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• 9 topic areas/7 working groups

• today, trends, future vision

• regional and local approach

• innovative outreach

• scenarios - tradeoffs

• preferred regional plan 

• build capacity to implement

NRV LIVABILITY INITIATIVE



NRV Regional Commission

Montgomery County

Pulaski County

Floyd County

Giles County 

Town of Blacksburg

Town of Christiansburg

City of Radford

Virginia Tech

Community Housing Partners

National Committee for the New River

Community Foundation

New River Community Action

Metropolitan Planning Organization

NRV HOME Consortium 

New River Health District

CONSORTIUM MEMBERS







Why is community engagement 
important?



Soul of the Community Project

Knight Foundation

Soul of the Community

https://vimeo.com/16755677


What Makes Engagement Meaningful?



Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation



Public Meeting

Citizens input is “welcome” at a 

public hearing on codes, bylaws, 

ordinances and other things beloved by 

planners and bureaucrats.

Tuesday at 6 p.m. in a room with 

uncomfortable chairs.  Parking limited.

Informing and Other Forms of Tokenism

• Low accessibility for 
non-experts.

• Unclear how citizen 
input impacts process 
or outcomes.

• Emerging proposals 
appear to be “done 
deals”



The Town Hall Meeting



The Town Hall Meeting

• Has it changed over time?   
• How does the public perceive its role?

• Who does it work for?  
• What is it set up to do?

• High stakes, zero-sum outcomes
• Dialogue low, often absent
• Proposal may pass but…



Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement

What Gets in the Way?



Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement

What Gets in the Way?
• Limited resources (time/$$)

• Habits and comfort
• Fear of conflict

• Desire to maintain control (info, process, outcomes)

• Desire to manage citizen expectations



Some of our “standard” engagement efforts:
• Regional Kick-Off Summit with 150+ participants 

(table discussions)
• Website – working group progress and draft 

documents, direct communication with WGs
• Online and paper surveys – several iterations
• Spanish language survey and outreach events with 

local churches
• Lower-literacy survey (Community Action & Literacy Vol.)
• Community meetings with established groups



And some “not-so-standard” engagement methods:

Collaboration between VT-IPG, NRVRC, Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation

• Healthy NRV (youth engagement)

PlaceMatters

• Keypad polling at Kick-Off and Final Summits

• CrowdGauge – NRV Tomorrow Survey





Frame the issue…

Healthy NRV Overview Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HdBS07xAxws&feature=youtu.be


Give youth a voice…

Domino Effect

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rFzCy4mTBsE&feature=youtu.be&noredirect=1


And some “not-so-standard” engagement methods:

VT Dept of Theater and Cinema - Directing/Public 
Dialogue
• Building Home: Story circles, Participatory Theater 
• Interactive Community Performances: Whether 

System, Behind A Stranger’s Face

Collaboration between Sojourn Theater, VT, and 
PlaceMatters
• BUILT NRV game 



We were really skeptical at first…….



So we hired these artists to help you…



We knew we wanted to
• Have more authentic conversations 
• understand root concerns (interests over positions)
• reach the harder-to-reach vs. the usual suspects
• built trust and collaborative spirit, and have fun!
• create capacity for civic problem solving



Building Home - Town Hall Nation

Town Hall Nation 

Sojourn Theatre, TEAM, 

Imagining America

April 23-26, 2012  - Virginia Tech  



Building Home: Behind A Stranger’s Face

November 17th – December  3rd, 2012 





The BUILT Game



A Different Community Conversation: BUILT NRV



A Different Community Conversation: BUILT NRV



A Different Community Conversation: BUILT NRV



NRV Livability Initiative: BUILT NRV

• Individual Priorities

• Collaboration –
Neighborhood/Town

• Integration –
Town/County

A Different Community Conversation: BUILT NRV



Further Collaborations: Sojourn Theater and BUILT NRV

BUILT Game
core values and priorities

key tensions and tradeoffs

obstacles, challenges

potential action strategies  





Values: a range of perspectives on 
high-priority goals

Future Vision

CrowdGauge/NRV Tomorrow Survey:
Imagining the Future



CrowdGauge/NRV Tomorrow Survey:
Mock Participatory Budgeting



CrowdGauge/NRV Tomorrow Survey:
Policy Support



CrowdGauge/NRV Tomorrow Survey:
Output



Additional Analysis of Feedback



INTERSECTING THEMES

Community GatheringsOutreach + Working Groups=
INTERSECTING THEMES



Enhancing Living & 
Working Environments 

• Improve transportation options 

• Successfully age in place/ community

Senior population 
will double in most 
communities by 2030

Under 25 population 
is declining in Giles 
and Pulaski



Preserving Rural Heritage & 
Community Character 

• Protect scenic beauty/ view 
sheds.

• Enhance outdoor recreation 
opportunities. 

• Recognize importance of the 
arts, culture, and history which 
defines community character

• Strengthen the economic and 
cultural position of downtowns



Making the Business Environment 
more Productive & Efficient 

• More employees in small 
business than manufacturing

• Better understand workforce 
skill gaps and address them

• Career pathways

• Increase education 
opportunities/entrepreneur 
support services

• Strengthen agriculture 
viability

New Startup 

Firms

2002 83

2003 84

2004 109

2005 111

2006 124

2007 215

2008 180

2009 139

2010 167

2011 151

2012 177



Building Healthy Communities 

• Ensure Access to Healthcare

• Create Health Environments

• Promote Healthy Behaviors

• Support Children Reaching their 
Full Potential

• Improve and Protect Water 
Resources



Implementation Partnerships:
How do we make those pretty plans come off the shelf?



THERE WAS ONE MINOR PROBLEM…



HOW PARTNERSHIP ESTABLISHED

• Concept came from project staff and leadership team 
discussions (those intimately familiar with the project)

• Honest (informal) assessment of how to keep the positive 
momentum going knowing lack of financial resources

• Recognizing how the region views both organizations and 
their anticipated roles in the future



The mission of the Community Foundation of the New River Valley is 

to enrich our community by providing professional management services 

to donors for their charitable causes, awarding visionary grants and 

scholarships, and nurturing collaborations in our community.



20 Years of Serving the NRV

Current Assets: $8.7 million

Grants Since 1997: $3 million

Grants & Scholarships in 2013: $300,000

Workshops & Programs in 2013: 30



Collaboration for Impact

Among 10 Partner Organizations 

sponsoring the Aging Successfully at 

Home and in Our Urban and Rural 

Communities Design Workshop

Addressing demographic trends 

and housing challenges with the 

2013 Norman & Nancy Eiss

Community Impact Grant



Through an innovative partnership with

the NRV Regional Commission,

the Community Foundation will:

Working Together to 

Move Good Ideas into Action

Add to its existing staff to better facilitate collaboration and 

cooperation around community needs and preferences, 

Use the data and citizen preferences from the Initiative to 

guide Foundation grant-making with support from the 

NRVRC in collecting further data and tracking our progress 

along key indicators,

AND…



Launch a major fundraising

initiative to support

local and regional solutions

to community challenges. 

20th Anniversary Future Funds

cfnrv.givebig.org

Enhancing Living & Working Environments 

Preserving Rural Heritage & Community Character 

Making the Business Environment
more Productive & Efficient 

Building Healthy Communities 



COMPLIMENTARY ROLES

• NRVRC brings the governments together while the 
Foundation brings non-profits, donors, others to the table

• Both organizations share a lot of “political/community 
capital”

• Foundation has infrastructure to convene the community 
regularly 



ENGAGING DECISION MAKERS

For the partnership to be successful and lasting, the governing 
boards must buy-in and ask:

• How does the proposed partnership fit with the 
organization’s overall mission?

• How does the partnership meet the strategic vision and 
needs of the organization?



ANTICIPATED IMPACT

• Much better model to address local challenges with local $

• Foundation will gain a staff role that is unique and meets its 
strategic objectives in the areas of grantmaking and 
fundraising 

• Elevated understanding and appreciation of community 
needs 

• More people/organizations working toward similar goals



CURRENT IMPACT

• Project Leadership Team Meets Monthly

• Tracking New Projects and Grant Dollars

• Convening the Region Annually on Livability

• Foundation Continuing to Adjust Grantmaking

• Community Impact Grant Program…with Technical Assistance



CURRENT IMPACT



CURRENT IMPACT











Value of the Livability Initiative

• Data to better understand citizen needs and 
preferences. 

• Better understanding of trends- opportunity to 
address now rather than down the road

• Funders are taking notice – may open up new 
resources

• Partnerships- are forming around promising 
ideas

• Capacity Building- to more effectively engage 
citizens and to implement the best ideas.



90 Days of the campaign 

468 Sign-ups 
59 came from outside 24060 zip code
92 were poor sites due to shading/orientation

59 Contracts signed so far

302 kW under contract 
181 kW higher than original goal….and counting

$1,072,100 Dollar value of new economic activity 
from contracts so far

12 Other Virginia localities…….

By The Numbers



Want More Information?

www.nrvrc.org

www.cfnrv.org

www.nrvlivability.org

http://www.nrvpdc.org/
http://www.cfnrv.org/
http://www.nrvlivability.org/

