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Organizing Our Thinking About Virginia’s Rural Communities

All communities, even small communities, are
complex. But, behind that complexity, certain
characteristics make each community unique. When
facing economic problems, each community will react in
ways consistent with those unique and often deeply
imbedded community philosophies, beliefs, attitudes, and
goals.

Depending on how rural is defined, the
Commonwealth has 60 to 90 rural counties. Thislarge
number makes the tasks facing the Rural Virginia
Prosperity Commission very tough indeed. The genera
charge to the Commission is to develop policies,
programs, and any new institutions that might be needed
to reverse the negative economic trends in rural
communities throughout Virginia. If the approaches
employed to address what appears to be a myriad of
different problems are to be pragmatic, a framework to
organize thinking about the communities, their particular
problems, and early reflections on solutions would be
helpful.

One approach isto think within the structure offered
by a matrix with “Community Profiles” on one axis and
an array of “Policies and Programs’ on the other axis
(Figure 1). A relatively small number of community
profiles will capture and categorize the big differences
across communities. Differenceswill occur in incomes,
educational achievement, accessto theinternet, proximity
to airports and interstate highways, ages of community
residents, net changes in population, and job creation in
the economic development districts, to mention just afew.
Thelisting of policiesand programswill include programs
by the state to attract new companies, to help finance
existing businesses that want to expand, and to assist in
development of business plans via Virginia's Small
Business Development Centers. Local and regional
programs can beincluded, and policies, such asuse-value
taxation, whichinfluencelocal financing capacity, can be
incorporated into different policy/program packages.

Education will have to be included with a range of
considerationsfrom improved public schoolsto workforce
enhancement in the high-tech job market of tomorrow.
And private sector programs and initiatives by
corporations, faith-based organizations, and others will
be needed to bring broad participation and impact.
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Time and effort are needed in compl eting the matrix,
but the result will be worth the effort. A particular
community profile can then be connected with the
appropriate policy/program emphasis. In the matrix, the
objectiveisto find the cell where the profile row and the
policy/program column which appears to match
community needs intersect.

Obviously, such aframework does not eliminate the
need to think about theissuesin an analytical fashion. If
anything, this approach reinforces the need for analysis,
inference, and synthesis. The thinking will have to start
with efforts to identify key characteristics of the
community, to uncover any obstacles to change, and to
look behind the fagade of complexity for conditions that
appear to need only a catalyst to launch a pattern of
progressive change. If wevisualize aconnecting cell and
amatchinthe matrix, we have already started to establish
acausal link between acommunity problem and apolicy
or program that can solve that problem. There is no
substitutefor searching for linkages, probing what appears



to be causal flows even when atime lag might be present,
and synthesizing all the piecesinto apotentially workable
solution. Thematrix concept helpsbring order and logical
flow to the process.

Aggregation and synthesiswill always be necessary.
The Commission cannot develop a different strategy for
each county. The matrix framework facilitates the task
of aggregating across several counties to a subset of
counties. The particular characteristic in the community
profile will identify which counties face a common
problem. However, the countieswith common problems
and, perhaps, common needs, may not belocated adjacent
to each other. This lack of proximity may rule out the
possibility of someregiona approaches. And recognizing
early that regional approachesthat require close proximity
may not work isimportant.

To illustrate the process, an important measure of
economic well-being in rural countiesisthe level of per
capitaincome. Aninitial aggregation could be the subset
of countiesin which per capita disposable income, after
adjusting for inflation, trended lower during the 1990s.
Having identified the counties and the communities in
the counties, the next logical stepisto probeinto thewhy
of the income declines. As the investigators considers
the causes of theincome decline, the need to re-dividethe
identified group of counties may appear. One subgroup
of counties might be having problems because farm
commodity pricesarelow leading to income changes not
only for farmers but also for the agribusiness firms that
providefarminputs. A second subgroup of countiesmight
be losing income because a number of residents are
reaching retirement age, and retirement incomes are
usually lower. Obviously, the policy/program needs to
correct the problemswill differ in thetwo setsof counties,
and without a mechanism to identify these subtle
differences, the Commission’ swork may be ineffective.

Thisapproach also guardsagainst thetendency to only
think about multi-county solutions where aregion made
up of adjacent countiesisinvolved. A rural county inthe
Central Piedmont may have a profile and arelated set of
needssimilar to arural county inthe Southwest. Failing
to broaden “regional” toinclude a subset of counties
with smilar profiles, similar problems, and similar
needsbut located in different regionscould beaserious
mistake. Duplication of programs and efforts in
geographically separated counties could result, and the
effectiveness of proposed solutions could be
compromised.

Asthe Commission moves ahead, it may be useful to
keep this framework and the related process in mind.
Analysisand investigation start with dataand information
that build aprofilefor acounty, independent city, or other
jurisdiction. When that initial step iscomplete, the need
for analytical thinking steps to the front. Causal links
between community characteristic and the symptoms of
stress such as declining incomes, high unemployment,
population losses, or low levels of investment must be
established by analysisand inference. These causal links
will need to be eliminated or changed by policies and
programs if progress is to be made in correcting the
growing economic divergence between rural and urban
areas of the Commonwealth.

Thechallengeishuge. Thedivergence between rural
Virginiaand urban Virginiais, infact, growing. Theneed
isto get back to astatus of a“common wealth” where all
are sharing. The matrix framework will not solve the
problems. Itwill not do the hard work for the Commission
members and the staff. But it can bring organization to
effortsto get started in the right direction.
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