as we do to new information 
and ideas, we are destined for failure. If we 
embrace these differences, then a more hopeful 
outcome emerges. Others have complex 
reference points and social connections that we 
just can’t see. We must accept this. Only then can 
we know where to start, and who to start with.

Prospect theory and the strength of weak 
ties serve as cornerstones to no-box thinking, 
but several other scholars contribute to its 
foundation. 

Harvard psychology Professor Daniel Gilbert 
wrote the fascinating Stumbling on Happiness, 
which explains how we imagine the future 
and how we predict which future we will enjoy 
the most. Of particular interest here is how 
we can so easily “cook the facts” so we can 
perceive the world how we choose to. First, we 
do this through choosing our facts. According 
to Gilbert, “The brain and the eye may have a 
contractual relationship in which the brain has 
agreed to believe what the eye sees but in return 
the eye has agreed to look for what the brain 
wants.” Secondly, and even more effectively, we 
choose the people who surround us. We don’t 
just have our strong ties thrust upon us, we 
choose our strong ties to help us “cook the facts.”

Robert Kegan, professor of adult learning 
and professional development at Harvard 
University’s Graduate School of Education, and 
Lisa Laskow, the associate director of Harvard’s 
Change Leadership Group, teamed up to 
write Immunity to Change: How to Overcome 
it and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your 
Organization. In this work they demonstrate 
how our beliefs and mind-sets create such 
natural and effective resistance to change. Here 
we learn that even if we can’t “cook the facts” 
we can still avoid feelings of anxiety through 
the “immunity to change.” This immunity fights 
change like we fight germs, automatically, 
unconsciously, and effectively. It explains, even 
in the face of convincing evidence, how we 
can feel so comfortable avoiding appropriate 
response actions.

As change agents, if we believe that 

others see the world as we do and will 

respond as we do to new information 

and ideas, we are destined for failure. If 

we embrace these differences, then  

a more hopeful outcome emerges.
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From Cass Sustein we learn how resistance 
grows stronger as we move from individuals to 
groups. Sunstein is a legal scholar who served 
in the Obama White House and is a professor 
at Harvard Law School. He co-authored Wiser: 
Getting Beyond Groupthink to Make Groups 
Smarter with Reid Hastie, a professor of 
behavioral science at the University of Chicago 
School of Business, and he co-authored Nudge: 
Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth 
and Happiness with Richard Thaler, professor 
of behavioral science and economics at the 
University of Chicago School of Business. Both 
sources contribute to our understanding of 
group resistance and account for the special 
challenge for groups to admit fault and reverse 
direction. 

The Heath brothers, Chip and Dan, teamed up 
to write two important books, Switch: How to 
Change Things When Change is Hard and Made 
to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others 
Die. Chip is a professor at the graduate school 
of business at Stanford University and Dan is 
a senior fellow at Duke University’s Center for 
the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship. 
Both sources teach us the power of identity and 
emotions in resisting and influencing change, 
and present the authors’ “shrink the change” 
lesson, a key change management theme. 

Jonathon Haidt is a professor of psychology at 
the University of Virginia. In his The Happiness 
Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient 
Wisdom he encourages us to understand 
the importance of our emotions in our daily 
decision-making. He uses the metaphor of the 
elephant (our emotions) and the rider (our brain) 
and makes it clear that the elephant is in charge. 
Haidt teaches us not only the power of emotion 
in our decision-making processes, but how we 
can best utilize emotions to motivate action.

Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler partnered 
on Connected: The Surprising Power of Our 
Social Networks and How they Shape Our Lives. 
Christakis is a professor at Harvard University in 
the departments of health care policy, sociology 
and medicine. Fowler is an associate professor of 
political science at the University of California-
San Diego. In this piece, the authors explain the 
significant influence of social connections in 
almost every facet of our lives and how social 
epidemics and group culture can be especially 
powerful forces for change. 

Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner co-authored 
the popular books Freakonomics and Super 
Freakonomics. Levitt is a professor of economics 
at the University of Chicago, while Dubner is 
a freelance author and journalist. They also 
wrote a third book entitled Think Like a Freak: 
The Authors of Freakonomics Offer to Retrain 
Your Brain. In this piece they tell us that to think 
like a freak we must quit things early—but we 
must first admit that we don’t know everything. 
Understanding that this is difficult for many, 
they offer practical solutions to help us prepare 
our people to let go. 

One way to “shrink the change” is to 
shrink ourselves. Adam Grant, professor of 
management at the Wharton School of Business, 
tells us how. In Give and Take: A Revolutionary 
Approach to Success, Grant introduces the power 
of powerless communication and explains why 
being vulnerable, asking questions, and talking 
tentatively can be powerful and sustainable 
communication techniques. 
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The ever-popular Malcolm Gladwell contributes 
here too. In Tipping Point: How Little Things Can 
Make a Big Difference, Gladwell shares how 
we can create change epidemics through the 
influence of just a few of the right people. He 
calls them mavens, connectors, and salespeople.

And finally, we look to Jonah Berger, professor 
of psychology from the Wharton School of 
Business, author of Contagious: Why Things Catch 
On. Berger studies how social connections can 
be utilized to make ideas contagious. He offers 
two significant contributions. First, he explains 
how to use story-telling to convey compelling 
and emotional messages. Second, he explains 
why we should “make the private public” to 
create the psychological safety necessary for 
groups to accept change and sustain change. 

All of these works contribute to helping us 
understand why some people’s boxes are small 
and rigid and help us to realize ways to grow 
and flex boxes in order to enact the community-
based changes we seek.

Conclusion
No-box thinking does not encourage us to 
think outside the box. Instead it encourages 
us to realize that there is no box to think 
outside of. We all have different world views, 
some big, some small, some flexible, some 
rigid. Prospect theory tells us that we all have 
different reference points—that is, different 
starting points—and that our reference points 
will determine how likely we will be to visualize 
change. The strength of weak ties tells us that 
we all have different social connections that also 
determine how we resist and accept change. 

These two cornerstones help to explain why 
some people’s boxes are small and rigid, how 
individual resistance can easily ascend to even 
more potent group resistance, and why change 
is so difficult for individuals, groups, and cultures 
that exhibit small, rigid thinking.
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This chapter will explore why small and 
rigid thinking in individuals, groups, 
and cultures can so easily lead to 

change resistance. Therefore, as change agents, 
we should work to grow and stretch our 
constituents. But first we must fully understand 
why some boxes are smaller than others and 
why small boxes can be so reluctant to accept 
change that they easily become rigid, even 
brittle. 

Small boxes
In Hollowing Out the Middle: The Rural Brain 
Drain and What It Means for America, Patrick 
Carr and Maria Kefalas describe a summer 
interviewing residents of Ellis, Iowa, a mythical 
town representing small, rural, depopulating 
communities across America’s heartland. They 
soon learned that “the biggest question facing 
anyone who grows up in a small town is whether 
he or she should leave or stay” (Carr and Kefalas, 
pp. xiii and xiv). They also discovered the stark 
difference in life expectations between some 
Ellis residents and others. “Those who left—
Leavers—were distinctive in how much they 
valued their encounters with diversity and 
learning about a world ‘where not everyone is 
Lutheran’…But spend time with the people we 
dubbed Stayers and Returners, and it seems 
they take the opposite view. Of course, the 
outside world is exciting but why would you 
want to trade in the known and understood 
for something that feels so uncertain?” (Carr 
and Kefalas, p. 18). Deciding to stay home or to 
venture out is perhaps the most pivotal decision 
one can make.

Place satisfaction
It’s impossible to fully understand why some 
people choose to remain in familiar places while 
others move on. Some people are fully satisfied 
in their current situation, feeling no reason to 
leave such a good thing. Some fortuitously land 
in the right place, where their interests align 
nicely with their surroundings. Some choose to 
bloom where they’re planted, making lemonade 
even in tough situations. Some simply have 
fewer options or greater barriers. Some prefer 
the certainty and safety of the familiar. 

Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (figure 
3) offers one lens through which to view this 
calculus. In his classic hierarchy, Maslow says 
that our “being needs” (physiological, safety, 
belonging and esteem) must first be met before 
our “self-actualization needs” (pursuit of personal 
passions and interests) can be fulfilled.4 

We see Maslow’s hierarchy at work in Ellis, where 
“stayers” are content living in their hometown, 
satisfied with the fulfillment of lower-level 
physiological, safety and belonging needs. 
While the “leavers” are far less content and leave 
these comforts in search of higher level self-
actualization needs.5 Regardless of the reason, 
the decision to stay put or leave for something 
new becomes the first determinant of box size. 

4. Maslow described five levels of human needs. The most fundamental physiological needs are placed at the base of a 
pyramid, with higher level safety, belonging, esteem and self-actualization needs ascending the pyramid. Maslow suggested 
that the most basic need levels must first be met before individuals will ascend to higher level needs (Maslow, 1943).
5. A closer examination of this concept can be found in Appendix 1.
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Life experiences 
Choosing to stay in place establishes more 
conservative reference points as we encounter 
fewer life experiences and become exposed 
to less diversity of places, people, and 
ideas. According to prospect theory, these 
conservative reference points are in themselves 
significant. They become even more significant 
when we introduce the concept of naïve 
realism. 

Naïve realism tells us that we believe that our 
perceptions of the world accurately reflect the 
real world. People only see what they see and 
know what they know. Daniel Kahneman puts it 
this way: “At work here is that powerful WYSIATI 
(What You See Is All There Is) rule. You cannot 
help dealing with the limited information you 
have as if it were all there is to know. You build 
the best possible story from the information 
available to you” (Kahneman, p. 201). We all 
naively believe that we see the world accurately. 
Despite vast differences in experiences, we share 
one thing in common: the strong conviction that 
our perceptions equal reality. Those with more 
limited life experiences are just as convinced as 
everybody else that what they see actually is all 
there is. 

Vision for the future
With fewer life experiences and more 
conservative reference points, it becomes a 
special challenge for us to imagine larger-scale 
efforts proven successful someplace else. If 
we believe that WYSIATI, it becomes especially 
difficult to picture constructs outside of our 
personal experiences. Instead, we more easily 
envision small-scale adjustments to our known 
surroundings. 

In this way, our vision for the future can be 
easily out-sized by others. The principle of loss 
aversion tells us that the fear of loss is fiercer 
than the hope of gain. And the enhancement 
effect says that this is especially true when 
we fear losing what we value the most, in this 
case the status quo of all that we know. When 
change visions threaten our comfortable known, 
we grow anxious. Rather than accepting these 
uncomfortable feelings, we seek others who are 
likewise feeling anxious, turning small boxes 
into rigid boxes.

Figure 3. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
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Rigid boxes
When our views of the world are threatened, 
it is natural to grow stressed and anxious. 
According to organizational development 
guru Edgar Schein, our basic assumptions are 
“non-debatable” and any challenge to these 
assumptions “destabilizes our cognitive and 
interpersonal world, releasing large quantities of 
basic anxiety” (Schein, 2004, p. 31). 

Per prospect theory, with reference points 
established by staying in place, we are 
likely to feel uncomfortable with the same 
increment of change as others. To prevent these 
uncomfortable feelings, we choose to distance 
ourselves even further from new people and 
their strange ideas. “Once we have developed an 
integrated set of such assumptions—a ‘thought 
world’ or ‘mental map’—we will be maximally 
comfortable with others who share the same 
set of assumptions and very uncomfortable 
and vulnerable in situations where different 
assumptions operate” (Schein, 2004, p. 32). Rigid 
boxes form as we seek tight social connections 
with similar others, especially in times of high 
anxiety. 

Social connections
Granovetter’s strong ties are especially prevalent 
in small, rural, and remote communities where 
few new people move in. If new residents do 
arrive, they rarely connect deeply with long-term 
residents. In such places, residents constantly 
intermingle with the same comfortable group 
of same-thinking people “like a tangled pile of 
spaghetti, weaving in and out of other paths 
that rarely ever leave the plate” (Christakis and 
Fowler, 2009, p. 156). 

But surrounding ourselves with comfortable 
knowns comes with a price. It inhibits our 
exposure not only to new people, but to the 
new ideas and new information that comes 
with them. Harvard Psychology Professor 
Daniel Gilbert calls this the clustering of like-
mindedness. “We spend countless hours and 
countless dollars carefully arranging our lives 
to ensure that we are surrounded by people 
who like us, and people who are like us. It isn’t 
surprising, then, that when we turn to the folks 

we know for advice and opinions, they tend 
to confirm our favored conclusions” (Gilbert, 
2007, pp. 181–182). If we spend most of our 
time in groups bound by strong ties, we pull 
information from a shallow pool, turning again 
and again to the same familiar plate of close, 
same-thinking friends. Rarely hearing anything 
new or challenging, we grow increasingly 
confident that we are always right, and our 
boxes grow increasingly rigid.

Confidence in being right
We have already introduced naïve realism, the 
notion that we all believe that our perceptions 
of the world accurately reflect the real world. 
According to prospect theory proponent Daniel 
Kahneman, it turns out that those with the least 
amount of information are the ones who most 
strongly believe it is their facts that are indeed 
accurate. “Paradoxically, it is easier to construct 
a coherent story when you know little, when 
there are fewer pieces to fit into the puzzle” 
(Kahneman, 2001, p. 201). As a result, by staying 
in place and surrounding ourselves with similar 
others, we actually grow even more confident 
that we are correct. 

The illusion of truth effect comes in here too, 
the phenomenon that if we hear something 
often enough we begin to believe that it must 
be true. If we only interact with the same group, 
all the time, we routinely hear the same things, 
all the time, building up more and more layers 
proving and re-proving that we and all of those 
around us perceive the world correctly.

As we happily and safely grow confident in 
being right, we feel no need or urgency or even 
desire to grow or change or think differently. 
But this confidence makes rigid boxes brittle. 
To avoid breaking, we learn to avoid whatever 
might challenge our comfortable confidence. 



20

C H A P T E R  2  S m a l l ,  r i g i d  b o x e s

Avoidance of being 
proven wrong
As mentioned, our first attempt to avoid 
the uncomfortable unknown is to surround 
ourselves with same-thinking familiars. But 
when we can’t avoid new people and new 
thinking, we can still elude our uncomfortable 
feelings by avoiding the facts. When new 
information aligns with our chosen framework, 
it is eagerly bought; but when it challenges 
this framework, it is vigorously fought. Daniel 
Gilbert says, “When facts challenge our favored 
conclusion, we scrutinize them more carefully 
and subject them to more rigorous analysis” 
(Gilbert, 2007, p. 186). Because we can so easily 
cherry-pick information that aligns with our 
preferred framework, we can readily replace 
uncomfortable information and sources with our 
own comfortable and familiar ones. 

When all else fails—when we can’t escape new 
people and ideas and we and can’t evade the 
facts—there’s still good news. It turns out we 
can also choose to avoid our feelings. We have 
two possible responses to change-induced 
anxiety. We can accept anxiety and feel bad, or 
we can reject anxiety and feel good. We typically 
choose feeling good. According to Harvard’s 
Kegan and Lahey, “You do not feel your fear. The 
reason you do not is because you are dealing 
with it. Though you are not aware of it, you have 
created a very effective anxiety-management 
system, and that system is what we call the 
immunity to change” (Kegan and Lahey, 2009, p. 
48). 

Our immunity to change comes naturally, with 
no thought or effort. Like fighting a germ in our 
bodies, we fight anxiety in our minds without 
even being aware of it. “We use the medical 
metaphor of immunity quite mindfully to signal 
that, first of all, this phenomenon is not in itself 
a bad thing…however, in some instances an 
immune system can threaten our continued 
good health, when it rejects new material, 
internal or external to the body, that the body 
needs to heal itself or to thrive, the immune 
system can put us in danger” (Kegan and Lahey, 
2009, pp. 36–37).

To avoid feelings of anxiety, we can avoid new 
people and new ideas. When this doesn’t work, 
we can avoid the facts. And when that doesn’t 
work, we can avoid our feelings. These tricky 
avoidance maneuvers prevent our fragile and 
brittle boxes from breaking, but they also 
prevent us from growing and changing. 

Group resistance
As individual thinking and behavior becomes 
group thinking and behavior, change resistance 
becomes even stronger. According to Cass 
Sunstein and Reid Hastie, authors of Wiser, 
“Here is an especially disturbing finding, one 
with great relevance to group behavior in 
both business and politics: groups are even 
more likely than individuals to escalate their 
commitment to a course of action that is 
failing—and all the more so if members identify 
strongly with the groups of which they are a 
part” (Sunstein and Hastie, 2015, p. 52). 

The authors of Connected explain the strength 
and persistence of groups this way: Social 
networks “can close up around their gaps, 
in the same way that the edges of a wound 
come together. One person might step out of 
a bucket brigade, but then the two people he 
was connected to will move closer to each other, 
forming a new connection to fill in the gap. As 
a result, water will continue to flow. In more 
complicated, real-life networks, it seems likely 
that the very purpose of redundant ties, and of 
transitivity, is precisely to make the networks 
tolerant of this kind of loss, as if human social 
networks were designed to last” (emphasis 
added) (Christakis and Fowler, 2009, p. 291).

Groups dominated by small, rigid thinking 
fall prey to three influences that almost 
demand group resistance. The first influence is 
Granovetter’s concept of strong ties. According 
to noted community development authors 
Cornelia and Jan Flora, “When bonding (strong 
ties) is high and bridging (weak ties) is low, 
communities resist change. This may occur 
in two ways. The community may organize 
in opposition to the outside in a kind of 
reactive solidarity; newcomers are viewed with 
suspicion in such communities…Alternatively, 
different homogeneous groups or factions 
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within the community may have varying 
perspectives on the kinds of change that might 
benefit their community. The groups do not 
trust each other and therefore are unwilling 
to cooperate with one another” (Flora and 
Flora, 2008, p. 128). Robert Putnam, author of 
Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American 
Community, a popular examination of our social 
connectedness, says it this way: “Bonding social 
capital constitutes a kind of sociological super 
glue, whereas bridging social capital provides a 
sociological WD-40” (Putnam, 2000, p. 23).

The second influence of group resistance is 
described by the authors of Nudge. They call it 
collective conservatism, or “the tendency of 
groups to stick to established patterns even as 
new needs arise” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2009, p. 
58). We like familiar and comfortable thoughts 
and practices and avoid whatever might suggest 
a better way, even when the changing times and 
world demand it. Or we should say, especially 
when the changing times and world demand 
it. As we’ve learned, it doesn’t take much for 
those with more modest reference points to 
feel relatively high levels of anxiety in times of 
change. According to prospect theory, these 
feelings of anxiety are rooted in evolutionary 
psychology: we are programmed to fear the 
worst. Over the millennia we have learned that it 
is safer to be cautious than aggressive. Thinking 
like a cave man, we know we can survive 
skipping a meal, but we can’t survive being the 
meal. 

The third influence of group resistance is 
pluralistic ignorance. “We may follow a practice 
or a tradition not because we like it, or even 
think it defensible, but merely because we 
think that most other people like it” (Thaler 
and Sunstein, 2009, p. 59). Even when we know 
better—even when we know of a better idea 
or approach—we choose to follow our safe 
and familiar group. Evolutionary psychology 
again explains this, but this time intersects with 
Granovetter’s Strength of Weak Ties. Even when 
we know the group is wrong, we feel safer with 
our trusted group of strong ties than we do 
alone.

Conclusion
By choosing to stay in place, we initiate smaller 
boxes as we become exposed to fewer life 
experiences and develop more conservative 
reference points. When confronted with change 
visions that take us beyond the comfort of our 
reference points, we grow anxious. In times of 
anxiety we turn to comfortable knowns, turning 
our small boxes into rigid ones. Surrounded by 
same-thinking others, we grow increasingly 
confident that there is no need to change, 
making it increasingly easy to avoid people, 
facts, and feelings that would suggest otherwise. 
Soon this individual resistance ascends to even 
more dominant levels of group resistance. 

Conservative reference points and the ubiquity 
of strong ties create small, rigid thinking that 
automatically and powerfully resists change. 
Before forging ahead to change individuals, 
groups, and cultures dominated by such 
thinking, we must first acknowledge and 
address these influences. We must first grow and 
flex people’s boxes. 
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Imbedded in the resistance we have 
discussed so far—from prospect theory to 
the Strength of Weak Ties—are three crucial 

change inhibitors. The first is identity, the fear 
of losing the identity of the status quo. As we 
learned from prospect theory, we are more 
inclined to resist a loss than to seek a gain. This 
is especially true if the feared loss is something 
we highly value, like the identity of the status 
quo and our place in the status quo. The second 
inhibitor is emotion, both our emotional 
connection to our known surroundings and our 
emotional response to change-induced anxiety. 
The third inhibitor is social connections: in times 
of stress we seek comfort from others around us 
who think and feel the same way we do, while 
at the same time avoiding those who impose 
uncomfortable feelings upon us. 

We know that these forces are real and mighty 
because they have proven so effective in 
resisting change. In this chapter, as we work 
to grow and flex people’s boxes, we will turn 
these powerful influences around. Rather 
than thinking of these three forces as change 
retardants, we will look at them as highly 
effective accelerants for change. But first, let’s 
explore why the forces of identity, emotion and 
social connections are so formidable.

Identity
In their book Stick, Chip and Dan Heath 
introduce Stanford Professor James March’s two-
path model for decision making. “The first model 
involves calculating consequences. We weigh 
our alternatives, assessing the value of each 
one, and we choose the alternative that yields 
us the most value…The second model is quite 
different. It assumes that people make decisions 
based on identity. They ask themselves three 
questions: Who am I? What kind of situation 
is this? And what do people like me do in this 
kind of situation?” (Heath and Heath, 2007, p. 
190). According to professor March, the identity 
model usually wins. 

In Switch, the two bothers share a study that 
best captures this identity model. In the 1960s, 
researchers went door to door asking home 
owners in one neighborhood if they would 
place an ugly and crude “Drive Carefully” 

billboard on their lawn. Not surprisingly, 83% 
said no. But in a second neighborhood, half of 
the property owners actually said yes. What 
made the difference? The difference was that 
two weeks earlier property owners in the 
second neighborhood were asked if they would 
sign a petition to “Keep California Beautiful,” a 
completely different issue than “Drive Carefully.” 

The lesson learned is that in those two weeks 
the residents of the second neighborhood 
started to think differently about themselves. 
They changed their identity. They began to 
perceive themselves as the kind of person 
who cares. “Once you start seeing yourself as a 
‘concerned citizen,’ you’ll want to keep acting 
like one. That’s tremendously good news for 
someone leading a change effort” (Heath and 
Heath, 2010, p. 161). 

Emotion
In The Happiness Hypothesis, psychology 
professor Jonathon Haidt uses the metaphor 
of the elephant (our emotions) and the rider 
(our brain) and asks who’s in charge, the rider or 
the elephant? No doubt, it’s the elephant, our 
emotions. “The rider is an advisor or servant, not 
a king, president, or charioteer with a firm grip 
on the reins. The rider is…conscious, controlled 
thought. The elephant, in contrast, is everything 
else. The elephant includes the gut feelings, 
visceral reactions, emotions, and intuitions that 
comprise much of the automatic system” (Haidt, 
2006, p. 17). 

In How We Decide, Rhodes Scholar Jonathon 
Lehrer explains why our elephants, our 
emotions, can be so influential. “The evolution 
of the human brain changed everything. For the 
first time, there was an animal that could think 
about how it thought…These new talents were 
incredibly useful. But they were also incredibly 
new…When it comes to the new parts of the 
brain, evolution just hasn’t had time to work 
out the kinks. The emotional brain, however, 
has been exquisitely refined by evolution 
over the last several hundred million years. Its 
software code has been subjected to endless 
tests, so it can make fast decisions based on 
very little information” (Lehrer, 2009, pp. 24–25). 
Because our emotional brain has been around 
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so much longer than our logical brain, we are 
programmed to trust the elephant first and the 
rider second.

Social connections
According to the authors of Nudge, “One of the 
most effective ways to nudge (for good or evil) is 
via social influence. In Jonestown, that influence 
was so strong that an entire population 
committed suicide” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2009, 
p. 54). In the 1950s, psychologist Solomon Asch 
performed a simple and now famous social 
experiment that asked participants to determine 
if one line is or is not the same length as three 
clearly identical lines. “When asked to decide 
on their own, without seeing judgments from 
others, people almost never erred, since the 
test was easy. But when everyone else gave an 
incorrect answer, people erred more than one-
third of the time. Indeed, in a series of twelve 
questions, nearly three-quarters of people went 
along with the group at least once, defying 
the evidence of their own senses” (Thaler and 
Sunstein, 2009, p. 56). 

In Connected, Nicholas Christakis and James 
Fowler introduce us to epidemic hysteria (more 
commonly called a social epidemic), one of 
the most amazing forms of social influence. As 
they describe it, epidemic hysteria is a “social 
phenomenon involving otherwise healthy 
people in a psychological cascade. Like a single 
startled buffalo within a herd, a single emotional 
reaction in one person can sometimes cause 
many others to feel the same thing, creating an 
emotional stampede…In the pure-anxiety type, 
people may feel a variety of physical symptoms, 
including abdominal pain, headache, fainting, 
shortness of breath, nausea, dizziness, and so 
on. In the motor type, people may engage in 
hysterical dancing, pseudo-seizures, and—yes—
laughing” (Christakis and Fowler, 2009, p. 40). 

We know that social influence can make people 
yawn, even when they’re not tired. Now we 
learn that social influence can make people 
doubt themselves, even when they know they’re 
right; make people feel sick, even when they’re 
healthy; make people laugh, even when nothing 

is funny; and in the most extreme cases, make 
people kill themselves, even when they may 
have a lot to live for. 

According to Thaler and Sunstein, social 
influence (or peer pressure) is most influential in 
both un-anonymous groups (where everybody 
knows each other) and unanimous groups 
(where everybody agrees). In other words, 
social influence goes into overdrive in the 
smallest, most rigid cultures, like the ones we are 
examining here.

This chapter proposes methods to grow and 
flex small and rigid box individuals, groups 
and cultures through a variety of techniques. 
Principal among these will be the compelling 
influences of identity, emotion, and social 
connections. We will explore how one 
community successfully utilized these strategies 
to realize transformational change, despite 
early opposition. To set the stage, we will first 
introduce the Gogebic Range case study. 
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The Gogebic Range 
case study
In 2008 a number of Gogebic Range employers 
formed the private, nonprofit Beautiful 
Northwoods Group (BNG) to address the issue of 
work force development. Members shared the 
challenge of recruiting an adequate work-force 
and agreed that the Range must do more than 
just chase smokestacks. Searching for answers, 
they discovered Rebecca Ryan’s book entitled 
Live First, Work Second: Getting Inside the Head 
of the Next Generation (2007). In her work, Ryan 
cited that 75% of today’s young people are 
more interested in living in the right place than 
finding the best job, and therefore communities 
must create the right quality of life to attract 
selective young workers. Ryan’s “live first” 
message resonated with the BNG. In response, 
they brought Ryan to the Range so the entire 
community could hear her message. Nearly 250 
residents attended her presentation, which was 
well received by many. But others resisted this 
strange, new message and the paradigm shift it 
represented. More than a few scoffed at Ryan’s 
statistics, saying those young people must live 
someplace else, certainly not on the Gogebic 
Range. 

To test if Ryan’s message held true, even on the 
Gogebic Range, a survey of 668 young Range 
residents was conducted in late 2008 and early 
2009.6 The results confirmed Ryan’s thesis. 
Seventy-five percent of young adults preferred 
to live in a place that fit their lifestyle rather 
than have a job that paid the most money, 60% 
agreed that a high-paying job was not their 
highest priority, and 67% believed they could 
find a job almost any place they wanted to live.7 

The survey asked respondents to rate the 
importance of various factors for deciding where 
to live. The survey also asked respondents to 
rate their perception of how well the Range 
offered the same factors. Platting the resulting 
importance and perception dimensions formed 
the Gogebic Range asset map8, as shown in 
figure 4. 

Based on this analysis, factors located in 
the upper right quadrant were deemed the 
strongest and most marketable assets of 
the Gogebic Range. Two categories of assets 
emerged, “nature-based outdoor recreation” and 
“core community” factors, as shown in table 1. 

The Gogebic Range asset map informed an 
asset-based community development initiative 
designed to attract and retain young people, 
called the Gogebic Range Next Generation 
Initiative (NGI). Rather than addressing the 
community’s deficits, the initiative sought 
to strengthen, promote, and connect young 
people to the identified assets of the Range9 
through the establishment of the following 
community-based work groups10: 

6. The survey closely replicated the 2004 Michigan Cool Cities Survey (Michigan Economic Development Corporation, 2004). 
Respondents included 331 high school juniors and seniors, 205 community college freshmen, and 132 young adults (under 
40 years of age).
7. See Appendix 2 for a summary of the survey findings.
8. The asset map shown in figure 4 was created from the responses of 50 young adult transplants. This group was selected 
because they most closely represented the target market of young people the community was seeking to attract.
9. Based on the principles of asset-based community development: “Wherever there are effective community development 
efforts, those efforts are based upon an understanding, or map, of the community’s assets, capacities and abilities” 
(Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993, p. 5).
10. See Andresen (2009) and Andresen (2011).

1. Strengthen our niche

2. Promote our strengths

3. Retain students

4. Build social capital (“Go-In Forward”)
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Nature-based outdoor recreation 
factors Core community factors 

Scenic beauty Good place to raise a family

Adventure sports Little traffic

Trails and parks Safe streets

Beaches and waterfront Affordable

Four seasons Good schools

Table 1. Gogebic Range assets

Figure 4. Gogebic Range asset map
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Strengthen our niche
The purpose of the “strengthen our niche” work 
group was to build upon the “nature-based 
outdoor recreation” niche identified in the asset 
map, moving the Range from good to great. 
The five interrelated factors of adventure sports, 
scenic beauty, four seasons, parks and trails, 
and beaches and waterfront matched well 
with what many young people were seeking 
in a place to live. The group’s primary objective 
was to create a vision for the design, funding, 
and construction of a sixteen-mile, two-county, 
two-state, nonmotorized regional trail system 
connecting all five cities on the Gogebic 
Range from Montreal and Hurley, Wisconsin, to 
Ironwood, Bessemer, and Wakefield, Michigan.

Promote our strengths
Understanding that the regional trail would take 
years to construct, the initiative also worked to 
promote its existing and already strong assets. 
The “promote our strengths” work group focused 
on marketing the Gogebic Range to the target 
market of young people seeking an adventure 
lifestyle. Its principle effort was the creation 
of the “Beautiful Northwoods Adventure” 
website, focusing on the nature-based outdoor 
recreation and core community assets identified 
in the asset map. 

Retain students
The “retain students” work group focused on 
better connecting high school and college 
students to the community’s nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche as a way to encourage 
them to stay on the Range, or to return 
someday. The work-group partnered with the 
local community college and a high school 
to offer outings, classes, and service-learning 
projects designed to more strongly connect 
area students to the community’s nature-based 
assets. 

Build social capital
The “build social capital” work group was 
tasked with creating fun and social networking 
opportunities so young transplants would 
connect with other young people to increase 
the likelihood that they would choose to stay. 
Young leaders of this group quickly renamed 
themselves “Go-In Forward” (“Go” for Gogebic 
County and “In” for Iron County). The group 
offered monthly social events and seasonal 
activities, like ski outings, group hikes, bowling 
parties, and casino nights.

Despite their community’s long-term population 
decline, brain drain, and aging population, many 
Range residents and community leaders still 
resisted efforts by the NGI to attract and retain 
young people. The case study described below 
will explore how Gogebic Range change agents 
responded to this resistance and experienced 

Gogebic Community College, Ironwood, MI
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success by applying the lessons found within 
these pages. This story will be largely told 
in the words of those deeply engaged in its 
transformational change. We will introduce 
these players in the order of their appearance, in 
three broad acts. 

Act One is the initial introduction of asset-based 
community development on the Range, from 
Rebecca Ryan’s presentation through the early 
days of the Next Generation Initiative. In this 
act we have Jim Lorenson and Bob Jacquart, 
members of the Beautiful Northwoods Group 
who brought Rebecca Ryan to the Range 
and who introduced her to the community. 
Both continued to use their local influence 
throughout this story. Jim is president of the 
local community college and supported the 
initiative in many ways, including by introducing 
a new cross-country ski team at his college (one 
of only two community college cross-country 
ski teams in the nation) and by sponsoring 
a public presentation by an Olympic Nordic 
skiing champion. Bob is president of one of the 
community’s larger manufacturing facilities 
and major employers. You will find Bob playing 
crucial roles in all three acts. Both Jim and Bob 
are boomerangs.11 

Other Act One players are the early leaders of 
the Next Generation Initiative’s work-groups. 
Serena Mershon-Lohkamp is a transplant to 
the community and is an instructor at the 
community college. She was the first leader 
of the NGI’s “strengthen our niche” work 
group. Annette Burchell, a motel owner and 
boomerang, continued this group’s charge and 
led the year-long effort to obtain resolutions 
of support for the regional trail. Two young 
professionals, Lily Palmer (a transplant) and Kelly 
Traczyk (a boomerang) led the Go-In Forward 
social networking group, building the strong 
sense of connectedness that proved to be a 
surprisingly crucial subplot of this story line. 
This first act set the stage for action; the action 
started in Act Two.

Act Two was when this movement really took 
off, building on Rebecca Ryan’s asset-based 
message. First, John Garske, president of a 
local engineering company and a longtime 
transplant to the community, initiated the 
first steps to trail construction. Upon John’s 
retirement, civil engineer Paul Anderson, a 
recent arrival in the community, continued the 
trail-building charge, along with two officials 
from the City of Ironwood, city manager 

Depot Park trailhead, Ironwood, MI

11. We will refer to three categories of residents in this description: natives (those who grew up and stayed on the Range), 
boomerangs (those who grew up on the Range, moved away, and returned), and transplants (those who moved to the 
Range from someplace else).
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Scott Erickson and community development 
director Tom Bergman (both transplants). In 
these early days, native Lee-Ann Garske led the 
effort to create a trailhead for the proposed 
regional trail in downtown Ironwood. In the 
middle of this act we also see the entrance of 
four UW-Extension educators, all transplants, 
who worked to involve their community in 
this asset-based movement through coalition 
building and youth engagement. They were 
Neil Klemme, Andrea Newby, Amy Nosal, and 
Joy Schelble. At about the same time, efforts 
were initiated to build a large-scale park and a 
cross-country ski festival. This part of the story 
can best be told through transplant volunteers 
Monie Shackleford and Jackie Powers. The 
ensuing political battle involved several key 
players, including boomerangs Bob Burchell 
and Rick Semo. This struggle proved to be a 
key factor in the looming change. Act Two built 
the trail infrastructure. Act Three engaged the 
community in its use.

Act Three welcomed the community in the use 
and enjoyment of its new trail amenities. In 
this act, we will see several of the same faces 
and an additional cast of characters. First we 
introduce boomerang Jim Mildren (public 
transit manager) and native Sam Davey (motel 
owner) who stepped up to create crucial new 
social offerings. Both Jim and Sam played 
important roles in trail construction, but as we’ll 
see, their most public contributions occurred 
in Act Three. Jim created and directed the Go 
Ride ‘R Range Ride, a popular annual bike ride 
and fund-raiser for the trail. Sam founded the 
Superior Riders Bike Club, holding weekly bike 

rides on the trail. Eric Fitting, a native business 
owner, organized weekly snowshoe outings and 
mountain bike rides and served as the unofficial 
events communicator for the area. Enni Gregas, 
a retired school teacher and transplant, created 
and led the Friends of the Trail Committee. And 
boomerang civil engineer Phil Strong not only 
helped design the regional trail but also created 
a new half-marathon on the new trail. Many 
others, of course, contributed in many ways. 
But this core group well represents key players 
throughout this story. 

The following section explores methods to grow 
and flex boxes, often referring to the Gogebic 
Range case study as an example. 

Growing and flexing boxes
Education and persuasion with facts and 
figures alone is not enough in communities of 
resistance. When change is especially hard, Chip 
and Dan Heath say we must “shrink the change” 
(Heath and Heath, 2010, p. 129). If the gap 
between the present and the proposed future is 
too vast, change simply will not occur. The Heath 
brothers recommend shrinking the change in 
two ways, first by initiating early action to build 
movement toward the end, second by growing 
people, making them more determined and 
motivated for action. Both approaches shrink 
the change. Employing one of these strategies is 
good, employing both is better. 

For the purpose of growing and flexing boxes, 
we will utilize this overarching concept of 
shrinking the change, focusing our attention 
on two gaps especially prevalent in small and 
rigid box cultures, the people gap and the vision 



30

C H A P T E R  3  G r o w i n g  &  f l e x i n g  b o x e s

gap. The people gap exists when the difference 
between the group and the change agent is too 
vast. The vision gap exists when the difference 
between the perception of the present and the 
vision for the future is too vast. Both gaps create 
feelings of stress and anxiety, feelings that 
quickly lead to change resistance. To narrow the 
people gap we must grow the group and shrink 
ourselves. To narrow the vision gap we must 
grow the present and shrink the future. 

Grow the group
To grow the group, we should grow existing 
people, recruit new people, and collaborate 
with others. The strategy is two-fold. First, we 
attempt to shift people’s reference points so 
they can comfortably envision change. Second, 
we introduce safe, weak ties that we hope will 
enable people to comfortably grow and stretch.

Grow existing people
We can grow people’s boxes by exposing them 
to new thinking in whatever ways possible, as 
broadly as possible, through a combination 
of passive learning experiences (personal 
conversations, public presentations, community 
forums, traditional media outlets and social 
media) and active learning experiences (field 
trips, bus tours, secret shopper visits and first 
impression exchanges). Visits from others are 
safe ways to nudge people’s reference points; 
exchanges are even better as they also grow 
individuals through the simple act of visiting 
someplace new. Use social influence to create a 
safe place where reluctant people will feel the 
psychological safety to grow and flex. Create 
informal learning opportunities rather than 
large formal programs, lectures, or meetings. 
Offer social gathering events in familiar places. 
Encourage friends to invite and bring along their 
friends. 

On the Gogebic Range, change agents worked 
hard to grow their people to set the stage 
for change. The Beautiful Northwoods group 
brought Rebecca Ryan to town for this express 
purpose. According to college president Jim 
Lorenson, “It was important to bring Rebecca 
Ryan to the Gogebic Range in order for those 
individuals committed to the Range to gain a 

positive perspective from someone who has 
seen good things happen. It was necessary 
to overcome the negative mindset too often 
seen in this region…We continue to see people 
working to improve the Gogebic Range through 
a variety of activities and interests; I believe 
the motivation and interest was supported, if 
not germinated, as a result of Rebecca Ryan’s 
discussions.” And according to businessman Bob 
Jacquart, bringing Rebecca Ryan was important 
in order “to give our community a view of the 
outside world as many of our decision makers 
never leave the area and believe they have all 
the answers from what they have learned here.” 
A decade later, Jacquart reports, “people are still 
quoting her.” 

To enhance psychological safety, community 
events like open houses and after-glows were 
regularly offered. In one case, organizers hosted 
an expo-style “trail mix” to publicly display the 
new and emerging trail groups, events, and 
infrastructure in the community. According 
to Go-In Forward leader Lily Palmer, “The trail 
mix brought together many different types of 
people and groups. Ultimately, events like the 
trail mix helped to build camaraderie and trust. 
The event was fun! People chatted, laughed, and 
talked about their visions for the community. 
Ultimately, we ended up with wonderful trail 
and park planning and development occurring 
from the seeds planted by the Next Generation 
Initiative.”

““The trail mix brought together many 

different types of people and groups. 

Ultimately, events like the trail mix 

helped to build camaraderie and trust. 

The event was fun! People chatted, 

laughed, and talked about their visions 

for the community. Ultimately, we 

ended up with wonderful trail and park 

planning and development occurring 

from the seeds planted by the Next 

Generation Initiative.””

–Lily Palmer, Go-In Forward leader
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In another case, the Iron County 
UW-Extension office obtained 
a grant to purchase 100 copies 
of the book Bikenomics: How 
Bicycling Can Save the Economy and 
partnered with five local librarians 

to conduct a community-wide book read (they 
called it a “bike read”). Participating libraries 
helped to promote the availability of the book 
and conducted discussion groups, in one case 
with a phone call to the author. One library 
organized a bike rodeo and then a “walking 
book read” on the trail. This overall effort proved 
to be a safe, fun, and social way to prod new 
thinking in a new set of people.

Leaders also worked to grow their people 
by exposing them to other places. The local 
leadership academy routinely visited similar-
sized successful communities. Several “first 
impression” exchanges exposed community 
leaders to success stories elsewhere and to how 
their own community was viewed by others. 
One particularly successful outing included a 
visit to a community whose multijurisdictional 
trail system served as a regional model. Visitors 
witnessed its success firsthand and were able 
to relate this experience to their friends and 

family back home. According to Rick Semo, an 
early adopter turned elected official, “I visited 
the Iron Ore Heritage Trail about eight years 
ago. The concept of this kind of trail was new 
to me. I was very impressed with what they had 
accomplished and realized that we were way 
behind the curve here. We basically had nothing 
for walking or hiking trails. I visited there with 
a few other people who, like me, wanted to get 
our community moving. All of us promoted the 
idea among like-minded people. Some of these 
people had already been active in developing a 
similar trail here. The majority, though, did not 
realize what they were missing.”

The early years of trail construction provided 
perhaps the most effective personal growth 
experience. As residents witnessed the 
popularity of the trail in their own backyards, 
their reference points shifted; many could now 
envision the regional trail like never before. 
According to Friends of the Trail leader Enni 
Gregas, trail construction to her community 
resulted from modeling the success of a nearby 
example: “Our neighboring community of 
Ironwood is providing an example with its long-
in-coming renaissance. They are the trailbreakers 
in more ways than one. Bessemer is realizing 
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that waiting for mining to return and attracting 
industries to our remote area are dim hopes. We 
have to promote what we do have which is a 
prime opportunity for living the active outdoor 
lifestyle in a beautiful, clean, uncongested 
environment…The trail is providing concrete 
evidence of this different approach to 
community and economic development.”

Perhaps the most effective way to grow people 
is through the strategic use of early adopters. 
Sociologists use the term social diffusion to 
describe how a new idea or behavior moves 
through a group: innovators come up with a 
new idea or practice and early adopters spread 
it to the remainder of the group. According 
to Malcolm Gladwell, early adopters are 
the “opinion leaders in the community, the 
respected, thoughtful people who watched and 
analyzed what those wild innovators were doing 
and then followed suit” 
(Gladwell, 2000, p. 197). 
Social diffusion results 
from the unique influence 
of early adopters. Natural 
and authentic influence 
from the right early 
adopters is much more 
effective than inputs from 
external change agents. 

Encourage early adopters to diffuse your 
message through their circles of influence by 
supporting you, supporting your message, 
and modeling new behaviors. First, ask early 
adopters to introduce you whenever you make 
public presentations. Connecting your name 
to their local influence and the comfort and 
trust they hold with the audience is crucial. It 
reduces fear in others and creates space for 
your message to be safely heard. Second, ask 
early adopters to publicly support your change 
message. Work with them so they know the 
right message as they serve as your conduits. 
But let them say it in their own way. It may not 
be perfect, but an imperfect talk from friends 
is better than a perfect lecture from strangers. 
And third, ask early adopters to model new 
behaviors in highly visible ways - such as biking 
to work or putting up yard signs. Public displays 

of intentional behaviors from the right early 
adopters will send the message to others that 
it’s safe and socially acceptable to follow suit. 

Early adopting locals proved crucial on the 
Gogebic Range. Well-liked and well-positioned 
local residents introduced lesser-known change 
agents at large public gatherings. For example, 
college president Jim Lorenson introduced 
Rebecca Ryan and other change agents at 
early NGI presentations: “I think it did (help), 
although I really can’t be sure. I would hope 
over my time on a number of public service 
organizations and working toward regional 
economic development, that I have gained 
some credibility in terms of moving the region 
forward. The college is also generally seen as 
apolitical and forward-moving, so my position 
as president and our venue, perhaps, gave the 
program some informal support and credibility.” 

Early adopting business 
owner Bob Jacquart also 
believes his conduit role 
was helpful: “In order to 
bring in an ‘outsider’ folks 
usually need a trusted 
‘validator.’ I hope I was 
just that.”

Other early adopters 
personally advocated 

for the change vision and modeled new 
behaviors. When the “Fe” bumper stickers were 
first revealed at a large community gathering, 
Jacquart exclaimed: “I think this is a great 
idea, I’m going to put one of these on my car.” 
And he did. But he didn’t stop there. In one 
of the most effective strategies yet, Bob went 
on to organize a very public community bike 
ride along the proposed trail route—with 
Michigan’s Lieutenant Governor, no less. “I 
believe (the lieutenant governor’s visit) helped 
the community greatly. The connections I have 
made over the last 10 years have all made me 
very visible in the state and it seems that when 
they all realize that I am only working for my 
community, they all want to get on the band 
wagon and help us.” 

Perhaps the most effective way to grow 

people is through the strategic use of 

early adopters.
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Of course not all change conduits are built the 
same. Some carry more voltage than others. 
Biking must be done by the right person and 
yard signs must be placed in the right yards. 
Not just anybody signed the Declaration of 
Independence and launched a rag-tag army into 
war against the most powerful nation on earth. 
More on this later.

Recruit new people
Growing and flexing people is not easy when 
they are confident that they don’t need to 
grow or flex. It’s especially difficult when we 
can’t force them to do so (e.g., elected officials 
or community volunteers). When we can’t 
grow our existing people, then we may have 
no choice but to recruit new people. If we 
only invite the same people, we will only get 
the same people—people who may view the 
world through the same conventional lens and 
may hold especially tight to the status quo. 
New people bring with them new experiences, 
perspectives, and ideas. Pull those with bigger, 
more flexible boxes off the sidelines and onto 
the playing field. Good prospects include those 
feeling marginalized, people with diverse 
thinking and our very own young people. 

Marginalized people will likely invest more time, 
energy, and passion since it makes them feel so 
good to finally be recognized. Find people and 
groups who feel left out but still have much to 

offer. Reaching out to the marginalized goes 
hand in hand with reaching out to diverse 
audiences. Look for diversity in demographics 
and backgrounds whenever you can. But most 
importantly, look for diversity in thinking. And 
listen to what all these new perspectives have 
to say. This is important. According to Sunstein 
and Hastie, “When minority voices are heard, 
well-functioning groups are likely to be jolted 
out of their routines, and fresh solutions, even 
a high degree of innovation, can follow. When 
dissent and diversity are present and levels of 
participation are high, groups are likely to do a 
lot better” (Sunstein and Hastie, 2015, p. 104).

One group that is routinely marginalized in 
community life and that often exhibits diverse 
thinking is young people, the community’s 
hope for the future. Too often, if young people 
are brought into the process they are brought 
in to conduct the dirty work of picking up 
litter or painting fences. No wonder they feel 
marginalized. And yet young people have much 
to offer.

The authors of Think Like a Freak say we must be 
nimble enough to try new things but willing to 
quit them early enough so that we can move on 
to something even better. According to Steven 
Levitt and Stephen Dubner, “It’s pretty obvious: 
quitting is at the very core of thinking like a 
Freak…let’s think of it as ‘letting go.’ Letting go 
of the conventional wisdom that torments us. 
Letting go of the artificial limits that hold us 
back, and of the fear of admitting that we don’t 
know” (Levitt and Dubner, 2014, p. 210). The 
authors offer two reasons why young people 
can be so effective at helping us let go. The first 
is that they are good at brainstorming. “Kids are 
not afraid to share their wildest ideas. As long 
as you can tell the difference between a good 
idea and a bad one, generating a boatload of 
ideas, even outlandish ones, can only be a good 
thing” (Levitt and Dubner, 2014, p. 88). The 
second is that young people state the obvious. 
Levitt and Dubner remind us that it was a child 
who pointed out that the emperor was wearing 
no clothes. Young people are safe conduits of 
change as it feels so warm and safe to welcome 
them to the table. 

“The community now seeks out 

the youth voice when engaging in 

planning and making decisions. They 

have become a resource for shaping 

change and pushing plans forward. Our 

community has created opportunities 

for youth to share ideas and participate 

as equals in committee work and 

community development initiatives.”

–Neil Klemme, UW-Extension youth 
development educator
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Neil Klemme, UW-Extension’s Iron County youth 
development educator, took these lessons to 
heart. He first grew and flexed the individual 
boxes of his young people through field trips 
and youth first-impression exchanges. The goal 
of these visits was to expose Range students 
to new places, people, and ideas to encourage 
new thinking, sharing, and action when they 
returned home. According to Klemme, “The 
Youth First Impression Tool (YFIT) was used to 
accomplish a few things. First, it was intended 
to make youth aware of the assets within 
their community by giving them the chance 
to evaluate other communities and reflecting 
on the features that make their community 
great. Second, YFIT provided the opportunity 
for young people in Iron County to provide 
feedback to community leaders about the things 
they love about their home and the ideas they 
have for making it better. More importantly, they 
were given the chance to be seen as valuable 
contributors to community development 
processes. The third reason I did this was to help 
young people build stronger social networks 
within their community and in doing so build 
social capital. Throughout the process youth 
reported that they felt that adults were really 
listening to them and they felt that their ideas 
were being taken seriously.” 

Klemme then found meaningful ways for youth 
to contribute to the community’s ongoing 
asset-based effort. Youth collaborated with a 
local chamber of commerce in the development 
of tourism brochures highlighting Gogebic 
Range assets (waterfalls and silent sports). They 
redesigned, printed, and distributed an asset-
based regional branding logo. They presented 
their opinions to the committee tasked with 
updating the county’s comprehensive plan. 
They participated in a community design 
charrette for a key trailhead on the regional 
trail. And they joined the regional trail planning 

committee. Klemme believes that all of these 
actions have encouraged adults to include 
youth in their community development efforts. 
“The community now seeks out the youth 
voice when engaging in planning and making 
decisions. They have become a resource for 
shaping change and pushing plans forward. 
Our community has created opportunities for 
youth to share ideas and participate as equals in 
committee work and community development 
initiatives.”

Iron County’s community development educator 
Amy Nosal also engaged youth. Nosal worked 
with a high school art class to design and paint a 
colorful, high-profile mural along the trail route. 
She worked with a high school science class 
to design a trailhead for the regional trail, and 
presented their design to elected officials. And, 
finally, Nosal collaborated with an industrial arts 
class to design and build benches, bike racks, 
and signage for the newly designed trailhead, 
actually building the trailhead that they 
designed. Nosal said that she “engaged young 
people in local trailhead design and public art in 
order to empower them and inspire their adult 
community leaders. These projects challenged 
the imagination of the young people by asking 
them what else could be in their community, 
what else could fit in currently neglected lots. By 
pairing my efforts with those of my colleagues, 
we created a series of community building 
experiences for young people to engage in, and 
they are getting good at it! I think it keeps the 
adult community leaders in a positive mindset 
when working toward projects that can take 
much time and effort before visible results occur, 
like a paved walking trail through downtown.” 

It is crucial to ensure that new recruits fully 
understand the historic values and strengths of 
the community and the group they are working 
with. The best way for new people to alienate 
themselves from long-standing members is to 

Mural by Hurley School students along the regional trail
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minimize or criticize past action or inaction, 
even when (or especially when) what they say 
is true. Coach new people to understand and 
appreciate community strengths and group 
successes. Help them craft a positive message 
that will connect them as strongly as possible 
to the existing members of the group. Or, 
better yet, recruit new members with bigger, 
more flexible boxes who are already perceived 
by existing members as safe (such as the 
boomerangs illustrated in the Gogebic 
Range case study).

Transplants and boomerangs 
were intentionally brought into 
the Gogebic Range change 
effort. By living somewhere 
else, both transplants and 
boomerangs owned larger boxes 
and were positioned to bring new 
ideas to the table. In many different 
ways, transplants and boomerangs led 
much of the early charge. They acted as leaders, 
organizers, spokespeople, persuaders and fund-
raisers. But in particular it was the boomerangs 
who proved to be Robert Putnam’s sociological 
WD-40. Not only did they bring home new ideas; 
but by growing up on the Range, they enjoyed 
local credibility. Boomerangs were blessed 
with the best of both worlds: Bigger boxes and 
stronger connections. 

Historically, the Gogebic Range didn’t just 
have multiple plates of social spaghetti, they 
had natives sitting at the natives’ table and 
transplants sitting at the transplants’ table 
(or sitting alone). This separation of plates 
and tables impeded the social connections 
necessary to create safe, trusting relationships 
where new ideas could simmer and boil. The 
purpose of the NGI’s Go-In Forward group 
was to connect new-comers to others. In this 
goal, they were successful. Group leader Lily 
Palmer notes, “Time and again, I witnessed new 
members of the community being welcomed 
by our young professionals group. Most of these 
people expressed that it was difficult to meet 
new people; either they didn’t know anyone 
when they moved to the Gogebic Range or they 
weren’t sure where to go to connect with other 
young professionals…Ultimately, Go-In Forward 

provided just what the Next Generation findings 
said was needed, a relaxed, friendly group that 
was available each month to socialize and give 
newcomers a warm welcome and unofficial 
orientation to the community.” And according to 
coleader Kelly Traczyk, “I was desperately trying 
to leave the area and this group showed me 
reasons to stay.”

As important as this initial charge was, it was 
the group’s unanticipated impact that made 

the biggest difference. Gogebic 
Range natives, boomerangs, and 

transplants connected with each 
other, pulling tables together to 
create authentic and meaningful 
connections between plates 
of social spaghetti. As time 
went on, these new voices were 

amplified and their resulting 
contributions increasingly rewarded. 

According to Palmer, The Go-In Forward 
“leadership position instilled confidence that 
not only were the thoughts and preferences 
of my generation valuable to my community’s 
development, but that they were necessary, 
appreciated, and able to influence community 
development.” And according to Traczyk, “We 
connected with other people of similar age 
and general demographic to improve the way 
of life for the community and ourselves. I think 
it did make a positive impact not only for the 
community but for myself as well.”

Collaborate with others
If we still lack adequate numbers to build 
change momentum, another strategy is to 
collaborate with longstanding, traditional 
groups who are already vested, vetted and 
trusted in the community, and who share 
our vision in some way. Identify, connect and 
collaborate with such safe entities to nudge 
change without creating fear and anxiety. 
Connecting our cause and our group to an 
already accepted cause and group within the 
community can legitimize us in the public view 
and better connect us to the right decision 
makers.
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Early evaluations of the Gogebic Range Next 
Generation Initiative made it clear that the 
“retain students” work group’s intended 
outcomes would likely fall short. In response, 
the effort was redesigned, leaving behind its 
initial community development silo. The new 
approach, led by the Iron County UW-Extension 
office, was based on a multidisciplinary 
(MD) model. The team of community, youth, 
family, and horticulture educators agreed that 
connecting young people to the assets of the 
community was a common intersection. The 
team created a shared logic model with the 
long-term intended outcome of “engaging 
young people to create a healthy community.” 
Each educator prepared his or her own short-
term and mid-term intended outcomes based 
on their unique knowledge, skills, connections, 
passion and authority, aligning limited resources 
in the same direction.12

The MD team partnered with Iron County’s 
Coalition Preventing Childhood Obesity (CPCO) 
to achieve a shared vision. The MD team 
sought to better connect young people to the 
community’s nature-based outdoor recreation 
niche; the CPCO team sought to create a 
healthier community to prevent childhood 
obesity. Because their missions matched so 
well, the two teams were eager to connect 
and engage. Programming boundaries often 
overlapped or blurred as the same group of 
individuals worked collaboratively toward 
mutual goals. According to Joy Schelble, Iron 
County UW-Extension horticulture educator, 
“The collaboration was instrumental in having a 

multifaceted perspective. It was critical to have 
representation from the health department, 
school staff and volunteers, active adults, 
UW-Extension, etc., to guide us and determine 
priorities that would best serve the citizens of 
Iron County with more opportunities for health 
and wellness.” Andrea Newby, Iron County 
UW-Extension family living educator, adds, “I do 
think that partnering with established entities 
helped us move forward. I don’t think that the 
projects we accomplished or established could 
have happened without the partnerships that 
were created. I believe that in order to create 
community change, the major players have to 
be on the same team. I think the CPCO coalition 
was able to get a lot of the local entities on the 
same team and to see the bigger picture.”

Due to this collaboration, dozens of cross-
country skis and snowshoes were donated to 
local grade schools, introducing the sport to 
hundreds of children and their families, and 
seeding a deliberate process of generational 
change. “I was a part of an effort to purchase 
snowshoes for Head Start kids because as a 
part of a parent survey we learned many low-
income families would love to snowshoe but 
are prohibited because of a lack of equipment,” 
says Schelble. “Head Start staff organized 
snowshoeing activities within their program 
and another set of snowshoe activities outside 
of the school day. It was clear that eliminating 
barriers of poverty would lead to more healthy 
family activities. We saw exactly this with our 
snowshoes. I was supportive of the initiative 
to bring skis to the school for this same reason 

12. See Appendix 3 for an illustration of this shared logic model.



37

CHAPTER 3

and it had the same results, teachers getting 
kids out and more community members having 
the ability to learn how to cross-country ski.” 
Adds Newby, “Introducing a child to sports like 
cross-country skiing and snowshoeing instills 
a value for living a healthy life. It helps kids to 
understand that they can be active in the winter 
and that it is a sport, activity that they can do 
with people or individually for the rest of their 
lives. In addition, children are exposed to people 
in the community, teachers, volunteers, etc., who 
model this healthy activity. Lastly, it’s important 
because the program exposes children and 
youth to the trail systems and makes them 
aware of the opportunities in their community. 
By doing this, young people are more likely to 
be active as adults and value where they live.”

When one motorsport-loving community was 
found slow to respond to the nonmotorized 
trail building initiative, Nosal collaborated 
with already accepted snowmobile and ATV 
clubs. They helped each other obtain grant 
monies to conduct title work on one trail 
segment and worked together to sell the idea 
of a shared motorized and nonmotorized 
trailhead to local government officials. This 
proved effective. According to UW-Extension’s 
Amy Nosal, “Working directly with motorized 
sports enthusiasts is important because they 
are an undeniable partner for multi-use trail 
development. The risk was the potential to 
aggravate the dividing perceptions between 
motorized and non-motorized sports 
enthusiasts, but that did not happen. Actually, 

the motorized enthusiasts came to the table 
with a willingness to share everything they knew 
about trail route options, and the roadblocks 
they faced when expanding trails.”

Shrink ourselves
Growing the group isn’t always enough to 
close the people gap. Sometimes we must also 
shrink ourselves. Because of the halo effect 
and the permanence of first impressions, this 
is especially crucial for external change agents. 
The halo effect is that we are likely to believe a 
narrative that says “good people do only good 
things and bad people are all bad” (Kahneman, 
2001, pp. 199–200). As change agents, we may 
be perceived as being “bad” for bringing new 
ideas and anxieties to the surface. 

Such negative first impressions become 
long-lasting impressions because people like 
being right so much that they look for (and 
usually find) evidence to support their initial 
impressions. (As we already learned, this is one 
way to “cook the facts.”) If their first impression of 
us is that we are “bad” because we make people 
feel uncomfortable, this first impression might 
just stick. This lasting, negative impression is 
likely to get in the way of our ability to forge 
comfortable relationships to advocate for 
change. Therefore, the halo effect, coupled with 
the permanence of first impressions, makes it 
especially important to shrink ourselves. 

To build relationships and trust in small and 
rigid box cultures, we must do more than just 
show up, set up chairs, and lick envelopes. In 

Give and Take, Wharton School’s 
Adam Grant classifies people as 
takers and givers. Takers seek 
dominance; givers seek prestige. 
According to Grant, “There are two 
fundamental paths to influence: 
dominance and prestige. When 
we establish dominance, we gain 
influence because others see us as 
strong, powerful, and authoritative. 
When we earn prestige, we become 
influential because others respect 
and admire us” (Grant, 2013, p. 130). 
To be effective agents of change, 
we must be givers and not takers, 
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because it’s the givers who can most safely 
and subtly build relationships and trust. Givers 
earn prestige by utilizing three techniques of 
powerless communication, which prove to be 
especially important for outsiders working in 
atmospheres of suspicion. 

The first technique is to show vulnerability. 
“Givers are much more comfortable expressing 
vulnerability: they’re interested in helping 
others, not gaining power over them, so they’re 
not afraid of exposing chinks in their armor” 
(Grant, 2013, p. 133). Those wary of unknown 
others will be more receptive to change agents 
who are vulnerable and authentic and who they 
know are on their side.

The second powerless communication 
technique is to simply ask questions and listen 
carefully to the answers. “It’s the givers, by virtue 
of their interest in getting to know us, who ask 
us the questions that enable us to experience 
the joy of learning from ourselves. And by giving 
us the floor, givers are actually learning about us 
and from us, which helps them figure out how to 
sell us things we already value” (Grant, 2013, p. 
137). Asking questions will help change agents 
build stronger relationships while also helping 
us better understand the community we are 
serving. 

The third technique of powerless 
communication is to talk tentatively. “By talking 
tentatively, (givers) show a willingness to 
defer to you, or at least take your opinion into 
consideration” (Grant, 2013, p. 145). Talking 
tentatively demonstrates that change agents 
don’t know everything, that they can learn from 
long-standing group members and that there is 
always room for discussion. Being modest shows 
the kind of humility that tells reluctant people 
that they are indeed valued and that their 
opinions do in fact matter. 

Because much of the initial stimuli for asset-
based change on the Gogebic Range sprung 
from boomerangs and transplants, it was clear 
that change agents had to create feelings of 
safety for themselves and their ideas. On the 
Gogebic Range, the most effective change 
agents utilized many of Adam Grant’s powerless 
communication techniques.

Transplant and early trail pioneer John Garske 
explains, “That’s just my personality, but there’s 
no question that being diplomatic can win over 
more people than not…Build relationships and 
assist where it makes sense. It makes sense to 
reach across to other factions because they 
will return the favor. If you can provide some 
successes or wins for other people or factions 
they understand that we are one community 
and can help each other. Work behind the 
scenes and try to stay humble—not always 
easy when you are working hard. This will allow 
others to get credit and recognition.”

Boomerang NGI leader and eventual mayor 
Annette Burchell writes, “I would characterize 
myself as a person that uses perhaps modest 
and ‘soft,’ but more so, respectful and 
professional, straightforward communication 
techniques…I use this form of communication 
because it fits my personality and 
communication style. I believe that listening first 
is a very important aspect of communication. 
I believe in offering respect first to others. I 
believe in focusing on bringing people and 
groups together to accomplish common goals 
and visions. I believe that most people and 
groups have something positive to contribute. 
Working together, positive change can happen.”

Boomerang and GRRRR founder Jim Mildren, a 
popular citizen of the year, adds, “I try to help 
in our community by rolling up my sleeves 
and taking part in activities that effect positive 
change.” I have also been “in close proximity 
to good people that lead by example and I am 
trying to follow in their footsteps. I also believe 
(my own children taught me this) that it is next 
to impossible to tell people how to act. Just be 
a good example. Your energy goes a lot further 
that way!”

In many different arenas, powerless 
communication has proven more effective 
than powerful communication. Powerless 
communication has also proven to be more 
sustainable over time. “Whereas powerful 
communication might be effective in a one-
shot job interview, in a team or a service 
relationship, it loses the respect and admiration 
of others” (Grant, 2013, p. 147). Using powerless 
communication, then, is especially imperative 
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when slogging through the long process of 
building relationships and trust in the most 
reluctant groups and cultures. 

Growing the group and shrinking ourselves will 
help us narrow the people gap. Now we move 
on to narrowing the vision gap by growing the 
present and shrinking the future.

Grow the present
People who have grown accustomed to living 
in the same place often don’t appreciate their 
unique strengths. Kahneman explains this 
through the concept of the focusing illusion. 
“Any aspect of life to which attention is directed 
will loom large in a global evaluation. This is 
the essence of the focusing illusion, which can 
be described in a single sentence: Nothing in 
life is as important as you think it is when you 
are thinking about it” (Kahneman, 2001, p. 
402). How often do we actually sit down and 
think about how great our surroundings are? 
Kahneman asks how much pleasure do we gain 
from our car? He answers that we only gain 
pleasure from our car when we think about it, 
which isn’t all that often. 

The focusing illusion explains why we take our 
familiar place for granted, because we just don’t 
think about it all that much while we focus on 
other things. According to Kahneman, “Long-
term Californians are unlikely to be reminded of 
the climate when asked for a global evaluation 
of their life. If you have been there all your life 
and do not travel much, living in California is like 
having ten toes: nice, but not something one 
thinks much about” (Kahneman, 2001, p. 404). 
The focusing illusion may be especially strong 
for longtime residents who lack comparative 
frames to other places, where “what you 
see” may be their only available framework. 
Therefore, we must grow the perception of 
the present by helping residents discover their 
unseen, unknown, underappreciated strengths. 

Interviews, surveys, focus groups, appreciative 
inquiry, asset mapping, and asset inventories 
can be effective strategies to reveal previously 
unknown attributes. Once identified, it’s 
important to share these strengths as widely 
as possible to build broad-based awareness of 
their existence. And it’s important to incorporate 

hidden strengths into larger visioning, planning, 
branding, and promotional efforts to sustain 
their value over time. 

But encouraging long-standing residents to 
accept that their strengths are actually valuable, 
or even valued by others, can be a special 
challenge. Recalling the lesson from the “Keep 
California Beautiful” campaign, if the power 
of identity can make so many people agree to 
place an ugly sign in their front yard, then the 
power of identity should also be able to help 
them understand that they hold valuable assets 
in their own back yard. 

The power of identity is especially effective 
when working with people in small, rural, and 
remote communities where the identity of 
their group (their hometown, their school, their 
friends) is the identity of themselves. Failing 
to match identified strengths with the identity 
(history, culture, values) of the community can 
prove fatal. According to Chip and Dan Heath, 
“Because identities are central to the way people 
make decisions, any change effort that violates 
someone’s identity is likely doomed to failure” 
(Heath and Heath, 2010, p. 154).

Frame those things that the group has taken 
for granted in a new light, where their identities 
can be matched with these newly discovered 
strengths. Broadcast these findings as broadly as 
possible. Find the intersection between group 
identity and proven group strengths. Then focus 
change momentum on this intersection. 

Building on the assets of the Range was not easy 
when so many residents didn’t believe they had 
any. The Gogebic Range Asset Map identified 
strengths that much of the public had taken for 
granted or were not even aware of. The asset 
map helped residents acknowledge previously 
hidden strengths. It proved to be a valuable tool 
with which to build an asset-based initiative 
upon. 
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The initiative utilized the power of identity 
to help build the public awareness of 
these newly identified strengths. The NGI 
uncovered hidden strengths through logic 
and reason. They promoted these strengths 
through the power of identity, by matching 
the community’s proud iron ore heritage to 
Rebecca Ryan’s “live first” ethic, developing 
the “Fe” logo and the “Live LiFe” slogan. All this 
is best described at FeliveliFe.org: 

Shrink the future
Because visualizing large-scale change can be 
stressful for those with limited reference points, 
we must help them comfortably visualize such 
change by shrinking the future. The best way 
to shrink the future is to address the elephant, 
to utilize the power of emotion. To shrink the 
future one must take three important steps. 
First, build a vision that people will relate to and 
own. Second, help the audience feel safe and 
comfortable with the vision. And third, get the 
ball of action rolling toward that vision. Emotion 
plays a crucial role in all three steps. 

In step one, build high levels of ownership in 
the new future by attaching the change idea 
to existing positive feelings people have about 

their community and its culture. According to 
the Heath brothers, “The good news is that to 
make people care about our ideas we don’t 
have to produce emotion from an absence 
of emotion. In fact, many ideas use a sort of 
piggybacking strategy, associating themselves 
with emotions that already exist” (Heath and 
Heath, 2007, p. 171). We don’t have to start from 
scratch. We can “piggyback” our vision onto 
already strong and positive feelings about what 
people value. 

In step two, promote the vision in ways that 
afford safety and comfort so that the recipients 
will be most open to it. One particularly effective 
method is through the use of personal stories 
from personal connections. Why stories? 
According to Jonah Berger of the Wharton 
School of Business, stories “provide a quick and 
easy way for people to acquire lots of knowledge 
in a vivid and engaging fashion” (Berger, 2013, 
p. 187). Crucially, stories may be best suited for 
sharing this knowledge with individuals and 
groups who so automatically resist new ideas. 
According to Berger, stories can overcome 
automatic resistance in two ways, “First, it’s hard 
to disagree with a specific thing that happened 
to a specific person. What is someone going 
to tell my cousin, ‘No, I think you’re lying’?…
Second, we’re so caught up in the drama of 
what happened to so-and-so that we don’t 
have the cognitive resources to disagree. We’re 
so engaged in following the narrative that we 
don’t have the energy to question what is being 
said. So in the end, we’re much more likely to be 
persuaded” (Berger, 2013, p. 187). Since so many 
people are more open to information shared 

“What’s with the Fe?

If you didn’t sleep through chemistry 
class, you’ll remember that Fe stands for 
ferrous, or iron, in the periodic table. 

Fe is our history and our culture and the 
reason we are here. 

Live LiFe is our future!

The Range refers to both the range of 
mountains that runs through the region 
and to the surrounding communities built 
up during the mining and logging boom 
of the early 1900s. Although long closed, 
the mines still leave behind the legacy of 
a rustic landscape ideal for 
an adventure playground.” Fe

http://felivelife.org/
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through stories and anecdotes from knowns 
over empirical evidence from unknowns, give 
them anecdotal stories from their friends and 
family.

In step three, get the ball rolling toward the 
desired change. Building emotional support also 
motivates people to take that first, most difficult 
action step. According to the Heath brothers, 
“The goal of making messages ‘emotional’ is 
to make people care. Feelings inspire people 
to act” (Heath and Heath, 2007, p. 169). The 
power of emotion can help create early success, 
momentum and inertia. But more importantly, 
early success feels good. “When you engineer 
early successes, what you’re really doing is 
engineering hope. Hope is precious to a change 
effort. It’s Elephant fuel” (Heath and Heath, 2010, 
p. 141). Build early success by designing short-
term, easy to obtain and highly visible goals, 
even if they seem trivial. Make the point of entry 
as easy as possible. Ask for small, simple first 
commitments. Then feed the elephant by loudly 
celebrating each success. 

Use the power of emotion to create action and 
use the power of action to create emotion. The 
point is to get reluctant people and groups 
moving and to make their elephants happy. It 
feels good to make progress, any progress, and 
it builds a feel-good bandwagon that others will 
want to jump onto. 

NGI leaders worked to build emotional 
connections to their asset-based vision by 
printing thousands of “Fe” logos on oval, 
European-style bumper stickers popular with 
adventure enthusiasts. They distributed the 
bumper stickers at adventure sports trade 
shows, local events, and area businesses. Many 
residents proudly sported their “Fe” stickers 
around town. “Fe” sightings were reported across 
the country. Advocates even waged guerrilla 
marketing tactics, broadcasting “Fe” signs on the 
Today Show and at an Enrique Iglesias concert. 
The NGI held a highly publicized photography 
contest for best photos of residents holding 
signs displaying the “Fe” logo in various 
locations. Winners of the “most scenic,” “most 
creatiFe,” and “furthest distance” categories were 

widely published in print and electronic media 
(the furthest distance was Singapore, barely 
outdistancing Tanzania).

One particular example displays how emotion 
was employed to create action and how 
action was employed to create emotion. After 
witnessing the successful SISU Ski Fest in 
action, Jim Mildren became fully engaged in 
the initiative’s efforts. Already an active citizen, 
he started to regularly attend trail building 
meetings. Before long he was organizing the 
GRRRR (“Go Ride ‘R Range Ride”), a popular 
annual bike ride and fund-raiser for the regional 
trail. Said Mildren: “Our downtown had not had 
a lot of new activity in years and just seemed 
tired to me and SISU with all the teamwork and 
planning that needed to take place for it to 
be successful was a positive experience. It has 
saddened me to see an empty downtown and 
our beautiful buildings having such low use 
and when SISU filled our streets with throngs 
of happy, excited, high-energy people on race 
day, well, it really appealed to me and I began 
thinking about what else we could do for our 
community.”
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Create and sustain change
So far, we have focused on growing and flexing 
boxes. But still, especially in the challenging 
change environments explored here, change 
agents must do more. Larger, more flexible 
boxes on their own won’t be enough. We will 
now examine how we can utilize the power 
of social connections to serve as catalysts and 
accelerants for community-based change. First 
we will look at the power of social epidemics to 
enact change. Then we will look at the power of 
group culture to sustain change.

Social epidemics
Social diffusion effectively spreads our message 
to others. But to elicit action, we must do 
more; we must create a social epidemic where 
the forces of peer pressure almost demand a 
response. Malcolm Gladwell tells us how to do 
this. “Starting epidemics requires concentrating 
resources on a few key areas. The Law of 
the Few says that Connectors, Mavens, and 
Salesmen are responsible for starting word-
of-mouth epidemics, which means that if you 
are interested in starting a word-of-mouth 
epidemic, your resources ought to be solely 
concentrated on those three groups. No one else 
matters” (Gladwell, 2000, pp. 255–256). 

Connectors know everybody, including all the 
right people. “They manage to occupy many 
different worlds and subcultures and niches…
their ability to span many different worlds 
is a function of something intrinsic to their 
personality, some combination of curiosity, self-
confidence, sociability, and energy” (Gladwell, 
2000, pp. 48–49). Gladwell rightly cites Paul 
Revere as one of the great connectors. 

Mavens are the innovators who develop 
new ideas. They like to collect loads of data 
and enthusiastically share their new-found 
knowledge with everybody. Mavens “know 
things that the rest of us don’t. They read more 
magazines than the rest of us, more newspapers, 
and they may be the only people who read 
junk mail…What sets Mavens apart, though, 
is not so much what they know but how they 
pass it along. The fact that Mavens want to help, 
for no other reason than because they like to 
help, turns out to be an awfully effective way of 
getting someone’s attention” (Gladwell, 2000, p. 
67). 

Then there are salespeople, the people with the 
“skills to persuade us when we are unconvinced 
of what we are hearing” (Gladwell, 2000, p. 70). 
What is the special gift of the best salespeople? 
According to Gladwell, “It’s energy. It’s 
enthusiasm. It’s charm. It’s likability. It’s all those 
things and yet something more” (Gladwell, 2000, 
p. 73). The “something more” is a fascinating 
set of small, subtle, nonverbal cues outside the 
scope of this discussion. But we know it when 
we see it. 

Just a few of the right people—connectors, 
mavens and salespeople—can create a social 
epidemic. As change agents, we are the mavens, 
bringing nimble, new ideas to the table. Our 
job then becomes finding the right connectors 
to connect our ideas to others and finding the 
right salespeople to convince even the most 
reluctant. Remember that large groups have 
multiple plates of spaghetti. Be sure to find the 
right connectors and salespeople for the right 
plates. Even better, find and utilize the most 
connected connectors who flop across multiple 
plates. 
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On the Gogebic Range, mavens envisioned 
the idea for the regional trail, but most mavens 
were transplants, lacking both authority and 
influence. This is where local connectors and 
salespeople came in. NGI leaders sought to 
obtain resolutions of support for the regional 
trail from all of the governing bodies along the 
proposed route. They identified and recruited 
the right connectors—based on their personal 
plates of social spaghetti—to address each 
local unit of government. In tougher cases, 
the NGI recruited the unique and special skills 
of salespeople. Finally, organizers scripted 
a message appealing to people’s elephants, 
stressing community pride and hope for the 
future. In the end, every single municipality, 
school district, and chamber of commerce along 
the planned trail route passed a resolution 
of support, a total of 31 resolutions. These 
resolutions documented overwhelming local 
support crucial for obtaining millions of dollars 
in grant funding for trail construction. 

Work group leader Annette Burchell explains, 
“I was excited to be a part of the large and 
broad community support initiated by the Next 
Generation Initiative, sparked by Rebecca Ryan’s 
presentation at the college. I was enthusiastic 
to wrap our subgroup’s (strengthen our niche) 
regular monthly meeting efforts around a 
tangible accomplishment. First, identifying 
our ‘niche’ as a ‘four-season outdoor recreation 
mecca’ and then defining and establishing 
a regional trail connecting communities to 
‘strengthen our niche.’ As the regional trail 
spans multiple municipal jurisdictions, it was 
important to get official resolutions of support 
from as many community partners as possible.“ 

Ironwood’s City Manager, Scott Erickson, agrees: 
“The letters showed local and regional support 
for the trail, which is very important to the 
granting agency as they have limited funds 
available and want to make sure the projects 
are supported by the community and will be 
successful if funding is approved.”

Group culture
But still, social diffusion and social epidemics 
only go so far. If the newly stretched find 
themselves as group outliers, they will quickly 
revert back to the safety of their origins. 
According to organizational development 
master Kurt Lewin, “As long as group standards 
are unchanged, the individual will resist change 
more strongly the farther he is to depart from 
group standards” (Gallos, 2006, p. 27). Therefore, 
we must create the social atmosphere where the 
newly stretched will feel safe to stay stretched. 

This is where the invisible, invincible power of 
group culture comes into play. According to 
Christakis and Fowler in Connected, our social 
networks and our larger culture influence our 
decision-making and behavior much more than 
we think. “In a kind of social chain reaction, we 
can be deeply affected by events we do not 
witness that happen to people we do not know. 
It is as if we can feel the pulse of the social world 
around us and respond to its persistent rhythm. 
As part of a social network, we transcend 
ourselves, for good or ill, and become part of 
something much larger” (Christakis and Fowler, 
2009, p. 30). Or, simply put, “You may not know 
him personally, but your friends’ husband’s 
coworker can make you fat. And your sister’s 
friends’ boyfriend can make you thin” (Christakis 
and Fowler, 2009, p. 110).



44

C H A P T E R  3  G r o w i n g  &  f l e x i n g  b o x e s

There are so many meanings of culture 
that we should define it; let’s borrow Edgar 
Schein’s definition: “A pattern of shared basic 
assumptions that was learned by a group as 
it solved its problems of external adaptation 
and internal integration, that has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, 
to be taught to new members as the correct 
way to perceive, think, and feel in relation 
to those problems” (Organizational Culture 
and Leadership, p. 17). Culture is “invisible” 
and “unconscious” and therefore “culture is 
to a group what personality or character is 
to an individual” (Organizational Culture and 
Leadership, p. 8).

To change culture, Kurt Lewin says we must 
first unfreeze the current situation. And fellow 
organizational development master Edgar 
Schein says that the first step to unfreeze the 
current situation is the “disconfirmation of the 
validity of the status quo” (Gallos, 2006, p. 142). 
In other words, individuals and groups must 
agree that there is somethings wrong with 
their values, identity, and way of being. This is 
the crux of the matter. Critically evaluating the 
status quo doesn’t come easy, especially in small 
and rigid box groups. We may be able to nudge 
culture change a bit, or help speed it up, but 
for the most part culture change is outside our 
sphere of influence. Fortunately, the true culture 
of groups is often hidden, or a strong yet quiet 
subculture already exists. This makes our jobs 
much easier. 

In Contagious, Jonah Berger tells us that in order 
to sustain change we must “make the private 
public.” Or we must move individuals’ thoughts 
and behaviors from the private realm into the 
public realm. This creates the psychological 
safety for others to think and act differently too. 
“The phrase ‘Monkey see, monkey do’ captures 
more than just our tendency to follow others. 
If people can’t see what others are doing, they 
can’t imitate them” (Berger, 2013, p. 153). To 
make the private public, we must identify, 
daylight, and organize hidden cultures. 

First, identify hidden group thinking and 
the existence of subcultures (again through 
traditional techniques like interviews, surveys, 
focus groups, appreciative inquiry, asset 
mapping, and asset inventories). Ensure that 
the identified culture is real, that it is locally 
relevant and that it is of adequate scale to affect 
community-level change. Second, daylight this 
newly discovered group as broadly as possible. 
By learning that others think the same way 
they do, people will begin to feel safe thinking 
and behaving contrary to their own familiar 
ways and the ways of the leadership and larger 
culture. And third, connect like-minded people 
in hidden subcultures to each other: Help them 
build awareness of their own existence; help 
them build their organizational structure and 
vision; and help them create and celebrate early 
action and success. 

The Gogebic Range survey effectively made the 
private public in three important ways. First, 
the results proved Rebecca Ryan’s original “live 
first” message correct, that young people—even 
on the Gogebic Range—valued living in the 
right place over finding the best job. Second, 
it showed that the Range offered valuable 
assets to be built upon. Third, it captured the 
existence of a quiet, hidden group, namely the 
young transplants moving to the Range for 
their pursuit of adventure sports. NGI leaders 
daylighted the existence of this group and Go-In 
Forward connected them to each other and the 
broader community.

The goal here is not to replace the master 
culture, but to make the hidden subculture a 
legitimate layer in the community milieu. In 
this way, the power of group culture can still be 
applied, even when the pervasive group culture 
resists it. This is crucial, because culture may be 
our most powerful weapon. Remember, it’s why 
your friend’s husband’s coworker can make you 
fat. And your sister’s friend’s boyfriend can make 
you thin.
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Conclusion
We learned many things in this chapter. Of 
special import, we learned to utilize the same 
forces that frustrate our change efforts to 
actually realize our change visions. By using 
the special powers of identity, emotion, and 
social influence, we can effectively grow and 
flex people’s boxes and “shrink the change.” We 
learned to grow boxes by exposing people to 
new thinking, by introducing safe, new people 
and by partnering with established others. We 
learned to shrink ourselves through the power 
of powerless communication. We learned to 
grow the present through the power of identity. 
And we learned to shrink the future through the 
power of emotion. Throughout this process, we 
learned the special power of social connections. 
We then learned how to use these powers to 
motivate action through social epidemics and 
to sustain action through group culture. This is 
a lot. And it won’t happen overnight. But it can 
happen, as we will see next.
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We opened this publication by 
introducing the culture of resistance 
on the Gogebic Range. But that 

was a generation ago. A lot has changed 
since then. The voices of resistance have been 
quieted by positive voices for change. And 
new asset-based community development 
efforts have materialized and flourished. Most 
notably, despite initial opposition the regional 
trail has been largely built. The trail connects 
communities and community leaders of two 
states, two counties, and multiple municipalities. 
It has created a healthier, more attractive 
Gogebic Range, strengthening its nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche and successfully 
attracting and retaining young people, which 
was its initial purpose. The change process and 
its results served as a catalyst for numerous 
additional asset-based projects, spurring true 
change on the Range.

The trickle of change started a few years after 
new cross-country ski trails were built in the 
mid-1990s. A few pioneers eager to ski on these 
snow-laden trails moved to the Range, and many 
of them became players in the change that 
soon unfolded. But the real change started a 
decade later. We can cite the confluence of three 
complementary efforts in this transformation:

All three efforts sought to advance the region’s 
nature-based outdoor recreation niche. But 
most importantly, they brought like-minded 
people out of the woodwork, connected them 
to each other, and empowered them to create 
what would become a social and political 
watershed moment. 

In 2009, the Gogebic Range Next Generation 
Initiative was formed. As already noted, this 
grass-roots effort focused on attracting and 
retaining young people by building on the 
assets of the region. Its signature project was 

the creation of the vision for a regional trail 
system. In its first year the initiative planned 
and mapped the trail route. In its second year 
it obtained resolutions of support from all 
of the adjoining municipalities. Then local 
businessman John Garske led the charge to 
acquire the trail route “because I had the means, 
the will, and the drive of a community behind 
me. My position at (the engineering company) 
at the time, gave me the opportunity to help in 
ways many others could not.” 

The regional trail was now ready to be built. It 
just needed one community to get it started. 
The trail passed through seven municipalities 
(five cities and two townships). Who was 
jumping first? Was the Range even ready for 
a multijurisdictional project of this scale? 
One could argue that it wasn’t ready quite 
yet. No community jumped in right away. No 
community experienced the public outcry or 
the political will to pull the trigger. Fortunately, 
other things were stirring in the neighborhood. 

In 2010, residents of Ironwood, the largest 
city on the Range, initiated a bid to create the 
Miners Memorial Heritage Park (Miners Park) in 
an abandoned 170-acre parcel in the heart of 
the city. Organizers looked at the former mining 
site and saw only potential in its beauty, terrain, 
rock outcroppings and lakes. They dreamed of 
hiking, biking, skiing, and snowshoeing trails. 
The president of Friends of the Park, Monie 
Shackleford, recalls: “Until Miners Park was 
proposed, I don’t think that Ironwood saw 
the value of the old mining areas within the 
city. People thought of the area that became 
Miners Park as a place to dump trash and fill 
in. Showing that this area was an asset for the 
community was very important and changed 
many people’s perspective. Making cross-
country skiing, snowshoeing, biking and hiking 
available within the town and in a forested area 
is a huge change.” 

Mayor Bob Burchell adds, “The early visionaries 
of the Miners Park saw the untapped potential 
of preserving and protecting the grounds that 
make the park: redefining the 170-acre green 
space running through the length and heart 
of Ironwood into a memorial park honoring 
the past, our mining history and creating a 

1. the Next Generation Initiative’s 
regional trail;

2. the Miners Memorial Heritage Park; 
and

3. the SISU Ski Fest.

CHANGE 
 

RANGE
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recreational space for residents, visitors and 
tourists. The Miners Park is important because it 
has helped us to redefine how we think of and 
value our community. One-hundred seventy 
acres of abandoned mining grounds, previously 
considered for decades as spent mining land 
useful only as dumping grounds, is now viewed 
through a fresh lens of renewed possibilities. 
The Miners Park has brought together different 
types of people of all ages, because of the 
different aspects of the park—mining history, 
heritage, recreational uses, health and wellness, 
artistry, etc.” 

The idea of turning this area into 
a park—an area historically 
reserved for the likes of 
landfills, compost sites 
and snow-dumps—was 
difficult for many to 
picture. Early park advocate 
Jackie Powers alleges that 
“visualizing, debating and 
establishing the Miners Park 
was important to nudge a cultural 
shift in Ironwood, from one of shame 
surrounding its mining history toward one of 
validation.” Quite a controversy developed. 
When the dust settled, the park was set aside 
and built. More importantly, many new people 
connected with others and engaged in the 
change initiative. Some ascended to elected 
leadership. Community development director 
Tom Bergman reflects, “The development of 
the Miners Park changed the whole political 
landscape of Ironwood. We saw a complete 
reversal of the city commission. Turning to 
elected officials that supported the project. Ever 
since then, the community has been more likely 
to take chances on big community development 
projects.”

Mayor Bob Burchell agrees. “The social 
landscape of the community was impacted 
by creating a group of voters who became 
advocates of Miners Park and trails, inspiring 
more people to become involved in leadership 
positions. Politically, the voting community of 
Ironwood is responsible for the park’s creation, 
because they elected a majority of people 
who, amongst other issues, support the park. 

Resultantly, the park has become established 
and embraced by the community, seeing 
consistently more usage and support.”

Monie Shackleford became a rare transplant 
elected to the Ironwood City Commission. “I ran 
for public office primarily to support the Miners 
Park. I enjoyed the opportunity to support other 
good things in the community, but other topics 
did not inspire me to run for office. There were 
people running for office who wanted to stop 
the development of the park, and I realized that 
the Ironwood City Commission had the power 

to protect its development. I was an 
unusual city commissioner in that 

I am not originally from the 
area. Most city commissioners 
are people who grew up in 
the area. I won a seat during 
a noncompetitive year, and 
lost it the following cycle. A 
number of people who were 

members of Miners Park ran for 
office and won positions on the 

city commission.”

Rick Semo, another new city commissioner, 
recalls: “When I first heard of the idea of the 
Miners Park I was very keen to develop any 
kind of trail here. I saw the potential for a 
semi-wilderness park right in the middle of our 
town. As I learned a little more I also saw the 
importance of our mining heritage, and that we 
could preserve and promote that heritage. It was 
the dual nature of the park that really appealed 
to me. I viewed the park as a recreational and 
healthy resource for our residents.” Semo ran for 
office because “I felt that we needed more of a 
vision for the future, rather than just reacting to 
each event that came along. I learned that we 
need to be a place that people would want to 
move to, that just doing the same old thing was 
not enough. We need to be progressive.”

As the Miners Park moved along, a new multiday 
cross-country ski festival was being planned 
for Ironwood as well. The SISU Ski Fest was 
organized with a food-tasting tour, a race expo, 
and a concert in addition to its signature ski 
marathon that finished on the main street of 
Ironwood. The festival’s primary goal was to 
showcase the region’s ample snow, challenging 
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terrain, and spectacular scenery, while also 
celebrating its historic Finnish culture. Its 
inaugural event was a resounding success, 
attracting hundreds of skiers to the Range and 
pulling many local residents onto the trails for 
the first time. Significant push-back was felt 
here too. But the shift was underway as more 
like-minded advocates came together and 
pulled together, boosting their own voices and 
marginalizing the voices of resistance. According 
to race director Jackie Powers, winning the 
Miners Park fight contributed to the success of 
the ski festival and similar endeavors. “Other 
overlooked consequences (of the Miners Park 
process) include paving the way for the miners 
murals, the SISU Ski Fest, the expansion of 
motorized recreation on city streets, the Depot 
Park Trailhead, and the generally improved 
status of nonmotorized recreation in the area.”

It was this change in the social and political 
landscape that advanced the regional trail. 
By this time, much activity had transpired on 
the trail. The route was planned, local support 
documented, land ownership identified, and a 
grant to acquire the trail in hand. But there was 
no visible, on-the-ground progress. Somebody, 
some community, had to step forward to test 
the waters. Was it safe to invest limited public 
dollars into this new idea? What if no one liked 
it? What if no other community expanded upon 
the trail? 

Investing in the construction of the trail was 
a tough decision. But the newly energized 
leaders in Ironwood chose to step up. With the 
help of strengthened social connections, the 
commitment to build the trail was made. Grants 
were obtained for the construction of a trailhead 
in downtown Ironwood (followed shortly by 
another trailhead in nearby Bessemer). And then 
another grant was secured to pave the trail from 
one end of Ironwood to the other. 
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When John Garske (the first trail champion) 
retired, a new champion emerged. Paul 
Anderson, a young civil engineering transplant, 
devoted many hours of his own time and pro 
bono work from his employer to shepherd 
the project through all the big and little steps. 
According to Anderson, “I have lived in other 
world-class recreational tourist areas and have 
seen how trails serve as a key asset for providing 
alternative transportation links and recreational 
opportunities for both locals and tourists. When 
I arrived in this area four years ago, I was excited 
that there was a movement occurring to develop 
trails and was fortunate enough to be provided 
the opportunity to become a leader on the trail 
development effort…This makes our area more 
appealing for attracting people to visit, spend 
money, bring in new businesses, bring in new 
residents, and make our current residents more 
healthy and happy…The trail is also helping 
bordering communities work together and is 
very symbolic of how the communities can work 
together on many different levels.” 

John Garske and Scott Erickson helped create 
the Western Gateway Trail Authority to enable 
multijurisdictional trail planning, rather than 
relying on piecemeal community-by-community 
phases of planning, design, grant-writing and 
construction. This worked. With Paul Anderson’s 
help, the trail authority secured another grant to 
pave six more miles, this time running through 
three separate communities and connecting 
Ironwood’s and Bessemer’s downtown 
trailheads.

To fund the sizable local match requirements, 
the local convention and visitors’ bureau 
increased their tourist lodging assessment 
from two to five percent and committed the 
proceeds to trail building. Without this infusion 
of hundreds of thousands of dollars of local 
match funding, the regional trail would never 
have been built. Motel owners Bob Burchell 
(a boomerang) and Sam Davey (a native) led 
this crucial effort. “Having been in the tourism 
industry for 20 years,” Bob explains, “I had seen 
efforts to promote tourism in our area. It was my 
feeling that all of the marketing and repeated 
rebranding schemes in the world was not 
making any impact on tourism in our area. One 

of the conclusions I came to was that we needed 
to improve our area’s recreational product. 
The regional trail was a perfect new product to 
develop, but needed seed money as matching 
grant dollars to make it a reality. There was a 
political and social battle within the convention 
bureau board to take funds away from general 
marketing and shift dollars to support a ‘brick 
and mortar’ type of project like the development 
of the regional trail. However, we were able to 
negotiate this financial commitment to begin 
developing the regional trail. I believe that the 
development of the regional trail has been a 
great asset for our communities. Positively, more 
local area residents than expected embrace and 
use the trail.” Sam Davey confirms, “There was 
a group of us who pushed for financial support 
for the regional trail…Without this funding I feel 
there would be no trail or it would have taken 
many more years to get it going.” 

Connections in high places also proved crucial. 
One boomerang in particular serves as a prime 
example. Jim Mildren, whom we have already 
met, went so far as to position himself on 
several key committees that made state and 
federal grant decisions. His commitment and 
perseverance were seldom known by the public, 
but were as crucial as anybody’s. “I currently sit 
on the Michigan Department of Transportation 
(MDOT) Trails Committee, the Governors 
Prosperity Task Force and the MDOT Rural Task 
Force because this is where decisions are made 
on where state and federal dollars are spent on 
infrastructure and these decisions affect. I know 
how government works and suggestions made, 
say, in the year 2017, will bear fruit down the 
road. Also people in those committees value 
thoughtful suggestions and good ideas which 
eventually lead to better service for our area and 
the people here!”

At one juncture of the process, grant funds 
included the remodeling of a historic train 
trestle across the river connecting Ironwood, 
Michigan, with Hurley, Wisconsin. When 
construction bids exceeded allotted grant funds, 
the bridge renovation was threatened. In what 
was called the “Bridge the Gap” fundraising 
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effort, the community quickly pulled together 
over $60,000 to ensure that the project would 
enter neighboring Wisconsin.

A citizens-based Friends of the Trail group 
formed within months of the asphalt being 
laid. Neighbors from multiple communities 
joined hands to sponsor events, pick up 
litter, mow grass, and advocate for the trail. 
According to its leader, retired teacher Enni 
Gregas, “My husband and I had been yearning 
for such a trail for decades, making do with 
the ATV trail by our home. Watching the new 
trail progress and experiencing it for ourselves 
upon completion—well, we were hooked. We 
wanted this wonderful new feature in our lives 
and our community to be maintained and to 
fulfill its potential. I found I was passionate 
about it! So forming the Friends of the Trail 
put the walk in my talk…Friends of the Trail 
brings people from all the trail communities 
together to plan and work cooperatively toward 
common goals to maintain, enhance, promote 
the trail, and plan special community events. 
Together, we’ve removed generations of trash 
that had accumulated along the trail’s route—
not just litter, but bedsprings, tires, household 
fixtures, scrap metal, etc. We’ve cleared out a 
historic railway turntable that presents exciting 
possibilities…we are eradicating invasive 
species and planting beneficial native species 
that will support birds, butterflies, and small 
wildlife while providing colorful season foliage 
along the trail. Our Mother’s Day Walk brought 
out people from (throughout the region) to 
enjoy a stroll, stop for coffee and donuts, and 
socialize. All ages interacted, babies in strollers, 
children on scooters, teens on skateboards, 
parents young and old—and the grandmas!”

Boomerang and trail-building civil engineer 
Phil Strong stepped up to organize a regional 
half-marathon on the trail, starting and finishing 
at the Ironwood trailhead and turning around 
at the Bessemer trailhead. “The race will be the 
primary fund-raiser for the Western Gateway 
Trail Authority for maintenance,” says Strong. 
“Plus, the event will showcase the community 
during peak fall color season to race entrants 
from out of the area.”

During this time, new biking, snowshoe, cross-
country ski and walking clubs emerged. These 
informal social networking opportunities 
strengthened local connections and public 
support for the trail-building efforts underway. 
According to native businessman Eric Fitting 
who organized weekly snowshoe and mountain 
bike rides: “The community has changed for 
the better in the last ten years. I think the 
community is more active and working better 
together. We have more group events. The bike 
group started with (one other person) and 
myself. The group is now up to 16 very active 
group members and another twenty moderately 
active volunteers.”

Sam Davey, the same native businessman who 
garnered local match dollars for the construction 
of the trail, also organized weekly bike rides on 
the trail. “I take the time to organize Superior 
Riders because it’s fun and it’s a great benefit 
to the area as it gets people out to exercise and 
socialize,” says Davey. “The ride started out with 
five to eight riders and now we average between 
forty and sixty riders of all ages and genders…I 
have to think that it has made the community 
a better place as we were strong supporters for 
the regional trail.” 

Friends of the Trail leader Enni Gregas also 
helped organize a new walking group on the 
regional trail. “The weekly Talk ‘n Walk invites 
people of all abilities to enjoy exercise along 
the trail while socializing. In addition, the 
brief, fifteen-minute talk provides information 
on training, health, nutrition, exercise, and 
community services. The response has been 
encouraging—folks feel welcomed and 
supported.”

As residents throughout the region witnessed 
the early popularity of the Ironwood and 
Bessemer portion of the trail, community 
leaders on both ends worked to bring the trail 
to their own towns. Efforts are underway to 
extend the trail further east into Michigan, 
first to the unincorporated village of Ramsay 
in Bessemer Township, then on to the eastern 
terminus at Sunday Lake in the City of Wakefield. 
New energy materialized to expand the trail 
west into Wisconsin, too. Hurley applied for 
a grant to fund the next portion of the trail 
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into its downtown. And neighboring Montreal 
conducted a community design charrette 
to envision a riverside trailhead on the trail’s 
western terminus. 

While the trail and related efforts flourished, 
a totally unanticipated consequence soon 
followed. As people came together and found 
success, they found other things in common 
too. These connections created a new wave 
of positive outcomes far outside the original 
intent of the Next Generation Initiative. The 
most notable example was in the arts, with new 
public (Downtown Art Place, or the DAP) and 
private art studios, outdoor art exhibits, and 
downtown murals. The community even hosted 
a highly competitive traveling exhibit sponsored 
by the Smithsonian Institute. A new focus on 
local foods also emerged, with several new 
farmers’ markets, re-investment in the local food 
co-op and an organized community-based food 
collaborative. Just in downtown Ironwood alone, 
a new flower shop, dance studio, bakery, coffee 
shop, gift shop and brewery opened. 

In short order, the community narrative shifted 
from automatic, powerful opposition to cautious 
and sometimes enthusiastic acceptance. As the 
voices of resistance quieted, a safer landscape 
of change took its place. Many on the Range 
noticed this newly receptive atmosphere. 

Lily Palmer, the young Go-In Forward leader, 
says, “I believe it is easier to create change 
in our community because people have 
seen it happening! The Gogebic Range 
initially experienced much tension over trail 
development. As trails have expanded, the 
varying user groups understand one another’s 
needs. The tension is less. (Other nonmotorized 
trail projects) have all been met with less 

resistance than I experienced while working 
in trail development around 2008 with the 
inception of the Miners Memorial Heritage Park.”

Trail-builder John Garske concludes that change 
“is easier now. We have shown some successes 
in the area and people are stepping up more 
than ever before. Others are seeing this and 
acknowledging the success, such as the trail and 
parks. Many people are engaging themselves 
into civic and community roles that is helping 
to drive the change. We had not seen this in the 
past.” 

Community development director Tom Bergman 
adds, “I think there are more people involved 
that have a single vision than there was 
before. The number of believers has grown. The 
SISU Ski Fest is a good example. People who 
don’t even do the sport come out of the 
woodwork to help the event be a success. The 
ski race is known for having some of the best 
volunteers around… As more things happen 
more people are coming off the sidelines to 
participate. Even though we have more events 
we still have new people wanting to help 
organize all the time.”

Some attributed much of this change to 
the foundations set by the Next Generation 
Initiative’s efforts and the subsequent Miners 
Park and SISU Ski Fest struggles. According to 
UW-Extension’s Amy Nosal, “Projects like the 
Next Generation Initiative, which expanded 
across the whole Gogebic Range, have inspired 
a number of stakeholders…and that helps build 
an increasingly supportive atmosphere for 
regional asset-based community development.”

Others agree. 
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SISU Ski Fest’s Jackie Powers notes, “There is 
more pride in our assets as a result of the Miners 
Park battles and I think directly as a result of 
the Next Generation Initiative. It educated the 
community to the concepts of choice young 
people have as to where they live. The prior 
paradigm said you lived wherever you found a 
good job. The new paradigm values place and 
quality of life. The Next Generation Initiative was 
successful because it was well coordinated and 
comprehensive. We all read the book, attended 
the lecture, joined one of the committees. It 
really felt like a community-wide effort and has 
had lasting impact.”

Go-In Forward’s Lily Palmer asserts, “The goal of 
the Next Generation Initiative was to focus on 
our strengths, rather than what we are lacking. 
We have done this! The Gogebic Range offers 
incredible four-season recreation, safe streets, 
abundant fresh air, beautiful scenery, and much 
more in accordance with the survey of our assets 
conducted during the NGI. Our investment 
in our downtowns, trails, and community 
planning, have increased physical activity in 
the community (Wednesday night bike and 
snowshoe groups have become incredibly 
popular since the Next Generation Initiative 
began) and spurred arts-related business and 
events…I am encouraged by the number of 
people that I see on the regional trail bicycling, 
walking, running, and skiing with friends and 
family. I love overhearing positive comments 
about how great it is to have this trail in our 
community, when not that long ago there was 
so much resistance to investment in trails.”

Monie Shackleford, Friends of the Miners Park 
president, explains, “The same people who 
supported the Miners Park also supported the 
development of the SISU Ski Fest, Downtown 
Art Place and the regional trail through 
Ironwood…I think there has been a shift in the 
City of Ironwood working to actively improve 
the community to draw more people into the 
area in the last five to 10 years. I believe the 
Next Generation Initiative may be an important 
aspect in this shift.” 

And businessman Eric Fitting observes that 
change “is much easier now than it has been 
in the past…The tipping point was (a Next 

Generation Initiative) speech at the college. It 
got everyone in one room to open up their eyes 
and get on the same page.” Previous to this, Eric 
says “I was asked to give my opinion on how 
the regional trail should work. I was shot down 
by 100 people in the audience for telling them 
ATVs and bikes cannot ride together, and cross-
country skis and snowmobiles cannot ride on 
the same trail because of the speed difference. 
I think if I gave the same speech today people 
would understand you can’t have something 
going sixty miles per hour and five miles per 
hour on the same trail.”

As the regional trail, Miners Park and SISU Ski 
Fest gained energy, more and more residents 
stepped up, and as momentum mounted, 
success bred even more success. Many believe 
that the community’s more receptive landscape 
was due to new and improved social systems 
and interactions as a result of these actions. 
According to Scott Erickson, Ironwood city 
manager, “With many changes having been 
made over the past ten years, even most of the 
skeptics are seeing the positive impacts that 
have resulted. With improvements ranging 
from trail development, park improvements, art 
parks, downtown street-scaping, cross-country 
ski races, etc., the combined impacts have 
resulted in a much more positive outlook on the 
direction the community is going. With a lot of 
positive momentum going on in our community 
we have seen many community members step 
up to be on boards, committees, or community 
volunteer groups. As a volunteer, people want to 
see positive change and to be a part of moving 
the community forward. If the ship is sinking it 
is often difficult to get community members on 
board. If the ship is sailing most want to get on 
board and to be a part of it.”

GRRRR organizer Jim Mildren believes that 
“bringing about change is so much easier now 
because the more we do it the more people see 
the positive outcomes and the more they accept 
it and then more people get on board!” Monie 
Scheckleford affirms this view. “Segments of the 
community are very welcoming to new people 
and encourage people to be involved in local 
organizations. There is a wonderful volunteer 
mentality within the community. With the new 
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vibrant groups working to improve the area, 
new people may hear about these groups and 
be enthusiastically welcomed in.”

Still others attributed much of the change to 
the perspectives and connections of those 
who moved to the community or back to the 
community from someplace else, providing 
them with unique perspectives and new 
insights—for example, two key trail engineers, 
Paul Anderson and Phil Strong. Transplant Paul 
notes, “Throughout my travels around the world, 
I have seen how all successful recreational 
communities are all tied together via regional 
trails. This knowledge provides me with the 
vision of the immense potential that this area 
possesses to grow as a high-quality professional 
recreational community.” And boomerang Phil 
says, “Working in Madison opened my eyes to 
what a community with a wide array of paved 
bike paths is like and their benefits. Knowing 
how the bike paths function in Madison has 
given me a good indication of the end result 
benefits for the Gogebic Range—safe outdoor 
recreation, community linking, and community 
promotion that builds upon itself.”

According to community developer and 
transplant Tom Bergman, an outside perspective 
helped him build a foundation for change. 
“After a while I was able to use the things I 
observed in other communities to help shape 
this one, basically taking things that worked 
other places and using them here. It gets easier 
and easier every day as new people see the 
value of the change. It’s a positive feedback 

system that feeds itself. Create change and more 
change comes as new people and ideas join the 
community.”

College president and longtime Range 
resident Jim Lorenson believes that this level of 
acceptance of new people and ideas is a new 
phenomenon for the Range. “At the college, we 
have hired a number of ‘outsiders’ over recent 
years. I see these individuals more involved 
in activities than what I would have expected 
years ago. They tell me that, in many cases, 
their perspectives and interests are valued, and 
their participation welcomed. Based on this, I 
do believe our region is more welcoming than 
where we were in the past.”

Also crucial was the contribution of people 
who lived in the community most or all of their 
lives. As already indicated, their credibility, 
connections, and influence were crucial. But 
it was their local knowledge and perspectives 
that often proved most valuable. According to 
native volunteer Lee-Ann Garske, “This area is 
different than others. The unique problems that 
our community dealt with after the mines left is 
a challenge. It took many years for us to feel like 
we could be proud again, to realize that we can 
work together to make positive changes. I have 
never left this area and have been judged many 
times for that. People have actually said they felt 
sorry for me. I have always responded I would 
never change a thing!! I hope I have helped 
our community to move forward and be proud 
again.”
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City Manager Erickson maintains that it’s likely a 
combination of new ideas and local connections 
that has done the trick. “Many ‘new’ people 
have been involved in moving our community 
forward. It has taken the effort of new energy 
as well as long-established residents working 
together. Many of the new residents brought 
their enthusiasm for the area as well as new 
ideas to the table while the established residents 
had credibility in the community to help move 
the new efforts and ideas forward.”

SISU race director Jackie Powers supports 
Erickson’s conclusions. “The Miners Park was 
spearheaded primarily by newcomers. We had 
many fights about the need to find a ‘local to 
be the face of the Miners Park.’ Would it have 
been more successful if we had won over our 
ideas gradually by first assimilating and gaining 
acceptance? Or did we need to punch through 
the veil of resistance and influence others to 
action? I believe both strategies have been 
employed and the current momentum is the 
result of a synergy of these two forces.”

Neil Klemme visualizes the change momentum 
through his youth development lens, witnessing 
the engagement and impact of the community’s 
young people largely unseen by others. “From 
my perspective of youth development educator, 
over the past five years it has become part of the 
change process to engage youth. Five years ago 
this was a novel idea in Iron County, one that 
people talked about but struggled to put into 
practice. Today, however, it has become part of 
the process for some groups to seek youth voice. 
It still requires some guidance for the youth 
and the adults, but this has become common 
practice. As this relates to the overall question 
about change processes, this youth involvement 
has pushed projects forward. The groups that 
once consisted of only adults got stuck on 
the negative and the barriers and the youth 
provided an alternate lens and an optimism for 
making change and the possibilities.” 

Klemme also values the efforts to reach out to 
new entities for collaborative opportunities, 
even ones not normally sharing common 
ground. “The nonmotorized sports committees 
and the motorized sports committees are 
starting to partner to make change for the 

good of the whole community. These are two 
groups that have often only seen things from 
their perspective. They are now in the process 
of working through a regional trail system that 
would combine trailheads for both groups. They 
are both at the table when grants are applied for 
and they are both working cooperatively to try 
to make positive change.”

Regardless of the reason (most likely it was a 
combination of all of the above) the outcomes 
speak for themselves. Many of these outcomes 
were certainly asset-based, building on 
the nature-based outdoor recreation niche 
identified in the Gogebic Range asset map. Trail 
engineer Paul Anderson proposes that “the 
community is really starting to realize that we 
can build on our outdoor recreational assets and 
not solely rely on what made this community 
successful in the past (mining).” UW-Extension’s 
Neil Klemme agrees. “I think there are more 
efforts to focus on what we have rather than 
what we are lacking. Perhaps people are finding 
more success accentuating the positive than 
trying to build something from scratch.” The 
change on the Range is self-evident, as the 
community continues to appreciate, build upon, 
and celebrate its assets. Here are just a few 
perspectives.

Go-In Forward’s Lily Palmer: “Downtown 
Ironwood and Depot Park have received 
incredible grant dollars to create an Art Park, 
improve facades, build a wonderful pavilion that 
hosts a farmer’s market and other community 
or private events, and generally spruce up 
downtown. We have collectively worked to 
provide recognition to our mining culture 
through the Miners Memorial Heritage Park and 
miners mural and the historic society exhibits, 
along with having been chosen as a stop for the 
Smithsonian ‘The Way We Worked’ exhibit a few 
years ago at our Downtown Art Place. We have 
updated our comprehensive plan, have brought 
the SISU Ski Fest to downtown Ironwood, and 
we’ve seen new arts- and retail related-business 
open downtown.”

City manager Scott Erickson: “The initial 
planning, use, and maintenance of the regional 
trail has resulted in many new friendships being 
developed and has brought people from all 
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the different communities 
together by working towards 
a common goal. Another benefit of the trail 
is economic development. Many of our local 
businesses are very supportive of the trail 
as they utilize its existence to help attract 
potential employees to their business. They are 
referencing the regional trail in their marketing 
information as they reach out to potential 
employees from outside the area. The regional 
trail is also an asset that helps attract and retain 
residents in our community. Shortly after the 
first phase of the trail was constructed, a young 
family of five stopped me as I was using the trail. 
They wanted to let me know that they had been 
considering moving out of the community, but 
had changed their mind because of the trail 
and their love of it. I see the family on the trail 
almost every day and it serves to remind me of 
the importance of creating a sense of place that 
people want to live in and be a part of.”

Trailhead builder Lee-Ann Garske: “I always used 
to say ‘be patient, it takes at least five years to 
make changes.’ Now I see changes happening 
faster. I see people who are willing to invest in 
our community on a regular basis…The change 
in people getting outside and exercising is the 
biggest change I see. Several bike groups that 
meet weekly, snowshoe hikes, walking and 

running groups. People who have not biked for 
twenty or so years biking on the regional trail. 
Families with small children and senior citizens 
have a safe place to walk and ride. The art 
community has exploded. Our city governments 
have strong, progressive leaders. I also see a 
change in attitude. We have silenced a lot of the 
nay-sayers. We are giving them less and less to 
complain about…When our children graduated 
from high school they did not want to live here, 
nor did their friends. In the past ten years the 
number of young people that have moved back 
and want to move back is more than I have ever 
witnessed. Along with that, the people who 
want to retire here have increased. People love 
to visit and more importantly don’t want to 
leave to go home.”

NGI’s Serena Mershon-Lohkamp: “A great 
vision for building on our assets through trail 
development combined with a relatively 
small group of positive, motivated individuals 
started the process and, even in the face of 

many nay-sayers, made that vision a reality. Now 
locals are talking about the number of people 
they see on the new trail. Visitors are staying in 
certain hotels based on the trail. Awesome!” 

Friends of the Park’s Monie Shackleford: “I think 
there are more people energized and motivated 
to improve the community especially in the 
areas of nonmotorized sports and the arts. 
The regional trail, the Miners Park, the SISU Ski 
Fest have all been part of improvements in the 
community that have brought people together. 
I think there are more businesses opening 
in the downtown district of Ironwood…The 
Downtown Art Place and the Historic Ironwood 
Theatre help add culture to the downtown area 
to draw in businesses.”

GRRRR Organizer Jim Mildren: “Wow! We have 
so many people working to effect positive 
change. Our communities and the people 
who live here are amazing. New mountain 
bike trails. New parks like our Historic Depot 
Park and our regional trail. The development 
of our Downtown Art Place and the Ironwood 
Theatre. Repairs to our Hiawatha statue and 
a new viewing platform at Mt. Zion. The new 
Bridges and Bluffs Half Marathon and SISU and 
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GRRRR and so many clean-up activities and so 
much more. Driven by volunteers and more 
progressive government in our area!”

UW-Extension’s Andrea Newby: “There has been 
immense support and organization to construct 
and maintain a biking and walking trail, there 
has been an increase in the number people 
gathering for group runs, rides and walking. We 
have seen an increase in the number of new 
businesses to the downtown. There has been 
an increase in the number of farmers markets. 
People seem to utilize the outdoor open spaces, 
parks, depot park, fields, more. I have also 
noticed an increased number of people engaged 
in community groups and events…Since I have 
moved here I have noticed that there are more 
young couples looking to either move to this 
area or deciding to move back to this area. Most 
of these couples I have met through the biking 
club or other outdoor recreational activities like 
skiing or snowshoeing.”

Ironwood’s Mayor Bob Burchell: “I believe that 
the development of the regional trail has been a 
great asset for our communities. Positively, more 
local area residents than expected embrace and 
use the trail. The trail is sparking more interest 
for neighboring communities to continue 
extensions and growth of the trail through 
their communities. We are starting to see a few 
people come to the area to visit the trail in the 
summer and fall. I believe that in time, the trail 
and its future growth will draw more and more 
visitors to the area as well. Of course, more work 
needs to be done to connect the trail to other 
communities in all directions. In time, these 
added trail developments and subsequent event 
developments (like the Bridges and Bluffs Half-
Marathon) will have a larger tourism impact, as 
more visitors are drawn and attracted to the area 
and the trails. Events created on our trail system, 
our Miners Park area, our ski areas, our depot 
park area, our rivers and any of our many natural 
and man-made recreational resources, will not 
only bring people and tourist money to the area, 
but can create new jobs for people in our area.”

In the end, this all equated to fresh private 
sector investments, business development, 
and job creation. According to community 
development director Tom Bergman, “We are 

seeing new businesses come to the area—coffee 
shops, brewery, restaurants, bakery, etc. Our 
downtown is filling up and the business owners 
are interested in participating in community 
events. We are seeing younger people becoming 
active in local community groups and city 
government.”

Certainly not all community members have 
embraced this asset-based approach. Some are 
fundamentally opposed to this new thinking, 
while others are simply less optimistic regarding 
the future of the Range. One of the founding 
members of the Beautiful Northwoods Group 
who initially brought Rebecca Ryan to town 
stated that “the Range community has gotten 
much worse—many society problems, stronger 
negativity, less hope, less drive…As I travel 
across our country, I do think it’s a rural America 
issue, not just here. All our small towns are 
‘getting old’ and there is not the money needed 
to rebuild.”

How one perceives historic trends, the recent 
past, the present, and the future of the Range 
can likely be explained through the two key 
tenets of no-box thinking. First, perceptions 
of the Range can be based on box size, largely 
determined by prospect theory’s reference 
points. Those who lived on the Gogebic Range 
during its mining boom days would likely view 
the present day Range more pessimistically. 
Those who moved to the Range during its bust 
days would be more inclined to regard it more 
optimistically. Second, one’s perceptions are 
also based on box rigidity, largely determined 
by those who surround us. If one surrounds 
himself or herself with strong ties who perceive 
the Range negatively, his or her own negative 
perceptions are validated. If one is willing to 
surround himself or herself with new weak 
ties—perhaps people holding more positive, 
asset-based perceptions of the Range—his or 
her negative perceptions would be challenged 
and perhaps replaced with more positive ones. 

Regardless, few could deny that positive change 
is occurring on the Range, that more is on the 
way, and that asset-based change is making 
a positive difference. The visible changes are 
obvious and they make a compelling story by 
themselves. But the real story is a new Gogebic 
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Range, with a new landscape that is now much 
more receptive to change and its many change 
makers. 

Our cast of characters is unanimously hopeful 
and positive about the future of the Range. 
Some are impatient, others are frustrated by 
other challenging issues, but all support this 
new asset-based approach and are hopeful 
about the future. According to city manager 
Erickson, “Although the Range has taken its 
economic hits over the years, our area has and is 
currently experiencing a resurgence as people 
strive to ‘find their north’ on the Range. With an 
abundance of outdoor recreation opportunities, 
affordable housing, and plenty of brick and 
mortar job opportunities, as well as internet-
based job opportunities, our region is very 
attractive” to many people.

City commissioner Semo notes, “We have 
been losing population very steadily for more 
than 50 years. We kept doing the same things 
and getting the same results. We have to 
realize that our best opportunities lie in local 
entrepreneurship, by people from here and 
newcomers. We have taken steps to make 
this a more desirable place to be, and this has 
already started to show results in Ironwood. I 
am hopeful that we can reverse the population 
trend and build on our strengths.”

NGI leader and mayor Annette Burchell says, 
“I think that the incredible progress Ironwood 
has realized, and the resultant overwhelming 
acceptance of support from the community, 
affirms the commitments and decisions made. 
I am observing a new excitement and see 
the potential for upwardly curved growth 
(slightly exponential versus static or a linear 
growth) in the future. In speaking to people 
of all demographics, more people want to 
embrace the changes and growth, and become 
a participant, stake-holding player, wanting to 
contribute as well.”

We already introduced Bob Jacquart, one of 
the early-adopting natives who introduced 
key outsiders during NGI’s infancy and 
who organized a community bike ride with 
Michigan’s Lieutenant Governor. With deep 
hope for the future, Bob initiated a whole new 
level of asset-based change. After hosting 

no competitions for over twenty years, Bob 
advanced the notion of renovating Copper 
Peak, the world’s largest ski jump, and returning 
world-class competition to the Gogebic 
Range. He sparked a $15 million international 
fundraising campaign not only to return this 
iconic structure to the world but to create a 
world-class, year-round ski venue. Jacquart is 
spearheading this massive undertaking because 
he wants “a mass of people exposed to our area 
and Copper Peak can do that. Not everyone 
believes that but they will after the people start 
pouring in.” 

Such a flurry of advances has not occurred on 
the Range since the height of its mining days. Is 
Rebecca Ryan’s live-first ethic fully absorbed into 
the culture of the Range? No, not yet. But several 
indicators suggest that this ethic is starting to 
settle into the community fabric. When local 
chambers of commerce created a county-wide 
marketing brochure, they called it “Active 
LiFesytles.” When an adult enrichment program 
formed, they called it “Fe University.” When 
one city crafted a new branding message, they 
called it “Find Your North.” And when one county 
updated its comprehensive plan, they called it 
their “Asset-based Comprehensive Plan.”

The Range was moving, and moving beyond 
just the regional trail envisioned by the Next 
Generation Initiative. Most significantly, change 
was now happening on its own, increasingly 
independent of external influences and planned 
interventions. Did growing and flexing people’s 
boxes help change the landscape of the Gogebic 
Range? Plenty of evidence suggests that it 
did. To frame this analysis, let’s return to our 
community development roots. Let’s look at 
the Community Capitals Framework of Flora 
and Flora. In their framework, the authors cite 
seven capitals crucial for the establishment of 
healthy ecosystems, vital economies and social 
inclusion. Let’s see how growing and flexing 
people’s boxes on the Gogebic Range led to the 
enhancement of each of the following capitals.
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Human capital
Individuals’ skills and abilities were 
unquestionably enhanced through the 
intentional efforts to grow and flex people’s 
boxes. A 2010 evaluation revealed significant 
learning in the early days of the Gogebic Range 
Next Generation Initiative. A clear majority 
of respondents stated that as a result of their 
participation in the NGI they had a better 
understanding of the following:

Thirty percent of respondents agreed that their 
involvement taught them valuable skills (e.g., 
leadership, presentation and organizational 
skills), including all six of the initiative’s young 
work group leaders. And 67% of respondents 
who participated in the “promote our strengths” 
work group stated that they gained a greater 
awareness of marketing resources and tools to 
promote the community.

Social capital
The mere presence of higher-functioning 
individuals means little until they connect with 
others. Simple observations demonstrated that 
many new connections and friendships resulted 
from both the NGI and the Go-In Forward efforts. 
The same 2010 survey found that participants 
in the Go-In Forward social networking group 
agreed that this experience helped them form 
stronger social connections in the community 
and stronger ties to the community:

Political capital
Still, little can be accomplished without at least 
some semblance of influence and authority. 
This is where political capital comes in. The 
enhancement of the political capital on the 
Range was perhaps the most impactful. Through 
these pages we have introduced several key 
players, NGI’s Annette Burchell, Miners Park 
advocates Rick Semo, Tom Bergman, Monie 
Shackleford, and Bob Burchell, the trail-building 
Paul Anderson, GRRRR’s Jim Mildren, and the 
Superior Riders’ Sam Davey. In 2008, when the 
NGI was initiated, none of these players were in 
political, decision-making roles. Soon they all 
were. Annette, Rick, Monie, and Bob all ascended 
to elected office. The husband and wife team 
of Annette and Bob became mayors at crucial 
moments of change. Sam and Paul chaired the 
city’s parks and recreation committee. Tom 
chaired the planning commission that both Sam 
and Bob served on. 

• How to create a community more 
attractive to young people—88%

• The community’s nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche—74%

• The economic benefits of 
strengthening the niche—83%

• The strengths of the 
community—76%

• The benefits of promoting the 
community’s strengths—79%

• How to better connect students to 
the community—64%

• Made me more aware that 
there are other young people in 
the community that share my 
interests—87%

• Made me feel more “at home”—80%

• Helped me to meet new 
friends—60%

• Made me feel more connected to the 
community—73%

• Made me more likely to stay in the 
community—87%
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Cultural capital
To build an asset-based effort upon, it was 
crucial for residents to hold more positive 
perceptions of their own community. The 2010 
survey demonstrated that 79% of participants 
improved their perceptions of the community. 
A common theme expressed by natives was 
that they perceived their hometown more 
favorably after hearing from new transplants 
to the community: “Having always enjoyed the 
beauty of the area I have been able to view the 
area from a different point of view. Previously I 
had my favorite places to visit but never thought 
they could also persuade people to live here 
and enjoy it for themselves. I also have been 
surprised by how many locals do not enjoy 
the natural beauty of the area.” Additional 
quantitative and qualitative data has measured 
real gains in the public’s perceptions of its own 
community, a crucial cultural capital test.

Financial capital
The enhancement of these first four capitals 
led to the attainment of significant financial 
capital. Nearly four million dollars was raised for 
the construction of the regional trail, from a full 
range of local, state, and federal sources, both 
public and private: 

This level of funding demonstrated not only 
local support but the public planning effort 
necessary to enable such a small community 
to obtain such a large financial capital infusion 
from highly competitive state and federal 
funding sources.

Built capital
These millions ultimately led to an improved 
built environment. Over seven miles of trails 
have been constructed. Another three miles 
are scheduled to be completed in 2020, and 
plans are in place for the ultimate sixteen miles 
as initially envisioned, connecting all five cities 
on the Gogebic Range. Along with this came 
two highly popular trailhead parks serving the 
important role of public gathering places for 
farmers’ markets, races, concerts, reunions, and 
picnics. Many would argue that these visible 
enhancements to the built environment led 
to the ripple effect of transformative change 
documented in the case study. But the built 
capital didn’t happen on its own. It occurred 
after the careful development of human, social, 
political, cultural, and financial capital. 

Natural capital
Flora and Flora start with natural capital and, 
in effect, the Gogebic Range did too. NGI 
organizers started by identifying their nature-
based outdoor recreation niche from the 
Gogebic Range Asset Map. Everything was 
based on this. They chose to view their water, 
woods, trails, and snow as marketable assets, 
rather than viewing their rural isolation as a 
barrier. The vision for a regional trail to enhance 
the community’s nature-based assets was put in 
place. A highly connected group of community 
activists from across the region worked together 
to realize this vision. Appreciation of the 
community’s natural environment led to the 
construction of the trail, which led to even closer 
personal connections to the region’s natural 
assets. Ultimately, this led to more positive 
perceptions of the Range and the slew of asset-
based outcomes shared in this case study.

• Acquisition of trail 
right-of-way—$500,000

• Iron County regional trail 
planning—$50,000

• Bridge the Gap local 
fundraising—$61,000

• Construction of Ironwood Depot Park 
Trailhead—$350,000

• Construction of Bessemer Ethnic 
Commons Trailhead—$295,000

• Phase I trail construction (City of 
Ironwood)—$400,000

• Phase II trail construction (from 
Ironwood to Bessemer)—$2,000,000

• Phase III trail construction (from 
Bessemer to Ramsay)—$200,000
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Conclusion
Building on the community’s nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche at this level would 
have been unthinkable twenty years ago. 
How did the community go from so strongly 
resisting projects like the regional trail to such 
overwhelming and widespread support? Why 
did it work in this iteration, when previous 
attempts using traditional community 
development approaches failed? How did 
the Range build so many kinds of Flora and 
Flora’s capital in such a short time? Part of 
the answer is this: change agents grew and 
flexed people’s boxes through the power of 
identity, emotion, and social connections. They 
utilized the right early adopters. They visited 
new places. They engaged young people and 
collaborated with others. They built social 
capital and connected natives, boomerangs 
and transplants. They applied the power of 
powerless communications. They piggybacked 
their message on the community’s proud iron 
ore heritage. And they identified, connected and 
organized hidden group cultures. 

Is the Range now perfect? No, it still has a long 
way to go, with plenty more challenges ahead. 
But it’s an incredible start, putting the Range in a 
new place, a place much more likely to support 
new people and ideas, a place where diverse 
people are working to build on their assets, a 
place that more and more people are proud to 
call home.

Perhaps the hope for the future can best be told 
through the words of long-time transplant Enni 
Gregas, leader of the Friends of the Trail group. 
“My husband and I could not have foreseen 
what these retirement years would be. The 
running group and the trail have introduced us 
to new outdoor activities and their enthusiasts. 

We have found new friends to run, walk, hike, 
bike, kayak, cross-country ski, and snowshoe 
with. We participate in outdoor fun, share 
meals, plan adventures, and share our lives. 
One thing leads to another. Having the trail 
started the snowball effect, a web of interests 
and a network of relationships not based on 
age group. The regional trail has become a Trail 
of Friends—natives, newcomers, boomerangs, 
retirees, and transplants. A trip down the trail 
sees happy-looking people of all ages and 
abilities stopping to chat, take pictures, and 
make plans. Our towns are connected in a new 
and friendly way. Bitter, rigid, isolating attitudes 
are crumbling. For many years I looked to the 
day when we could retire to a university town. 
I regarded our life in Bessemer and the area 
as limited and unfulfilling. Today, I would not 
want to be anywhere else. We are not even 
tempted to ‘go South’ for any part of the year. 
We can find beauty and fun in every season, 
every transition…It’s not the same nice, little, 
but limited world my children grew up in and 
left. Perhaps one of them will rediscover the 
changing Iron Range.” 

Let’s end this case study with the first 
character we introduced, college president Jim 
Lorenson. “I am always hopeful for the future 
of our Gogebic Range. As once said in the old 
‘Pogo’ cartoon, ‘we have met the enemy and 
it is us.’ Programs such as the Rebecca Ryan 
presentation/discussion have helped show us 
that we are our own worst enemy and that we 
can change our communities for the better. It’s 
not easy, it takes lots of time and effort, but I do 
believe we are on the right path and moving 
forward.”
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CHAPTER 5

These pages have attempted to convey 
three central themes. First, that there is 
no box. The box is a fallacy. Everybody 

has a different view, understanding the present 
and picturing the future in different ways that 
affect our comfort with proposed change. As 
community development change agents, we 
must first acknowledge these differences and 
their importance. We need to stop telling others 
to just “think outside the box.” For one thing, it’s 
meaningless. For another, it might just ratchet 
up unnecessary change-retarding anxiety, 
especially for those who like their box the way it 
is or those who are already thinking outside  
their box.

 Second is the theme that in particularly 
challenging circumstances simply providing 
more and more education, persuasion, and 
information is unlikely to change people’s minds 
and behaviors—and neither will customary 
change processes, or more data collection, 
surveys, and plans, or another visioning session. 
Nothing will work if leaders and followers are 
not willing to grow and flex. In these situations, 
we can’t just bring out the same old tools. First, 
we need to grow and flex the way individuals 
and groups think by nudging their reference 
points and introducing new ideas through safe 
weak ties. 

And third is the theme that we should convert 
the powerful sources of resistance—identity, 
emotion, and social connections—into powerful 
forces for change. We can utilize identity to 
grow perceptions of the present. We can apply 
emotion to shrink fears of the future. And we 
can employ the power of social connections to 
create and sustain change. Rather than looking 
at these influences as change inhibitors, we 
can transform them into valuable and robust 
accelerants to realize the change we are seeking. 

We in the community development profession 
should also consider taking these lessons to 
heart. We encouraged our residents to grow 
and flex their boxes to avoid stagnation. As 
community developers, we should do the same. 
First, we should grow by understanding our own 
limitations and by making that uncomfortable 
step outside our cozy community development 
neighborhood. Then we should flex by seeking 

new companions while always valuing our 
community development roots and never 
forgetting our community development friends.

We can choose to be small and rigid change 
agents, doing things the way we’ve always 
done them, settling deeper into our community 
development silos with our familiar colleagues, 
comfortably thinking to ourselves that we did 
our best. Or we can choose a new way. We can 
grow and flex our own boxes by understanding 
the psychology of change resistance. Powerful 
human dynamics like identity, emotion and 
social connections can be overwhelming 
barriers to change. But when utilized correctly, 
we can redirect these barriers to change into 
incredibly effective weapons for change. 

Before we hurry onto that tried and true change 
practice, let’s stop and think. Let’s first create 
the foundation for change by slowly, gradually, 
and patiently growing and flexing individuals 
and groups. When constructing a house, it takes 
time to build a proper foundation. But we take 
that time. The third little pig got this right. The 
first two realized immediate, short-lived change. 
But the third pig enjoyed steady, sustained, 
transformational change, and lived happily ever 
after.

REFLECTIONS
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Appendix 1 explores how the attitudes of 
various community residents align with 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and how 

this alignment affects asset-based community 
development (ABCD). In short, people who 
are native to the community generally hold 
preferences, values, and perceptions that 
match more closely with Maslow’s lower-level 
needs. These attitudes may result in reluctance 
to accept community change efforts using 
an ABCD approach that focus on higher-level 
needs. Because these natives often become 
leaders in small towns and rural areas, this 
reluctance may translate into local decision 
making and the very culture of the community. 

Appendix 1 documents the rationale for this 
conclusion, explores its implications for ABCD, 
and suggests an approach that will help 
Extension educators and community leaders 
design effective ABCD change efforts.

Background
Changing demographics (fewer people in the 
nationwide1 and State of Wisconsin2 work force, 
plus an especially high demand for highly 
skilled workers3) strongly suggest that the 
economic development challenge in the future 
will transition from creating jobs to attracting 
workers. Creating average communities may not 
be effective in attracting high-demand young 
and creative workers. One way for communities 
to attract these workers will be to set themselves 
apart by building on their assets. 

This ABCD approach has been promoted for 
years by Kretzmann and McKnight who state 
that “wherever there are effective community 
development efforts, those efforts are based 
upon an understanding…of the community’s 
assets” (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993, p. 5). 
Green and Haines document this new trend 
toward utilizing an ABCD approach, stating 
“this focus on the assets of communities, rather 
than their needs, represents a major shift in how 

APPENDIX 1

1. According to the U.S. Department of Labor, only one American will be entering the work force in 2012 for every four 
people leaving the work force (Green, 2007).
2. In Wisconsin, the proportion of the population in the working class age group of 18 through 64 will decline from 63% in 
2010 to 56% in 2035. The number of Wisconsin residents over 65 years of age will more than double in the same time period 
(Egan-Robertson, et. al., 2008).
3. For example, by 2020 there is a projected shortage of over one million nurses in the United States (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2004). 

Maslow ’s hierarchy of needs: Implications for 
asset-based community development

Key terms

Natives—Born on the Gogebic Range and never 
moved away

Boomerangs—Born on the Gogebic Range, 
moved away, and returned

Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from 
someplace else

Broken boomerangs—Grew up on the Gogebic 
Range, moved away, and would consider 
returning if offered a good job

Javelins—Grew up on the Gogebic Range, 
moved away, and would not consider returning if 
offered a good job

A report from Community, Natural Resource, and Economic Development at UW-Extension
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community development practitioners have 
approached their work in recent years” (Green 
and Haines, 2008, p. 7). However, research 
explored in this paper indicates resistance by 
many people who are native to the community 
to ABCD efforts. 

Gogebic Range surveys
Survey research was conducted on the Gogebic 
Range of Iron County, Wisconsin, and Gogebic 
County, Michigan, to inform an ABCD initiative 
designed to attract and retain young people 
(Andresen, 2009).4 In 2008, a location decision 
making survey was completed by 668 high 
school students, two-year college students 
and young adults living on the Gogebic Range. 
The primary purpose of this survey was to 
better understand what factors young people 
were looking for in deciding where to live. 
Respondents included residents who grew up 
on the Gogebic Range and never moved away 
(natives), those who grew up on the Range, 
moved away and returned (boomerangs),and 
those who moved to the Range from someplace 
else (transplants). 

In 2009, the same survey instrument was applied 
to 258 adults who grew up on the Gogebic 
Range, moved away and never returned. 
Respondents included former residents who 
said they would return to the Range if offered a 
good job (broken boomerangs) and those who 
would not return even if offered a good job 
(javelins). See Appendix 1.1 for a comparison of 
the survey results for these five groups. 

In late 2009 and early 2010, the survey was also 
applied to 261 high school students, four-year 
college students and young adults living in 
neighboring Ashland County. The purpose 
for conducting this survey was to collect 

comparison data to provide a more meaningful 
context for better understanding the Gogebic 
Range survey results. 

Research findings
The survey findings identified important 
differences between Gogebic Range natives and 
transplants for the following three dimensions: 

These differences promise important 
implications for ABCD. 

One framework for understanding how these 
differences affect ABCD is to examine them in 
relation to Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
(figure 1). In his hierarchy, Maslow describes five 
levels of human needs. The most fundamental, 
physiological needs are placed at the base of 
a pyramid, with higher-level safety, belonging, 
esteem, and self-actualization needs ascending 
the pyramid. 

4. For additional background on the Gogebic Range Next Generation Initiative visit  
http://www.uwex.edu/ces/cty/iron/cnred/index.html.
5. Unless otherwise noted, the population presented in appendices 1–1.3 is young adults (excluding high school and college 
students).

1. lifestyle preferences;

2. location decision-making values; and

3. perception of community assets.5

Figure 1. Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs

http://www.uwex.edu/ces/cty/iron/cnred/index.html
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Maslow suggested that the most basic need 
levels must first be met before individuals will 
ascend to higher-level needs (Maslow, 1943).

This paper argues that these differing 
preferences, values, and perceptions align 
closely with the hierarchy of needs. In a 
community development context, this ascension 
is especially crucial. If individuals focus on 
lower-level needs in their own lives, they would 
likely believe that the community should only 
address these lower-level needs when pursuing 
community and economic development. They 
may not understand the desire of others to 
live in communities that satisfy their interest in 
higher-level needs. Therefore, such individuals 
may resist ABCD efforts focusing on higher-level 
needs that distract from providing lower-level 
needs.

Lifestyle preferences
The Gogebic Range survey asked respondents 
if they agree with the statement “I want to live 
in a place that fits my lifestyle more than a 
job that pays the most.” Seventy-five percent 
of respondents agree with this statement. 
However, natives are much less likely to 
agree with this statement than boomerangs, 
transplants, broken boomerangs, and javelins 
(table 1). 

Compared to the Gogebic Range, significantly 
more respondents from the comparison 
community prefer to live in a place that fits their 
lifestyle. This is true for all age groups, including 
high school students, college students, and 
young adults (table 2).

Gogebic Range natives are more likely to live in 
a community where they can find a job and less 
likely to seek a community that fits their lifestyle 
These residents focus their location decision 
making on the lower-level needs in Maslow’s 
hierarchy. As a result, they may resist community 
development efforts that do not focus on 
addressing lower-level needs, such as creating 
jobs. Because of their own location preferences, 
resistance may be especially strong to ABCD 
focused on attracting people who choose to live 
in a place based on higher-level needs, such as 
finding a community that fits their lifestyle.

Gogebic Range 
respondent group % Agree

Natives 63% 

Boomerangs 76% 

Transplants 80% 

Broken boomerangs 70% 

Javelins 70% 

Table 1. Lifestyle preferences of Gogebic Range 
survey respondents.
“I want to live in a place that fits my lifestyle more 
than a job that pays the most.”

Respondent
age

Gogebic 
Range  
(% Agree)

Comparison 
community 
(% Agree)

All 54% Agree 81% Agree

High school 
students

47% Agree 77% Agree

College 
students

50% Agree 86% Agree

Young 
adults

75% Agree 78% Agree

Table 2. Lifestyle preferences of Gogebic Range 
and comparison community survey respondents.
“I want to live in a place that fits my lifestyle more 
than a job that pays the most.”



69

A P P E N D I X  1

Location decision-making values
The Gogebic Range survey asked respondents 
to rate the value of 31 possible factors for 
deciding where to live. Range natives value 
many of the same factors as transplants. But 
significant differences also exist. To test if these 
differences align with Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs, four UW-Extension faculty members and 
one UW–Madison graduate student assigned 
Maslow’s need levels to each of the 31 location 
decision-making factors. Some panelists 
believed some factors fit more than one need 
level (e.g., “sense of community”), while other 
factors fit none (e.g., “low taxes”). There was also 
disagreement among panel members regarding 
where a number of the factors best fit (e.g., 
some panelists placed “warm weather” in the 
lowest physiological level, while others placed it 
in the highest self-actualization level). However, 
28 of the 31 factors were successfully matched 
with one of the five need levels by three or more 
panelists.6

Appendix 1.2 shows differences in location 
decision-making values between natives and 
transplants organized by how each of the factors 
was matched with one of the need levels. These 
differences closely track with Maslow’s hierarchy. 
Seven out of the eight lowest-level physiological 
and safety need factors are valued more by 
natives than transplants. Twelve out of the 13 
highest-level esteem and self-actualization need 
factors are valued more by transplants than 
natives. Belonging need factors—located in the 
middle of the hierarchy—received a more even 
mix, with five out of eight factors valued more 
by transplants.

Table 3 shows only those factors that represent 
a statistically significant difference between 
natives and transplants (exceeding a standard 
0.3 variance threshold). As shown, physiological 
and safety need levels are valued more by 
natives, while belonging and self-actualization 
need levels are valued more by transplants. The 
only exception is that natives—who grew up in 
“Big Snow Country”—value warm weather (a 
self-actualization need) more than transplants. 

6. A majority of opinion was not obtained for three factors (nightlife, shopping and malls, and a good place to start a 
business) and will be excluded from this analysis.

Factors Who values more Variance

Physiological needs 

Low taxes Natives 0.30733867

Safety needs
Job opportunities Natives 0.4232

Belonging needs
Sense of community Transplants 0.3528

Self-actualization needs
Music scene

Art and culture

Warm weather

Adventure sports

Transplants

Transplants

Natives

Transplants

0.72

0.56656926

0.46498336

0.3698

Table 3. Location decision-making values: Natives versus transplants
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Differences in what residents value in deciding 
where to live have important implications for 
ABCD. Because natives generally value lower-
level needs (such as low taxes and jobs), they 
may struggle to understand and appreciate why 
the community should conduct ABCD efforts to 
attract people seeking to live in communities 
that offer higher-level needs (such as music, arts, 
and adventure sports). 

Perception of community assets
The Gogebic Range survey also asked 
respondents to rate how well the Range offered 
the same 31 location decision-making factors. 
Natives and transplants agree on many of the 
community’s assets. But significant differences 
between the two groups also exist. Appendix 
1.3 shows differences in perceptions between 
natives and transplants, again organized into the 
five need levels. Table 4 shows only those factors 
that are significantly different. 

While not aligning with Maslow’s hierarchy as 
closely as the values dimension, the perception 
dimension can also be applied to the hierarchy 
of needs. Natives perceive their hometown more 
positively than transplants for the belonging 
and esteem levels, while transplants value the 
highest self-actualization level much more 
positively than natives.

These varying perceptions of the community’s 
assets also have important implications for 
ABCD. Natives perceive their community much 

more favorably than transplants as being a 
friendly place that is open to diversity. As a 
result, native leaders may choose to promote 
their community along these lines. Transplants 
clearly see the community differently, perceiving 
low levels of traffic and adventure sports as 
stronger community assets. Understanding how 
transplants perceive the community may be an 
especially effective way to identify community 
attributes that would lure more people to 
the community. Therefore, careful attention 
must be given to incorporating perceptions 
from transplants in order to identify the most 
marketable assets of the community before 
conducting ABCD to attract young people from 
outside the community.

Summary of research findings
The Gogebic Range survey documented 
significant differences between natives and 
transplants regarding lifestyle preferences, 
location decision-making values and 
perceptions of the community’s assets. Natives 
generally value living close to their family and 
friends and are therefore more content with 
finding a job that allows them to stay in the 
community. Transplants, on the other hand, 
have weaker ties to family and friends and are 
more interested in experiencing something 
new. These differences are summed up nicely in 
Hollowing Out the Middle: The Rural Brain Drain 
and What It Means for America: “Those who 
left—Leavers—were distinctive in how much 

Factors Who perceives as stronger assets Variance

Safety needs 

Little traffic Transplants 0.46001666

Belonging needs
Friends and family

Walkable streets

Natives

Natives

2.5538

0.3403125

Esteem needs
Welcomes diversity Transplants 0.34026465

Self-actualization needs
Adventure sports Transplants 0.459965595

Table 4. Perception of community assets: Natives versus transplants
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they valued their encounters with diversity…But 
spend time with the people we dubbed Stayers 
and Returners, and it seems they take the 
opposite view. Of course, the outside world is 
exciting, but why would you want to trade in the 
known and understood for something that feels 
so uncertain?” (Carr and Kefalas, 2009, p. 18). 

These differences have important implications 
for Extension educators and community leaders 
interested in conducing ABCD efforts, especially 
those efforts focused on attracting young 
people. 

Implications
The Gogebic Range survey documented 
considerable resistance among many Range 
natives to the fundamental rationale for ABCD. 
Because many natives become leaders in the 
community—perhaps especially in small towns 
and rural areas—this resistance may be reflected 
in local decision making that will stymie such 
efforts. 

These attitudes may also be reflected in the 
very culture of the community. Strong evidence 
shows that as the nation grows more diverse, 
our communities grow less so; people are 
choosing to live in places that share their own 
values and avoid places that don’t (Benjamin, 
2009; Bishop, 2008; and Chinni and Gimpel, 
2010). Over time, these values and perceptions 
become embedded in the culture of the 
community. This may be especially true in 
the rural Midwest, where fewer people move 
from one community to another.7 Further 
strengthening these cultural biases is the 
tendency among many people to not accept 
new, young people into their communities for 
fear that the newcomers will change their home 
towns (Florida, 2008). 

Therefore, the culture of some communities may 
be reluctant to understand and appreciate the 
importance of ABCD. To create an effective ABCD 

program, these values and perceptions—or 
paradigms—must first be addressed. According 
to noted author Stephen Covey, “If you want 
to make minor, incremental changes and 
improvements, work on practices, behavior or 
attitude. But if you want to make significant, 
quantum improvement, work on paradigms…
But the problem is that paradigms, like 
traditions, die hard” (Covey, 2004, pp. 19–20).

Recommendations
Because of the potential resistance among 
some residents, community leaders, and even 
the community itself, this paper recommends 
that Extension educators and community 
leaders conduct three important steps before 
introducing ABCD initiatives aimed at attracting 
young people. 

The first step is to educate the community on 
the fact that many of today’s young people are 
choosing where to live based on higher-level 
lifestyle preferences, rather than lower-level 
needs such as where they can find the best 
job. This understanding provides the necessary 
rationale for conducting ABCD efforts aimed 
at enhancing the community’s quality of life, 
making it more attractive to young, creative 
workers who are seeking communities where 
they can realize their self-actualization needs.

The second step is to educate the community 
on the fact that many of today’s young people 
are selecting where to live based on the 
community’s ability to provide the specific 
self-actualization activities they desire. Many 
of today’s young people will move from place 
to place based on their changing interests and 
lifestyles. As their interests and lifestyles change, 
they simply move to another community 
where they can better pursue them. This 
understanding provides the rationale for 

7. According to the Pew Research Center, the Midwest is the most rooted region in the country, with 46% of its adult 
residents living their entire lives in the same place, compared to the West (30%), South (36%) and East (38%). Rural residents 
are the most rooted Americans, with nearly half of them spending their whole lives in their hometowns, compared to only 
one-third of urban and suburban residents (Taylor, et. al., 2008). 



72

A P P E N D I X  1

communities to identify and build on their 
unique assets to successfully attract today’s 
mobile young people.

The third step is to engage all residents 
in identifying the community’s assets. All 
residents representing a variety of ages and 
backgrounds—including both natives and 
transplants—should be included in this process. 
This is a critical step for creating the necessary 
broadly-based consensus for identifying the 
community’s most marketable assets. Only with 
this community-wide agreement on its assets 
will the community be able to focus limited 
resources on conducting a successful ABCD 
change process. 

On the Gogebic Range, this educational 
process and community consensus-building 
was facilitated by conducting a location 
decision-making survey of its young people. 
Secondary research was previously shared 
with community leaders in earlier attempts to 
initiate ABCD efforts on the Range. It was not 
until the secondary research was affirmed by 
the community’s own young people that the 
community responded to the call for action. 
While the survey method was effective on the 
Gogebic Range, other methods such as focus 
groups, visioning sessions and key informant 
interviews may be equally effective.

Understanding that differences in preferences, 
values, and perceptions align well with Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs offers one framework for 
better appreciating resistance to ABCD. While 
certainly not a perfect model, it can be used 
to predict how people who grew up in the 
community may respond to change efforts 
aimed at providing higher-level needs to attract 
young people from outside the community. 
This understanding will encourage a more 
meaningful and inclusive public dialogue to 
help ensure a successful ABCD effort. 

Limitations, further 
research, and reflections
The obvious limitation to this research method 
is that the purpose of the original surveys was 
different, was not to prove any alignment with 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. A much more 
precise methodology could be utilized for the 
latter outcome. For example, the 31 location 
decision-making factors did not always match 
well will Maslow’s five need levels. Plus, the 
surveys only reached people under 40 years 
of age, which does not accurately reflect the 
population of residents and leaders in the 
community. Another limitation was the small 
number of panelists who matched the 31 factors 
with the five need levels. While having a blind 
panel conduct the matching was preferable to 
the author who could bias the results to fit the 
theory, additional panel members would have 
strengthened the method.

The research was conducted in two small 
communities in Northern Wisconsin, one with 
a four-year college and one without. Additional 
research in a variety of smaller and larger 
communities, with and without four-year 
colleges, will be necessary to determine if the 
findings are truly representative of all Wisconsin 
communities. 

The preferences, values, and perceptions 
discussed in this paper are most certainly 
value-neutral. Like arguing whether the Packers 
are better than the Vikings or that football is 
better than baseball, it is meaningless to assign 
a positive or negative value to the different 
attitudes held by different people, from different 
backgrounds, and in different situations. 
Instead, the focus of this paper is to understand, 
appreciate, and respond to these differences in a 
positive and inclusive way for the betterment of 
all community residents.
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APPENDIX 1.1
Location decision-making survey results

SEC TION 1
Location preferences

I would prefer to live in a place that fits 
my lifestyle more than a place with a 
job that pays the most money.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 62.5%

Boomerangs 76.0%

Transplants 79.6%

Broken boomerangs 69.2%

Javelins 69.2%

With my education and skills I can get 
a job in almost any place I want to live.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 62.5%

Boomerangs 70.4%

Transplants 63.3%

Broken boomerangs 61.8%

Javelins 69.2%

A good paying job is my highest 
priority.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 45.9%

Boomerangs 40.8%

Transplants 30.7%

Broken boomerangs 53.7%

Javelins 53.2%

Key terms

Natives—Born on the Gogebic Range and never 
moved away

Boomerangs—Born on the Gogebic Range, 
moved away, and returned

Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from 
someplace else

Broken boomerangs—Grew up on the Gogebic 
Range, moved away, and would consider 
returning if offered a good job

Javelins—Grew up on the Gogebic Range, 
moved away, and would not consider returning if 
offered a good job
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Natives Boomerangs Transplants
Broken 
boomerangs

Javelins

1. Safe Safe Safe Safe Safe

2. Raise family Affordable Raise family Raise family Job opportunities

3. Affordable Raise family Scenic beauty Affordable Good schools

4. Good schools Scenic beauty Affordable Good schools Raise family

5. Job opportunities Good schools Good schools Job opportunities Affordable

6. Friends/family
Sense of 
community

Sense of 
community

Scenic beauty Walkable streets

7. Low taxes Friends/family Little traffic
Sense of 
community

Sense of 
community

8. Scenic beauty Walkable streets
Concern for 
environment

Walkable streets Scenic beauty

9. Walkable streets Beach/waterfront Trails/parks Friends/family Diversity

10. Little traffic Little traffic Walkable streets Trails/parks People my age

How important are each of the following to you when choosing a neighborhood you would 
most like to live in?

If you could live anywhere in the world and still work in your chosen field, what types of areas 
or neighborhoods would you be likely to choose?

A small town.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 91.7%

Boomerangs 79.3%

Transplants 81.7%

Broken boomerangs 78.6%

Javelins 29.6%

A rural area with lots of open spaces.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 79.2%

Boomerangs 68.6%

Transplants 77.1%

Broken boomerangs 73.2%

Javelins 33.4%
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How would you rate the community in which you now live on the following factors?

Natives Boomerangs Transplants
Broken 
boomerangs

Javelins

1. Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty

2.
Four-season 
climate

Friends/family Adventure sports Safe Safe 

3. Friends/family Safe
Four-season 
climate

Friends/family Little traffic

4. Affordable
Four-season 
climate

Little traffic Affordable Affordable

5. Raise family Affordable Affordable
Four-season 
climate

Friends/family

6. Safe Raise family Raise family Little traffic
Four-season 
climate

7.
Near small 
businesses

Adventure sports Safe Raise family Adventure sports

8. Walkable streets Beach/waterfront Beach/waterfront Adventure sports Good schools

9. Beach/waterfront Little traffic Trails/parks Beach/waterfront
Beaches/
waterfront

10. Trails/parks Walkable streets
Sense of 
community

Sense of 
community

Sense of 
community

SEC TION 2
Perceptions of the Gogebic Range

Do you believe that the community is attractive to people in their twenties and thirties as a 
place to live and work?

Respondent % Agree

Natives 12.5%

Boomerangs 7.4%

Transplants 10.8%

Broken boomerangs 8.9%

Javelins 3.2%
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Since moving away, how have your perceptions of the Gogebic Range changed?

They have become more positive.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 26.8%

Javelins 12.7%

They have not changed.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 33.4%

Javelins 30.9%

They have become more negative.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 39.8%

Javelins 56.4%

SEC TION 3
Plans for the future

I plan to live here (return) because the 
community fits my lifestyle.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 70.9%

Boomerangs 59.3%

Transplants 62.5%

Broken boomerangs 28.5%

Javelins 2.1%

I plan to live here (return) in order to 
find a job.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 17.4%

Boomerangs 16.7%

Transplants 34.1%

Broken boomerangs 4.1%

Javelins 1.1%
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I plan to move to a community that 
better fits my lifestyle.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 4.2%

Boomerangs 18.6%

Transplants 12.5%

Broken boomerangs n/a

Javelins n/a

I plan to move so I can find a better 
job.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 16.7%

Boomerangs 22.3%

Transplants 14.6%

Broken boomerangs n/a

Javelins n/a

I plan to live here for quite some time.

Respondent % Agree

Natives 91.7%

Boomerangs 69.9%

Transplants 66.7%

Broken boomerangs n/a

Javelins n/a

I plan to return to the Gogebic Range 
to raise my family.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 26.1%

Javelins 1.1%

I plan to return to the Gogebic Range 
to retire.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 52.1%

Javelins 7.5%

If I could find a good job on the 
Gogebic Range, I would consider 
returning.

Respondent % Agree

Natives n/a

Boomerangs n/a

Transplants n/a

Broken boomerangs 100%

Javelins 0%
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APPENDIX 1.2
Location decision-making values

Key terms

Natives—Born on the Gogebic Range and never 
moved away

Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from 
someplace else
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An analysis of variance was conducted to determine the greatest statistical difference between 
natives and transplants for the location decision-making values dimension. 

The following table shows which factors are valued more by natives or transplants, organized from 
highest to lowest variance for each need category (factors in bold have a variance greater than 0.3).

Factors Who values more Variance

Physiological needs 
Low taxes Natives 0.30733867

Safety needs
Job opportunities Natives 0.4232

Safe streets Natives 0.18

Good schools Natives 0.09715952

Affordable Natives 0.08802865

Good place to raise a family Natives 0.0882

Little traffic Transplants 0.0392

Belonging needs
Sense of community Transplants 0.3528

Friends and family Natives 0.2592

Gathering spots Transplants 0.1568

Different lifestyles Transplants 0.045

People my age Transplants 0.0072

Neighborhood businesses Natives 0.0072

Walkable streets Natives 0.0008

Public transportation Transplants 0.0002

Esteem needs
Trails and parks Transplants 0.1682

Welcomes diversity Transplants 0.1458

Self-actualization needs
Music scene Transplants 0.72

Art and culture Transplants 0.56656926

Warm weather Natives 0.46498336

Adventure sports Transplants 0.3698

Concern for environment Transplants 0.2888

Scenic beauty Transplants 0.2312

Interesting neighborhoods Transplants 0.18

Four-season climate Transplants 0.0512

Beach/waterfront Transplants 0.0072

Gaming Transplants 0.0032

Professional sports Transplants 0.0018
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APPENDIX 1.3
Perception of community assets

Key terms

Natives—Born on the Gogebic Range and never 
moved away

Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from 
someplace else
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An analysis of variance was conducted to determine the greatest statistical difference between 
natives and transplants for the perception of community assets dimension.

The following table shows which factors are perceived by natives or transplants as being stronger 
assets of the Gogebic Range, organized from highest to lowest variance for each need category 
(factors in bold have a variance greater than 0.3).

Factors Who perceives more 
positively Variance

Physiological needs 
Low taxes Transplants 0.0162

Safety needs
Little traffic Transplants 0.46001666

Affordable Natives 0.0512

Good place to raise a family Natives 0.041059642

Safe streets Natives 0.0018

Good schools Transplants 0.003135027

Job opportunities Transplants 0.0008

Belonging needs
Friends and family Natives 2.5538

Walkable Streets Natives 0.3403125

Neighborhood businesses Natives 0.22445

Different lifestyles Natives 0.06125

Public transportation Natives 0.048137984

Sense of community Transplants 0.039658476

People my age Natives 0.0190125

Gathering spots Natives 0.00036185

Esteem needs
Welcomes diversity Natives 0.34026465

Trails and parks Natives 0.015545523

Self-actualization needs
Adventure sports Transplants 0.459965595

Music scene Transplants 0.125

Gaming Transplants 0.092933283

Art and culture Transplants 0.0578

Concern for the environment Natives 0.0578

Four-season climate Natives 0.037752741

Interesting neighborhoods Transplants 0.028401389

Scenic beauty Transplants 0.02

Professional sports Natives 0.017578125

Warm weather Natives 0.011584077

Beach/waterfront Natives 0.0098
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Gogebic Range location decision-making survey results 
DECEMBER 2008

SEC TION 1
Location preferences

I would prefer to live in a place that fits 
my lifestyle more than a place with a 
job that pays the most money.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 47.3%
College students 50.3%
Young professionals 74.9%

Natives 62.5%
Boomerangs 76.0%
Transplants 79.6%

All 53.8%

Key terms (groups of young professionals)

Natives—Born on the Gogebic Range and never 
moved away

Boomerangs—Born on the Gogebic Range, 
moved away, and returned

Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from 
someplace else

APPENDIX 2

Respondents

High school juniors and seniors: 331

College students: 205

Young professionals (under 40): 132

Total respondents: 668

A good paying job is my highest 
priority.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 63.3%
College students 58.2%
Young professionals 39.7%

Natives 45.9%
Boomerangs 40.8%
Transplants 30.7%

All 57.2%

With my education and skills I can get 
a job in almost any place I want to live.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 52.3%
College students 56.7%
Young professionals 66.5%

Natives 62.5%
Boomerangs 70.4%
Transplants 63.3%

All 56.4%
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How important are each of the following to you when choosing a neighborhood you 
would most like to live in?

1. Affordable 

2. Safe streets 

3. Place for family 

4. Public schools 

5. Many different jobs 

6. Low taxes 

7. Walkable streets

8. Scenic beauty 

9. Beach/waterfront 

10. Trails/parks 

11. Friends/family 

12. Gathering places 

13. Four-season climate

14. Sense of community

15. Diversity

16. Small businesses

17. People my age

18. Adventure sports

19. Low traffic

20. Different lifestyles

21. Nightlife

22. Concern for environment

23. Malls/shopping centers

24. My own business

25. Public transportation

26. Historic/architectural 
neighborhoods

27. Arts/culture

28. Professional sports

29. Music scene

30. Warm weather

31. Gaming/casinos

High school 
students

College 
students

Young 
professionals

Natives Boomerangs Transplants

1. Affordable Affordable Safe streets Safe streets Safe streets Safe streets

2. Jobs Safe streets Place for family Place for family Affordable Place for family

3. Place for family Place for family Affordable Affordable Place for family Scenic beauty

4. Public schools Public schools Public schools Public schools Scenic beauty Affordable

5. Safe streets Jobs Scenic beauty Jobs Public schools Public schools

6. Low taxes Low taxes
Sense of 

community 
Friends/Family

Sense of 

community

Sense of 

community

7.
Walkable 

streets

Walkable 

streets
Walkable streets Low taxes Friends/Family Low traffic

8. People my age
Beach/

waterfront
Low traffic Scenic beauty Walkable streets

Concern for 

environment

9.
Beach/

waterfront
Scenic beauty Friends/Family

Walkable 

streets

Beach/

waterfront
Trails/parks

10. Nightlife Friends/Family
Beach/

waterfront
Low traffic Low traffic

Walkable 

streets
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If you could live anywhere in the world and still work in your chosen field, what types of areas 
or neighborhoods would you be likely to choose?

A small town.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 47.7%
College students 56.6%
Young professionals 82.4%

Natives 91.7%
Boomerangs 79.3%
Transplants 81.7%

All 57.5%

A rural area with lots of open spaces.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 43.9%
College students 51.5%
Young professionals 74.7%

Natives 79.2%
Boomerangs 68.6%
Transplants 77.1%

All 52.5%

SEC TION 2
Perceptions of the Gogebic Range
Do you believe that the community is attractive to people in their twenties and thirties as a 
place to live and work?

Respondent % Agree

High school students 7.8%
College students 14.6%
Young professionals 10.2%

Natives 12.5%
Boomerangs 7.4%
Transplants 10.8%

All 10.3%
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High school 
students

College 
students

Young 
professionals

Natives Boomerangs Transplants

1. Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty Scenic beauty

2. Friends/family
Four-season 

climate

Four-season 

climate

Four-season 

climate
Friends/family

Adventure 

sports

3.
Four-season 

climate
Safe streets Affordable Friends/family Safe streets

Four-season 

climate

4.
Place to raise 

family

Small 

businesses
Safe streets Affordable

Four-season 

climate
Low traffic

5. Safe streets
Place to raise 

family

Place to raise 

family

Place to raise 

family
Affordable Affordable

6.
Walkable 

streets
Affordable

Adventure 

sports
Safe streets

Place to raise 

family

Place to raise 

family

7.
Small 

businesses

Walkable 

streets
Low traffic

Small 

businesses

Adventure 

sports
Safe streets

8. Low traffic
Adventure 

sports

Beach/

waterfront

Walkable 

streets

Beach/

waterfront

Beach/

waterfront

9. Affordable Trails/parks Friends/family
Beach/

waterfront
Low traffic Trails/parks

10. Trails/parks Friends/family Small businesses Trails/parks Walkable streets
Sense of 

community

How would you rate the community in which you now live on the following factors?

1. Scenic beauty

2. Four-season climate

3. Safe streets

4. Friends and Family

5. Place to Raise Family

6. Affordable

7. Small businesses

8. Walkable streets

9. Low traffic

10. Adventure sports

11. Trails/parks

12. Beach/waterfront

13.  Public schools

14. Sense of community

15. Low taxes

16. Concern for environment

17. People my age

18. Nightlife

19. Different lifestyles

20. Architectural/Historic 
Neighborhoods

21. Gaming/casinos

22. Diversity

23. Public transportation

24. Own Business

25. Gathering places

26. Art and Culture

27. Many different jobs

28. Music scene

29. Malls/shopping centers

30. Professional sports

31. Warm
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SEC TION 3
Plans for the future

I plan to live here because the 
community fits my lifestyle.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 27.6%
College students 22.7%
Young professionals 63.1%

Natives 70.9%
Boomerangs 59.3%
Transplants 62.5%

All 33.3%

I plan to live here in order to find a job.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 20.0%
College students 17.2%
Young professionals 24.3%

Natives 17.4%
Boomerangs 16.7%
Transplants 34.1%

All 20.2%

I plan to move to a community that 
better fits my lifestyle.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 62.7%
College students 62.4%
Young professionals 14.2%

Natives 4.2%
Boomerangs 18.6%
Transplants 12.5%

All 53.3%

I plan to move so I can find a better 
job.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 73.5%
College students 72.3%
Young professionals 19.3%

Natives 16.7%
Boomerangs 22.3%
Transplants 14.6%

All 62.6%

I plan to live here for quite some time.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 30.2%
College students 21.7%
Young professionals 73.7%

Natives 91.7%
Boomerangs 69.9%
Transplants 66.7%

All 54.7%

I plan to move away for a job and 
return some day.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 35.2%
College students 33.5%
Young professionals n/a

All 34.7%

I plan to move away for an education 
and return some day.

Respondent % Agree
High school students 36.4%
College students 20.2%
Young professionals n/a

All 30.4%
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Iron County
multidisciplinary logic model
“Engaging young people to create a 
healthy community.”

Long-term changes in conditions
• Young people are engaged  

in the community

• Young people are healthy

• More young people live  
in the community

Youth development

Family living

Community development

FoodWIse & horticulture

APPENDIX 3
Iron County multidisciplinary logic model
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• Young people are aware of trail systems and 
outdoor recreational opportunities

• Young people understand the positive impact of 
active lifestyles

• Young people are aware of leadership and 
decision-making opportunities

• Young people understand local food production 
and its impact on the community

• Young people use trail systems and outdoor 
recreational opportunities

• Young people seek out and participate in 
leadership and decision-making opportunities

• Young people participate in programs related to 
food production and the local economy

• Local organizations include youth in decision 
making and planning efforts

• Families are aware of healthy and affordable 
food programs

• Families are aware of physical activity programs 
and facilities

• Families understand their influence on the 
consumption of healthy food and participation 
in physical activities

• Families participate in healthy and affordable 
food programs

• Families participate in physical activity programs 
and facilities

• Adult leaders value involvement of young 
people in the community 

• Young people understand that adults value their 
input

• Adult leaders understand how to effectively 
engage young people 

• Adult leaders understand that community design 
affects health

• Young people are engaged in designing healthy 
places

• Community groups organize, plan, and obtain 
funding to create healthy places

• Schools and community leaders understand 
their influence on encouraging healthy and 
active young people

• Adults understand the importance of healthy 
and active young people

• Adults understand the value of small-scale 
agriculture

• Schools offer healthy food choices and physical 
activity

• Young people are engaged in farmers’ markets, 
school garden, and food pantry

• Young people are better connected to 
opportunities for healthy and active living

Mid-term changes in action Short-term changes in learning
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Mission statement
Attracting and retaining young people to 
reverse the decades-long population decline of 
the Gogebic Range.

Purpose
The Gogebic Range Next Generation Initiative 
is based on the principles presented to the 
community by author and consultant Rebecca 
Ryan in late 2008. Her “Live First, Work Second” 
message is that many of today’s young people 
value the place that they live over a high-paying 
job. Therefore, communities should make 
themselves attractive to young people in order 
to attract them to their communities.

To better understand the location preferences 
of young people living on the Gogebic Range, 
Will Andresen from the University of Wisconsin-
Extension, surveyed 668 high school students, 
college students, and young people (under the 
age of 40). An evaluation of the results identified 
four opportunities to attract and retain young 
people on the range. The community created 
four work groups to address each of these 
opportunities. These four work groups created 
the structure of the Gogebic Range Next 
Generation Initiative to attract and retain young 
people.

Research base
• Rebecca Ryan, Live First, Work Second (2007)
• Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class 

(2002) 
• Richard Florida, Who’s Your City? (2008)
• Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point (2000)
• Jack Schultz, Boomtown USA (2004)
• Michigan Cool Cities Survey (2002)
• Gogebic Range Location Decision Making 

Survey (2008)
• Youth Asset Report (2000 and 2009)

Next Generation 
Initiative work groups
Attract young workers by strengthening our 
niche
Rationale: Young people are moving to the 
Gogebic Range because of its nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche. If this niche is further 
strengthened, even more young people 
will choose to move to the range and those 
who already live here will be more likely to 
stay. Other age groups are also attracted to 
this nature-based outdoor recreation niche, 
including retirees and people with families. By 
strengthening this niche, the community will 
also support the area’s tourism-based economy.

Research base: John Kretzmann and John 
McKnight, Building Communities from the Inside 
Out (1993) 

APPENDIX 4
Gogebic Range Next Generation Initiative 
evaluation plan, 2010–2020
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Attract young workers by promoting our 
strengths
Rationale: We already have in place many 
quality of life factors that young people are 
looking for in a place to live, especially those 
who want to live in a small town or a rural area, 
including scenic beauty, safety, affordability and 
a good place to raise children. In order to attract 
more young people to the community, we 
should promote these positive attributes. 

Research base: Philip Kotler, Donald Haider, 
Irving Rein, Marketing Places (1993)

Retain students by better connecting them to 
the community
Rationale: Very few of our high school and 
college students plan on staying or returning 
to the Gogebic Range. Even fewer perceive the 
community as a good place to live for people in 
their twenties and thirties. Students generally do 
not feel valued by the community, do not feel 
connected to the community, and do not value 
the community’s assets. To encourage more of 
our students to stay in the community (or return 
some day), we should work to better connect 
them to the community.

Research base: Patrick Carr and Maria Kefalas, 
The Rural Brain Drain (2009)

Retain young workers by building social capital
Rationale: Many young people are moving to 
the Gogebic Range because of its nature-based 
outdoor recreation niche. However, many of 
these young people are not finding friends in 
the community and then choose to leave. By 
building better social capital, it is expected that 
more of these young transplants will choose to 
stay in the community to live and to raise their 
own families.

Research base: Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone 
(2000)
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WORK GROUP

Strengthen our niche 
Mission
To strengthen the nature-based outdoor recreation niche of the Gogebic Range in order to attract young people 
to the range.

Assumptions
1. The community will support the effort to strengthen our niche if they understand the benefits of the nature-

based outdoor recreation niche. 

2. If we strengthen our niche, more young adults will move and stay here.

External factors
Public and institution support; internal and external funding; long-term maintenance of trails; long-term 
promotional support.

Inputs Outputs Outcomes (impact)

Activities Participation Short Medium Long

What we invest What we do Who we reach Changes in 
learning

Changes in 
action

Changes in 
conditions

Work group 
members:

• Local 
government

• Businesses
• User groups
• Public

Volunteer time

Staff time

Research of ways to 
strengthen niche

GIS technology

Trail and route 
maps

Develop, share 
and promote 
mapped vision for 
community-wide 
trail system

Outreach to 
community 
regarding benefits 
of strengthening 
our niche:

• Press releases
• Public 

presentations

Chambers of 
commerce

Businesses

Civic and user 
groups

Media

Public

Young adults

Local governments:

• Elected officials
• Parks and 

recreation 
departments

• Planning 
commissions

• Downtown 
development 
groups 

• Economic 
development 
groups

Heightened 
awareness of our 
nature-based 
outdoor recreation 
niche

Better 
understanding 
of the benefits of 
strengthening our 
niche

Resolutions 
of support for 
mapped vision

Incorporation of 
mapped vision 
into community 
development plans

Communities 
obtain internal and 
external funding 
for development of 
trail system

Trail is developed, 
maintained and 
promoted 

More young 
people move to 
the Gogebic Range 
and stay on the 
Gogebic Range 

Leading to…

Increased number 
of young people 
living on the 
Gogebic Range

and

Reverse decades-
long population 
decline of the 
Gogebic Range
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WORK GROUP

Promote our strengths
Mission
To promote the existing strengths of the Gogebic Range in order to attract young people to the range.

Assumptions
1. Area chambers of commerce will work together to promote the region as a place to live and work if they 

understand that we offer what many young adults are looking for in a place to live.

2. More young adults will move to the community if they are aware of its assets.

External factors
Support from chambers of commerce and businesses; internal and external funding; long-term maintenance of 
website and promotional materials.

Inputs Outputs Outcomes (impact)

Activities Participation Short Medium Long

What we invest What we do Who we reach Changes in 
learning

Changes in 
action

Changes in 
conditions

Work group 
members:

• Chambers of 
commerce

• Local 
government

• Economic 
development 
groups

• Businesses
• Public

Volunteer time

Staff time

Research of 
area’s marketable 
community 
strengths

Promotional 
materials

Develop and 
maintain website 
to promote region 
as a place to live 
and work

Develop and 
distribute 
promotional 
materials 
connecting people 
to the website

Develop and 
distribute materials 
promoting the 
region as a place 
to live and work—
both locally and 
out-of-area

Young adults

Chambers of 
commerce

Local governments

Economic 
development 
groups

Businesses

Civic groups

Media

Public

Heightened 
awareness of 
community’s 
strengths 

Better 
understanding 
of the benefits of 
promoting our 
strengths

Greater awareness 
of marketing tools 
and resources

More awareness 
among chambers 
regarding the 
benefits of working 
together

Targeted market 
(young people 
who want to live 
in a small town 
with our attributes) 
will access, 
review related 
promotional 
materials and 
consider moving to 
the Gogebic Range

Increased 
cooperation among 
area chambers of 
commerce

More young 
people move to 
the Gogebic Range 
from someplace 
else

Leading to…

Increased number 
of young people 
living on the 
Gogebic Range

and

Reverse decades-
long population 
decline of the 
Gogebic Range
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WORK GROUP

Retain our students
Mission
To better connect high school and college students to the community in order to encourage them to stay on—
or return to—the Gogebic Range.

Assumptions
1. Youth organizations will collaborate to better connect students to the community if they understand that 

students are leaving the area because they don’t feel connected.

2. If students feel connected to the community, they will be more likely to stay or return. 

External factors
Support from schools and other youth service organizations; ongoing program and financial support.

Inputs Outputs Outcomes (impact)

Activities Participation Short Medium Long

What we invest What we do Who we reach Changes in 
learning

Changes in 
action

Changes in 
conditions

Work group 
members:

• K-12 Schools
• Gogebic 

Community 
College

• UW-Extension 
and MSU 
Extension

• Businesses
• Public

Volunteer time

Staff time

Research of 
successful ways 
in which other 
communities 
have connected 
students to their 
community

Outreach to 
the public and 
community 
groups regarding 
the importance 
of connecting 
students to the 
community

Develop, fund, 
implement and 
maintain programs 
connecting 
students to the 
community:

• Service learning
• Youth-in 

governance
• Connecting 

to “nature-
based” outdoor 
recreation niche

Students, parents, 
families

Schools (K-12, 
colleges, university 
extension)

Asset development 
groups

Chambers of 
commerce

Local governments

Businesses

Civic groups

Media

Public

Students will 
understand 
that adults in 
the community 
care about them 
and value their 
contribution

Better 
understanding that 
area students do 
not plan on living 
here (or returning)

Better 
understanding 
that area students 
do not feel 
“connected” to the 
community

Better 
understanding 
of how we can 
connect students 
to the community

Students actively 
participate in 
programs that will 
make them feel 
more connected to 
the community

Increased 
collaboration 
between 
youth service 
organizations, 
schools and other 
community groups

More area students 
stay on the 
Gogebic Range or 
return some day

Leading to…

Increased number 
of young people 
living the Gogebic 
Range 

and

Reverse decades-
long population 
decline of the 
Gogebic Range
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WORK GROUP

Build social capital (Go-In Forward)
Mission
To offer social networking opportunities to young people living on the Gogebic Range in order to encourage 
them to stay.

Assumptions
1. The community will support social and networking opportunities if they understand that young adults are 

leaving the area because they don’t feel connected.

2. If young adults build social connections with others, they will be more likely to stay in the community. 

External factors
Ongoing financial and institutional support from community participants.

Inputs Outputs Outcomes (impact)

Activities Participation Short Medium Long

What we invest What we do Who we reach Changes in 
learning

Changes in 
action

Changes in 
conditions

Go-In Forward 
leaders

Promotional 
materials

Provide social 
activities:

• Nightlife
• Outdoor 

recreation
• Cultural activities

Conduct 
promotional 
activities:

• Wage 
advertising 
campaigns

• Distribute 
brochures and 
business cards

• Maintain 
Facebook page

• Deliver e-mail 
reminders

Participation in 
social activities:

• All adults 

Participation 
in promotional 
activities:

• Welcome wagon
• Chambers of 

commerce
• Media
• Schools
• Realtors

Transplants 
understand that 
there are other 
young adults in the 
community that 
share their interests

Transplants feel 
more “at home”

Young adults 
participate in social 
and networking 
activities 

Young adults create 
new friendships

Young adults 
connect more 
strongly to the 
community

More young adults 
choose to stay on 
the Gogebic Range 

Leading to…

Increased number 
of young people 
living on the 
Gogebic Range

and

Reverse decades-
long population 
decline of the 
Gogebic Range
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WORK GROUP

Overall effort
Mission
To attract and retain young people to reverse the decades-long population decline of the Gogebic Range.

Assumptions
Using all four organizational frames will enhance the likelihood that the NGI will be successful in meeting its 
mission to attract and retain young people.

Source: Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership (2008)

External factors
Continued investment of time by work group leaders and participants. Continued financial, organizational, 
political and networking support from key community leaders and institutions.

Inputs Outputs Outcomes (impact)

Activities Participation Short Medium Long

What we invest What we do Who we reach Changes in 
learning

Changes in 
action

Changes in 
conditions

Time 

Thought

Research

Educational 
Materials

Technology (lists 
and website)

Small-group 
presentations

Public 
presentations

One-on-one 
counseling

Community 
outreach

Prepare 
presentation 
materials

Prepare and release 
media information

Maintain and 
promote website

Work group leaders

Work group 
members

Beautiful 
Northwoods Group 
(the “mentor” 
group)

Community leaders

Public

Structural frame

Community 
understands 
rationale for the 
creation of the 
four work groups 
and how they can 
help grow the 
community

Human resource 
frame

Work group leaders 
enhance their 
leadership and 
organizational 
development 
skills, become 
more confident 
in their abilities 
and become more 
motivated

Political frame

Community leaders 
understand the 
importance of 
the initiative’s 
proposals in 
helping to grow 
the community 

Symbolic frame

Community fully 
understands 
the vision of the 
initiative and gains 
greater enthusiasm 
for it

Structural frame

All four work 
groups are in 
place, are strong, 
supported and 
well-financed

Human resource 
frame

Work groups 
leaders provide 
excellent 
leadership and 
organizational 
support to their 
groups

Political frame

Community leaders 
support NGI 
initiatives:

• Resolutions of 
support

• Inclusion in 
budgets 

• Inclusion in 
plans

• Grant-writing 

Symbolic frame

Create and share a 
compelling “story” 
for the future of the 
community

Create an image 
to instill pride and 
optimism in the 
community

Structural, human 
resource, political 
and symbolic 
frames of the 
Gogebic Range 
Next Generation 
Initiative are in 
place to attract 
and retain young 
people on the 
Gogebic Range 

Leading to…

Increased number 
of young people 
living on the 
Gogebic Range

and

Reverse decades-
long population 
decline of the 
Gogebic Range
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OUTCOME MEASURES

Strengthen our niche 

Outcomes Who What When

Short-term changes in learning 
Heightened awareness of 
our nature-based outdoor 
recreation niche

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Better understanding of the 
benefits of strengthening our 
niche

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Mid-term changes in action
Resolutions of support for 
mapped vision

Local governments
Key informant interviews 
with government officials

2011

Incorporation of mapped vision 
into community development 
plans

Local governments
Key informant interviews 
with government officials

2012

Communities obtain 
internal/external funding for 
development of trail system

Local governments
Key informant interviews 
with government officials

2015

Trail is developed, maintained, 
and promoted

Local governments
Key informant interviews 
with government officials

2020

Long-term changes in 
conditions

More young people move to the 
Gogebic Range and stay on the 
Gogebic Range

Target market

Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants; key informant 
interviews with realtors 
and chamber and school 
officials; Census data

2010, 
2012, 
2020
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OUTCOME MEASURES

Promote our strengths 

Outcomes Who What When

Short-term changes in learning 
Heightened awareness of 
community’s strengths

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Better understanding of the 
benefits of promoting our 
strengths

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Greater awareness of marketing 
tools and resources

Work group members; 
chambers of commerce

Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants; key informant 
interviews with chamber 
officials

2010, 
2012

Heightened awareness among 
chambers of commerce 
regarding benefits of working 
together

Chambers of commerce
Key informant interviews 
with chamber officials

2012

Mid-term changes in action
Targeted market will access 
website, review related 
promotional materials, and 
consider moving to the Gogebic 
Range

Target market
Website hits; key informant 
interviews with realtors and 
chamber and school officials

2011, 
2012

Increased cooperation among 
area chambers of commerce

Chambers of commerce
Key informant interviews 
with chamber officials

2012

Long-term changes in 
conditions

More young people move to the 
Gogebic Range from someplace 
else

Target market

Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants; key informant 
interviews with realtors 
and chamber and school 
officials; Census data

2010, 
2012, 
2020
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OUTCOME MEASURES

Retain our students

Outcomes Who What When

Short-term changes in learning 
Students will understand that 
adults in the community care 
about them and value their 
contribution

Local students
Student asset-building 
survey

2014

Better understanding that 
students do not plan on living 
here (or returning)

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Better understanding that 
students do not feel “connected” 
to the community

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Better understanding of how 
we can connect students to the 
community

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Mid-term changes in action
Students actively participate in 
programs that will make them 
feel more connected to the 
community

Local students
Program counts and 
participant surveys

2011

Increased collaboration 
between youth service 
organizations, schools, and 
other community groups

Youth service organizations, 
schools, community groups

Key informant interviews 
with youth service, school, 
and community group 
officials

2012

Long-term changes in 
conditions

More area students stay on 
the Gogebic Range or return 
someday

Local students
Student asset-building 
survey; Census data

2010, 
2014, 
2020
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OUTCOME MEASURES

Build social capital (Go-In Forward) 

Outcomes Who What When

Short-term changes in learning 
Transplants* understand that 
there are other young adults in 
the community that share their 
interests

Young transplants
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Transplants feel more “at home” Young transplants
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Mid-term changes in action 
Young adults participate in 
social and networking activities

Local young adults
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Young adults create new 
friendships

Local young adults
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Young adults connect more 
strongly to the community

Local young adults
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Long-term changes in 
conditions

More young adults choose to 
stay on the Gogebic Range

Local young adults
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants; Census data

2010, 
2020

*Transplants—Moved to the Gogebic Range from someplace else
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OUTCOME MEASURES

Overall Gogebic Range Next Generation Initiative

Outcomes Who What When

Short-term changes in learning 
Greater understanding of how 
we can create a community 
more attractive to young people

NGI participants
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

New skills have been learned 
(e.g., leadership, presentation, 
organization)

NGI participants
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

Mid-term changes in action
Perceptions of the Gogebic 
Range have improved

NGI participants; the public
Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants

2010

New collaborations, 
partnerships, and projects have 
developed

NGI participants; 
community groups

Zoomerang survey of NGI 
participants; key informant 
interviews with community 
group officials

2010, 
2012

Long-term changes in 
conditions

Increased number of young 
people living on the Gogebic 
Range

Local young adults, local 
students

Census data
2010, 
2020

Reverse decades-long 
population decline of the 
Gogebic Range

Local residents Census data
2010, 
2020
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