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Abstract:

Community-centered indicators (CCI's) place people at the heart of achieving material
change in their lives, neighborhoods and regions. Whereas most community indicator
projects around the US include residents along with leaders from the various sectors in
their agency-driven ventures, CCI's create a seamless relationship between the multiple
sectors and the citizens who ultimately must be the drivers of realizing desired outcomes.
This paper examines the context in which indicators are effectively used, the nature of
communities that learn and the authors’ thesis that the authentic value of community
measures rests in their being of, by and for the people whose world they ideally reflect. It
embraces a clear point of view about the use of data for meaningful social change - e.g.
community indicator ventures need to be about far more than simply ensuring "community
access to good data." In the spirit of effective citizen democracy, CCI's recognize that
authentic learning communities -- where data is selected, applied, reflected and acted upon
via effective citizen engagement processes -- are essential to creating and sustaining
positive change.
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Introduction

In the 1990s, a virtual social movement has emerged, focused on community
sustainability. . .. While there remain disagreements about how to define, much less to
reach, a sustainable society, there seems to be agreement that indicators will play a key

role.
Innes and Booher (1999)

Over the last two decades, a growing number of neighborhoods, communities and regions
have begun using a variety of information-based "tools" to help them become healthier,
more livable and sustainable communities. In particular, hundreds of communities have
developed community indicators, quality of life indicators, community wealth indices,
indicators of health and other types of outcome-based measurement systems. Numerous
reports have been written and indicators have become a core tool for community
improvement processes across the country (and world), cutting across sustainability,
quality of life, healthy communities, grassroots neighborhood empowerment and other
frameworks for organizing improvement efforts.

While indicators are not new, their development! and application at the community level
over the past twenty years has characteristics unique from previous phases of indicator
development. As noted previously by one of the authors, "This bottom-up approach differs
from much previous work done with indicators that was top-down; it represents a new
perception of the role of indicators and information in the community. These community
indicators efforts are not only about providing information for policy makers but also
about empowering and engaging citizens to direct the future of their community."?

Why have communities, regions, neighborhoods, organizations and networks expended
enormous quantities of financial and human resources to develop sets of indicators? While
indicators can be used for a wide range of purposes, the most basic and universal answer is
simple - "They know they want the indicators to become part of a public dialogue and
somehow to help communities and regions become better at self-management and more
self-conscious about the direction they are going. They want the indicators to be
influential."3 And regardless of the specific framework being used or desired outcomes
being sought, there is at least one thing in common across these various efforts - people
presume that the development and reporting of indicators will help create positive change
within their community.

Communities and regions are complex systems containing a wide range of influences
coming from many different decisions. Rarely does a single leader or decision-maker
control or achieve community outcomes. More often, an accumulation of decisions across
various groups, organizations and individuals affects the direction of community or
regional change. By shaping the content of information and how it is communicated
throughout a community, indicators appear to have potential for changing how decisions
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are made. To date, however, the actual impacts indicators are having upon decision-making
or "ways of doing things" - i.e., community practices - remains cloudy and contested.*

Discussions of indicators as agents for community change need to be complemented by
some larger discussion of how indicators "fit" with and support different models for
promoting community efficacy. As noted by two observers of past and present efforts to
develop indicators, "these efforts. .. have relied on unrealistic expectations and a simplistic
model of how information drives policy and public action."> Noting that indicators can and
do have influence on decision-making, Innes and Booher suggest that:

The influence came through a much more complex and less observable process than many
recognize . . .Indeed, it was not really the indicators themselves or the reports that
mattered, but the learning and change that took place during the course of their
development and the way the learning led to new shared meanings and changed
discourses. This learning and changes in practices, however, was highly contingent on the
way information was developed and who was involved.®

Innes and Booher go on to describe lessons from past research and review of indicator
efforts that describe when and how indicators have been influential, including:”

e Indicators do not drive policy in themselves, but rather influence it through a
process of conversion and learning;

e Indicators primary impact occurs through and during the process of developing and
discussing them;

e Their influence is felt most through a "collaborative learning process" as those who
develop and use them jointly make sense of why the indicators are important, what
they mean, and their implications for changes in actions and policies; and

e The full range of anticipated users (i.e., those whose decisions one hopes will be
influenced by the indicators) must be involved in the selection, development of and
collaborative discussions regarding the meaning of the indicators.

Where indicators have their greatest effect, they are approached as tools for effectively
raising questions, providing the basis for people to deliberate, and to help communities
come together to develop shared meaning about important issues upon which
collaborative action can more effectively be built. It is this "learning and capacity-building"
effect of indicator development and use, often viewed as "secondary" or intangible, that we
believe to be the most significant and potentially powerful effect of community information
systems. From the simultaneous development of shared meaning and stronger networks of
caring and trust, action has emerged and been sustained in ways nobody in the project
would have predicted. To realize their full potential, the indicators are just one element of a
larger set of capacities for community change. They are one piece of a community learning
system.
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Communities That Learn

Learning is a complex process that goes beyond simple acquisition or creation of new
knowledge and skills. . . .[L]earning has a transformative aspect, which has to do with
understanding values, ideas and pressure from peers that constrain the way we think and
act. Learning interactions take place between individuals, sometimes mediated by text or
other media. Networks enable people within a community to come together to share their
values and interests just as networks operate at regional levels to allow collective
learning.

Kilpatrick (2000)

An institution that learns while it acts - a reflective institution - will necessarily look
different from an institution designed solely to act. In a reflective institution, monitoring
and evaluation of activities and projects is not so much a discrete task as a way of thinking
which must permeate the structure, philosophy and practices of an institution.

Dudley and Imbach (1997)

The idea of a "learning organization" has been with us for long enough now that it has
become part of the normal set of terms we use to discuss the characteristics and capacities
of effective, high-performing private sector companies and public sector agencies®. Over
the past five years, a few scholars and practitioners have begun to combine the findings
and propositions from work in the areas of learning organizations, community capacity,
social capital, adult education and adaptive management, and suggest how these have
particular relevance for considering why and how some communities seem to be more
effective and "high-performing" than others. Specifically, they have begun to identify an
emerging set of qualities and characteristics of communities that learn and, as a result, are
more effective at adapting to external forces and in shaping their future development path.?

Based upon an initial review and synthesis of indicators work around the US and
internationally, the authors have identified ten characteristics of a community that learns,
including:10

1. Admitting incomplete knowledge

If one assumes that s/he already knows the answer or has the best approach, or that the
"experts" responsible for crafting community policies and plans know how best do address
community needs and achieve community goals, learning is unlikely to occur. (Or, the
barriers to learning have been raised significantly.) However, when we admit that our
communities are very complex systems and that none of us really know the most effective
way for achieving our collective well-being, we open ourselves to a new approach to
planning and action. Hypotheses within project and strategic planning are made explicit.
Plans and strategies are seen as opportunities to test these hypotheses, and to improve
community knowledge and shared sense of ownership that can be used to improve future
choices and actions.
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2. Value diversity and engage the whole community.

Once we admit that none of us individually have all the answers, and that all of our
decisions can affect the future of our community, then it becomes more apparent that
"[e]verybody has a role in the learning and wisdom generating process."!1 Communities
that learn create and sustain processes which engage a broad and diverse range of
community members, recognizing that every member is both a source of knowledge as well
as a potential decision maker who will affect the community's future. "They seek new
information and different ideas to add to the local mix of experience and wisdom" and
"recognize everyone for their contribution."12

3. Two-way feedback systems

For learning and change to occur, it is critical that there is a continuous and valued two-
way flow of information between community members and community leaders (both
formal and informal). Noting that within communities there are thousands of actors whose
decisions can and do effect its character and conditions - past, present and future - Innes
and Booher suggest that we use not the analogy of a machine but rather an organism
"which evolves and changes its direction in response to external events and to its own
internal dynamics."13 Rather than attempt to direct change through a top-down or
comprehensive planning intervention, they propose another approach. “Such a system is
capable, however, of improving itself in ways we could not predict, but which are more
effective than what the most sophisticated analysts could create. Such self-improvement
and adaptation however requires feedback - various kinds of information - to flow among
the players who make the city what it is.”14

4. Effective networks (or "social capital”)

There is much evidence that the presence and strength of networks within communities is
a key and perhaps necessary ingredient for effective communities!®. In the case of
community learning, three types of networks all play important roles:

e "Strong ties" among group members (Intra-community)
e "Bridging ties" between different groups and/or between communities
e "Linking ties" between public and private institutions

The presence of trust and reciprocity in all three types of networks facilitates the flow of
information, resources and the formation of a sense of connectedness and reciprocity
among community members that enable collaborative learning. In addition, they enhance
access to the wide range of internal resources available to a community through its various
community members, local government and private organizations, as well as the resources
(knowledge, $, etc.) available from other "surrounding” communities. As noted by
Kilpatrick:16
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The presence of bridging (or 'weak’) ties between groups within a community and
between communities, and linking ties with public and private institutions, in addition to
bonding ties [i.e., intra-community networks], has a positive impact on community
sustainability. The right mix of the three kinds of ties strengthens the social capital of the
community by giving it an external dimension. This enables the community to deal with
internal and external problems or changes through access to a wide range of internal and
external knowledge, skills and resources.

5. Collective vision of a desired future

The community has articulated an explicit vision, or shared story, or set of desired
outcomes for their future that continues to be referred to and enriched by members as they
act. Without such a collectively articulated vision, there is no foundation or point of
reference for people and organizations to come together to answer the question "are we
better off than we were before?" Inherently, the discussion this question initiates starts
with another set of questions: "What does better off mean for us? What do we want are
community to be, look and feel like in the future?" While individual organizations and
community members can and do learn as they engage in their own improvement efforts,
efforts to move from individual to community-level learning requires some agreement on
answers to these types of questions.

6. Holistic perspectives, specific actions

In their recently released report from the Rockefeller Foundation, Figueroa et al note the
necessary synergy between individual and social change (or, to use different terminology,
individual and collective learning). As they observe, many individual behavior change
programs in the public health field typically are designed to achieve outcomes associated
with a single, specific aspect of health (e.g., condom promotion for HIV/AIDS prevention).
"As a consequence, some individual behavior change may even be limited to a short
duration in time unless other measures are taken to ensure that such changes are
institutionalized or self-sustaining."1” On the other hand, if the focus is only on "social
change", the capacity or potential for improvement may increase but there may be little or
no actual changes in the health and well-being of individuals. In short, what is needed for
sustained change is both individual and collective learning.

In communities that learn, members - individual and organizational - seek to understand
the interconnections between their interests, issues and activities and the larger
community-level systems and desired outcomes (i.e., "the big picture"), but not at the
expense of identifying and taking effective actions that address specific issues or problems.
Community learning occurs as people take action and then collectively reflect upon how
those actions impact desired outcomes. As we often see in collaborative processes, if the
focus remains on the desired outcomes, there results a wonderful vision for the community
but with no activity to achieve it (and no "text" for learning). Likewise, if there is only
action with no reference back to whether community health and well-being is being
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improved, there is a lot of heat being generated but not necessarily being translated to
energy that is moving the community in the desired direction.

7. Culture of inquiry

In a recent evaluation of an effort to improve the capacity of non-profit organizations
through the development and use of performance measurement systems, the reviewers
concluded that "establishing these systems alone was not enough. In the end, the project's
success had less to do with whether measurement systems were developed and more to do
with whether the organizations were able to create a culture that valued the process of self-
evaluation."18 The same can be said for communities as they attempt to develop data
warehouses and sophisticated systems for measuring performance. Unless learning and
reflection occurs throughout the community - and not just as a "special planning project” or
as the responsibility of one agency - the use of the data will be limited as will the resulting
learning. As they take action, individuals and organizations across the community need to
monitor their own results and share lessons with other community members. Learning
from action is valued and rewarded. "Good or bad, learning communities share [and
systematically review] the results of projects, actions, and events."1?

8. Take time and make space for collective reflection

As Meg Wheatley notes, "Thinking is the place where intelligent actions begin."20 Yet, both
individually and as a society, we are speeding up our processes and giving ourselves less
not more time to think and reflect. Learning - individual, group and community - requires
that spaces for reflection exist and that institutions and community members reclaim the
necessary time to talk, reflect and share their experiences. "Discussion, dialogue, conflict,
and reflection are part of the learning process."?1 Yet each one of these processes, if they
are to be positive community-building experiences that facilitate collaborative learning,
often must move at a slower pace and within longer timeframes than our current decision-
making culture supports.

If we feel we're changing in ways we don't like, or seeing things in the world that make us
feel sorrowful, then we need time to think about this. We need time to think about what
we might do and where we might start to change things. We need time to develop clarity
and courage. If we want our world to be different, our first act needs to be reclaiming time
to think. Nothing will change for the better until we do that.??

9. Collaboration and group process skills

An essential component of community (as opposed to individual) learning is "the capacity
of individuals to come together and share their knowledge and skills to solve local
problems. Partnerships and collaboration in communities mean a wider range of skills are
acquired by people, and this enhances community capacity to manage change."?3 If people
and groups are unable to bridge their diverse perspectives and experiences, then it
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becomes more difficult to imagine how the communication and joint action necessary for
community learning will occur.

10. Facilitative leadership developed throughout the community

Recognizing that sustained community change results from the combined behaviors,
actions, practices and policies of all the individuals and groups in and serving a community
- the notion of where leadership is centered must be expanded. Leadership is distributed,
even if unequally, wherever choices are made: in the kitchen, schoolyard, senior center,
place of worship etc as well as halls of government and agency board rooms. Tapping the
power of shared aspiration, positive choice and caring in every corner of the community is
a prerequisite to a healthy community and a healthy democracy.

Envisioning the Ideal

What would an ideal vision of a community learning and performance improvement
system look like? What would public agencies, residents, businesses and other community
members do and what would it look like? How would data move to meaningful information,
and then applied knowledge, and ideally become shared wisdom used to guide effective
public, private, non-profit sector policy and practice?

As the "communities movement"?#4 has emerged and matured, individual neighborhood and
community improvement efforts have begun to develop their own answers to the above
questions. As we look across these efforts, we see a complementary and synergistic set of
institutions and capacities emerging that form the foundation upon which an effective
community learning and performance improvement system can be built.

1) Information Infrastructure

A core element of learning-based community improvement is a system of information that
allows community members - both individual and organizational - to track the status of the
health and well-being of their community over time, the activities that they and others are
taking to improve conditions, and to compare the relationship among and between
different sets of outcomes, assets and activities. Components of the information system
include a data warehouse containing indicators for community-selected domains
embracing the broad definition of health and quality of life for all people and
neighborhoods. The warehouse itself is a user-friendly web-based system focused on a
range of audiences (e.g.,, community residents, organizational staff, policymakers) and
providing for a range of features enabling users to conduct their own retrieval and analysis
of the data in response to their specific questions. The system would also allow for
community members to collect and input "their" data, contributing to the overall
knowledge basis of the community.

Even if a wide range of relevant data about a particular neighborhood or community exists,
it is of limited value unless an equally wide range of community members can both access
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and begin the process of transforming data into community information. As noted
previously by one of the authors, the capacity to gather information, use information and
communicate information to others "together constitute a neighborhood's information
capacity."?> In addition to making the data warehouse "user-friendly," an effective
community learning system invests in building the capacity among potential data users to
access, collectively make sense of and use data for positive change.

2) Collaborative Action Capacity

The ability to access and make collective sense of community data is somewhat akin to
being able to retrieve and reach agreement on the meaning of the language and symbols on
the map (including your current location). The capacity for collaborative action, however,
requires an additional set of abilities: reaching agreement on where you want to go
together on the map, developing the means of transportation that will get everyone to the
desired destination, agreeing upon the different roles and contributions to the success of
the journey of different travelers, etc. Communities with effective learning and
improvement systems value and invest in their social capital and civic infrastructure -
those collections of "skills, formal and informal processes, practices and networks that
communities use to make decisions and solve problems."2¢ Central to this effort is the
presence of convening or mediating organizations that support the development of
credible information, facilitate and create the "safe spaces"” for authentic community
discussions regarding problems and opportunities for enhancing community well-being,
and seek to build the capacity across all community members to participate effectively in
collaborative deliberation, planning and action.

3) Policy Infrastructure

As noted previously, the accumulation of hundreds or thousands of "routine" decisions
made everyday by and within organizations can have profound impacts on community
well-being. If the use of community information for collective learning is viewed as
somehow separate from the processes that inform these routine decisions, the full
potential of the system will not be reached and the traction for effective change lessened.
Instead, community learning and performance improvement systems seek to create strong
linkages between community and organizational (public, private and non-profit sectors)
performance. Organizational commitments to improve community performance are
negotiated and leaders and organizations are held accountable to commitments as tracked
and trended by the indicators. Organizations and groups use community indicators and
resources in their own work to improve performance (internally and with their
constituencies), and their subsequent contributions to community well-being are
acknowledged and celebrated. Performance evaluation and reward systems - both formal
and informal - are adjusted to reflect positive contributions to community outcomes. Over
time, as increasing numbers of community members seek to align their efforts with one or
more community outcomes, new opportunities for alignment and collaboration across
different sectors and organizations emerge naturally as people and groups recognize
synergies between their part in contributing to broader community values (even as they
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pursue their own interests/agenda) and the complementary efforts of other community
actors.

Realizing the Catalytic Power of Indicators for Community Learning

A primary function of indicators is to communicate information about complex systems (in
this case, community health, neighborhood vitality, or sustainability) in order to promote
decisions and actions that will improve those systems. As outlined above, it appears that a
primary mechanism for this is through the learning - both individual and collective - that
occurs as community members engage with one another in the various discussions and
tasks necessary for selecting, building and using the indicators. Both the process of
developing indicators and using them can potentially act as catalysts for learning. However,
as we have suggested throughout this paper, indicators and community information
systems - regardless of their sophistication and "user-friendliness" - are necessary but
insufficient elements of an effective community change process. By themselves, they are
just as likely to lead down paths of individual learning and heightened disparities in
performance as those people and organizations with capacity to use the information do so
to achieve their desired outcomes.

Given the complexity of how communities function and the uncertainty regarding cause-
and-effect relationships in the problems they face, communities need to design flexible,
resilient systems that seek to engage broader sets of people (a) in sharing and making
collective meaning with their knowledge and perspectives, (b) in generating shared
hypotheses or "best practices" regarding community improvement strategies, (c) reflecting
on and learning from the results of those strategies and (d) adjusting their plans, strategies
and practices. While indicators are fundamental components of these systems, we must
look to create and sustain the broader sets of capacities for community learning if
indicators are to be effective tools for community improvement. We must seek to develop
and utilize:

e capacities and systems for collaborative "learning-deciding-acting-reflection-
adaptation” cycles within and among community organizations, associations and
members;

e institutional structures within the community for convening people and groups
across different sectors and provide a neutral place for deliberation, learning, and
collaborative problem-solving;

e community data systems that facilitate access to information at time and geographic
scales relevant to a wide range of community members; and

e capacities for dialogue and authentic communication within and across the
community.

If the promise of our democracy, and the vitality of our communities is to be fully realized -
authentic citizen engagement around quality data is a prerequisite, not a panacea. It is but
the foundation upon which great additional cooperative work must occur to create
healthier, vital and resilient neighborhoods, communities and regions.

10
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