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Abstract  

Rebuilding the Appalachian Economy From the Ground Up: Towards A Holistic 

Organizational Framework for Community and Economic Development in Rural 

Extractive Areas   

 

Brandon M. Dennison  

 

Central Appalachia specifically and rural extractive areas more generally face some of the most 

challenging socio-economic realities in North America. Community-based organizations (CBOs) 

are an important tool for addressing these challenges. As governments intensify efforts to 

mitigate climate change, and as fossil-fuel industries contract, extracted communities are 

experiencing economic, cultural, and environmental upheaval. Many leaders call for a “just 

transition” away from fossil-fuels, which would make local extraction communities whole. 

However, achieving a truly just transition away from fossil fuels is extraordinarily challenging, 

and many extracted communities were never whole to begin with. I argue CBOs are the crucial 

vehicle through which effective community and economic development (CED) outcomes can 

materialize for distressed rural communities. Yet CBOs do not receive nearly enough funding, 

policy-focus, or high-level partnership. Technical assistance provided to CBOs is often 

ineffective, especially in rural settings. Evaluation systems for measuring rural CBO 

effectiveness are inadequate.  

 

My research is primarily geared toward practitioners and aspiring practitioners. Findings, 

program designs and evaluative structures put forward herein are based on experience with 

Coalfield Development, a 501(c)3 non-profit organization I founded in southern West Virginia in 

2010. Coalfield Development has essentially served as my research field lab. This dissertation 

provides four sections detailing organizational capabilities which local CBOs can develop and 

implement towards the goal of a just transition and improved quality of life for their unique rural 

place. In doing so, support is needed from funders and policy-makers in order to succeed. Much 

better evaluative systems are needed, as well, which could improve resource allocation decisions 

in these greatly under-invested communities and could also improve organizational 

effectiveness. The four capabilities and corresponding sections of this dissertation are:  

 

• capacity building for rural CBOs  

• incubating and investing in employment social enterprises  

• human development for people facing barriers to employment  

• and community-based real-estate revitalization  

 

In this dissertation, I use mixed-methods to draw insights and best-practices from more than a 

decade of interventions through Coalfield Development including case studies, focus groups, 

surveys, cost-benefit-analyses, program designs and program evaluations. My research illustrates 

and articulates the value of all four capabilities, finding them each as essential components for 

CBOs working in extracted local economies. While this research is based in central Appalachia it 

is intended to be useful to practitioners, policymakers, funders, local leaders and researchers in 

other rural fossil-fuel communities throughout the world.
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1 
 

Introduction 
Research Question and Purpose 

How can practitioners achieve better community and economic development outcomes in 

central Appalachia, what is the optimal organizational program design for achieving those 

outcomes, and how can we best measure organizational success? This is the primary research 

question I will seek to answer in my dissertation. Importantly, my aim is developing an 

organizational framework for local Community Based Organizations (CBOs) to consider. This is 

as opposed to a comprehensive formula for an entire community or region at the meta level. 

Therefore, the model put forward herein addresses capacities and approaches to be developed 

and implemented by CBOs as single organizations rather than system-wide programs by 

government agencies or market-wide ventures by private businesses. In answering this question, 

I will achieve my research purpose which is the creation of an organizational model for 

improved community and economic development (CED) in central Appalachia at the 

“grassroots,” or “ground level”. The model is defined by four core capacities, and I go in depth 

with each of the four. There are various and related “top-down” or “systemic” policy 

implications considered, but those are not my primary focus.  

Such an organizational framework as the one I propose will have broader significance for 

the development of CED interventions in other extractive, rural areas. Within the broad scope of 

CED fields, I will specifically consider non-profit capacity building, social enterprises, job 

training/workforce development, and real-estate revitalization. Most of the research herein is 

grounded in more than 10 years of in-field experience. The intention is for this document to 

become the basis of a practitioner’s handbook which is usable in replicating elements of the 

models in their unique and particular context.    

Research Methods 
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 In 2010, I along with other local volunteers in Wayne County, WV, founded a not-for-

profit 501(c)3 organization called Coalfield Development. What began as a volunteer effort has 

evolved into a $20 million organization, serving hundreds of low-income workers a year, and 

becoming a leading voice on the need for a “just transition” for coal communities in which we 

move away from coal and toward something (not yet fully defined) more sustainable. The 13 

years since founding Coalfield Development have created a challenging, deeply engaging, and 

ultimately quite impactful learning lab from which I have gained insight into the realities of rural 

Appalachia. In particular, I have learned about non-profit organizations and their capacity to 

execute, about social enterprises, and about on-the-job training models, and about community 

revitalization real-estate projects. These topics, and the Appalachian reality in which they are 

carried out, are the focus of my research. I start with specific examples from my lived and 

professional experience to then deduce broader implications for CED fields, especially as 

pertaining to rural, extractive areas.  

I am an active participant observer in this inductive, empirical process to understand the 

current Community and Economic Development (CED) landscape in central Appalachia, to 

process relevant history and context which has shaped this landscape, to conduct and synthesize 

relevant new research, and then to put forward a comprehensive framework for a more effective 

CED organizational model in this region (including corresponding performance measurement 

and evaluation processes). The word “active” is important in describing my participant-observer 

status: I am not passively observing activities related to my research. The purpose of my 

participating is not merely to gain insight and help answer my research questions. Rather, I am 

actively working to shape the framework which has emerged from my experience and research 

and which I put forward in this dissertation.  
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I am, first and foremost, a practitioner. I write in the first-person because the truth is I 

cannot fully separate my professional in-field experience from my academic processes. All the 

hundreds of research articles I’ve read combined could not compare to the learning and insights 

I’ve gained from my in-field experience. In this research, I do not assume a non-identity because 

my primary identity is that of a lifelong West Virginian and of a social entrepreneur working to 

creatively solve the problems we face here in Appalachia. My research is designed in a way to 

take my personal, professional experiences and give them shape, structure, and empirical validity 

which can become relevant to other academic researchers and in-field practitioners. While 

transparently conveying my biases and perspectives, I do still attempt to objectively compare and 

contrast the benefits and cons of the models I propose. It would be shortsighted and arrogant not 

to.     

Most of my experience and research is based in West Virginia. However, I am focused on 

the central Appalachian region. This works well because, as Stoll (2017) finds, West Virginia is 

“exemplary for the region as whole.” (p. 7) It is, after all, the only state entirely encapsulated in 

the federal definition of the region, according to the Appalachian Regional Commission.  

My research methods are mostly qualitative, with some quantitative supplements. 

Admittedly, more quantitative research is needed in this space (as is more qualitative, for that 

matter), and I design each section of this dissertation intentionally to identify key independent 

and dependent variables which could inform future statistical analyses. However, it makes more 

sense for me to first synthesize and make sense of my in-field experience as well as conduct 

comprehensive assessments of other research and in-field experiences before jumping to a 

detailed statistical project. Otherwise, the quality of such regressions would suffer.  
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In addition to literature reviews on the topics identified above, I use case interviews, 

surveys, and focus groups to create a foundation of knowledge and data. 12 years’ worth of 

reflective field notes are synthesized. As Freeman et al (2020) instruct: “Further, reflection 

during the analysis process is an important part of how qualitative interpretations are arrived at; 

it is not possible to complete a mature analysis of qualitative data without having some way of 

capturing and carefully considering our insights along the way.” (p. 43) From this reflective 

foundation, I will construct a new program design (including corresponding program evaluation 

structures) for comprehensive CED in central Appalachia. I use APA style for references and 

citations, as is common practice in my department.  

Timeline 

2009-2011 2010-2023 2020-2022 Fall 2022-

Spring 2023 

Spring 

2023-Fall 

2023  
-Graduate-level coursework at 

Indiana University School of 

Public and Environmental 

Affairs (ranked 1st in the 

country by U.S. News)  

-Knowledge-base development 

in: public policy, nonprofit 

management, social 

entrepreneurship, and 

economics  

Practitioner; 

in-field 

experience as 

founder and 

CEO of 

Coalfield 

Development  

-Field note 

collection 

-WVU PhD-level 

Coursework 

-Knowledge-base 

development in: 

research 

methods, human 

and community 

development, 

education, and 

program 

evaluation  

-Conclude 

data 

collection, 

including in-

field surveys 

and focus 

groups 

-Synthesize 

existing data  

-Begin writing 

dissertation   

-Complete 

dissertation  

-Defend 

dissertation   

 

Research Process 

For many years now, I have been fully immersed in this applied research. As Mills and 

Gay (2016) explain, qualitative immersive research requires more “in-depth data collection” than 

“purely statistical quantitative research.” (p. 167) They also clarify that “qualitative research 

must almost always deal with smaller samples, normally interacting over a long period of time 
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and in great depth.” (p. 168) This has certainly been the case for me. I have remained conscious, 

throughout my research, of multiple potential sampling biases. To compensate for such biases, I 

use triangulation as well as an objective “pros and cons” comparative cost-benefit approach 

towards the end of each chapter. I follow Johnson et al’s (2020) criteria for rigor and quality by 

including a “clear research question,” building a “logical case,” providing “context for the 

problem statement,” and building to a “conceptual framework” which is “explicit and justified.” 

(p. 140)    

Despite relatively small sample sizes and a high risk of bias, this dissertation will be 

rigorous. It will be of high quality, aligned with Glassick’s “Criteria for Assessing the Quality of 

Scholarship of a Research Study:” (1997)   

Glassick’s Criteria  My Corresponding Research Standards  

Clear Purpose  I have a clear research question; answers to 

this question will inform a robust rationale for 

the new CED program design put forward  

Adequate Preparation  In addition to more than a decade of direct 

field experience with the topics at hand, I will 

conduct extensive literature reviews to 

understand prior work in this space and set 

appropriate context for my new work.  

Appropriate Methods  Careful consideration has been given for 

which research methods best answer my 

research question. Entire courses have been 

taken in order to inform my decisions and 

prepare me for proper execution on the 

chosen methods. I believe the research 

process outlined in this document properly 

balances my unique personal experience with 

additional theoretical and conceptual tools in 

order to provide valuable scholarship.  

Significant Results  Deeper knowledge of CED in central 

Appalachia is sure to result from this research 

process. Over the years, dozens of community 

leaders, entrepreneurs, policy makers, and 

philanthropists from other states (and even 
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other countries) have contacted Coalfield 

Development with interest in learning from 

and replicating portions of the Coalfield 

model in their communities and contexts. The 

World Bank has incorporated the Coalfield 

model into it “Just Transition Academy.” This 

dissertation will make further dissemination 

and replication possible, and it will ensure 

such expansions are grounded in sound 

research and relevant data.   

Effective Presentation  In using the final product as a tool for broader 

dissemination, I will be sure to write in a way 

that both practitioners and researchers alike 

can benefit. And this writing will 

intentionally make emulation possible while 

also expecting future research and practitioner 

insight getting layered on top of it. Again, key 

variables will get identified which statisticians 

could use to design quantitative research 

projects.  

Reflective Critique  Regular and systematic reflection is the 

greatest strength of this process, in my 

opinion. This project started with my own 

personal reflection and field notes on my 

professional work. Now, empirical tools and 

processes enable me to deepen these 

reflections, test the hypotheses I’ve developed 

over time, and share what I’ve learned with a 

broader audience and in a reflective manner 

which allows more critique and other 

hypotheses to emerge.   

 

Observation and interviewing are the most common forms of qualitative data-gathering 

(Mills and Gay, 2016). As such, my dissertation will draw heavily on 12 years’ worth of direct 

observation. On top of this experienced data (much of it documented in field notes and journals), 

I will add interviews and focus groups. My interviews and focus groups are cross-sectional, 

mixing closed-ended and open-ended questions. I then code responses according to emerging 

patterns and themes. There are also some small survey instruments used; these are not robust 

enough to represent statistical significance, but do help build an anecdotal case for the 
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framework I develop and identify future depending and independent variables for further 

research.  

Admittedly, as a practitioner, I cannot completely eliminate my biases. I try to 

transparently name them and account for them with academic integrity. My sampling technique 

is purposive and utilizes a technique known as “intensity sampling.” (Mills and Gay, p. 168) I 

select some high-achieving participants (or organizations, depending on the chapter) and some 

lower achieving participants, then compare their experiences and the impacts of Coalfield 

Development on their lives and communities. As is common with qualitative research, I rarely 

sample more than 20 participants at a time. 

While not an ethnographic study, per se, this dissertation will draw on certain techniques 

from the “narrative styles” of ethnographic research, which Mills and Gay (2016) describe as 

“necessarily partial.” (p. 395) Specifically, I align with “critical ethnography” which analyzes 

“shared patterns of a marginalized group with the aim of advocacy.” (p. 396) In this instance, the 

marginalized group is rural Appalachian people facing barriers to employment. The advocacy is 

for greater place-based support of Community Based Organizations (CBOs) in rural, extractive 

areas. Further elaborating on ethnographic approaches, Mills and Gay explain: “It uses data 

analysis procedures that involve the explicit interpretation of the meanings and functions of 

human actions. Interpretations are presented through the description of themes. . . .” The reader 

will note each section of this dissertation includes at least 12 key themes put forward for 

continued emphasis, program design, program evaluation, and future research. I have curated 

these themes out of my ethnographic, in-field experiences and reflections as well as rigorous 

academic research grounding them in empirical legitimacy. Mills and Gay continue, explaining 

how ethnographic studies “offer interpretations of people’s actions and behaviors that must be 
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uncovered through an investigation of what people do and their reasons for doing it.” (pp. 395-

396) After 13 years of in-field experience, I am eager for synthesizing, sense-making, and 

dissemination of what I’ve learned.  

My research is not just for academic purposes. My research is designed for the 

advancement of improved CED for my region and its people, with the explicit hope it can help 

other places and people do the same for themselves. Context, in ethnographic and other narrative 

forms of research, matters a great deal. Thus, considerable time is invested (especially in the 

Preface) in understanding the Appalachian context. This dissertation is written from a central 

Appalachian context because that is what I know best. Still, I will draw from other research in 

others contexts, just as I hope others can draw upon my research to support their work in the 

contexts they know best. Appalachia makes for an interesting and relevant context as it relates to 

CED. Hence, my research question: How can practitioners achieve better community and 

economic development outcomes in central Appalachia, and what is the optimal organizational 

framework for achieving those outcomes? I do not mean to imply no progress has been made by 

current or previous CED practitioners, but my lived experience and additional research will show 

mixed results. Still today, some of the deepest pockets of generational poverty in North America 

remain in central Appalachia. (Pollard and Jacobsen, 2021) Socioeconomic challenges keep 

piling up and compounding. Our modern Opioid-addiction epidemic is one such outcome of 

these compounded challenges.    

Defining Economic Development, Community Development, and Human Development Towards 

an Understanding of Community Based Organizations (CBOs) and the Community-Economic 

Development (CED) Processes of Which They Are a Part   
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 Economic development is a more common term than human or community development. 

Local officials use it daily in press releases and public events. Blair and Caroll (2009) distinguish 

economic growth from economic development: “Growth is an increase in the overall size of a 

local economy. Development requires that qualitative improvements occur.” They go on to 

explain how “Economic development implies that the welfare of residents is improving.” (p. 13) 

Economic development is generally a macro-concept, meaning it is looking at local, regional, or 

national units of market-based activity and functions bundled together (investment, firms, tax 

structures, supply chains etc.).  

 Community development typically considers organizational units of analysis: local civic 

groups, voluntary networks, nonprofits, universities etc. Mostly, these organizations are part of 

“civil society,” meaning they are neither government nor purely private for-profit entities. An 

exception would be that community development does also often involve units of local 

government and their various authorities and agencies. It often includes the involvement of local 

private businesses, but is almost never led and coordinated by private businesses. The nature of 

work for organizations in the community development space is improvement of the community 

in which the organization is located. As with economic development, this can include a 

necessarily broad set of activities. The Congressional Research Service (2022) explains: “The 

role and function of individual community development organizations may vary by community 

based on a range of factors.” (p. 1) It cites a Federal Reserve System definition of “community 

development investments” as being “designed to create new opportunities – primarily related to 

affordable housing, small businesses, and jobs – that specifically benefit lower-income 

neighborhoods and populations.” They add most of these type activities are carried out by 

“community development corporations or similar nonprofits.” (p. 1)  
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This leads us to the definition of a Community Based Organization (CBO, for short). This 

I define as a non-profit organization serving a distinctive place with a bounded geography and 

focused on activities creating new and better opportunities for members of that community, 

especially low-income members and those facing marginalization and/or significant barriers to 

well-being. CBOs are part of a broader field I refer to as Community and Economic 

Development (CED, for short) which combines community development and economic 

development. While Blair and Carroll (2009) try arguing economic development is about more 

than just GDP and growth, the reality is most purely economic development projects prioritize 

revenue, production, and investment above social, environmental, and human development 

goals. CED inverts such prioritizations.  

Human development, in contrast to economic and community development, is about 

individuals. It is often carried out by CBOs, but is rarely a focus of traditional economic 

development agencies. My favorite definition of human development is from Nobel Prize 

winning economist Amartya Sen (1999): “Development consists of the removal of various types 

of unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising their 

reasoned agency.” (p. xii) Human development thus becomes a process of removing barriers to 

freedom and increasing the options people have for participating in the economy and society. I 

consider Human Development to be a component of CED. 

Structure and Format  

Because I not only offer an analysis, but also will put forward a model framework for 

implementation, one might reasonably classify my dissertation as “action research.” Mills and 

Gay (2015) describe action research as a process which empowers practitioners to “. . . make 

informed decisions about what to change and what not to change, link prior knowledge to new 
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information, learn from experience (even failures), and ask questions and systematically find 

answers.” (p. 476) Action research heavily relies on fieldwork, including: “observations, 

interviews, questionnaires, phone calls, personal and official documents, photographs, 

recordings, drawings, journals, email messages, informal conversations . . . .” (Mills and Gay, 

2015 p. 563) The importance of open-ended questions is emphasized, and field notes for action 

research are advised to be not only descriptive, but also reflective; reflective meaning the field 

notes describe “. . . the observers thoughts, personal reactions, experiences.” (p. 567)   

In addition to the introduction and preface, my dissertation will have four sections, each 

set in the central Appalachian context and pulling from Coalfield Development as a case study: 

one on non-profit organizational capacity building, one on employment social enterprises and 

workforce development, one on real-estate revitalization projects, and a fourth section on 

personal and professional development for people facing barriers to employment. These topics 

have been chosen because they align with the activities of my research lab (the organization I 

founded in 2010 and still lead today called Coalfield Development), and because they directly 

relate to my research question. While these four sections will not cover all CED fields, they will 

cover enough variety of fields to reasonably call the resulting framework holistic and/or 

comprehensive. Each chapter will include the following components:  

• A Literature Review  

• Analysis of existing literature blending review and experience 

• A Summation and Analysis of New Data Gathered  

• A Program Design  

• A Program Evaluation Structure  
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• Proposed Future Research (including key independent and dependent variables to 

help guide future quantitative research)   

Some chapters will draw on other frameworks, theories, and models as needed. For 

example, I will use Kaldor-Hicks cost-benefit-analysis tables in the social enterprise section 

whereas I’ll use a case study method in the personal and professional development portion of the 

dissertation. Acknowledging my biases, I will nonetheless utilize pros/cons tables to honestly 

address drawbacks and weaknesses of my recommended courses of action. And I will triangulate 

in and between different methods and sources. All of this with the goal of a systematic, rigorous, 

and meaningful end-product. Finally, I will include a personal reflection in the Appendix. While 

not academic or empirical in nature, the hope is this will form the basis of a future book. This 

book would be of interest to other practitioners in rural areas.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preface 

P1. Connecting to Existing Theoretical Frameworks  
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Identifying one theory in which CED is grounded is not possible. Each organization is 

different, is led by individuals with different philosophies, and is funded by entities promulgating 

various and sometimes competing philosophies. Moreover, each CBO operates in unique places 

having distinctive dynamics and various assets and liabilities. Spaces in which CBOs operate are 

decidedly pluralistic. (Salamon, 1987) Individuals gain more power by associating with CBOs, 

and CBOs collaborating together can achieve collective impact on various social and economic 

issues. Several key theoretical frameworks are noteworthy as related to CED in Appalachia. 

Harrow (2001) notes an intriguing duality in which CED appeals to both conservative classical 

liberal philosophies as well as to progressive radical Marxist ones. Related to the former, CBOs 

are viewed as market-based alternatives to government interventions. Related to the latter, CBOs 

are viewed as instruments of post-professional, post-colonial societal reforms and even 

revolution against upper-class dominated systems. (Salamon, 1987) 

 Similar in dichotomous appeal to liberal and Marxist theory, CBOs (and the entire CED 

field for that matter) have been viewed as both agents of modernism and post-modernism. 

Immerwahr (2015) explains the modernizing industrial paradigm which emerged out of World 

War II (and through which the United States gained economic hegemony). In this paradigm, 

CBOs were often associated with modernization: massive infrastructure projects, corporate 

business development, and large-scale social programs. Modernization assumes all economies 

evolve along a similar pattern of advancement and progress, from less complex to more complex, 

from smaller to bigger. Dependency theory arose to counter modernization, arguing that in fact 

rich countries used poorer, often colonized countries to become wealthy therefore trapping 

“periphery” counties in cycles of dependency on outside forces for survival, “investment,” and 

trade. Similar domestic patterns are described, including here in Appalachia. Stoll (2017) builds 
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off Immerwahr’s critiques of modernism, especially in Appalachia where rural people have been 

viewed as backward and in need of modernizing efforts to integrate them with the global 

economy.   

Modernization was the dominant development paradigm in the post World War II era. 

Stoll (2017) describes Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth as “among the most influential 

works of development theory of the century.” (p. 244) Rather than respecting assets amongst 

rural or primitive people, modernization theory viewed them as behind in the stages of 

development needed for modernization. Theories and advocations for modernization and 

capitalism are heavily intertwined. As such, modernist interventions have emphasized integrating 

rural people into modern markets through initiatives like infrastructure development, job 

training, and business development. Stoll, a critic of capitalism, laments: “Most development 

thought insists that the poor and hungry of the world – people who once took care of most of 

their own needs by farming and trading in once robust environments – will be saved by 

somewhat different versions of the same thinking that made them poor in the first place.” (p. 

258) In other words, if there are synchronous stages of development in the modern, capitalist, 

modernist economy then they have pushed most rural places toward negative economic 

outcomes and not positive ones.  

Global examples of modernist economic development approaches abound throughout the 

20th Century. Reports by and on the World Bank and International Monetary Fund illustrate such 

examples thousands of times over. However, Immerwhar (2015) notes a decided shift beginning 

in the 60s and cementing in the 70’s when both policy-makers and practitioners began 

celebrating smaller-scale, community-based efforts aimed at maintaining local customs and 

traditions rather than forcing wholesale acquiescence into neo-liberal capitalist systems. Civic 
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participation and community-driven processes were hallmarks of the post-modern approach to 

CED. Still today, most CBOs argue against the “smokestack chasing” of local governments in 

favor of more community-based, small-scale efforts supporting local entrepreneurship and 

existing small businesses. Immerwahr writes, “In the United States, communitarian ideologies 

flowered on the grave of modernization.” (p. 171)  

 Communitarianism envisions small, self-governing communities as the ideal outlets for 

equitable participation in society and just economic activity. It emphasizes collective 

responsibility and shared moral values. This is not to be confused with communism, which 

advocates total public-ownership and nationalized economies. Newman and De Zoysa (1997) 

define the concept as a kind recommitment to communal and family bonds despite modern 

moves towards individualism. They emphasize the theory’s approach to change through 

voluntary action and persuasion rather than social reform, finding it ultimately ineffective and 

resulting in strategy shifts among practitioners toward power-building, organizing, and reform on 

big issues like income inequality. I think it’s fair to say many CBOs (certainly most I personally 

know) are grounded in ideals akin to various forms of communitarianism. 

 One such communitarian ideal is that of social equity (and also of equal opportunity). 

There are dozens of similar yet differently nuanced definitions of equity. Most, although not all, 

relate to racial justice. Importantly social equity (often synonymous with racial equity) differs in 

meaning from equity theory (prominent in psychological and political sciences) which focuses 

more on individual perceptions and reactions of how fairly people feel they are being treated in 

work places or political systems. Social equity is about ensuring a person’s demographics do not 

dictate their well-being nor their economic/social mobility. Annie E. Casey Foundation, in its 

“Race, Equity, and Inclusion Action Guide” distinguishes social equality from social equity: 
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“equity is defined as the state, quality, or ideal of being just, impartial, and fair.” In other words, 

if equity is the goal, then it’s not enough to give everybody the same things, since we’re all 

starting out with different sets of assets and resources. Such an argument forms the basis of 

support for affirmative action programs. (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2014) Elements of our 

identities (gender, sex, race, ethnicity, class, etc.) weave together and establish varying modes of 

discrimination and unfairness, according to Kimberle Crenshaw. (2021) This can even become 

true within certain identity groups, which are not as cohesive and singular in opinion as non-

members of that identity often assume.   

Race, rurality, Appalachianness and other identities intersect in creating various modes of 

discrimination here in Appalachia. “The intersectionality of place-based and race-based identity 

is commonly overlooked relating to rural people,” writes Elise J. Cain. (2020) Often, CBOs are 

the last remaining life-line for marginalized people in rural areas. This can become especially 

true for LGBTQIA, women, racial minorities, and many others.  As a state, West Virginia’s 

average income is more than $20,000 below the national average. WV’s BIPOC communities are 

doubly marginalized having average incomes $8,000 below WV’s majority-white census tracts -

a full $30,000 below national averages. (U.S. Census, 2020; O’Leary, 2020)  

P2. The Unique Importance of Civil Society  

Execution of truly equitable outcomes is uniquely important to civil society actors. 

Douglas (1987) asserts, “Voluntary action can be based on true charity; ultimately state action 

has to be based on justice.” In other words, government efforts at equity are important, but are 

almost guaranteed complications related to politics, bureaucracy, legal challenges, and policy 

debates among differing viewpoints and dominated by majoritarian perspectives. Civil society 

efforts can move more swiftly and focus on specific groups and circumstances to advance 
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equitable outcomes. Civil Society is also afforded more space for innovation and 

experimentation than purely government efforts. Douglas (1987) asserts: “Almost without 

exception every major social service was originally undertaken by the voluntary sector.” (p. 48) 

He goes on to explain how nonprofit civil society organizations are “. . . freer than government 

agencies, partly because the scale of operations typically is smaller and partly because those to 

whom they are accountable are less numerous so that conditions of trust are more easily 

established.”(p. 50)   

The term “civil society” is rather general. It involves the public arena and networks of 

associations within that arena. Organizations involved in civil society, at minimum, must be 

joined freely, larger than a family unit, not a private business, and not a governmental agency. 

(Lenkowsky, 2010) More specifically, Salamon (1999, pp. 163-164) provides six defining 

characteristics of modern-day non-profit organization: 

1) Formal, and, at least to some extent, institutionalized. 

2) Private, separate from the government. 

3) Non-profit-distributing, meaning profits may well get generated, but they are put back 

into the basic mission rather than distributed to individual owners.  

4) Self-governing, as opposed to controlled by outside agencies. 

5) Voluntary, meaning members are not forced or legally obligated to join it and substantial 

elements of activity are voluntary in nature (such as board membership or volunteer 

staff). 

6) Of public benefit, that is serving the public good.  

Douglas (1987) summarizes “The classic pluralist argument is that a voluntary nonprofit 

sector permits a greater diversity of social provisions than the state itself can achieve.” (p. 47) 
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Indeed, democracy and civil society go hand-in-hand. De Tocqueville found voluntary 

associations as one of the defining and most important aspects of successful (or, at least, 

relatively successful) democracy in the newly formed United States as opposed to other 

democratic experiments in Europe. (Lenkowski, 2010) Bornstein (2010) agrees, contending: 

“The U.S. Constitution stipulates that all powers not explicitly given to the states, or to the 

federal government, are given to the people. Both the presumption of a robust citizen domain and 

U.S. nonprofit law were departures from the global norm.” (p. 7) Therefore, civil society may be 

particularly well suited to social innovation in liberal democratic societies such as ours here in 

the United States.  

Interestingly and concerningly, De Tocqueville (1840) and Douglas (1987) suggests civil 

society organizations are early victims of totalitarian regimes. Lenkowsky (2010) observes this 

becoming true in Russia and China today. Philanthropists have been viewed warily by 

governments for generations. Lenkowsky (2010) finds the Roman story of Spurius Maelius 

relevant. The 5th century plebian responded to a famine by buying and distributing bread to the 

masses. Patricians saw this as a direct threat to the emperor and had him executed. For most of 

history, service to the state has been considered good by governments and principalities. Service 

to any other purpose (no matter how noble) is threatening, as Machiavelli also warned. Later 

stories of Community Action Agencies in Appalachia during the “Great Society” era harken 

back to such governmental impulses for control of social functions (much more below on that 

topic).   

Douglas (1987) also alludes to empirical observations that cultural diversity is positively 

associated with greater numbers of and reliance on civil society organizations. In pluralistic 

societies such as ours here in the United States, CBOs within civil society can play 
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complimentary, supplementary, or adversarial roles with one another and with government. 

(Young, 2006) Understanding which of these postures a CBO is taking is an important element 

of analysis. As an example, Coalfield Development has sought to play a complementary role 

with Appalachian Regional Commission (a public governmental agency) and foundations, 

universities, and other nonprofits committed to CED in central Appalachia. Other policy, 

advocacy, and organizing organizations have been much more adversarial in approach. Neither 

approach is inherently different, but both approaches are very different. 

CBOs play a supplemental role with the government when they undertake activities the 

governmental otherwise would (or should) undertake. This is foundational to why non-profit 

organizations are tax exempt. Tax exemption for organizations supplementing governmental 

goals of service provision for the poor stretch as far back as England’s “Statute of Charitable 

Uses” in 1601. (Hammack, 1998) Ever since, governments have subsidized and supported 

service-providing non-profit-organizations in various forms and fashions, including the tax-

deductibility encoded by the United States income tax established in 1917. (Arnsberger et al, 

2008) Beginning during the New Deal and exploding during the Great Society were direct grants 

for non-profit organizations in a wide variety of fields and sectors. Given such wide 

governmental support, many have debated how much bureaucratic control that federal subsidy 

should entail. Yet there is broad agreement that CBOs have more flexibility to operate and 

innovate as compared to governmental agencies. 

The Importance of Civil Society and CBOs in Appalachia  

Cook Marshall (2017), like me, identifies civil society as crucial to economic renewal in 

the Appalachian region, yet she also laments the “glaringly apparent” lack of “organizing 

institutions” in the Pocahontas Coalfields of central Appalachia. Yet her observations of the 
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Central Appalachian Network (a coalition of CBOs advancing a new economy in the region 

which I will consider in the next section) leave her feeling more hopeful: “The shape and 

robustness of civil society as a contributor to local democratic practice could also dictate what 

was possible on the ground. The lack of the latest technology could leave a region behind 

economically, but not necessarily if other factors like civil society are robust; likewise, a 

technological fix will not necessarily improve the economy if civil society and democracy are 

not also robust.” (p. 16)    

In this dissertation, I will argue for CED actors having an explicit goal of diversifying 

local economies throughout Appalachia. I will propose an organizational structure for CBOs 

wanting to contribute to such a strategy. Ultimately, achieving a vision for a more just, 

sustainable, and diversified Appalachian economy cannot come about from one organization’s 

efforts. Governmental action (federal, state, and local), private businesses, and Civil Society 

organizations are all necessary. But CBOs can play a distinct, vital role in CED. CBOs can 

undertake economic research and development (“R and D”), modeling very tangibly what a new 

economy looks like. In the process, local people can be engaged and empowered in new ways. 

New learning, access to new markets, and relationships up and down supply chains can pave the 

way for other entrepreneurs and market-actors joining the new avenues of economic opportunity 

spearheaded by the CBO. This is how new markets are shaped and old systems are changed. And 

this is risky, often defined by trial and error, and almost guaranteed to create at least some 

program and project failure. From a purely for-profit perspective, economic R and D is too risky 

for significant investment. From a purely governmental point of view, economic R and D is too 

risky for tax-payer dollars or too complex or too locally-idiosyncratic for centralized, 

bureaucratic intervention. Hartman makes the important point that, “economic history has shown 
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that the rise of entirely new sectors has virtually never been achieved solely by free market 

forces.” (p. 163) He cites Silicon Valley as a prime example, taking advantage of heavy subsidies 

in its development and benefiting from close proximity with Stanford and other institutions of 

higher education. The goal is usually for market forces to take over and sustain new markets, but 

in the early stages, social innovation and public/philanthropic investments are needed. Hartman 

describes how, “. . . the emergence of new sectors often requires a critical mass of agents, 

infrastructure, and services to achieve the economies of scale and agglomeration effects needed 

to make the sector profitable. . . . Once it has achieved critical mass, the sector can grow, update, 

and diversify through self-organization and market forces.” (p. 163) Such market-shaping 

innovation is especially important in Appalachia where so many coal communities have been 

mono-economies for so long. Most bigger, longer-term CED goals are unattainable without 

economic diversification. Yet economic diversification is long, hard, expensive and often 

experimental work.     

The complexity and difficulty of economic diversification is why tangible on-the-ground 

projects are absolutely essential to CED success. Community members, decision-makers, 

potential investors, potential workers, and many other stakeholders need projects they can 

experience first-hand. Conferences, reports, or marketing lack the ability to inspire the 

momentum towards a critical mass that’s needed for significant economic impact. This point 

reminds me of Coalfield Development’s efforts to grow the solar installation sector in southern 

West Virginia. We formed a public-private partnership with Solar Holler, LLC. We began 

training workers in the field, while Solar Holler lined up financing for actual installations. We 

bootstrapped funding, launched the business out of a used ice-cream truck, and began learning as 

much as we could. Our first crew chief was a former underground coal miner who, as fate would 
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have it, was already a licensed electrician given the nature of his underground work. Initially, 

this was a very small business. It required some grant money to survive. But the installations 

were tangible (in fact, they were the talk of the small towns and hollows where we were able to 

dispel many myths about “green” technology). Today, Solar Holler has more than 100 

employees, and we aren’t the only game in town (which is the point!). There are dozens of solar 

companies competing for market share, and it’s all happening right in the heart of the billion-

dollar coalfields.  

P3. Constructing Appalachia  

Hartman (2014) contends, convincingly, “The specific history, culture, customs and 

social interaction structures that exist between the members of a country influence the country’s 

economic performance and capacity to innovate.” (p. 19) He goes on to make similar points for 

regions within countries. Coalfield Development’s theory of change takes into account 

Appalachia’s history, culture, and customs. Appalachia is a space under construction, and CBOs 

play an important role in these constructive negotiations. Given the place-based nature of its 

workers, a deeper analysis of Appalachia makes for a good starting point in this dissertation.   

Constructivism is another important theory in this CED space. Strong arguments are 

often made that Appalachia itself is a social construction. Shapiro (1994) details protestant 

missionary efforts and “local color” journalists active in the region from 1870-1920. Both 

groups, he argues, “. . . had a practical stake in promulgating their respective visions of 

Appalachia, for the validity of their efforts depended upon public acceptance of assertions that 

Appalachia was indeed a strange land inhabited by a peculiar people, a discrete region, in but not 

of America.” (p. xiv) Two men in particular had outsized roles in the constructing of this 

“Appalachian otherness:” Goodell Frost, president of Berea College in Kentucky, and John C. 
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Campbell who published the highly influential The Southern Highlander and His Homeland. 

Other sociologist and culturalist researchers of the early 20th century began adopting the view of 

Appalachia as “other” to the point it became an unchallenged social fact. Shapiro even quotes 

one writer of the era describing Appalachians as a “subrace of the whites.” (p. 259) Stoll (2017) 

also explains a process in America whereby “Poor whites also became a despised race . . . . 

Descriptions of mountaineers emphasize their supposed degeneracy and grotesqueness, which 

came from their isolation, causing moral depravity. . . .” (p. 21)  

 Ultimately, Shapiro rejects the notion of Appalachia as a unique and distinct region. He 

challenges prevailing assumptions: “Might it not be that the ‘strange land and peculiar people’ of 

the southern mountains were neither strange nor peculiar when seen up close, and that 

Appalachia was not in fact a coherent region with a uniform culture and a homogeneous 

population?” He suggests the region is simply varied and complex “. . . much like ‘normal’ 

American life. . . .”  

I agree Appalachia certainly is not homogenous (see Turner and Cabbell, 2009; Fain, 

2019; and also Shurbutt and Hoffman’s 2007 interview with native West Virginian Henry Louis 

Gates Jr.). There are nevertheless unique dynamics in our region. Loyal Jones (1994 reprint of 

1974 essay) articulates these unique dynamics well in his widely read “Appalachian values.” 

Jones describes certain varieties of fundamentalist religion, high value placed on self-reliance, 

familism, cultural norms of modesty and humility, love of place, patriotism, and 

idiosyncratic/fatalistic senses of humor. The Kentuckian notes the history of the region, how it 

differs from the rest of the east coast. He laments,  

“There is a lesson in the mountaineer’s all-out search for freedom and independence. We 

worked so hard for it that many of us eventually lost it. We withdrew from the doings of 



 

24 
 

the larger society, and in ways it passed us by, although not before it bought up most of 

the natural resources around us. We were hired as ‘hands to exploit the timber, coal, gas 

and oil, and when most of it was shipped out, many of us were let go into circumstance 

beyond our control, some maimed and damaged beyond healing, and some of us 

consigned to poverty.” (p. 58) (see also Eller, 1982)  

Jones makes the mistake of segmenting his cultural definitions mostly (though not 

exclusively) to white people and traditions of European descent, but that doesn’t make his 

observations of a truly unique culture entirely inaccurate. Most people I know who live here do, 

in fact, feel it is a unique and distinct place. Most people I know who don’t live here share the 

same view, based on their outside observations. Appalachia was no more constructed than New 

England, or the Delta, the Midwest, or Out West. Woodard (2011) goes so far as defining the 

United States as eleven distinct geographic “nations” defined by distinct cultures as promulgated 

by first (mostly white) populations in each geographic place. He argues these “nations” are more 

influential than state lines. “Greater Appalachia” is one such region, as defined mostly by its 

dominant Scots-Irish heritage. Shapiro would no doubt push back hard on the framework. But 

there it is. Growing up here is not the same as growing up in Atlanta or New York or New 

England or the Delta. Dozens of universities now have Appalachian Studies programs created for 

the purposes of understanding the uniqueness of this place. I do, however, agree with Shapiro 

that Appalachia has been uniquely othered and pitied. Save for the Delta and Native reservations, 

few geographic places have been subjected to greater concentrations of extraction and 

exploitation. That certain social constructions have been used to justify such circumstances 

makes sense.  
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Those of us working to right those wrongs will benefit from understanding such 

constructions. Shapiro is implying that by elites outside the region defining a distinct region with 

a unique culture, our region has thus suffered greater exploitation than less “othered” 

constructions of places. He is half right. The other half of the equation, however, is that the 

uniqueness of this place can become part of the solution for building a more just future. The goal 

of many CBOs is bringing good jobs and healthy businesses to the region, but doing so in a way 

that honors this place and its people. Many do not want Appalachia to become just another 

suburb with the same big-box stores as all the others. In 2016, the Central Appalachian Network 

(CAN) issued a report on creative placemaking in the region. (Coulter et al, 2016) They define 

this approach to CED as “when residents use arts and culture to tell the story of what’s unique 

about a place, drive economic development, improve quality of life, and inspire hope for their 

community or region.” (p. 4) They laud the approach’s “. . . inherent ties to a specific 

community’s identity and assets” as well as how creative placemaking “. . . celebrates the 

diversity of cultures and livelihoods that have defined the character of a place in the past and 

present.” (p. 4) They do so in specific towns and hollows, but also note a broader awareness of 

and commitment to “regional identity.” (p. 9-10) If it is assumed Appalachia is basically the 

same as the rest of the country, this emphasis on identity, culture, and place gets lost. 

To be sure, in striving to articulate our uniqueness, many Appalachians can become 

guilty of romanticizing the past. Hilliard (2022) asserts an important concern that such 

romanticization can create ripe conditions for xenophobia and opposition to change. They also 

agree outside interests can take advantage of over simplified narratives, citing coal companies 

which take the area’s supposed backwardness as a license to “develop” and “improve” the place 

and its people. In a unique version of this argument Hilliard even applies the analysis to modern 
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narratives about the region, arguing they too often portray us as “an isolated cultural 

anachronism” and a place of “permanent outdatedness.” (p. 13) Within such views, Appalachian 

culture itself can become commoditized, and thus extracted for the benefit of others outside the 

region. For this reason, Coalfield Development uses creative placemaking as a strategy in its 

revitalization projects towards the goal of cultural connection and community building.  

Still, whether good or bad and whether regenerative or degenerative, there is a strong 

sense of place defining many Appalachian identities. I’ve been told this of myself by people not 

from here. Our literature and history deepen that sense. Hilliard (2022) cites scholar Kent 

Ryden’s work on “invisible landscapes” often expressed through story and folklore. Indeed, there 

is a vast and rich library of world-class writing emanating from Appalachian hills and hollows, 

much of it quite place-based and place-specific to Appalachian land and culture. Hilliard 

explores West Virginia author Breece DJ Pancake, a Pulitzer finalist. There is West Virginian 

Pearl S. Buck, a Pulitzer Prize winner. There is Barbara Kingsolver from East Kentucky, another 

Pulitzer Prize winner, and hundreds of others.  

Then there is the history of Appalachia. Shapiro is probably right that, beginning in the 

1870’s, Appalachia became a constructed place in the conscious of America, and primarily in 

negative ways portraying us as in need of help from missionaries. He and Hilliard are also 

probably right that outside extractors have used this to exploit us. But where do we go from 

here? The situation now is what the situation now is. A distinctive history has now been written 

for this region, one that is quite different from most other regions. This history is rather 

exploitive, resulting in uniquely high rates of poverty and environmental destruction. While not 

all Appalachians know each fact and figure of the region’s history, much of it is felt. Hilliard 

again quotes Ryden, who states “. . . history piles up on the land, of the way terrain absorbs and 
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recalls history, of the way narrative is an unstated component of any map and thus of any 

landscape.” (p. 105) “For those of us who have developed a sense of place,” Hilliary quotes 

Ryden as explaining, “then, it is as though there is an unseen layer of usage, memory, and 

significance . . . imaginative landmarks – superimposed upon the geographical surface and the 

two-dimensional map.” (p. 108) Social entrepreneurs, community organizers, and others 

involved with CBOs are generally not high paid. They often do thankless work. Yet there abides 

deep inspiration and perseverance. A significant motivator in shaping this inspiration is a strong 

sense of Appalachian place. As this region continues being constructed, and perhaps even 

deconstructed for eventual reconstruction, the imaginative landmarks will keep rooting us in the 

significance of our work. These landmarks should not all be obliterated but rather leveraged for 

earning local trust, buy-in, and connection. They should be viewed as local assets, potential 

social and cultural capital.     

Social constructivism is particularly informative for CBOs. If people primarily construct 

their reality through interaction with, in, and between groups then CBOs become one such 

variable in said constructions. As part of a CBO, an individual can achieve greater collective 

impact in what gets or does not get constructed in their local community. Considering most 

communities (and especially Appalachian ones) have been constructed by mostly white, male, 

corporate interests, involvement in CBOs is one possible way to reconstruct a more just, diverse 

and sustainable alternative. CBOs are action oriented, the actions taken are usually with a vision 

for shaping positive change in a certain place.  

Shapiro argues the construction (or misconstruction) of Appalachia by dominant 

American perspectives shaped most of the interventions throughout the southeastern mountains 

throughout the 20th century. “Appalachia was what it was named, and it was to the reality 
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contained in the name or explanation, rather than to the reality of mountain life itself, that 

response occurred.” (p. 69) Missionaries and local color journalists effectively named mountain 

people deviant from more dominant, urban modes of life, “. . . and how one defined deviance 

continued to determine how one designed and defended programs to deal with it.” (p. 135) 

Accordingly, missionaries and capitalists alike believed backward Appalachians did not 

understand the industrial cash economy and its opportunities for upward mobility. They did not 

have adequate respect for and understanding of modern institutions, laws, norms, mores, and 

processes of public order. At worst, the mountain people were “. . . dirty, squalid, unambitious, 

stationary . . . .” (p. 153-157) Neediness for help was now ascribed not to individuals (who of 

course all have some forms of difference from one another) but to an entire aggregate population 

in a specific geography.  

In fact, from Shapiro’s critical perspective, even the concept of community itself was 

forced on to previously self-reliant mountain people: philanthropy became “. . . a means of 

guaranteeing a population of adults whose personal characteristics and personality traits would 

suit them for community life and cooperative endeavor.” (p. 149) Shapiro probably under-

estimates how non-communal mountaineers were before missionaries came, but nonetheless the 

paternalistic, urban-based values-set of missionaries in various forms is clear. Modern CBOs are 

also constructed organizations with explicit intents and purposes for affecting and shaping 

human perceptions, priorities, and outcomes. They can be just as susceptible to paternalistic 

judgements, especially considering they are usually funded (both philanthropically and 

governmentally) from people and organizations based in urban areas many miles away.    

Whether constructed or not, Appalachia today is widely regarded as a unique place with 

unique challenges. Many interventions to improve conditions have been attempted. Many CBOs 
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have been founded. Interventions and organizations initiated from outside the region have been 

quite common over the years, though their successes less so. (Whisnant, 1994) Frustrated policy-

makers and organizers often bemoan a “sense of hopelessness” amongst Appalachian people. 

They come to resent a place not wanting the help being offered it.  

P4. Dealing with the “Culture of Poverty” Theory  

A fairly common assumption among CED practitioners, researchers, and policymakers in 

Appalachia centers on a “culture of poverty.” Whether forced upon us by outside forces beyond 

our control, or rather adopted because of our cultural “peculiarities,” the culture of poverty 

theory essentially asserts poor people’s value-sets and behavior can cause the perpetuation of 

their poverty, even despite efforts to assist and empower them. Jack Weller (1965, and reprinted 

in 1995) adopts such an approach (whether knowingly or unknowingly is not so clear) in his 

widely read and cited Yesterday’s People: Life in Contemporary Appalachia. In his introduction, 

Weller asks, “Are these people really so lazy? Have they no ‘get up and go’? And the central 

question of all is: Why are these folks living as they do, so contented that they do not seem even 

to want the help offered to them?” (p. 3) He compares Appalachia to inner-city areas where “. . . 

people exist in an environment which has limited or defeated them. . . . “ (p. 5) Stoll (2017) also 

refers to Appalachian people as “defeated” by the systems and structures which constructed, 

demeaned and defiled them.  

Weller references Harry Caudill’s Night Comes to the Cumberlands several times. 

Perhaps no single book on the Appalachian coal industry is more widely referenced. Over the 

past 10 years, the two books I’ve most often had people from outside Appalachia (including 

multiple government officials) ask me if I’ve read are J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy and Harry 

Caudill’s Night Comes to the Cumberlands. The 2001 re-print’s foreword explains the book’s 
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telling of “. . . the pathetic and disturbing story of these forgotten backcountry people – a tragic 

tale of the abuse and mismanagement of a resource heritage, and the human erosion that is 

always the concomitant of shortsighted exploitation.” That was written in 2001. Even Malcolm 

Gladwell’s 2008 sensation of a behavioral economic book Outliers reinforces notions of distinct 

backwardness. For Gladwell, this was illustrated by the violence common in Appalachia. In a 

study on violence, Gladwell explains, “The deciding factor in how they reacted wasn’t how 

emotionally secure they were, or whether they were intellectuals or jocks, or whether they were 

physically imposing or not. What mattered . . . was where they were from.” (p. 172, emphasis is 

original to author). In 2016, Hillbilly Elegy rocketed to the top of the New York Times Bestseller 

List. A conservative, Yale-educated lawyer from Ohio had somehow become the most well-

known spokesperson for our entire region. Local leaders who had committed their lives to 

understanding this complex place (and to making it better) felt disrespected and under-valued. 

Then Donald Trump rose to power and no region had more enthusiasm for him than Appalachia. 

Yet again, the rest of the country had reason to blame us for the country’s woes. And, yet again, 

the rest of the country realized it knew us hardly at all. Visits from journalists and 

documentarians dramatically increased. They were trying to understand “Trump County” or 

“Red America.” Nearly all the journalists I met with (at least 10) had never been to West 

Virginia, yet they wanted to drop-in for a half-day and “understand what’s going on here.”  

Just 11 years after publishing Night Comes to the Cumberlands, Caudill’s optimism for a 

new economy in Appalachia had dimmed entirely. Algeo (2020) quotes a Caudill letter to Nobel 

Prize wining geneticist William Shockley: “The poverty that is associated with our region is 

accompanied by passivity and dependence and I see no hope for allying it. . . . I have come full 

circle in my thinking and have reluctantly concluded that the poverty that called into being the 
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Appalachian Regional Commission is largely genetic in origin and is largely irreducible.” (p. 10) 

Algeo then warns: “Shockley . . . also believed white people were intellectually superior to black 

people, based on the results of IQ tests created and administered by white people. It was kooky, 

racist stuff, but Harry Caudill bought it, groping, perhaps for a way to explain eastern Kentucky 

woes.” (p. 10)  

Are we a defeated people? I do not believe so. I believe a better organizational 

framework, as proposed here in my dissertation, can help unlock the potential, power, and 

purpose of Appalachian people. I believe this, even though that potential and power can 

sometimes lay dormant under the generational weight of extraction and exploitation.   

P5. Extraction and the “Resource Curse”  

Socioeconomic realities in West Virginia are undoubtedly challenging. We have the 

lowest labor force participation rate in the nation, poverty rates well above national averages, and 

the highest rate of population decline in the country. (U.S. Census, 2023; U.S. Census, 2020) 

Related to economic despair, alarming public health trends have persisted for decades including 

the nation’s highest incidence of obesity, diabetes, and smoking correlating to extremely high 

rates of heart disease and stroke. (Annie et al, 2021; Virani et al, 2021) 

Coal mining, especially mountain-top-removal (MTR), results in polluted streams and 

ground water as well as the release of dangerous particulates (carbon dioxide, lead and mercury 

included). MTR has permanently destroyed at least 1,544 headwater stream locations in West 

Virginia alone. (Ross et al, 2016) Downstream water quality and biodiversity have suffered as a 

result. (Voss and Bernhardt, 2017) Coal-fired power plants (also common in the region where 

West Virginia still gets 91% of its energy from coal-generated power according to U.S Energy 
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Information Agency, 2023) are major emitters of greenhouse gases and other harmful 

particulates. (U.S. EPA, 2023; Liu et al, 2019)  

Concurrent with harm to the natural environment, communities in MTR areas suffer 

much human harm, including high rates of compromised lung functioning, kidney disease, 

incidences of viral and bacterial infection, low birthweight, neurological effects, and overall 

decreased life expectancy. (Hendryx et al, 2020; Finkleman et al, 2020; Schiffman, R., 2017; 

Union of Concerned Scientists, 2008; Thurston, 2016; Lockwood et al, 2009; and Burt et al, 

2013) Epidemiologic studies show increased rates of cancer, respiratory disease, cardiovascular 

disease, and overall mortality in Appalachian surface mining areas with high rates of particulates 

in the air compared to Appalachian non-mining areas. (Kurth, et al, 2015; Hendryx and Ahern, 

2008)   

Keep in mind, the data directly above are community-wide impacts, not even accounting 

for the more obvious and directly negative health effects on miners themselves. Black lung 

disease, silicosis, and COPD are highly correlated with time spent coal mining in the 

Appalachian region. (Halldin et al, 2015; Laney and Weissman, 2014). Greene and McGinley 

(2019) find deliberate, sustained efforts by the coal industry and industry allies in government to 

conceal such negative effects both relating to miners themselves as well as to the communities at 

large, especially in communities adversely affected by MTR.  

Researchers increasingly find the overall economic distress common in coal mining 

communities contributes significantly to “deaths of despair” which include drug overdose, 

suicide, and alcoholism. (Meit and Tanenbaum, 2019; Woolf et al, 2019) Wollf et al (2019) find 

that while Appalachia is home to nearly 30% of the United States population, it accounts for 

nearly 50% of the country’s premature mortality. They directly tie such alarming trends to 
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socioeconomic forces. West Virginia, specifically, has the nation’s highest overdose rate. (U.S. 

Centers for Disease Control, 2023) Hartman (2014) finds people living in undiversified-mono-

economies have restricted agency and choice, contending access to information, financial 

resources, occupational choices, and learning opportunities becomes restricted or non-existent. 

He also argues increased diversification helps remedy the situation. 

In addition to negative health impacts, coal communities have often been denied 

diversified and/or sustainable economic development opportunities. At best, many researchers 

find a disorienting boom-and-bust dynamic at play. At worst, others argue the region has 

essentially been colonized by corporate interests. None can deny Appalachia’s socioeconomic 

distress relative to the rest of the country. A pervasive sense of hopelessness can result from a 

profound lack of economic opportunity.  

Many researchers and economists note extractive areas across the world share several 

trends and patterns in common: high poverty, low employment, low educational attainment, and 

high rates of emigration out by young people. Many call this, or versions of this, the “resource 

curse.” (Sachs and Warner, 2001; Freudenburg, 1992) Douglas and Walker (2017) define the 

resource curse this way: “A resource-rich region experiences a ‘resource curse’ if the way that it 

uses its resource wealth detracts from the economic well-being of its people.” (p. 568) They cite 

the following potential reasons for this “phenomenon:” 

“. . . including disincentives to human capital formation, negative interactions between 

extractive industries and social institutions, adverse real exchange rate effects [somewhat 

similar to what Perdue and Pavela call “cost/price squeeze”, domestically] and economic 

damage from resource price volatility.” (p. 568)   
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Douglas and Walker (2012) go on to use Appalachia as an explicit example of the 

resource curse, finding the region succumbing to the curses’ effects “slowly decade by decade.” 

(p. 575) Indeed, West Virginia’s history extraction stretches back to the 1800s. (Eller, 2008) 

Stoll (2017) offers a particularly damning assessment of the influential and consequential 

Governor MacCorkle who, in the 1920s, took bold steps to subsidize industry and invite extract. 

Stoll write, “Without irony or trepidation, he defined West Virginia’s reason for being as 

providing capitalists with the cheapest resources, by the cheapest transportation, and (he might 

have added) with the cheapest labor. Perhaps no political leadership anywhere in the United 

States or the Atlantic World ever exposed its own people and environment to the same unbridled 

destruction and abuse.” (p. 140)   

Douglas and Walker (2012) find “robust evidence of a curse associated with coal 

resource abundance in the Appalachian region.” (p. 583) In particular, they find “disincentives 

for human capital” caused by coal-dependence, leading to “labor productivity, technological 

innovation, and technological dissemination all to decline, which causes economic growth rates 

to fall.” (p. 584) Devastatingly, they strongly conclude their statistical analysis this way: “Our 

results strongly suggest that the presence of coal in the Appalachian region has played a 

significant part in its slow pace of economic development. . . . No doubt, coal mining provides 

opportunities for relatively high-wage employment in the region, but its effect on prosperity 

appears to be negative in the longer-run.” (p. 587)  

Perdue and Pavel (2012) find strong evidence of the coal industry hurting West 

Virginia’s economy over the long-term. Despite short-term benefits of some employment and 

investment in coal-mining counties, there are longer-term detriments related to dependence, 

disinvestment, environmental destruction, and social despair. They find non-mining counties, 
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within the state, have lower poverty and unemployment than mining counties over the period 

stretching from 1997-2009. They describe coal-dependent local economies riding a “resource 

roller coaster” in which booms do occur, but busts create especially “painful” economic 

conditions compared to non-extractive areas. (p. 371) Through the bust cycles, continued hoping 

(and sometimes direct financial incentivizing) for coal’s return only further stilts the local 

economy’s diversification and development. (p. 377) The authors do a good job of tying such a 

lack of development to the overall dynamics of extraction. They explain:  

“The jobs found in the coal industry, however, are typically thought of as ‘good jobs’ 

with relatively high pay, especially considering the low cost of living in the coal-bearing 

regions of the state. It is not, then, low wages paid to miners that contribute to higher 

rates of poverty in coal-mining counties, but rather the sheer lack of opportunity.” (p. 

378)  

In fact, the high wages of mining, in the long-run, might be part of the problem for the 

local economy. As Douglas and Walker (2012) explain examples of, “. . . high wages in resource 

industries crowding out growth in the non-resource traded goods sector.” (p. 570) This is 

especially considering these high-paying mining jobs “do not require a high level of education; 

historically, such jobs have not required even a high school degree.” (p. 583) They largely affirm 

the findings of Black et al (2005) in an often-cited article correlating coal-mining areas with 

disincentives for higher education, and thus, longer-term losses in economic innovation and 

productivity. For workers, this leads to longer-term losses in wages; despite high paying coal 

jobs during booms, the lack of higher education or other job-skills creates lost income during 

busts or later in life when the dangers of mining are no longer conducive for aging or injured 

bodies.  
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Interestingly (and increasingly important as post-coal economic plans are hatched) the 

authors find above-ground versus below-ground mining does not make a big difference in long-

term economic consequences; it’s simply the “presence of absence” of mining that matters most. 

(p. 368) In the end, Perdue and Pavel (2012) are clear in concluding the coal industry offers West 

Virginia only “minor economic benefits.” Moreover, “. . .  if the hidden costs of coal were 

internalized, coal would actually be a net loss for coal state economies.” (p. 378) 

Hanson (2022) concurs with the existence of economic disadvantages in resource-rich 

areas. He finds “collapsing labor markets” in these areas which “. . . often specialize in a narrow 

set of activities and are thus highly exposed to industry-specific shocks.” (p. 3-4) He finds, “. . . 

local labor markets that were most exposed to the coal shock had larger declines in employment 

rates, average compensation per worker, and the size of the working ag population.” In a blow 

for long-term economic recovery prospects, “. . . younger and more-educated workers were those 

most likely to leave exposed Appalachian economies. . . .” (p. 20) 

P6. Is a New, More Just Appalachian Economy Possible? Towards Solutions… 

Voluminous research detailing Appalachia’s challenges and the negative effects of the 

coal industry is easily accessible. Actionable plans for responding to these challenges is less 

voluminous. In such a challenging environment the truth is many community development 

efforts in the region, whether public or private, have failed (Thomas, 2010; Eller, 2008; Perry, 

2011). Yet a new generation of changemakers has become active in the region. Unique from 

some past efforts, this is a mostly bottom-up, community-based approach. Not all of us have left.  

Coalfield Development, a 501(c)3 not-for-profit organization based in southern West 

Virginia, represents one such effort. I along with other community volunteers founded this 
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organization in 2010. This grassroots effort started very small with an idea of hiring unemployed 

or disadvantaged young adults to deconstruct abandoned and dilapidated houses (common in 

communities with declining populations), then reselling or reusing the materials (thus reducing 

landfill waste). Through implementation of this small-scale, social-enterprise concept, we 

iterated an on-the-job training model which started gaining significant support and interest: the 

33-6-3 model. Each week, on-the-job trainees are paid for “33” hours of labor as part of a social 

enterprise (more on social enterprises in the next section). They also receive a scholarship 

stipend for attending “6” hours of higher education at local community and technical colleges 

(usually they are first in their family to attend college). And crew members also participate in 

“3” hours of personal development each week, during which key barriers to well-being are 

identified; coaching is then provided and resources are networked for setting milestones and 

overcoming those barriers.     

As the 33-6-3 model was catching on, the coal industry began a rapid decline. When we 

started in 2010, our rural county had three active coal mines which together constituted the 

largest private employment in the county. By 2016, all three mines had permanently closed. 

Around 2015, a perfect storm of low natural-gas prices, tighter regulation, and growing 

renewable energy production combined putting major pressure on coal companies. By 2019, 

more than half the coal mines open in 2008 nationwide had shuttered. (U.S. Energy Information 

Administration, 2023) For local economies dependent on coal extraction, the effects have been 

catastrophic. Communities already in a state of economic vulnerability were thrown into even 

deeper economic distress; the need for public assistance skyrocketed, revenues for local schools 

and services plummeted, diseases of despair accelerated. (Appalachian Regional Commission, 

2018; National Association of Counties, 2016)  
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As a community based organization we felt a responsibility to respond. We rapidly 

expanded our 33-6-3 social enterprise model into new sectors which we felt had the potential to 

rebuild a more sustainable, diversified and just Appalachian economy. Through public-private-

partnership, we launched the first solar company in our area. We began hiring local people, 

including former coalminers, to sustainably reclaim former MTR sites. Other sectors included 

sustainable construction, local sustainable agriculture, and light manufacturing. All of our 

enterprises were required to adhere to a triple bottom line: people, planet, and profit.  

As of year 13, we have trained more than 2,000 people in new, modern workforce skills. 

We have created over 700 new sustainable jobs. And We have leveraged more than $150 million 

in new investment for emerging sustainable sectors in southern West Virginia.  

From humble grassroots beginnings, our organization has become a leader in shaping a 

new Appalachian economy. This illustrates something quite unique as compared to economic 

development efforts in other coal communities around the world. Since 2016, we’ve been 

engaging with the World Bank, the European Union and other international organizations to 

disseminate our model to coal-impacted regions in other countries. (BTOR, 2019) These 

international bodies have observed that most countries largely defer to government agencies 

leading economic transition efforts from the top down. Our bottom-up approach is distinctive. 

(Just Transition Fund, 2023) This is not to say our one organization can meet the full need. 

Meeting the full need (economically, environmentally, and socially) will take innovation, 

leadership, and coordination at all levels. But it’s the CBO’s getting too often overlooked as 

transition strategies are developed. This oversight is a mistake.  

The region in which Coalfield Development innovates, leads, and coordinates with an 

entire eco-system of partners is recognized by the US Intergovernmental Council on Coal 
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Communities (2021) as the most coal-impacted area in the country. The Appalachian Regional 

Commission finds all our counties in worst-class levels for coal dependence and coal-

vulnerability risks. (Appalachian Regional Commission, 2022) There are more abandoned coal 

mines in West Virginia than anywhere in the country. Estimates of the costs of remediating and 

reclaiming these sites range between $7 and $10 billion. Yet available funds from required 

reclamation bonds from coal mining companies only total about $4 billion, and many companies 

escape reclamation requirements through bankruptcy. (Savage, 2021)  

Combining Human, Community, and Economic Development: A Holistic Model  

That economic development is needed in such distressed Appalachian communities is 

widely agreed upon. Less well understood is the corresponding need for weaving human and 

community development into economic development efforts. Amartya Sen revolutionized the 

economic development field by deeply valuing human development and embedding human 

development variables into economic development research and modeling. He moved the field 

away from traditional utilitarian models. He argued presciently that economic commodities 

(income, products, benefits etc.) are not sufficient variables, in and of themselves, when 

considering poverty and development. The freedoms individuals have, their human assets, and 

their capabilities to use those assets to increase well-being are equally as important. Building off 

Sen’s new framework, Kuklys (2005) establishes a multi-dimensional formula which measures 

an individual’s ability to convert economic “commodities” (such as income, benefits, and market 

goods/services including food and clothing) into “functionings” (decent employment, 

entrepreneurship, health, nutrition, education, quality housing etc.). Functionings, then, equal all 

possible commodities available to that individual factoring the sum or difference of individual, 

social, and environmental factors. An individual’s capabilities are constrained by the 
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functionings which they can or cannot choose to engage. Capabilities are the essential freedoms 

people need in order to make decisions for themselves. Hartman (2014) summarizes the 

approach as an effort to, “. . . make people agents rather than patients of development.” (p. 24)  

Let us return to the variables so crucial to the functionings equation: individual, social, 

environmental. Examples of individual factors are intelligence, gender, race, religion, class etc. 

Examples of social factors are legal systems, political systems, education systems, 

labor/employer relations etc. And environmental factors might include pollution, geographic 

disparities, quality of drinking water, etc. In the Appalachian context, consider a single mother 

living next to a mountain-top-removal site. Statistically, it’s most likely she does have a high-

school degree, but no further higher education. She lives in a culture that prioritizes male 

employment, traditionally. Because she is a mother, she may or may not want to be in the 

workforce; she may or may not have that choice depending on local child-care options. If she did 

want to be in the workforce, it’s likely her best option is hourly work at the local Wal-Mart. Her 

county government is controlled by corporate interests and local elites. She could vote, but she’s 

not sure it matters much at all. If she votes for the loser, she could get punished (her hollow 

could get de-prioritized for paving, a water-line project benefitting her could get delayed). 

Environmentally, she lives in a food desert without access to fresh food, has dangerously 

polluted drinking water, and breathes polluted air caused by particulates exploded skyward by 

aggressive mountain-top-removal practices. What capability does she truly have to increase her 

economic mobility? From what functionings can she choose? And shouldn’t interventions to 

improve her situation consider economic, and social, and environmental factors? Wouldn’t 

interventions only focused on one or two remain insufficient? 
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Generally, an organization adopts an economic development approach, a community 

development approach, or a human development approach. Becoming more common is the 

combination of community and economic development. Still quite rare in CED is the full 

incorporation of human development. CED practitioners tend to view human development as the 

realm of social workers and counselors, direct service providers, more so than a key component 

of economic diversification or community revitalization. I argue here that this is a major 

shortcoming in the broader CED ecosystem. Hartman (2014) agrees, arguing not just for CED 

broadly but for a specific focus on economic diversification in certain disinvested areas and then 

coupling those diversification efforts with human development interventions. Hartman 

acknowledges the complexity of this multi-layered approach, contending such complexity scares 

off researchers, policymakers, and practitioners, causing them to conform “. . . to the established 

or dominant approaches within their research community approaches.” (p. 4)   

Hartman (2014) finds certain economic sectors promote human agency and welfare far 

more than others. Extractive industries do not represent one such sector. He explains, “The 

productive structure and level of economic diversification of a country profoundly influence the 

types of occupational choices available and the contribution that economic growth makes to 

human agency and welfare.” (p. 3)      

The Importance of Economic Diversification  

Unfortunately, many of the economic dynamics holding Appalachia back are 

generational, compounding, and self-reinforcing. Hartman (2014) describes the economic 

polarization theory in which disinvested or extractive communities (almost always rural) lack the 

purchasing power, savings, and capital necessary for competition in a global (or even national) 

economy. Initial inequities in knowledge, assets, infrastructure, and institutions reinforce patterns 
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of falling behind or getting left out altogether from global and national opportunities. Such areas 

become the “periphery” where firms specialize in “the provision of primary goods and inputs 

that have a low income elasticity of demand” versus urbanized “centers” where new products are 

innovated, value is added to the primary goods shipped in from the periphery, and “products 

show a much higher elasticity of demand.” As income rises in the center, demand for those new 

projects rise as well; so the centers experience positive economic self-reinforcing patterns while 

the periphery falls further behind. (p. 169)    

Hartman (2014) summarizes extensive economic research finding, conclusively, “that 

economic diversification and the composition of economic systems are core drivers and 

outcomes of economic development. Economic diversity both promotes and is an outcome of 

creativity, recombination, entrepreneurship, innovation and growth.” (p. 60) Diversification (or 

the lack thereof) dramatically affects the range of choices available to an individual. This is true 

for occupations, education/training, and entrepreneurship. There are social aspects to this 

expansion or restriction of economic choice created by a lack of economic diversification. 

Hartman further explains, “People also (maybe even in most cases) evaluate occupational 

opportunities and choices via observing and asking their social networks. The evaluation of 

choices from their social peers, such as friends and family, in conjunction with their own 

capabilities and desires, leads to preferences of the individuals and groups which in turn feed 

back into the process of economic development via occupational demand evolution and learning 

processes.” (p. 60) If there is no initial diversity of economic opportunities and 

economic/political systems amongst which to choose, then the virtuous cycles of diversified 

economic development, recombinant growth, and entrepreneurial competition cannot take hold. 

Evolutionary learning and process development is stunted. Of course there will be exceptions, 
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but “brain drain” becomes a high likelihood for those exceptions which do develop a diversified 

set of skills, training, and perspectives. (Hartman, 2014, p. 69) I’ll confess here my personal 

disdain for the phrase “brain drain.” It implies a lack of “brain” and talent in our region amongst 

those of us who have stayed. Yet the demographics are undeniable; West Virginia is one of only 

a few states with a declining population, and out-migration is, in fact, higher among educated 

and trained individuals. Still, I insist on an asset-based approach which builds of the many 

strengths and talented people we do still have here and grows out from there.  

Successful diversification, on the other hand, “tends to expand the extent of social 

choices and human capabilities in an economy, triggers co-evolutionary changes and institutional 

development, promotes recombinant growth, reduces the risk of external shocks, and favors a 

more democratic growth process through a more equal distribution of economic, political, and 

social power.” (p. 73) For both Sen and Hartman, the focus is very much on freedom and choice 

for humans; generally, the more freedom and choice available to humans, the better the outcomes 

for their lives. Outcomes, for both researchers, are defined beyond traditional economic 

measures such as commodities, utilities, incomes, and wealth to include agencies, meanings, 

well-beings, and freedoms. Standardized, across-the-board interventions often fail at expanding 

freedom, because individuals in different places have different relative assets and liabilities, 

defining more or less absolute deprivation of capabilities. While both take an international 

approach to their research, they affirm the value of their analysis in more industrialized settings. 

Sen writes, “Relative deprivation in terms of incomes can yield absolute deprivation in terms of 

capabilities. Being relatively poor in a rich country can be a great capability handicap, even 

when one’s absolute income is high in terms of world standards.” (p. 89) Certainly, Appalachia 
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is home to many who, despite living in the wealthiest country, are relatively poor and 

economically handicapped.  

Given such complex and intersecting challenges, the federal government has worked to 

improve conditions in the Appalachian region in various ways. Such efforts have been scattered 

and inconsistent since the 1940’s. Coalfield Development argues governmental efforts are more 

likely to succeed when complemented by more deeply rooted CBO-led efforts. Historical 

analysis seems to affirm this argument. Both top-down and bottom-up efforts are needed, but it’s 

usually the bottom-up efforts which lack resources because they are engaged in longer-term, 

relational efforts (often starting small scale). Understanding the history of other efforts to 

develop the region helps improve, hopefully, future interventions.  

P7. Do-Gooders, Missionaries, and Reformers: Efforts to “Fix” Appalachia  

Since the term constructed “Appalachia” itself entered the broader American 

consciousness, “do-gooders” have been trying to help this supposedly backwards region. Shapiro 

chronicles mid-1800 missionaries focusing on individual salvation, and especially children. The 

“settlement” movement at the turn of the nineteenth into the twentieth century focused on adults 

and teaching adults to better understand “community” and their role in community. (p. 148-149) 

This meant “. . . the hinterland of any given social service agency was defined a priori as a 

neighborhood, and was assumed to possess the social, ethnic, economic, and cultural coherence 

of a ‘community.’” (p. 150) Christian evangelism and Americanism seemed to combine into one 

purpose. Shapiro (1994) quotes a missionary study text written by prominent Appalachian 

missionary Samuel Tyndale Wilson, who challenged missionary acolytes: “How are we to bring 

certain belated and submerged Appalachian blood brethren of ours out into the completer 

enjoyment of twentieth-century civilization and Christianity?” (p. 159)  
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Economic modernization and industrialization became intwined with spiritual goals to 

help people perceived as squalid, lazy, unambitious having long suffered from isolation deep in 

the mountains and apart from the rest of the more affluent country. Timber and coal interests 

leveraged such sentiments as justification for their vast accumulation of land and mineral rights 

and the subsequent uninhibited extraction thereafter. Shapiro explains how industrialists, “. . . 

looked to exploitation of natural resources without perceiving the possibility of exploiting the 

human resources of the region.” It never even crosses the minds of many industrialists that their 

efforts could harm existing populations and make economic and environmental conditions worse 

for mountain people. The otherness, backwardness, and neediness of the perceived region was 

such a widely held social fact that the conscious development of such ideals has not been 

required. 

Most responses to poverty prior to the 1930s were via private philanthropy, usually 

Christian in nature and organization. Some local governments assumed some limited 

responsibility. The “poor farm” was a common design. Thompson (2013) details just such an 

effort in Wayne County, WV where, in the 1870’s, the county commission formed a committee 

called “Overseers of the Poor.” (p. 9)1 Residents of the farm were considered “inmates,” the 

majority of whom were single mothers. During the 1920’s state governments did increase efforts 

to help the poor (whereas federal government still viewed such efforts as outside its 

constitutional purview.) In Wayne County, the Overseers of the Poor Committee was eventually 

replaced by a state-mandated “Welfare Board” during the 1930s. (p. 62) 

 
1 Section Four of this dissertation makes an interesting modern-day connection back to the Wayne County Poor 
Farm and its first Overseer, Andrew Trout.  
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As modern industrialization achieved dominance over the mountain economy and 

culture, it was becoming clear to do-gooders that more sophistication was required for 

adequately meeting the needs of displaced and distressed mountain people than what charities 

and Poor Farms could achieve. Shapiro notes an early 20th century move to “. . . rationalize, 

professionalize, and especially to modernize mountain benevolence.” (p. 199) This manifested 

through settlement communities, advanced education programs, and “folk” centers which sought 

to keep some of the “good” skills from mountain culture and incorporate them into modern 

markets. Regional cooperation was encouraged, and collaboration with business interests 

emphasized helping mountaineers help themselves. (p. 215)  

Forms and functions of assistance to the poor dramatically shifted during the Great 

Depression. Thomas (2010) explores the New Deal era in Appalachia. Prior to FDR’s “New 

Deal” programs, relief for the poor and community development projects were almost entirely 

the responsibility of local county governments and the occasional church outreach or small 

charity. FDR’s federal interventions “. . . were lifesavers for a large percentage of West 

Virginians who could find neither work nor adequate sustenance from the land.” (p. 234) The 

Civilian Conservation Corps was particularly active in the state, reforesting hillsides, building 

out state parks, and other similar conservation projects. Ultimately Thomas finds that while the 

New Deal provided critical relief to people in need, it failed to alter the underlying conditions 

keeping the region so heavily impoverished: overdependence on extractive industry, a lack of 

state and local support for innovative programs focused on the poor, and wholly insufficient 

opportunities available to racial minorities and women.    

Envisioned during the Kennedy Administration and cemented under President Johnson’s 

“War on Poverty” during the 1960s, the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) has become 
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the most prominent funder of Community and Economic Development (CED) activities in the 

region. ARC is unique among federal programs in that it is place-based and regional-specific in 

nature. It is co-chaired by a presidential appointee and one of the 13 governors from participating 

states. Historically, states have used the large majority of ARC funds for physical infrastructure: 

roads, water, sewer, and, more recently, broadband. However, the agency has become more 

comfortable with human infrastructure projects in recent decades. (Bradshaw, 1992; see also 

ARC strategic plan, 2022)  

The “Reagan Revolution” of the 1980’s began a trend of shrinking federal programs and 

instead looking to non-profit and voluntary organizations to pick up the slack. Public investments 

in the Appalachian region were no exception. (Bradshaw, 1992) Sometimes this extra burden on 

non-profits came with more funding, other times it did not (in which cases extreme 

programmatic and administrative burdens resulted). (Young, 2006)  

Since the 1990s, government funders have increasingly prioritized growing local capacity 

for communities to improve their own development, but to do so in partnership rather than in 

place of government agencies. (Mannion, 1996; Simpson et al, 2003; Bonnor, 1999; Shonka, et 

al, 1996; Corporation For Enterprise Development, 1993) After a brief period of some 

government expansion and new large-scale government programs (such as “Empowerment 

Zones” and “Enterprise Zones” of which Appalachia had several) the Clinton administration 

mostly continued the trend of prioritizing local capacity building. This included increased block-

grant and tax-credit funding for CED activities. As did the Bush administration, albeit it with a 

particular emphasis on faith-based organizations, which proved popular in Appalachia. (Young, 

2006; Smith, 2006)  
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A distinctive element of the Obama years was a dramatic expansion of social enterprises 

and the first ever federal Social Innovation Fund, directly supporting social enterprises 

throughout the country via block grants through trusted intermediaries. (Potts, 2017) ARC 

experienced a resurgence under the Obama Administration’s “POWER” initiative: Partnerships 

and Opportunity in Workforce and Economic Renewal. This was an effort to assist declining 

coal communities survive and adapt considering the industry’s rapid decline during the 2010s.  

POWER emphasized human infrastructure projects such as workforce development and 

small business assistance more heavily than what had been common in ARC’s past emphasis on 

roads, sewer, and other built infrastructure projects. POWER also incentivized conservation and 

economic diversification projects (including renewable energy pilot projects like Coalfield 

Development’s Rewire Appalachia initiative) which had been intended during an expansion of 

ARC activities in the 1970s but never fully realized. Prior to Obama’s second term, the ARC had 

largely viewed the coal industry as an asset for the region. In fact, a primary beneficiary of the 

Appalachian Highway System was the coal industry, which got easier access to market. 

(Bradshaw, 1992; Eller, 2008) 

President Trump’s first proposed federal budget sought complete elimination of ARC. 

The agency survived this threat with bipartisan support. The Biden administration has returned 

the agency to historic funding levels. With similar place-based philosophies in mind, the Biden 

administration recently launched a program out of the U.S. Economic Development 

Administration (EDA) called the Build Back Better Regional Challenge. This place-based 

program incentivizes regions to form economic coalitions around certain “industry clusters.” 

Winning coalitions then earn funding to grow their chosen cluster. Coalfield Development led 

the creation of the Appalachian Climate Technology Now (ACT Now) Coalition, winning $62.8 
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million in new federal funding to advance eight green development projects in the southern part 

of the state. By comparison, the largest ARC grant Coalfield Development ever received 

previously was $1.5 million. This represents an historic opportunity to prove the value of a 

place-based approach.   

P8. The Importance of Place-Based Policies 

Most social welfare programs in our country are people-based as opposed to place-based. 

This means the policies are designed and decided based on individual characteristics (age, 

income, employment status etc.) as opposed to geographic or environmental realities (region or 

neighborhood lived in, economic conditions of that region, historic investment or disinvestment 

etc.) (Austin et al., 2018) Both place-based and people-based policies are needed, but while 

people-based policies have continued proliferating since the New Deal era, place-based policies 

have been rarer. Social Security, Medicaid, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and Unemployment Insurance are all 

examples of people-based welfare programs. There are people-based programs for more wealthy 

individuals as well: mortgage deductions, income tax credits, and subsidized higher education to 

name just a few. Coalfield Development advocates for more place-based approaches. We believe 

place-based and people-based policies should be designed in ways that complement, rather than 

replace, one another. The reality is certain places have economic advantages over others. This 

shapes the degree of access people living in those places have for economic opportunity. In fact, 

it’s often the case that advantaged geographies have benefits from the extraction which left other 

areas depleted and disinvested. Such geographic inequities deserve attention in policy designs.   

P9. The Role of Community Based Organizations in Place-Based Approaches  
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Crucial to successful implementation of place-based interventions are community-based 

organizations (CBOs). CBO’s have local representation in organizational leadership, are in touch 

with idiosyncratic local realities, and (ideally) have earned local trust and support in ways 

national or even regional/statewide groups cannot. They are nimble and flexible. They are 

adaptive. While not immune to politics, they tend to be less caught up in electoral politics than 

state agencies (which have political appointees) and local elected governments. Without effective 

CBO’s, place-based policies might lose efficiency and effectiveness. They can get jammed up in 

centralized (but under-staffed) state agencies or bogged down in statehouse politics, as some of 

the less successful ARC projects have proven. Unfortunately, support for CBOs from ARC and 

other federal agencies has been inconsistent and insufficient, focusing instead on physical 

infrastructure projects or people-based subsidies. (Bradshaw, 1992; Eller, 2008) Even when 

federal funds have flowed to CBOs, these dollars are usually heavily restricted “program” funds 

reserved for specific, narrow purposes as opposed to the kinds of flexible, “operating” dollars 

organizations really need.  

In his landmark study of the region since the 1960’s, Uneven Ground, Ronald Eller 

admonishes, “Too often . . . we have mistaken growth for development, change for progress” (5). 

He goes on, “development strategies in Appalachia further fragmented mountain society through 

the centralization of public services and retail facilities, the creation of class-segregated 

communities, and the generation of material symbols of individual success” (6). The federal 

government’s top-down approach in the region was unable to gain transformational traction 

among the people of the region. Lives were improved. Yet the region continued lagging national 

averages in income and economic mobility by wide margins. Some even argue these missteps 
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have helped fuel politization and even radicalization in the region. Greater CBO involvement 

could have changed this, and still can improve future outcomes.  

Critiques of CBO’s  

Not all scholars ascribe great value to small, localized, grassroots approaches. 

Immerwahr (2015) finds that despite “think small” grassroots advocates feeling over-shadowed 

by top-down, corporate and big-government programs the grassroots approach has greatly 

influenced CED both domestically and internationally. He points out that grassroots decision-

making is not automatically democratic, and in fact is often dominated by local elites, thus 

reinforcing oppressive systems and structures.  

Immerwahr finds that most communitarian efforts have a “persistent inability to generate 

results,” and cautions against depending on them in future development efforts. (p. 165) He 

notes, “The tendency of community development to do little more than bolster the status quo in 

the countryside. . . .” (p. 100) He takes particular issue with the Community Action Agencies 

established during LBJ’s War on Poverty, lambasting the Johnson administration’s surprise when 

the tax-payer funded local agencies became hotbeds of radicalization and even revolution, 

facilitating widespread protest and, in cases, rioting against poverty, racism, and other injustices. 

He contends these new innovations of federal resources and local action merely devolved into 

chaos, without benefiting local people in any significant way. This led to rapid policy changes, 

re-directing funds away from community groups and toward local governments (and thus, local 

elites). “In fact what the political establishment wanted was participation without 

insubordination.” (p. 161)  



 

52 
 

Similar to others cited above, Immerwahr finds severe cuts to federal programs in the 

1980s coinciding with an increased expectation that non-profits would fill community gaps in 

services previously filled by direct federal action. This contributed to a proliferation of 

Community Development Corporations (CDCs) in the 1980’s, numbering more than 1,000. 

Today, more than 4,000 CDCs carry-forward CED throughout the country. He criticizes these as 

equally insufficient and paternalistic, noting: “More and more, the role of the community 

organization is not that of the town hall but the real estate development office. The executives of 

CDCs today are often white and hired for their business experience rather than for their ties to 

the neighborhoods themselves.” (p. 162)   

Immerwhar’s arguments are important and compelling. There are certainly circumstances 

in which they are spot on. There are other circumstances where they are not (many more such, in 

my professional observations and experience). Too often, he is establishing “straw-man” 

arguments. For example, most CBO leaders I know do not view themselves in a silo. They do not 

believe their one small organization is sufficient to address systemic issues, like some kind of 

“silver bullet”. Rather, they see themselves as part of a broader effort or movement or network 

which, collectively, can make systemic change. Moreover, they labor tirelessly to innovate, 

serve, and persist in marginalized communities despite the very systemic issues Immerwahr 

laments. In doing so, most non-profit leaders are professionals who seek excellence in their craft, 

submitting to extensive training, in-depth auditing and performance reviews from funders, and 

rigorous tracking of metrics and outcomes with various stakeholders.  

Still, disturbing evidence put forward by Immerwahr (2015) and others can’t be entirely 

dismissed. He cites a World Bank study in which 500 “participatory development” projects were 

assessed; researchers found only, “. . . modest results, benefits that skewed significantly toward 
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local elites, and great difficulty in encouraging the durable formation of egalitarian 

communities.” (p. 176) He concludes:  

“Simply put, many of the causes of poverty are not local in origin. . . . What is more, the 

causes of poverty that are local, such as unequal land distribution, are – ironically – 

extraordinarily difficult to resolve through government sponsored community action, 

since the local hierarchies that led to the problem in the first place usually prove fully 

capable of hijacking community programs.” (p. 179)  

P10. Considering Power  

Discussion of change in communities cannot avoid the topic of power. John Gaventa’s 

Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (1980) is a 

classic for those considering community development and community action (or the lack thereof) 

in the Appalachian region (and even beyond). He asserts in his preface, “Power works to develop 

and maintain the quiescence of the powerless.” (vii) Gaventa returns to this theme repeatedly in 

explaining why more open rebellion hasn’t occurred in Appalachia despite egregious injustices, 

while making sure to highlight important exceptions. He takes the reader through three different 

versions of power analysis: one dimensional, two dimensional, and three dimensional.  

 A one dimensional analysis of power would be most common, traditional, and pluralistic. 

It assumes open, functioning political systems and economic markets. In this view, people act on 

the issues most important to them and their circles. They act directly or through their leaders. Yet 

reality gives us limitless examples of people not acting when events and situations unfold in 

ways counter to their well-being. Therefore, a two-dimensional analysis considers not just the 

systems, processes, and markets in which people act, but also those holding the power to set up 
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the systems, processes, and market to begin with. In having such power, these elite actors can 

exclude certain groups and issues from societal structures altogether. The second 

dimensionconsiders non-participation more so than the first. Non-action is often a rational 

decision amongst the powerless, grounded in fear that a bad situation could get even worse. 

Certain routines and patterns beneficial to the powerful become immovable facts of life. The 

status quo is protected, even if it is not much liked.   

 The third dimension considers power dynamics going beyond observable interactions and 

processes between the powerful and the powerless. It considers consciousness and the ways the 

powerful cannot only control action or inaction but also shaping people’s very wants and 

opinions. Through “mobilization of bias,” the powerful can pre-empt challenges to their position. 

A modern example might be insurance agencies decrying efforts for health insurance reform as 

“socialist.” Here in Appalachia, the marketing power of “Friends of Coal” campaigns is 

extraordinary. “Coal keeps the lights on,” and “Coal is West Virginia,” are mantras many buy 

into (as symbolized by bumper stickers, special license plates, and ball caps) despite living in 

“coal” communities with dirty drinking water, depressed economies, and poor public health. In 

this third dimension, the oppressed often internalize their oppression; the very awareness of 

reality is altered. Feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and submissiveness become more common. 

Instead of democratic debates in which consciousness gets freely shaped there are “cultures of 

silence” in which other viewpoints are not even allowed brief consideration. (p. 18) These 

dynamics are common in colonized communities. Outside observers often confuse these effects 

of powerlessness with apathy, hopelessness, or ignorance. The powerless are blamed for cultural 

deficiencies.  
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 As with most colonized areas, Gaventa argues the domination process in Appalachia 

started with corporate acquisition of land: “ . . . although the land was perhaps acquired unjustly, 

its unequal distribution is often now accepted as a natural, ineradicable fact of the social 

situation.” (p. 55) In fact, in most counties, property taxes are kept arbitrarily low for absentee 

land-holding company property. (Eller, 2008) A post-coal, diversified economy is hard to 

imagine without access to land. “Yet unlike many parts of the world,” Gaventa writes, “land 

reform has not emerged in the United States as a wide-spread demand amongst those most 

affected by the land inequalities.” (p. 207) Land has been kept a non-issue. Why did we 

Appalachians let this happen to us? Gaventa compellingly argues:  

“It could be argued that the coercion seen so far represents the imposition that the 

only option available to the mountaineer was submissive acceptance (slave analogy). 

Alternatively, it could be said that any rational man would have chosen the rewards of 

industrial society, and that there could be no question about the nature of the consensus 

(free man analogy). Both approaches, I suggest, are too simple: while coercion helps to 

shape consensus, when used to an extreme it can have negative effects (e.g. resistance). 

While rationality is important, it is itself a socially bound concept. The power which 

should be expected is more subtle. It is one which shapes the outcome of ‘choice’ while 

allowing the chooser to believe that, in fact, a choice has been made. The imposition of 

choice by conscious design or unconscious effects, was occurring. . . .” (p. 63)  

Appropriation of local culture, information “gatekeeping,” and collusions amongst local 

elites and business owners are ways industry versions of reality were held in place. Indeed, it was 

not only outside corporation interests who crafted modern Appalachian reality; local elites were 

complicit and greatly benefited. (Eller, 2008; Whisnant1994) In the 1920s and 30s, as 
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unionization and rebellion did begin emerging more broadly throughout the coalfields, local 

elites responded by manipulating how local people interpreted events. Languages of “law and 

order, respectability, and patriotism” were used against “forces of disorder, anti-religion, and 

anti-government . . . Communists.” (p. 110) Today, new opportunities for economic 

diversification, policy-change, electoral change, or even educational and training opportunities 

are viewed skeptically as part of “Obama’s war on coal,” or “hippy tree-hugger programs” and 

“woke.” As Gaventa explains, “Factors such as low income, low education and low status may, 

in fact, be reflections of a common index of ‘vulnerability’ or social and economic dependency 

of a non-elite upon an elite. . . . Over time, there may develop a routine of non-conflict within 

and about local politics – a routine which may, to the observer, appear a fatalism found in 

‘backwardness.’” (p. 161) Important skills such as “organization, consciousness, and political 

action” atrophy. Stoll (2017) also finds a “libel of rural depravity” pervasive among elites. Such 

libel includes stereotypes of rural people drinking and doing drugs, fishing and hunting rather 

than doing ‘real’ jobs, and sexual impropriety. (p. 198()  

There is an on-going impulse to blame Appalachia for its lot. Eller (2008) recounts a 

prominent Ford Foundation report in the 1960’s, commissioned in conjunction with War on 

Poverty programs, which “. . . laid most of the blame for regional backwardness on the 

provincial culture of the mountain people.” (p. 65) He cites dozens of other national media 

pieces which did the exact same thing, failing to account for the  “. . . land abuse, political 

corruption, economic shortsightedness, and the loss of community and culture,” which greatly 

contributed to poverty in the region. (p. 3)  

Versions of “Why can’t you figure out a new economy for yourselves?” is a question I 

get often. Eisenberg (2020) explains “. . . the resources that rural residents are denied – such as 
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infrastructure, broadband, and education – tend to be capacity-building resources that can spur 

economic growth and reduce regional dependency on direct aid.” (p. 228) Eisenberg’s analysis 

essentially finds the combined power of the coal industry and its state-backed allies colonized 

central Appalachia. She writes, “. . . .the state and federal legal apparatus served to funnel local 

residents into the coal labor machine, to give the coal industry a mandate to pollute freely, and to 

deprive local residents of opportunities for redress.” (p. 238) She further notes the tendency of 

communities dominated by extractive industries to become “dependent on the very industries 

harming them.” (p. 241; see also Douglas and Walker, 2017; Eller, 2008; Williams, 2001; Olson 

and Lenzmann, 2016). 

Critiquing Top-Down Reforms  

Given the many injustices we face, this region is a strong attractor for justice-minded 

reformers and organizers. At their best, these are committed and collaborative workers striving 

for solutions against difficult circumstances. At their worst, these are paternalistic, out-of-touch 

meddlers. Whisnant (1994) describes a “condescending middle-class missionary attitude” 

common amongst organizers in the region. He is scathing in his treatment of governmental 

efforts at development in Appalachia, calling the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) a 

“nearly unmitigated disaster in every respect. . . .Pressing problems of strip-mining, black lung 

and other occupational diseases, secondary and higher education, housing, and community-based 

primary health care have been dealt with belatedly and gingerly if at all. The energy question has 

been sidestepped entirely.” (p. xxi) Stoll (2017) largely affirms such criticisms of ARC, 

contending, “ARC did nothing to change Appalachia’s dependence on coal. On the contrary, its 

economic vision steadfastly refused to look beyond it.” (p. 263)  
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Whisnant follows several efforts dating to the 1920’s aimed at building a people’s 

movement in Appalachia for the purpose of building a “regional consciousness and return[ing] 

control of Appalachia to its own people.” (p. 31) All of the efforts, in Whisnant’s estimation, 

failed. At the root of many of these failures, was a middle-class elitism amongst leaders in such 

movements and organizations, according to the author:  

“Cultural values and assumptions turn out to have controlled the development process in 

Appalachia in an astonishing number of its aspects. Of profound importance is the fact 

that the cultural values and predispositions shared by most planners and development 

agency bureaucrats have set the narrowest of limits upon their imagination: constricted 

the boundaries of their tolerance for social, economic, and political alternatives; and 

marked off little that seemed to them ‘reasonable’ or ‘sensible’ from the much that did 

not. Thus the planning and development process turned out over and over again to be 

culturally narcissistic rather than imaginative and progressive.”  

Such an approach counter to the asset-based community development methods put forward in 

this dissertation, beginning with the following section on capacity building in rural distressed 

communities.  

Whisnant deals with government-led CED too. He argues the Tennessee Valley Authority 

(TVA) was co-opted by vested interests and turned rural areas into a “national energy reservation 

in which every other consideration was subordinate to large-scale power production at the lowest 

possible dollar cost.” (p. 63) He dismisses the ARC’s precursor (Area Redevelopment 

Administration) as entirely inadequate, finding its emphasis on tourism projects wholly beside 

the point, given Appalachia’s systematic extractive exploitation. Office of Economic 

Opportunity (OEO) programs in the region during the “War on Poverty” years are criticized 
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harshly for adopting a “culture of poverty” theory of change which mostly blamed poor people 

for their condition and avoided “serious attempts of structural reform.” (p. 101) Whisnant 

dismisses LBJ’s efforts as a “lost war.” (p. 116) Similarly, he argues ARC got off on the wrong 

theory from the get-go. Citing an initial report out of the new agency, Whisnant writes, “The root 

confusion of the report therefore lay in its mistaken assumption that Appalachia had problems 

because it was not integrated into the larger economy, when in fact its problems derived 

primarily (as early drafts acknowledged) from its integration into the national economy for a 

narrow set of purposes.” (p. 129)  

Critiquing the growth center theory adopted by ARC, Whisnant agrees with an Ohio State 

University report which found the ARC ineffective: “the rich areas got richer and the poor areas 

did not change.” (p. 155) The road systems, which were clearly top priority of the agency in its 

early days, served, “ . . . primarily the needs of industries, and not those of the region’s people. . . 

.” (p. 157) The small amount of human development the agency did take on was in the form of 

vocational training which he argues, “. . . locks [Appalachian people] into the fickle job-demand 

system of marginal industries and deprives them of the analytical skills needed to press for long-

term reconstruction of the region.” (p. 158) 

Whisnant isn’t charitable toward voluntary efforts, either. “Idealistic students sent to 

paint schoolhouses soon discovered that fathers were unemployed, health care was all but 

unavailable, schoolteachers lost their jobs if they challenged the county Board of Education, road 

repairs were correlated closely with voting patterns, and coal operators controlled county 

politics.” (p. 190) More radical attempts to “take-over” volunteer agencies and convert them into 

community organizing entities were attempted. Some modest successes were then realized, but in 

many other instances, “. . . local people were left confused, bitter, disorganized, and sometimes 
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deprived of the patronage jobs that had at least kept food on the table.” (p. 194) His final take on 

a prominent volunteer group in the region, Appalachian Volunteers (which received, in 2023 

dollars, over $20 million in federal funding), is that it was “. . . unfocused, uncoordinated, and 

ineffective.” (p. 197 and p. 202)     

Whisnant agrees with other research presented herein finding that ARC heavily 

deemphasized human development, to the region’s great detriment, and that it did not address the 

most dire needs in the region such as: unemployment, low-wage jobs, widespread corporate 

absentee ownership of land, strip-mining, and lack of essential human services. (p. 135) “The 

primary needs,” he concludes:  

“were therefore jobs with security and good wages, producing products that would 

benefit both workers and community; a rise in wage levels through a better grade of 

industrial employment and an extension of federal minimum wage and collective 

bargaining regulations . . . ; a curbing of environmental destruction; human services 

related to needs and available in rural as well as urban areas; and an end to forced out-

migration.” 136)  

P11. Towards More Bottom-Up, Asset-Based Approaches  

Whisnant’s list connects nicely with the model established throughout this dissertation. 

Social enterprises can directly create good paying jobs for marginalized people. If sustainable in 

design, they mitigate and remediate environmental liabilities, converting them into climate 

resilience assets. And CBOs integrating human development into CED can promulgate the exact 

kinds of “human services” Whisnant emphasizes – all investments which make staying or in-

migrating possible.  
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Importantly, the Coalfield model is intentionally designed to avoid mistakes of past CED 

efforts in the region. In differentiating from past top-down efforts, it utilizes an asset-based lens. 

Kretzman and McKnight (1993) are often credited with the term asset-based-community-

development (ABCD). They essentially find all CED practitioners diverging between one of two 

paths: deficit-based approaches and asset-based approaches. As of their initial writing, the former 

was much more common. Deficit-based approaches align more with a “culture of poverty” 

mentality in which the poor are a problem needing fixed. Kretzman and McKnight argue 

forcefully that deficit-based approaches, what they refer to as the “traditional way,” have 

generated numerous harmful outcomes including denigrated community confidence, desecrated 

community capacity, and demoralized local leadership. They define ABCD as simply 

“development of policies and activities based on the capacities, skills and assets of lower income 

people and their neighborhoods.” (p. 3) They propose a mapping process whereby communities 

can establish their strengths and resources (rather than just their problems and deficiencies). 

Once assets are mapped, communities can then combine, reconfigure, reprioritize, and 

reorganize those assets towards improved outcomes. Most importantly, the theory is the 

community will share a deeper sense of ownership over these outcomes, therefore making results 

more profound and longer lasting.  

 Related to ABCD, and integral to is implementation, are the Eight Forms of Wealth 

framework. This is a CED framework seeking to expand how practitioners think about wealth 

and work at developing more of it for and with marginalized people. Instead of a deficit-based 

approach which might start off lamenting the lack of financial capital available for projects in a 

community, this framework invites consideration of social capital, cultural capital, 
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individual/skill-based capital, intellectual capital, natural capital, built capital, and political 

capital all in addition to financial capital. (Wealth Works, 2023)     

ABCD has become much more common in recent years, but it’s still debatable which 

approach is more dominant today. I would argue many groups aspire to an ABCD approach, but 

are often forced to divert back to deficit-based approaches because of funding formulas which 

prioritize the most “distressed” people and places. One critique of ABCD is that it reinforces 

neoliberal policies which create inequity in the first place. Another criticism is that ABCD is 

naïve in assuming all “community” activities are good and equitable or that all community 

members are well-intentioned, thus avoiding important issues of power and oppression. (Gray, 

2011) Andrade and Angelova (2020) point out many difficulties and deficiencies with evaluating 

the success of asset-based programs. They generally find a lack of quantitative data supporting 

ABCD approaches, but also do not discount qualitative sources. Such qualitative sources (from 

community conversations and participant reflections, often at non-traditional settings like 

sporting events, around meal tables, and during art shows) unveil less tangible outcomes 

including: interpersonal trust and relationships amongst community members, spirituality and 

happiness, creative engagement, cultural understanding, and empathy. Andrade and Angelova 

then put forward a new framework for impact measurement which communities and practitioners 

co-produce: “and apply participatory and empowering methods to capture actions on assets 

leading to community defined outcomes.”  

Nel (2018) compares and contrasts the different community leadership skills needed in 

deficit-based versus asset-based programs. I particularly liked Nel’s definition of community 

leadership to begin with: “. . . the enabling of the relational capacity of community members to 

initiate the creative and often hidden potential of the community and turn it into initiatives driven 
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by empowered community members.” (p. 839) Nel explains, “ABCD authors and practitioners 

believe leaders in many formal and informal organisations tend to unintentionally suppress 

community involvement by emphasizing deficiencies, needs and problems, which then results in 

communities becoming dependent on services rendered by these organisations.” (p. 840) 

Therefore, true community leaders focus on shifting real power from current structures to 

previously disenfranchised community members.  

Nel’s research revealed many leaders of traditional NGO’s (organization’s which the 

research claimed had deficit-based approaches) were almost constantly talking about “funders” 

and external forces. Whereas ABCD leaders were more focused on projects and “uncovering 

hidden talents” and assets so communities could start with what they did have and move forward 

from there, even if in small, slow ways. (p. 845) For ABCD-style community leaders, Nel puts 

forward four vital characteristics: 1) facilitating community-led processes which unlock and 

unblock assets, with reference to the eight forms of wealth laid out above. 2) focus on self-

reliant, independent citizens by transferring power from traditional power-holders to previously 

marginalized community members. 3) “. . . start within community members on a personal 

consciousness level, where attitudinal and mind-set changes take place” and then expand to 

community-wide impacts from there. And 4) structure organizations in “flat, team-oriented” 

designs. (p. 848-849)    

Cunningham et al (2022) explore the motivations for community-members in ABCD 

projects and assess potential congruence with self-determination-theory (SDT). They assert 

ABCD’s grounding in social-constructionist theory, which “values participant voice and 

participatory methods” as compared to SDT’s grounding in positivism and thus, “a near 

exclusive use of questionnaires and statistical analysis to make large-scale generalization.” (p. 
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409) Seven forms of motivation are considered: intrinsic, extrinsic, integrated, identified, 

introjected, external, and amotivation. For CED practitioners, understanding which forms of 

motivation are at play (both for facilitators and participants) is important. It is proposed that 

some ABCD projects might involve more external and extrinsic motivations amongst 

community-members than often acknowledged. The authors explain strong evidence showing, 

“More autonomous forms of motivation are considered more internalized, and associated with 

experiences of well-being, performance and persistence of motivation.” (p. 397) Yet such pure 

forms of intrinsic motivation are hard to inspire. SDT prioritizes “practitioners” with expertise as 

opposed to grassroots “facilitators in purely ABCD models. However, the SDT professional, “. . . 

is guided to support the autonomy of ‘clients’ and reduce the controls placed upon them.” (p. 

403) Cunningham et al conclude by advocating for more integration between ABCD and SDT 

approaches, finding the two compatible.  

Emerging Appalachian Solutions From the Ground Up   

In many ways, Whisnant’s list describes the strategies and tactics of Coalfield 

Development. He notes how corporations in this region have “. . . accumulated a hundred years’ 

experience in co-opting, controlling, or destroying any organization, ecclesiastical or secular, 

that even marginally challenged the status quo.” (p. 213) So far, fingers crossed and prayers said, 

Coalfield Development has managed to buck this trend. I attribute that to a) timing and b) 

economic power. We have had the benefit of learning from past CED efforts. The power of the 

coal industry is not nearly as great now as it was in the 1960s or even the early 2000s, creating 

more openness to different economic options. Our structure as a direct-employer and business-

developer makes us valuable to local leadership in ways traditional charities or political 

organizing entities are not perceived. For areas with declining jobs and disinvestment, being a 
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job-creator is greatly appreciated, even if those jobs are different from traditional economic 

and/or cultural identities.  

Coalfield Development is all about solutions for central Appalachia. Much of my 

literature review uncovered troves of research detailing what has gone wrong in the region, but 

little on what has gone right. There is ample evidence for problems and challenges in the region, 

but much less evidence of viable, workable solutions to overcome those problems and convert 

challenges into opportunities. Our organizational framework is not a silver bullet. It does not 

solve all the problems in the region. But our approach plays a unique role in the ecosystem of 

organizations and agencies working for more economic justice, less environmental destruction, 

and better community development. Our outcomes have made a real, tangible difference for the 

lives of thousands. For those interested in CED, we believe our insights will prove useful. 

Firstly, successful approaches must blend for-profit and non-profit strategies, while 

leveraging public programs and resources. Market failures (such as the environmental 

externalities of mountaintop removal or the increased vulnerability of coal-community workers) 

are well documented and used as justification for funding public programs in the region. Less 

prominent in the literature, but equally important, are theories of voluntary and government 

failures. (Salamon, 1987; Orbach, 2013) Examples of philanthropic failure include paternalism, 

particularism, and amateurism. The most important element of voluntary failure is inadequacy: 

while necessary for complimenting public policy, voluntary/philanthropic efforts alone could 

never transform the region. Governmental efforts at poverty alleviation are fraught with 

drawbacks all to their own. These include several varieties of inefficiency and dependency. 

(Weisbrod, 1975; Winston, 2006)  

Considering Locally Controlled Common Pool Resource Systems  
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Ostrom (2005, 1990)) observes many centralized, bureaucratic decision-making 

processes are not aligned with optimal social welfare. She treats as obvious “. . . neither the state 

nor the market is uniformly successful in enabling individuals to sustain long-term, productive 

use of natural resource systems.” (p. 1) Ostrom studies “common pool resource” systems (CPRs) 

in rural settings across the globe. CPRs are defined as “natural or man-made resource systems 

that [are] sufficiently large as to make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude potential 

beneficiaries from obtaining benefits from its use.” CPRs are often prone to the “tragedy of the 

commons” conundrum whereby private individuals have open access to public goods and, acting 

solely in their self-interests, rapidly deplete or abuse the resource. (p. 30) Rather than one central 

government controlling the most effective and sustainable CPRs, “polycentric public-enterprise 

systems” arose amongst a robust mix of public, civil society, and private entities. (p. 133) 

Crucial to most of her case studies are voluntary associations which provide a forum for 

information sharing, arbitration, accountability, and decision making. Rule-making within these 

community institutions is generally “incremental, sequential, and self-transforming.” (p. 139) 

Otherwise, there is either too much change too fast, or too little change too slow, and the 

institutions collapse back to a tragedy of the commons depleting of the resources.  

Some success stories involve “institutional organizers” (IOs) serving as “human 

catalysts” to initiate change, mitigate conflict, and ensure positive outcomes. The IOs genuinely 

prioritize the needs and goals of the community participants: “Instead of establishing a 

predefined organization, the IO tried to form a working committee to solve particular problems, 

such as repairing a broken control gate or desilting a field channel.” (p. 168) Eventually, a 

“bottomup” community institution of some kind is needed to ensure long-term viability. Ostrom 

calls these “field channel organizations.” They are “small . . . problem solving” units operated 
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“without meeting times, agendas, or written records.” However, they roll-up to larger regional 

bodies which have greater administrative sophistication. (p. 168-169) They are not at all 

controlled by governmental bodies but do liaison with public offices on the regular. Central to 

Ostrom’s findings, albeit difficult to articulate in purely economic terms, is trust and reciprocity. 

Generally, Ostrom finds trust and reciprocity best built through face-to-face meeting and 

gatherings.  

 Ultimately, it seems fairly obvious that purely public, purely private, or even purely 

charitable approaches all have significant draw-backs here in Appalachia. Ostrom invites us to 

re-frame our understanding of how community resources can organize and how community 

structures can form towards more just, sustainable outcomes. In light of (and perhaps even 

because of) market, government, and voluntary failures, Young (2006) notes a modern trend of 

blending and blurring of the lines between public, nonprofit, and private enterprises. Growth of 

social enterprises affirm this observation. Social entrepreneurs often believe that what a purely 

public approach cannot achieve a blended public-private approach can, and vice versa. This 

approach was foundational in developing Coalfield Development’s theory of change.   

P12. Establishing and Scaling a New Organizational Model for Rural CED 

 In working against public, private, and philanthropic breakdowns in Appalachia, 

Coalfield Development has organized itself around four core organizational capabilities, one of 

which is to incubate and invest in social enterprises. The four capabilities are synergistically 

designed to leverage and reinforce one another. Work in a community often begins small but 

tangible, growing larger-scale over time and as community buy-in deepens. Change is facilitated 

at both the individual human level and the community-wide collective level. As Bornstein and 

Davis (2010) note, “Activism and problem solving go hand in hand.” (p. 38)   



 

68 
 

 In the following sections, I begin establishing a framework for rebuilding the 

Appalachian economy from the ground up. The framework is organized around four 

organizational capabilities. This model requires a community-based organization (CBO) for 

implementation. It has been iterated out of more than 10 years of implementation by Coalfield 

Development. Additional research provided herein serves to enhance and improve the model 

while also deepening the analysis and empirical grounding shaping it. Nobel Prize winning 

economist Elinor Ostrom (1990) warns:  

“From a framework, one does not derive a precise prediction. From a framework, one 

derives the questions that need to be asked to clarify the structure of a situation and the 

incentives facing individuals. . . . The framework identifies sets of variables that are most 

likely to affect decisions about continuing or changing rules. The framework can be used 

by theorists to develop more precise theories.” (p. 192)  

Organizations mustn’t already have all four capabilities established to begin with. And 

there may well be circumstances where not all four are needed (perhaps a close strategic partner 

can fulfill some of the capabilities, for example). Afterall, the model is meant to adapt and 

evolve depending on the unique place in which it is implemented. It is dynamic and responsive 

to local conditions, rather than static and imposed. Because this framework came about in 

Appalachia, the research included weaves Appalachia-specific information and analysis 

throughout. However, the framework is designed for adoption in other rural, extractive places.    

   Of course this is not the first framework established for rural CED. Not even close. The 

organizational framework provided here is more tangible than many other frameworks. It 

uniquely combines various program designs (such as community-based real-estate development 

and social enterprise incubation) which are not usually woven together. And it introduces some 



 

69 
 

entirely new program designs which are truly original (such as 33-6-3 and WRAPS as described 

below).    

Just this year The Aspen Institute published its “Thrive Rural Framework.” (Aspen 

Institute, 2023) It is organized under three components: “rural voice and power, equitable aims 

and design, and resources for productive action.” This model is more for planning and program 

design, whereas the model put forward in this document is much more tangible, involving not 

just the planning and designing of interventions but the full implementation and performance 

assessment of those interventions. An online scan of large public universities (specifically those 

universities with planning, community development, and public affairs departments and 

colleges) uncovered at least 35 various other “frameworks” for rural development. Nearly all 

these frameworks are focused on policies and systems, apply to region-wide scopes of impact, 

and inform initial program designs rather than offering program implementation structures. The 

framework provided here is practitioner-focused for on-the-ground projects housed in CBOs. It 

is an organizational framework rather than a policy, planning, or theoretical one.   

P13. Conclusion  

 Appalachia and extraction are, in many ways, synonymous. Indeed, many parts of the 

region have become economically dependent on (and sometimes dominated by) this extractive 

industry. However, many grassroots organizations and social entrepreneurs are working against 

the generational dynamics which have caused the region more poverty than most of the rest of 

the country. Coalfield Development is but one example. Continued investment in bottom-up, 

truly community-based CED efforts is likely to yield high social returns. In doing so, equitably 

and holistically prioritizing the well-being of the most marginalized people will ensure deeper, 

more lasting impact. And ensuring climate resilience strategies within such efforts will help 
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address some of the pressing environmental challenges of our time. We must convert our 

liabilities into assets, finding opportunities within the very problems which have plagued us for 

generations. And we must highly value the many assets already here, positioning them and 

leveraging them for enduring positive impact.  

 To be sure, there are countless barriers to success. Unfortunately, the list of organizations 

and leaders trying and failing at this very line of work is long. Learning from these failures 

provides valuable insight and helps shape mitigation strategies. Sometimes, the reasons for such 

failures are the vague, generational inertia of community conditions or the complexities of 

current socio-economic challenges. Other times, forces opposing CED innovations are more 

overtly or subversively combative. Remember, some in the region benefit from current systems 

and structures, and these tend to be the most powerful of the local elites. Brest and Harvey 

(2008) warn: “Philanthropists planning to operate in a sector where industry has strong interests 

should be aware of the magnitude of the resources that industry puts into creating demands for its 

products.” (p. 207) Indeed, the coal industry and other extractive interests have expended 

countless dollars and other resources to establish themselves as the dominant version of 

economic development in the region and to demean and disadvantage groups advocating for and 

offering alternatives.  Beyond technical economics or raw politics, there are also cultural and 

group-identity dynamics at play. Brest and Harvey (2008) go on to further warn that culture-

change typically lies beyond the realm of private philanthropy and CBO interventions. However, 

“when certain conditions are ripe, practices and habits can be swayed.” (p. 206)  

I believe Appalachia is entering a new era of ripeness for changing its economics, its 

politics, and even its constructed identity. Our job as CBOs is making sure these changes are for 

the good. Accounting for the challenges and complexities of CED in Appalachia and other rural 
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extractive communities, this dissertation will nevertheless help practitioners design effective 

community-level interventions. It will also help future researchers refine development theories, 

understanding of the region, and design new human and community development models.  
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Capability 1: Capacity Building for Community Based Organizations (CBOs) in Central 

Appalachia 

1.1.1 Introduction  

Civil Society is often an overlooked sector for advancing economic development and just 

transitions in rural, extractive areas. Government and private industry are more obvious starting 

points. CBOs, however, hold some of the most powerful models for lasting CED. Yet many 

extraction communities have dramatic capacity deficiencies even for basic grant writing, grant 

management, and organizational governance. Investing in CBOs is an important strategy which 

can help avoid top-down paternalism, deepen local commitment to lasting change, and get good 

work done without bureaucratic bottlenecks.  

Conditions in rural extractive communities are especially challenging for organizations 

trying to build their capacity for carrying out CED. Smith (2003) cites several examples how 

including: “barriers of geography, low population density, higher transaction costs, limited 

capacity of communications, transportation, and financing infrastructure, and multiple barriers to 

accessing markets.” (p. 4) Various federal administrations have launched rural initiatives over 

the years, but these have been spread across different agencies and often haphazardly designed. 

Usually, the programs are administered out of agency offices in large cities, far removed from 

the affected communities. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has the most statutory 

responsibility for rural programs. Despite this responsibility, it provides just under 10% of 

federal funds going to rural America. Of those, the majority are for commodity support programs 

for agriculture corporations. (Smith, 2003)  

A 2015 study by Pender found only 7% of foundation funding going to rural areas, and 

less than 2% of that was for capacity building. Cohen (2015) finds a similar lack of concern for 
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rural issues amongst major private foundations. He concludes: “Signs of life regarding 

philanthropic attention to the changing contours of rural needs are often hard to find. So it’s not 

surprising that wealthier urban areas have more high-capacity non-profits overall than rural 

ones.” Reid et al (2020) find rural areas “. . . face unfair and disproportionately lower support 

from government and philanthropy compared to urban areas.” (p. 1)   

Many rural areas, and especially Appalachia, have been dominated by extractive 

industries for generations. Unique dynamics of extraction make capacity building even more 

difficult for organizations in such settings. The very nature of an extractive industry taking the 

wealth, assets and capacity from a community and using it for the benefit of others outside the 

region. This means investments are not made in a place for its long-term benefit, but mainly for 

the short-term benefit of the extraction processes themselves. This fact applies not only for 

financial investments, but also social and human investments. Extractive economies make 

authoritarianism, poor governance, weak institutions, and inequality more prevalent. (Olson and 

Lenzmann, 2016; Sachs, and Werner, 2016)  

1.1.2 Coalfield Development’s Capacity Building Initiatives Thus Far  

Understanding the pervasive lack of non-profit capacity, Coalfield Development has 

decided to scale not by growing our organization alone but also by sub-granting funds 

throughout a network of grassroots organizations. These organizations (called WRAPS partners; 

WRAPS stands for Workforce Readiness And Professional Success) are trained in aspects of our 

model as they find valuable but also encouraged to keep innovating their own unique, place-

based solutions.  

In building our own capacity internally, Coalfield Development is constantly iterating 

new economic interventions and training programs to shape emerging sustainable sectors and 
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affect regional systems. Examples include renewable energy, mine-land reclamation, 

regenerative agriculture and recycling/reuse. The non-profit programs incubated and scaled by 

Coalfield Development are always sure to incorporate a climate resilience component. 

Environmental sustainability and “conservation” encapsulate some of the fastest growing 

markets in rural areas and help contribute to increasing local climate resilience. While green 

markets offer great opportunity, environmental destruction also represents some of our greatest 

challenges. Deforestation and watershed contamination from mining activities are constant 

threats to local resident’s drinking water and often exacerbate flooding concerns which are quite 

common throughout the region (and increasingly so of late).  

1.1.3 Incorporating Climate Resilience  

CBO’s are important for climate resilience strategies, especially in “front-line” 

communities most directly harmed by climate change. Kirchhoff et al (2015) find “boundary 

organizations” bridging the often disconnected domains of science and policy. They call for 

participatory co-production of climate solutions. In 2021, a network led by several innovative 

Appalachian CBOs formed the Appalachian Climate Technology (ACT) Now Coalition. This 

group works for a more climate resilient economy in southern West Virginia and was recently 

named a winner of the U.S. Economic Development Administration’s Build Back Better 

Regional Challenge, netting nearly $100 million in public and private investment for the green 

economy in heavily coal impacted areas.   

Our region has comparative advantages to grow the green economy from right here in our 

hills and hollows: a unique geology and ecology making us one of the top three most important 

ecosystems on the planet for climate change mitigation and natural carbon capture, according to 

The Nature Conservancy. (The Nature Conservancy, 2023) Appalachia has the energy workers 
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with the industrial skills and the energy-exporting infrastructure (power lines) needed for this 

new economy. Clean energy jobs in WV grew 10% between 2018-2020 and are on track to 

double that growth. (Chambers for Innovation and Clean Energy, 2021) ACT Now 

commissioned an employer job demand study and found strong demand for green-collar jobs. 

80% of green employers surveyed said they plan to increase the number of workers they will hire 

in the next 3 years. (Stine, 2022)   

Energy markets are clearly shifting in ACT Now’s favor. Our coalition empowers our 

region to move at the pace of these rapidly changing markets. WV’s own utility is increasing its 

renewable portfolio by 60% between now and 2035, which coincides with a reduction in its coal 

portfolio from the 72% it is today to only 15% in 2035. (Chambers for Innovation and Clean 

Energy, 2021) Other regions have even greater demand for renewable energy, and our grid 

infrastructure and carrying capacity as an energy exporter uniquely positions us to meet this 

economic need. (Christiadi and Deskins, 2018; Tosado et al, 2021)  

 In boldly leading on climate issues from deep in the heart of the coalfields, this group 

walks a delicate public relations balance. This is a state Donald Trump carried twice with more 

than 70% of the vote (in part by promising to bring back coal jobs). Phrases such as “green” or 

“climate” can trigger harsh backlash. However, these are also heavily disinvested communities 

which are struggling economically. Messaging about “economic development” or “good jobs” or 

even “cleaning up our soil, water, and air” can resonate if delivered well. Past sacrifices made by 

coal miners and their families are loudly and publicly appreciated alongside calls for diversified 

investment beyond coal.  

 ACT Now argues its strategies are a way for West Virginia to stay an energy state as it 

has been, but via more diversified and sustainable sources of energy. This honors the pride and 
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dignity which many energy workers have for powering this country’s development. Local High 

School teams are the “Miners.” The local highway system is the “King Coal Highway.” Songs, 

poems, plays, and art work about coal are beloved.  

 A good example of this balance is a solar company Coalfield Development helped launch 

and currently owns shares in: Solar Holler, LLC. Tagline: Mine the Sun. Logo: shirtless 

Appalachian worker in the hills with a lightening-bolt pick-ax. Investing in truly community-

based efforts with leadership understanding these cultural sensitivities and having earned local 

trust is paramount.  

Complementary region-wide initiatives working in support of local efforts have made and 

will continue making ACT Now and other climate resilience projects viable: the Central 

Appalachian Network (CAN) has for 30 years been convening entrepreneurs and grassroots 

leaders to drive new economic models in this fossil-fuel dominated region. (Central Appalachian 

Network, 2023) the Appalachian Funders Network organized to funnel and focus philanthropy in 

a more strategic, cohesive direction towards green investment. (Appalachian Funders Network, 

2023) And the Just Transition Fund (2023) has been established to serve as a national 

intermediary for coal communities struggling to equitably transition away from coal.    

We are keenly aware of major policy shifts re-shaping our hills and hollows. Just one 

week after his inauguration, President Biden issued Executive Order 14008 “Tackling the 

Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad.” Within this order, he created the “Interagency Working 

Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities and Economic Revitalization.” Ever since, this 

committee consisting of staff from 12 different federal agencies has been engaging with 

stakeholders throughout Appalachia (and other coal-impacted regions). It identified a repository 

of “coal impacted” areas, giving specific definition to a sometimes vague concept. Projects 
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located within such areas receive extra points on dozens of federal funding applications. 

(Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities and Economic 

Revitalization, 2021)  

The recently passed Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) is potentially a gamechanger for our 

region, fueling rapid growth in renewable sectors. New tax credits included in the legislation 

have specific set-asides and added incentives for projects in coal-impacted communities. West 

Virginia Senator Joe Manchin insisted on such provisions during the legislation’s tumultuous 

negotiation. State level improvements on public purchasing agreements and net-metering 

reinforce those gains. Ongoing climate regulations and market decarbonization will only 

accelerate these trends. 

Unions are an important stakeholder in central Appalachia. A regularly contentious and 

sometimes even violent history of hard-fought efforts at unionization and improved worker 

conditions defined worker/company relations throughout much of the 20th century. (Keeney, 

2021) In recent times, union power has faded, but organizers, apprenticeship programs, and 

union halls throughout the region remain assets for CED. Most importantly, unions can empower 

workers in the face of egregious, unsafe, or under-paid conditions. (Hood, 2021; See also 

UMWA 2021 report)  

Coalfield Development has been partnered with unions for many years. The Carpenters 

Union, International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, United Mine Workers of America, and 

Utility Workers Union are each ACT Now partners. Through union partnerships and 

apprenticeships, graduates of Coalfield’s workforce development programs are on career 

pathways not just for jobs, but for good union jobs that pay well, have full benefits, and offer the 
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dignity and joy of meaningful, family-sustaining work. Solar Holler is WV’s first solar installer 

to voluntarily unionize.  

 So the region does have organizers. It has innovators. It has resistors and persistors. It has 

assets. But does it have capacity for long-term, impactful community and economic development 

(CED)?  

1.2. Analysis of the Existing Literature   

Attend any conference involving non-profit or grant-making foundation staff and one of 

the most common words you’re likely to hear is “capacity.” Funders often lament, “I’m 

concerned the community partners just don’t have the capacity to pull it off.” Community 

partners complain, “If the funders would just invest in our capacity then maybe we could achieve 

the bigger outcomes they want.” At drinks after hours, whether on the funding side or the funded 

side, you’ll hear staff venting: “my capacity is just totally tapped out. If my organization can’t 

add some new capacity then we’ll never be able to pull this off.” Yet for all its common usage in 

the community and economic development (CED) space, it is not at all clear what the term 

“capacity” really means. Different people seem to ascribe different meaning to it, depending on 

their perspectives and needs. Ultimately, there are a range of capacities which organizations must 

choose from, prioritize, and strengthen rather than one all-encompassing capacity to attain. 

Nearly all forms of capacity are particularly difficult to develop in rural, extractive settings. In 

this section, I combine academic research and professional lived experience as a social 

entrepreneur in southern West Virginia to design a new approach for capacity building for non-

profit organizations in central Appalachia. I argue that capacity building is particularly difficult 

in central Appalachia, but also that it is particularly important. And it is done best via 

accompaniment amongst values and strategy-aligned non-profit organizations themselves.  
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1.2.1 Capacity Building – What is it?  

During the literature review for this section, I encountered at least seven different 

definitions for “capacity building.” The overall gist of the concept relates to an organization’s 

ability to achieve positive outcomes for the community it serves. But the breadth of what could 

be included in assessing how an organization specifically develops or demonstrates “capacity” is 

wide. Some examples include: the ability to fundraise, the ability to properly manage funds that 

are acquired, compliance with governmental regulations, leadership/management skills, 

regulatory compliance/grant management, financial management/budgeting, technology 

capabilities, knowledge bases and ability to adopt new models/program improvements, Board of 

Directors development, marketing/branding/storytelling/communications, 

networking/community building with other practitioners, program evaluation/outcomes, and 

more.  

For nonprofit organizations (many of which struggle just to pay utility bills and meet 

payroll) there are a multitude of barriers to building strong organizational capacity, regardless of 

the exact type of capacity sought after. Again, even defining what organizational capacity 

actually means poses a challenge. (Cox et al, 2018) I found the National Council of Nonprofits’ 

definition most helpful and accurate. It considers how capacity is both a verb and a noun. The 

former includes processes whereby organizations are provided funding, teaching, training, 

consulting etc. The latter accounts for the end results of such efforts. The National Council of 

Nonprofits (2022) defines capacity building this way:  

“Capacity building is whatever is needed to bring a nonprofit to the next level of 

operational, programmatic, financial, or organizational maturity, so it may more 

effectively and efficiently advance its mission into the future. Capacity building is not a 
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one-time effort to improve short-term effectiveness, but a continuous improvement 

strategy toward creation of a sustainable and effective organization.” (p. 1)  

Woodwell and Bartczak (2008) find that 65% of foundations fund capacity building 

activities. (p. 3) Yet it is the requirements placed on organizations by their funders that 

sometimes inhibit real capacity from developing: “. . . many ways grant-makers provide financial 

support to grantees are actually counterproductive and can detract from nonprofits’ ability to 

have an impact.” (p. 2) Excessive reporting requirements and overly restrictive budget 

requirements are two clear examples of how this counter-productivity can play out. A 2004 study 

on nonprofit capacity building (Light and Hubbard, 2004) found only 27% of surveyed nonprofit 

executives believed foundations helped improve nonprofit sector performance. (p. 44) 

There is a classic “chicken-and-the-egg” conundrum related to capacity building; funders 

generally want to fund higher-capacity organizations so as to lower the risk of wasted grant 

dollars, whereas grantees argue they would have higher capacity if more funders would take a 

little bit more risk and support their general operations. This dynamic is particularly problematic 

for rural America generally and Appalachia specifically, where philanthropic donations are far 

less than in more urbanized communities. 

1.2.2 Public Sector Roles in Capacity Building Efforts  

In addition to private foundations and grant-makers, the public sector (at both the federal 

and state levels) has worked to build non-profit capacity in various ways. Such efforts have been 

scattered and inconsistent since the 1960’s. LBJ’s War on Poverty established thousands of 

“Community Action Agencies” of which only a few hundred remain today. At their inception as 

part of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, these government supported non-profits held 

great promise for poverty reduction and social innovation. Despite such potential, they were 
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politically controversial from day one, especially their expressed intention to achieve “maximum 

feasible participation” from low-income community members (sparking conservative fears these 

organizations were actually liberal political organizers). Year after year, decade after decade, 

Community Action Agencies were stripped of funding and autonomy. (Whisnant, 1994; 

Immerwahr, 2015) While those that survive still offer vital services (such as home 

weatherization for low-income residents, Head Start, and Homeless Shelters) their potential as 

societal game-changers has not been fully realized. (Bok, 1988; Bishop, 2007)   

The “Reagan Revolution” of the 1980’s began a decades-long trend of shrinking federal 

programs and instead looking to non-profit and voluntary organizations to pick up the slack, 

according to Gronbjerg (2001) and McCormack (2001). Aside from federal financial concerns, 

Gronbjerg explains:  

“Nonprofits play a critical role in the U.S. political economy. As voluntary associations, 

they suit the American preference for private auspices. As institutions established for 

charitable or common purposes, they alleviate the need for such action under public 

auspices. Yet nonprofit organizations do not have the economic and political clout of 

private and public sector organizations.” (p. 218)   

Sometimes, when public agencies cut back and place more expectations on the nonprofit 

sector, such expectations have come with more funding. Other times, the expectations on 

nonprofits elevate (as do public needs and demands for nonprofit services in lieu of public 

programs) yet public funding to these nonprofits does not elevate and has thus created unfunded 

programmatic and administrative liabilities. (Young, 2006) Since the 1990s, government funders 

have increasingly prioritized growing the capacity of local communities to improve their own 

development, though with varying amounts of actual funding. These programs typically 
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prioritize units of local government and planning commissions, and only in some limited cases 

are tailored for CBOs. (Mannion, 1996; Simpson et al, 2003; Bonnor, K, 1999; Shonka, et al, 

1996; Corporation For Enterprise Development, 1993). When federal funds have been utilized 

for CBO capacity-building, the results appear mostly promising, although research in this realm 

is limited. NeighborWorks America, Enterprise Community Partners, and Local Initiative 

Support Corporation (LISC) are three federally funded intermediaries which have helped get 

operational funding, coupled with in-depth technical assistance, to CBOs on the ground. 

Congressional Research Service (2022) defines an intermediary as established to, “support 

capacity needs among local community development organizations. Intermediaries support local 

community development organizations with financial and technical resources in order to 

maximize the benefit of their local knowledge and networks.” (p. 2)  

Certainly, intermediaries can and do play important roles in capacity building efforts. 

However, the intermediaries supported by Congress are national in scope, which spreads 

resources thin. The average grant to a CBO from these national intermediaries is approximately 

$75,000, enough to maybe fund one full-time-equivalent position. Each of the intermediaries 

listed above is included in Congressional budgets annually, with the majority of their funding 

passed through to local partners. However, each of these entities evolved out of urban 

development models and histories. Enterprise and LISC do set aside a small portion of their 

annual federal allocation for rural organizations, but these are very small amounts considering 

the national scope of the intermediary organizations. Enterprise devoted about $1.8 million of the 

$15 million it was allocated in 2021 on rural organizations and projects. LISC devoted 

approximately $2 million to rural causes of its $17 million allocation. (Congressional Research 

Service, 2022) Combined, these intermediaries have supported over 5,000 CBOs nationally.  
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Concerningly, many of the eligible “activity types” listed in a Congressional review of 

the Section 4 program are not what many practitioners would consider effective capacity 

building. As you will read later in this section, practitioners tend to value flexible, operational 

dollars which can help cover non-program-specific activities including staff time, insurance, 

utilities etc. The eligible activities listed for Section 4 include mostly specific project expenses 

such as affordable housing development, local economic development, or project pre-

development. (Congressional Research Service, 2022, p. 8) This same report references “a 

broader landscape of federal resources that may support the capacity and efforts of local 

community development organizations.” (p. 9) However, the list only includes five other 

programs and, again, these are mostly programmatic sources of funding and not true, flexible 

capacity building dollars. The report further acknowledges the programs “generally provide 

relatively low levels of funding as compared to other federal housing and community 

development programs.”   

The Clinton administration continued prioritizing the strengthening of local leadership in 

lieu of dramatically expanded direct federal programs, especially after Republicans took over 

control of the House of Representatives in 1994 elections. In fact, the Section 4 program was 

initially established early in the Clinton Administration and reauthorized during President 

Clinton’s second term as a way to build nonprofit capacity for community development in lieu of 

direct federal projects and programs. Again, emphasizing local leadership and control over social 

problem-solving is not automatically the same as funding such leadership nor does it 

automatically equate to investing in and building up the local capacity needed for carrying out 

effective interventions. Unfunded liabilities remained a concern.  
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Local leadership over federal programs was a goal of the George W. Bush administration 

too, albeit with a particular emphasis on faith-based organizations. (Young, 2006; Smith, 2006) 

A distinctive element of the Obama years was a dramatic expansion of social enterprises (which 

blend for-profit market-based strategies with charitable missions) and the first ever White House 

Office of Social Innovation and Civic Participation, which would establish the Social Innovation 

Fund to directly support social enterprises throughout the country via block grants facilitated 

with trusted intermediaries. (Potts, 2017)  

With our country’s policy shifts away from big nationalized programs and toward 

smaller, dispersed, locally-led efforts (often spearheaded by non-governmental entities despite 

having limited funding) also came under increased scrutiny. Yet despite such heavy 

responsibility and scrutiny, flexible funds for general operations remain scant. Support for 

organizations as they manage government regulations, funding, and partnerships is an important 

(and often overlooked) aspect of capacity building. As Bishop (2007) summarizes: “Caught in 

the wave of reform, nonprofits must not only grapple with the demands and effects of managerial 

innovations but also cope with devolution, downsizing, and outsourcing.” (p. 144)  

Smith (2006) and Murray (2005) both speak to an “accountability movement” among 

government funders (and private philanthropies as well) to make organizations more efficient 

and responsive. (p. 347) Strict adherence to accountability standards remains today. Government 

grants are appealing because they are often larger than private grants, but they come with costs. 

Smith (2006) explains such costs in this way:  

In addition to programmatic effects, government funding tends to affect the 

internal organization of agencies. Service agencies started through community 

initiative often lack, at least initially, highly trained professionals or 
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administrative staff. Some of these agencies emerge from an unincorporated 

group of like-minded people concerned about a social problem. A clear separation 

between the board and staff is absent, and many do not have full-time executive 

directors. Government funding means accountability, which often requires these 

agencies to adopt new administrative procedures, add professionals, institute new 

financial management practices, and in some cases, modify physical structures. 

These organizational changes are often difficult to achieve because many smaller 

agencies do not have the financial resources. This is a key public policy concern 

because a disproportionate amount of the growth of the nonprofit sector in the 

past 20 years has been among community-based agencies that after an initial, 

startup phase must undertake complicated and sometimes expensive changes to 

their management and programs to abide by government expectations. (p235)  

Often, when a funder or regulatory agency is talking about non-profit “capacity” what 

they really mean is the ability to perform well on audits and meet stated grant goals (whether 

those goals are ultimately relevant or not). Murray critiques a “look good and avoid blame” 

dynamic in which grantees avoid presenting the full truth of their program’s challenges for fear 

of being blamed and potentially losing funding. (p. 352) Unsurprisingly, low “internal capacity, 

such as staff or time” is cited as a primary reason for ineffective programs and inadequate 

performance evaluation of such programs. (p. 354)   

Young (2006) explains how nonprofit relationships with government vary widely and can 

change over time. These relationships can be complementary, supplementary, or adversarial. 

Capacity building needs and goals must adapt accordingly.  (Congressional Research Service, 

2021) 
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1.2.3 Rural-Specific Efforts at Capacity Building  

The U.S. Department of Agriculture created the State Rural Development Council 

program in the 1990’s with the expressed intent of improved rural community development. 

There was a rural set aside in the new “Empowerment Zone” and “Enterprise Communities 

Program,” both established by the Clinton Administration in 1993. (Morrissey, 2000) In fact, 

several federal programs have rural “set-asides,” but these are insufficient to meet the demand 

for rural CED. (Center for American Progress, 2020) Such “set-asides” rarely come with the 

kinds of tailored capacity building needed in distressed rural settings. The Appalachian Regional 

Commission (ARC) has largely focused on physical infrastructure since its creation in the 

1960’s. (Bradshaw, 1992) However, that is starting to change, and capacity building has become 

a more explicit goal for ARC in recent years. Most rural regions of the country do not even have 

agencies devoted to their development as with Appalachia. The Delta and native reservations 

would be exceptions, although with mixed performance results amongst those agencies. While 

private foundation capacity building programs get less than enthusiastic grades from 

practitioners, governmental programs get even lower ones. The same Light and Hubbard study 

cited above (2004) finds only 8% of nonprofit executives felt government programs have helped 

improve nonprofit sector performance most. (p. 44)  

Finding research on West Virginia nonprofits, specifically, was difficult. The only 

comprehensive study I found was a 1998 report by Marilyn Wrenn Harrell (preferring citations 

as Wrenn), now the Chief Program Officer with Coalfield Development. The purpose of her 

research was assessing whether West Virginia organizations were accessing all of the available 

resources. To do so, Wrenn surveyed 3,621 501(c)3 organizations in the state. She found that the 

greatest source of revenue for these organizations was private donations, followed by 
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government grants, and then followed by revenue from fees. Well before social enterprise was a 

buzz word, nonprofits were generating significant earned revenues! Of all funding allocated to 

nonprofits in the state, less than 20% was for operations, signaling capacity strains and a lack of 

flexible operating money. Note: most of these organizations (nearly 60%) were very small and 

had less than $50,000 budgets. This is a challenge considering a trend identified by Ipp (2023): 

most major foundations have a strong bias for large-scale programs and against smaller 

organizations. Ipp also argues more funding for smaller organizations could, perhaps 

surprisingly, hold the key to greater systems-change outcomes. Only 10% had budgets greater 

than $600,000. Interestingly, Wrenn found that organizations spent far too little time on 

fundraising, with nearly 80% indicating they spent less than 20% of their time on it. Overall, 

Wrenn found West Virginia holding “less than one-tenth of one percent of the nation’s 

foundations operating within its borders.” (p. 28)  

1.2.4 The Role of State and Local Government in Capacity Building  

State government can play an important role in rural capacity building as well. 

(Corporation For Enterprise Development, 1993; Bowman and Fremont-Smith, 2006). However, 

the size of funding from states to non-profits is far below what comes from the federal 

government (and many state programs are actually federal pass-throughs). Interestingly, Wrenn’s 

primary recommendation from the study cited above was the creation of a non-profit assistance 

center out of the state’s development office. Her recommendation was never heeded.   

Some cities do capacity building for neighborhood groups or Community Development 

Corporations. These programs are uneven and often do not come with significant funding for the 

participating entities. Rural equivalents at the local level are even rarer. Freshwater and Scorsone 

(2002) find states largely failing to deliver positive outcomes in rural settings: “State 
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governments, once championed as the key to rural policy, have also failed to move beyond their 

traditional areas of focus in education, corrections, Medicaid, and other state services.” (p. 21) 

Schweke and Toft (1991) articulate the important role of state government in building non-profit 

capacity. They encourage state governments to act as “catalysts” to spread creative local 

development concepts through visionary planning, local empowerment and provision of 

resources and funding to local leaders, coordination across various agencies and entities, and 

innovation. (p 8) They conclude, “The state must innovate as well as foster local 

experimentation. This calls for risk-taking. Therefore, the state must provide ways of sharing in 

the downside, in part by sharing some of the cost of innovation at the local level.” (p. 9) Many 

West Virginia groups have experienced quite the opposite of such innovation and risk-taking 

from their state government. Politics and corruption are challenges to capacity building 

anywhere, but they have been acute death-knells in southern West Virginia. (Whisnant, 1994)  

1.2.5 The Need to Learn From Past Efforts at Rural Capacity Building  

Any community leader hoping to make positive change in southern West Virginia should 

read They’ll Cut Off Your Project: A Mingo County Chronicle by Huey Perry. (2011) The first-

hand account of new community programs established (and then destroyed) during the 1960’s 

War on Poverty illustrates how those in power increasingly undermine innovative community 

solutions as those solutions increasingly disrupt the systems and structures which have put them 

in power. Perry’s strategy, “was to direct the energies of the poor away from development and 

implementation of federal programs, which usually treated only the symptoms of poverty, toward 

the building of a political base from which the poor could attack poverty itself.” (p. 135) Local 

elected officials saw this strategy as a direct threat to their power (often critiquing it as 

communist) and eventually eliminated or diminished the more than 30 successful projects Perry 
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and his colleagues at the Mingo County Economic Opportunity Commission had developed. “In 

old England, if a king didn’t like you, he would cut off your head. Now, if they don’t like you, 

they’ll cut off your project.” (book jacket)  

Interestingly, records from a federal Office of Economic Opportunity (which funded most 

of the programs Perry developed) program review specifically relate to “capacity.” The records 

reveal how there really are various capacities (plural) an organization has at any given time, and 

illustrate the trade-offs organizations make in choosing which kinds to develop. Since an 

organization cannot have all capacities at all times, it must strategize and prioritize which 

capacities to emphasize and strengthen. Sometimes, the development of one capacity is to the 

detriment of another. Perry intentionally chose to build his participant’s civic capacity to 

organize and affect “political and institutional” change. In doing so, Perry deemphasized the 

capacity to complete government training programs and lead poor people through bureaucratic 

planning processes. (pp. 184-185)    

In his landmark study of the region since the 1960’s, Uneven Ground, Ronald Eller 

(2013) admonishes, “Too often . . . we have mistaken growth for development, change for 

progress.” (5) He goes on, “Since the goal of growth was a society that mirrored suburban, 

consumer America, development strategies in Appalachia further fragmented mountain society 

through the centralization of public services and retail facilities, the creation of class-segregated 

communities, and the generation of material symbols of individual success.” (6) Essentially, 

Eller argues the supposed failures of development and capacity building efforts in Appalachia 

are a symptom of the deeper American inability to agree on what the “good life” truly is. By 

urban America projecting its values on to the rural Appalachian region, and by not investing in 
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truly community-based projects, the federal government’s approach to change in Appalachia was 

unable to gain genuine buy-in from the people of the region, and therefore never fully succeeded.  

   Chambers (1995) seems to echo such critiques of top-down, neo-liberal economic 

development approaches. He points out the fact “economists and their concepts still dominate the 

development discourse.” (180) Therefore, “. . . treating what has not been measured as not really 

real.” Yet Chambers finds that what’s hardest to measure (or maybe even not possible to 

measure) is most valuable to actual people in real communities: “friendship, love, story-telling, 

self-sacrifice, laughter, music, health, creativity. . . .” (184) Later in the piece he lists more 

examples: “ceremonies and celebration, the pleasures of place, season and time of day, fun, 

spiritual experience.” (196) Like Eller, Chambers literally dubs these elements, “the good life.”  

Whereas, “employment, unemployment, job, workplace, and workforce are concepts and 

categories derived from urban industrial experience in the North.” (182) Such industrial 

“northern” creations contribute to “the bad life,” which involves things like “insurance claims, 

security guards, fossil fuel consumption, and cutting down forests.” (184) Importantly, as the 

final section of this dissertation will illuminate in detail, Coalfield Development’s model 

emphasizes not only economic mobility but also personal well-being for its participants, 

including regular check-ins, assessments, and survey instruments to track progress.  

1.2.6 Best Practices for Effective Capacity Building  

Huey Perry gives us an example of local government destroying an organization’s 

capacity. Eller and Chambers warn of paternalistic, neo-liberal, overly-values-laden approaches. 

What does, conversely, good capacity building look like? To make capacity building processes 

valuable, the content should meet an organization where it is and be tailored to address the real 

(rather than perceived or assumed) needs of that unique organization. If you take a list of 
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capacity-building topics and apply it to a certain organization, it is unlikely one organization 

would be strong or weak on each topic. It is likely that an organization would score well on some 

topics and worse on others. It’s highly unlikely two organizations would have the exact same 

strengths or weaknesses. So capacity building necessarily means different things to different 

organizations; and organizational capacity needs will change over time. What was a strength last 

year could become a weakness this year, and vice versa. Staffing turnover, external environment 

changes, policy changes, unexpected crises etc. all can quickly change what capacity an 

organization does or does not have. Capacity building is never over; it is an ongoing process, a 

continual commitment to improvement.   

Several important (and fairly universal) best practices emerge in the literature relating to 

provision of capacity building assistance. Surprisingly, less formal relationship building and 

trust-building between the organization and the third party capacity builder is referenced 

regularly. (Nishimura et al, 2020; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 

1988) Patient commitment to long-term efforts is more effective than one-year grants or one-off 

trainings. (Sherraden et al, 2003; Brown, 2016) Benchmarking against logic-models or strategic 

plans is a valuable practice (Connolly and York, 2002; Murray, 2005), but is sometimes too 

simplistic and fails to account for important external factors. While organizational development 

is mostly an internal process, strong organizations never lose sight of external variables which 

could impact them, making constituent relationships, collaboration, and strategic thinking and 

planning important as well. (Philbin and Mikush, 2012)   

 Importantly, Nishimura et al (2020) call out this glaring truth: “Conventional approaches 

to capacity building, however, have been largely inaccessible to nonprofits of color. They also 

often rely on tools, workshops, and resources designed by white consultants for white-led, 
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mainstream nonprofits.” (p. 32) They explain further how even when people from historically 

excluded communities get access to capacity building programs, such programs are often 

grounded in “white professionalism” and place “undue importance on the values of 

individualism, technical solutions, worship of the written word, and effectiveness.” (p. 32) They 

call out a philanthropic and governmental “obsession with effectiveness” and articulate a self- 

perpetuating cycle in which large organizations (i.e., those with “capacity”) garner larger and 

larger grants, while smaller organizations more on the fringes of society continue struggling 

because of their perceived lack of capacity. Good capacity building, then, is intentional about 

supporting marginalized and minority-led organizations. Good capacity building is equitable.  

Effective capacity building (whether urban or rural) seems to have the following traits:  

• Long-term in nature. 

• Multi-directional, meaning both the capacity building provider and the capacity 

building organization learn from one another and contribute meaningfully. 

• Includes general operating funds for the organization.  

• Flexible and responsive to the actual needs of the organization.  

• Transparent. 

• Participatory and multi-directional. 

• Equitable and accessible for marginalized communities and people of color.   

   

• Broad and multi-layered (rather than overly technical and narrowly focused). 

• Tailored to the unique needs, circumstances, and external environment of the 

organization.  

• Deep (but flexible) commitment to accountability (in both directions of the 

capacity-building relationship).  
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• Respects and leverages organizational and community culture.  

• Agrees on tangible outcomes to result from the process. 

• Achieves the agreed upon outcomes (note: these outcomes need not necessarily be 

large and grand; they can be qualitative or quantitative; but agreement on what the 

end result will be is vital to the avoidance of mis-matched expectations and/or 

unsatisfying conclusions to the process.)  

 Cox et al (2018) highlight the often overlooked but extremely important intangible 

elements of an organization’s capacity to affect positive change: beliefs, values, behaviors, 

attitudes, norms, artifacts, and symbols. (p. ix) They see culture and communications as 

inextricably linked to capacity building. For deep and lasting capacity building, the 

organization’s culture is harnessed. Such harnessing can overcome modest resources or inputs. 

1.2.7 Rural-Specific Capacity Building Factors   

Most of the literature on capacity building I was able to find used data and case studies from 

urban settings. While good capacity building is, by and large, good capacity building (regardless 

of environment) there are important rural considerations when undertaking capacity building 

efforts in such settings:  

• Smaller scale solutions. Rural communities are smaller than urban ones, so solutions are 

sometimes necessarily on a smaller scale. 

• Less traditional philanthropy, overall. A comprehensive, statistical, comparative study of 

urban versus rural charitable giving found that rural people are less likely to donate to 

secular causes but more likely to donate to religious ones. (Association of Fundraising 

Professionals and The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University, 2010) However, 

rural people, per capita, give higher percentages of their income to charity than urban 
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donors. It does not seem there is less philanthropy in rural America compared to urban, 

but it does seem philanthropy looks different from one setting to the other. And it also 

seems finding individual donors for secular causes will be harder in rural settings than in 

urban ones.  

• Resource sharing. Rural organizations, being in smaller communities, tend to be smaller 

than their urban counterparts. As such, sharing resources with other organizations and 

agencies is often necessary.  

• Generalization. Modern management training and business-planning tends to encourage 

specialization and focus. Yet rural living is often defined by one entity (or one person, for 

that matter) serving many roles for many different audiences. A local doctor might also 

be a café owner and might also run a non-profit outreach clinic. A farmer might also be 

part-time staff for a local agriculture training non-profit. A contractor might also be a 

County Commissioner.  

• Digital divide. Rural areas have less connectivity than urban areas.  

• Transportation barriers. A defining challenge of rural CED is transportation, and 

solutions are not as easy to find as they might be in more urban/condensed settings.  

• Faith-based models. Churches are the heart of social capital in many rural communities. 

Faith-based models are often most popular with the citizenry. But operating a faith-based 

model can often be quite different from what’s accounted for in traditional non-profit 

management literature. 

• Culture and Political Conservatism. Many rural areas are likely to have more 

conservative traditions, norms, values, and politics. This is particularly problematic in 

private foundation circles, which generally tend to be quite liberal. 
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• Education/Elitism Norms. Formal education is often not as highly valued in rural settings. 

“Expertise” and “Empirical research” are not phrases which automatically inspire 

confidence in rural audiences. In fact, they can often inspire enmity.  

• Economic malaise. Many job-training and economic development programs are designed 

with urban settings in mind. In these cases, there typically are jobs available (at least 

within one hour’s bus ride), and the goal is to fill these available jobs. Rural areas, 

especially extractive mono-economies (see Preface above) sometimes really do have less 

jobs available than citizens interested in taking them.      

References to any of these dynamics were rare in my literature search. However, personal 

experience, and that of other colleagues interviewed, finds each one important. These rural 

dynamics will inform the rural capacity building program I propose at the conclusion of this 

section. Many of these dynamics are both a challenge and an opportunity wrapped together.     

1.2.8 Accounting for Social Enterprise Models – Leveraging A Growing Trend  

 Young and Salamon (2002) and Boris (2006) highlight a trend in the non-profit sector 

from purely donation-funded charitable activities toward more market-based approaches, fee 

income, sale of ancillary goods, and aggressive marketing. This trend has only accelerated since 

the article foresaw the trend 20 years ago. This trend brings organizations into fairly unchartered 

organizational territories such as competing with for-profit ventures, competing with other non-

profit organizations, and depending on earned revenue/sales as a primary source of operating 

funds. Many would refer to such models as “social enterprises.” Note, this dissertation includes a 

full section on social enterprise where much more consideration is given on this important aspect 

of nonprofit development.  
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Sometimes, the social enterprise approach is not just about new sources of revenue but is 

inherently baked into the founding mission for social good of the entity and the strategy to create 

public goods: “. . . these ventures treat market engagement as the most effective way to pursue a 

non-profit organization’s mission, to provide marketable skills to the structurally unemployed, or 

to change behavior in an environmentally sensitive way.” (p. 433) As such, it’s likely any 

modern day CBO-focused capacity building endeavor will need to account for market dynamics 

and incorporate some for-profit content related to sales, marketing, business efficiency, etc. 

Although several scholars quickly caution against treating non-profits the exact same as for-

profits. Anderson et al (2016) argue that the complete adoption of for-profit business practices 

can place organizations at great risk because the ultimate goals and stakeholders can differ 

significantly from one sector to the other. (p. 2862)  

1.2.9 Meeting Organizations Where They Are – Accounting for Life Cycles  

Regardless of their exact structures, Anderson et al (2016) emphasize the importance of 

tailoring an organization’s capacity building to the organizational life-stage of the entity at the 

time of the capacity building effort (see also Stevens, 2008). Definitions of the various life-stages 

an organization evolves through are many, but there is wide agreement in the literature that 

organizations do not remain stagnant over time. Rather, organizations iterate through various 

stages, similar to living organisms. A simple model put forward by Daft (2009) mimics the life 

of a human: birth, youth, midlife, and maturity. Organizations must strengthen and improve their 

capacity to grow from one stage to the next, becoming more formalized as they do so. Sharken-

Simon (2001) more expansively describes an organization as evolving from an initial “imagine 

and inspire” phase, to “found and frame,” and then “ground and grow.” These stages can happen 

quickly (within months, even). Then, the longer-term effort to “produce and sustain” take 
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precedence. Eventually, a “review and renew” phase must occur, leading organizations to wind 

down, shift strategy, or merge into bigger efforts.   

As Anderson et al (2016) explain, “Capacity will look different from one stage to the 

other.” Therefore, the various kinds of supports most valuable to an organization will differ from 

one stage of its life cycle to the next. An important caveat is that life-cycle-stage and age are not 

necessarily one in the same. Some organizations rapidly evolve from early startup to mature and 

sustaining entities. Others take decades. In tailoring capacity-building to account for life-cycle, 

what matters is having a deep understanding of where the organization truly is in its evolution 

rather than making assumptions based merely on age or size or notoriety. The Anderson-led team 

finds financing and fundraising to be far and away the most helpful support areas for startup 

organizations. Whereas mature organizations particularly benefit from board development, legal 

training, and human resources support. Interestingly, the authors find leadership and 

management to be fairly strong across all organizations studied regardless of the organization’s 

life-cycle-stage, which they note “. . . should be a signal to funders that a singular focus on 

leadership capacity building efforts may be misguided.” (p. 2885) This runs counter to a 

common concern I’ve heard among many funders assuming wide-spread insufficiency and skills-

deficits amongst non-profit Executive Directors. Moreover, funders and policy-makers often 

assume rural leaders and organizations have even greater capacity deficits. While capacity is a 

rural challenge, rural leaders should not get stereotyped as less talented than urban ones.  

1.2.10 Networking Capacity Building at the Community-Wide Level  

Some researchers consider the idea of capacity building more broadly, focusing not just 

on how well one organization functions, but rather on networks and collaborative abilities at the 

community-wide level. Revealingly, Brown (2016) describes capacity building as the “invisible 
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work” of community programming. They emphasize the importance of communitywide 

partnerships and coalitions if community health initiatives are to be successful. (p. viii) Perhaps 

capacity building is invisible, especially from a communitywide perspective. Because concretely 

tracking the building of capacity is harder than tracking project-specific outcomes (such as 

participants trained or units of affordable housing built, for example), it is often less attractive to 

fund for foundations and agencies. Yet doing it well might just be the key to ultimate success for 

CED efforts. A better understanding of what networking capacity building is at the community-

wide level, better measurement tools to track it, and better processes to improve it are important 

yet somewhat elusive goals.  

The definition for “community network capacity” is just as unclear and scattered as that 

of “capacity building” for organizations. I found Chaskin’s (1999) scholarship on the topic 

helpful:  

“The word capacity denotes both the idea of containing (holding, storing) and the 

notion of ability (of mind, of action). Applied to communities, the notion implies 

the existence within them of particular capabilities, faculties, or powers to do 

certain things. These capabilities may have an impact on a number of aspects of 

community functioning, but in the context of community building are all 

concerned with ways to help promote or sustain the well-being of the community 

and its components (individuals, informal groups, organizations, social 

interactions, the physical environment). Community capacity defines, in a general 

way, communities that “work”; it is what makes well-functioning communities 

function well. Although at a fundamental level the abilities that define community 
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capacity are contained within the neighborhood, they must also incorporate 

connections to and commerce with the larger systems of which it is a part.” (p. 3)  

 Hartman (2014) does warn of potentially negative aspects in networks, but ultimately 

affirms their importance for healthy, diversified local economies. He recommends interventions 

understand and leverage pre-existing networks. Negative aspects of networks include “nepotism 

and corruption; lock-in effects and inter group prejudices; hierarchies and inequality; 

reproduction through network mechanism; inequality in access to information and external 

capabilities; cumulative advantages/disadvantages of different groups in the innovation race.” On 

the other hand, benefits include: “mutual help with capabilities expansion; group capabilities; 

division of tasks and social organization, making a system more than the sum of its elements; 

access to information and external capabilities; interactive learning and collective innovation.” 

(p. 107) He argues participatory, democratic processes can help mitigate the negatives of 

networks and draw out the positives. Ultimately, a community becomes defined by the many 

overlapping and interlocking networks within it.  

Sumners et al (2002) summarize five characteristics of a healthy community: strong civic 

infrastructure, processes which foster community learning, leaderful communities, a positive 

mind-set, and a healthy relationship between citizens and institutions. (p. 3) These were 

identified after in-depth observation of community development in rural Alabama over a two 

year period.  Morrissey (2000) provides some indicators that such participatory characteristics 

are emerging and include: sustained involvement by community members beyond the conclusion 

of planning processes, inclusive governance structures, emergence of new leaders, the overall 

number of grassroots organizations, the ability of organizations to leverage funds for new 

projects, and the frequency of organizations working together. (p. 65)  



 

111 
 

Related to a community-wide perspective is a networking perspective. Cox et al (2018) 

account for the ability of “one or more organisations with capacity to perform” which create 

improved community outcomes. The capacity to collaborate is too easily dismissed as “fluff.” 

Many politicians speak to the value of “working together” in keynote addresses, but true 

collaboration is easier said than done. Impactful collaboration requires extraordinary 

interpersonal, negotiating, and strategic skill-sets. Mohamad et al (2013) used qualitative 

research from a long-term deep observation of community capacity building in rural Malaysia 

and also concluded the execution of effective partnerships to be the paramount variable in 

successful rural development efforts. 

1.2.11 Rural Disinvestment, Disadvantages, and Disrespects  

Capacity is more attainable in some environments than others. External environment has 

much impact on what capacity is possible and what capacity is not possible for a certain 

organization in a certain place. Snavely and Tracy (2000) agree with the importance of 

collaboration among non-profits but find it particularly difficult to achieve in rural areas. While 

they do find rural leaders to have a “philosophical orientation toward collaboration,” this 

orientation is often informal and highly personal, which should be leveraged rather than counter-

acted: “Chances of success in program-mandated collaborations can be enhanced when they are 

built on existing networks of collaboration among rural nonprofit and government service 

providers that are constructed on personal relations among organization leaders and staff. . . . “ 

(p. 161-162)   

Conditions in rural extractive communities are especially challenging for organizations 

trying to build their capacity. Smith (2003) cites several examples how including: “barriers of 

geography, low population density, higher transaction costs, limited capacity of communications, 



 

112 
 

transportation, and financing infrastructure, and multiple barriers to accessing markets.” (p. 4) 

He laments: “Paradoxically, USDA serves as the lead agency for coordinating federal rural 

development efforts, yet provides, by its own count, less than 10% of federal funds going to rural 

America, and of those, the majority are for commodity support programs for agriculture.” (p. 4) 

Remember the Pender study (2015) finding only 7% of foundation funding going to rural areas, 

and less than 2% of that for capacity building.  

Freshwater and Scorsone (2022) cite a “lack of community infrastructure, leadership, and 

local self-determination, limited public understanding of entrepreneurship” and “lack of 

organizational capacity” as predominant rural barriers to success. (p. 21) Whether these 

deficiencies are a cause of disinvestment in rural communities or a result of it is less clear in the 

literature, but a majority of articles I found argue the latter.  

Many rural areas, and especially Appalachia, have been dominated by extractive 

industries for generations. Unique dynamics of extraction make capacity building even more 

difficult for organizations in such settings. The very nature of an extractive industry is taking the 

wealth, assets and, yes, the capacity present in a community and using it for the benefit of others 

outside the region. This means investments are not made in a place for its long-term benefit, but 

mainly for only the short-term benefit of the extraction processes and those enriched by such 

processes. This fact applies not only to financial investments, but also to social and human 

investments. Extractive economies make authoritarianism, poor governance, weak institutions, 

and inequality more prevalent. (Olson and Lenzmann, 2016; Sachs, and Werner, 2016) Hartman 

(2014) warns, “With just one dominant lead sector, a tendency for strong vertical hierarchies 

emerges, whereas an economy with multiple sectors and agents can promote a more horizontal 

and balanced power distribution among multiple different groups and people.” (p. 70) Moreover, 
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resource-extraction areas are susceptible to a “viscous circle” in which dependence on a single 

sector creates booms and busts ending in economic shocks which bring on sharp cuts in social 

expenditures and political instability. (p. 71) Hartman further explains,  

“Economic diversity both indicates and triggers the level of productive capabilities 

deriving from institutional development, education, infrastructure, etc. This in turn favors 

the improvement of human capabilities and social choices. In contrast, economic growth 

merely based on the growth of efficiency can lead to unemployment, social instability 

and more crucially, technological lock-in, lack of recombination and ultimately running 

out of creative steam.” (p. 72)  

CBOs in Appalachia are trying to grow capacity in environments uniquely constructed 

without the systems, tools and assets necessary for growing capacity. Extraction and a lack of 

economic diversification has clearly been bad for Appalachian people, on balance. So why, then, 

this addiction to coal in the first place? Without fossil fuels from of central Appalachia, there 

would never have been the industrialized, urbanized powerhouse that is modern America. 

(Bradford, 2020; Eisenberg, 2020; Rees, 2012) Most factories on the East Coast operated on 

coal-fired power. Yet most of these factories were not in central Appalachia. Extraction of 

wealth for mostly urban and corporate benefit has been the defining element of Appalachian 

economics since the early 1900’s. (Eller, 2008; Eller, 1982; Williams, 2001; Eisenberg, 2020)  

“. . . Rural communities have not just ‘died,” Eisenberg argues.  “They were sacrificed.” 

(p. 190) The country’s need for cheap energy, cheap food, and cheap products and a high GDP 

outweighed the need for long-term investments in the well-being of the rural areas providing 

such goods. (p. 197) This “majoritarian utilitarianism” essentially set-up rural America for the 

poverty it combats today. A 70% increase in the rate of rural “persistent poverty counties” since 
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1999 is cited as evidence. (p. 205) Importantly, rural minorities face the most severe brunt of 

these troubling trends; rural African Americans, as of 2013, faced a 37.3% incidence of poverty; 

rural Native Americans suffer from a 34.4% poverty rate; rural Hispanics face a 28.2% poverty 

rate. (p. 206)  

Eisenberg strongly pushes back against two prevailing arguments amongst 

philanthropists and policy-makers: 1) the “Why-Don’t-They-Just-Move” argument and 2) the 

“Didn’t-They-Bring-This-Upon-Themselves” position. “Rural communities” she explains, “have 

often been crafted over the course of decades in order to create a workforce to provide public 

necessities.” (p. 212; see also Williams, 2001). Aside from being basically immoral and unjust, 

such arguments fail to understand the extreme burdens placed on rural areas by urban demands.  

Cities must extract food, water and energy from rural places to fuel their ever expanding growth.  

Eisenberg (2020) sees a kind of subconscious intentionality behind the environmental 

injustices in rural America citing the “. . . tacit belief that rural environmental injustice is 

somehow more ‘natural’ than environmental injustice elsewhere; in most minds, siting hazardous 

land uses in rural places probably makes sense.” (p. 221) She sites coal sludge ponds, nuclear 

waste storage, shale gas wells, and even wind farms as examples. She argues extractive industry 

actually preys on the “lack of capacity to adopt the local legal regimes that more populated and 

sophisticated communities use to protect themselves.” (p. 223) 

The reader may be asking, “Why can’t those rural communities just develop the capacity 

they need to protect themselves?” It’s a fair enough question, but the question hints at dangerous 

underlying assumptions about Appalachia and its people, as well as an ignorance to our 

economic history. Most CED practitioners in Appalachia can easily share multiple examples of 

feeling demeaned or disrespected by urban-based foundations and decision-makers throughout 
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various attempts at acquiring the resources we need for achieving our vision (mainly, funding). 

In addition to insulting questions like, “Why not just move?” we also answer questions such as, 

“What could possibly make a person vote for Trump?” or “Why do your people vote against 

their own self interests?” There is an on-going impulse to blame Appalachia for its lot. This 

impulse even places extra blame on Appalachia for countrywide problems such as climate 

change, white nationalism, or gun violence. For example, see a 2017 Foreign Policy article 

entitled “Trump Won Because Voters Are Ignorant, Literally.” (Brennan, 2017) There are 

hundreds more like it.  

This impulse against Appalachia runs deep. Eller (2008) recounts a prominent Ford 

Foundation report in the 1960’s, commissioned in conjunction with War on Poverty programs, 

which “. . . laid most of the blame for regional backwardness on the provincial culture of the 

mountain people.” (p. 65) He cites dozens of other national media pieces which did the exact 

same thing, failing to account for  “. . . land abuse, political corruption, economic 

shortsightedness, and the loss of community and culture,” which greatly contributed to poverty 

in the region. (p. 3)  

At the risk of over-simplifying generations of complex disinvestment and externalities 

which have brought Appalachia to its challenging reality today, such demeaning questions from 

powerful funders (aside from being culturally disrespectful) also fail to acknowledge (and thus 

invest in) the lack of capacity in Appalachian communities. They miss the fact that such capacity 

has been at best unintentionally denied us, and at worst, intentionally stripped away from us. As 

Eisenberg puts it: “. . . the resources that rural residents are denied – such as infrastructure, 

broadband, and education – tend to be capacity-building resources that can spur economic 

growth and reduce regional dependency on direct aid.” (p. 228) Hartman (2014) justifies some 
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choices people in poverty make that might seem backwards to outside viewers. “People can only 

be rational within the boundaries of their knowledge, and can only evaluate their actions and 

decisions based upon the choices they know.” (p. 94) Thus energy is less invested in judging and 

demeaning Appalachian people and better allocated toward efforts that expand the ranges of 

choices and opportunities available here.  

 Eisenberg’s analysis essentially finds the combined power of the coal industry and its 

state-backed allies colonized central Appalachia. She writes, “Appalachian coal mining began in 

earnest in the nineteenth century. In turn, the state and federal legal apparatus served to funnel 

local residents into the coal labor machine, to give the coal industry a mandate to pollute freely, 

and to deprive local residents of opportunities for redress.” (p. 238) She further notes the 

tendency of communities dominated by extractive industries to become “dependent on the very 

industries harming them.” (p. 241; see also Eller, 2008; Williams, 2001; Olson and Lenzmann, 

2016). There is a basic lack of alternatives. Put succinctly: we’re stuck. And short of massive 

policy transformations at both the state and federal levels, it is only community-based 

organizations which can tangibly improve and change our stuckness. But doing so requires 

capacity.  

1.2.12 The Need for a Decolonized Capacity Building Approach  

The colonization lens applied to Appalachia is fairly common. In a prominent 

Washington Post editorial, widely published West Virginia author Denise Giardina made a 

famously strong argument for this point of view. She’s been making it in many other settings 

ever since. (Giardina, 1985) An important book which is being widely read in philanthropic and 

nonprofit communities is Decolonizing Wealth: Indigenous Wisdom to Heal Divides and Restore 

Balance by Edgar Villanueva. (2018; see also Reid et al, 2020) I have heard this book cited at 
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least seven different times at professional gatherings over the past year. It argues that 

philanthropy’s fundamental problem is colonialism and the related white supremacy at its core.  

Colonizers, Villanueva argue, “divide, control, exploit.” He notes that most large philanthropies 

were founded with money made in mining, tobacco, alcohol, large-scale manufacturing, and 

other environmentally damaging industries. In short: foundations were mostly funded by way of 

extraction, by way of socio-economic colonization which creates inequality and divides 

communities. Whereas decolonization involves a process of connecting, relating, and belonging. 

(p. 34)  

The most active private philanthropy in West Virginia, the Claude Worthington Benedum 

Foundation (founded with profits made in the Appalachian coal, oil, and gas industries), 

commissioned a study on community capacity in 2006. It distinguishes between “higher 

outcome” communities and “lower outcome communities.” Higher outcome communities are 

presumed to have strategic plans, have full-time directors, and “encourage outsiders to play an 

active role.” (Fey et al, pp. 9-10) These are top-down, paternalistic recommendations. Indeed, 

one of the strongest critiques of capacity building is that it too often treats communities and 

organizations as deficient, rather than building on the assets that are present. (Craig, 2007) 

Unsurprisingly, the paper expresses concern about a high volume of “low capacity” communities 

throughout West Virginia. But it offers few constructive solutions for how low-capacity 

communities could become high capacity ones.  

Chambers (1996) argues any real progress for the poor must involve un-doing the bad 

habits established by development systems of recent decades. He encourages, “. . . facilitating 

new participatory methods of appraisal, and increasingly from poor people themselves. These 

new methods enable poor people to analyze and express what they “know, experience, need, and 
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want” (185). This connects to the work of Noble Prize winner Elanor Ostrom. In her 

groundbreaking 1990 book Governing the Commons, Ostrom finds small, but well coordinated 

rural communities are far better at establishing nuanced, collaborative, and effective approaches 

to managing shared natural resources and infrastructure than top-down, government-mandated 

programs. In more recent times, she has argued for small-scale local solutions to climate change 

to complement (not necessarily replace) large-scale global efforts. Her research is grounded in 

community. She spent years on-the-ground, gaining deep local insights and respecting local 

wisdom. Indeed, international examples are not at all irrelevant to Appalachia. We are part of the 

same global trends placing pressures on extractive communities around the globe. This is why 

Coalfield Development is engaged in on-going research and development efforts for global firms 

including World Bank, Ashoka, and European Union. 

In her 1990 book referenced above, Ostrom cautions scholars against, “the false 

confidence of presumed omniscience.” She explains further “The intellectual trap in relying 

entirely on models . . . is that scholars then presume that they are omniscient observers able to 

comprehend the essentials of how complex dynamic systems work by creating stylized 

descriptions of some aspects of these systems.” (215) Chambers similarly laments, “There 

remain deep dilemmas over ‘our’ [meaning “northern scholars”] knowledge and values and 

‘theirs’ [meaning poor people]” (191). . . . But our power in the past has overwhelmed their 

knowledge, hidden their analytical abilities and allowed us to assume that we know what they 

experience and want.” (191) Chambers then pushes back hard on the common assumption that 

poor people make short-term-view decisions while educated people keep the longer-term in 

mind. He gives examples of poor people cutting back on consumption and extraction during hard 

times to “protect their livelihood,” whereas it’s industrialists from the north who clear-cut forests 
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and over-consume goods to the point of gluttony. (192) This reminded me of “scrappers” in 

Appalachia who collect metal and other salvageable goods for re-sale. These are usually poor 

people who are accused of breaking the law and being drug-addicts, but ultimately are achieving 

an environmentally sustainable outcome, and seizing a rare revenue-generating opportunity 

within the completely broken markets controlling their lives.  

1.2.13 Uniquely Rural Assets – A Better Foundation for Effective Capacity Building?  

Perhaps rural organizations and communities do have capacity, it just looks different 

from city-based models which are more front-of-mind for policymakers, federal decision-

makers, and urban-based foundations. Sometimes, this rural capacity seems “small scale,” but 

comes in the form of important hands-on skills: making, growing, building, fixing. Other times, 

this capacity is misunderstood. For example, there are innovative rural housing programs which 

leverage the potential of manufactured housing. Urban policy makers have commonly frowned 

on this approach as “subsidizing trailer-parks” when in actuality it has led (in some instances) to 

quality, affordable solutions. In 2011, rural Kentucky native Stacy Epperson founded Next Step 

Network and is committed to manufactured housing “done right,” which supports homebuyers in 

obtaining energy efficient manufactured homes with fair loans. Her manufactured housing work 

began in Appalachia as a response to families living in outdated mobile homes. (Next Step, 

2022) 

Another example of misunderstood rural capacity I’ve witnessed pertains to used 

vehicles. The federal “Cash for Clunkers” program during the Obama Administration stimulus 

era in 2009 actively sought to get used cars out of the market, yet it is used vehicles (despite 

looking beat up and worn down) that present the only viable transportation solution for many 

rural people. (Good News Mountaineer Garage, 2022) And as the “good news” title of that rural 
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program insinuates, it is often faith-based approaches which garner the most credibility and 

traction in rural settings. Could a church service double as a community engagement workshop? 

Could a conversation on a pickup truck tailgate serve as an economic planning session? Is old-

fashioned storytelling around a campfire as valuable as a social media marketing campaign? I do 

not mean to overly romanticize rural living (which has been largely transformed by technology 

the same as the rest of the country). But there are distinct cultural differences needing accounted 

for.   

The goal of development in rural areas should not be to suburbanize or gentrify them. 

Shucksmith (2001) and his colleagues studied rural development in Europe and found, 

worrisomely, “The very processes, then, which have supported the economic restructuring and 

gentrification of many rural areas, allowing rural areas to ‘share in the nation’s prosperity’, have 

also created social exclusion and inequality.” (p. 6) They explain, “. . . social inclusion relates to 

the individual’s ability to ‘have a say’, to ‘shape history’ as it affects them, and to exert some 

control over market, state, voluntary and reciprocal systems.” (p. 13) They conclude, powerfully:  

An emphasis on partnership alone assumes a level of capacity – local knowledge, skills, 

resources and influence – and an availability of support, which may well be lacking in 

isolated and small rural communities, and amongst the most marganilised groups. 

Without proactive measures, such as animation, those who already have the capacity to 

act stand to gain the most from rural development initiatives, which often supplement the 

capital resources of the already capital-rich. . . . Building capacity for civic integration 

means developing programmes which improve the skills and confidence of individuals, 

especially the marginalised: and strengthening the capacity of local groups to develop and 

manage their own rural regeneration strategies. (p. 14)  
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Somewhat ironically, some scholars are beginning to predict migratory changes forced by 

accelerating climate change will reverse the urbanization of the past 200 years and begin to 

increase rural populations. Appalachia has a temperate climate, abundant water, and is not 

susceptible to coastal erosion. Property values are low, cost of living is low, and quality of life is 

high for people who love the outdoors. In fact, a recent report from Invest Appalachia predicts 

climate change will drive an increase in population for this region. (Shanahan et al, 2023) A 

great rural gentrification is a legitimate concern on the not-too distant-horizon. (Bradford, 2020) 

Should such a surprising (or unsurprising) trend come to pass, the importance of rural capacity 

building becomes all the more important.  

1.2.14 What Does “Capacity Building” Actually Change? And Does “Systems Change” Do 

More?   

Perhaps rural communities will be more valued in the future. Perhaps managing growth, 

rather than trying to survive contractions, will become the challenge. But for now, such a future 

feels well off into the future. Eisenberg (2020) posits a challenging reality check:  

Tinkering to find the perfect revitalization policy or public-private partnership faces a 

profound uphill battle to fix large-scale rural decline and longstanding under-investment. 

Some success stories exist. But quick fixes – such as ‘teaching miners to code,’ ‘investing 

in microbreweries,’ or ‘having them grow hemp’ – discount the complexity of these 

issues while also disregarding the preferences and capabilities of locals.” (p. 249) 

Immerwahr (2015) echoes such critiques. 

That large-scale, systems-wide changes are needed in Appalachia seems obvious, as laid 

out in the Preface of this dissertation and thousands of other publications. Given such daunting 

generational barriers in our region, what difference does the capacity of one nonprofit 
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organization really make? Perhaps more than we give it credit for. But aside from considerations 

of capacity in a traditional since, there are some unique approaches which develop an 

organization or leader’s capacity not just for organizational management, but for broader systems 

change. Ashoka is the leading global network taking just such an approach. A 2018 report by the 

organization (Rutsch) points out the short-comings of direct-service approaches:  

The limitations of this direct impact model are also evident through the need for 

everlasting intervention at very high resource intensity due to a largely linear relationship 

between invested resources and achieved impact. Regardless of economies of scale or 

low marginal costs, every potential increase in impact will always be tied to an increase 

in resources and there are most certainly never enough resources to grow, and sustain, 

operations as large as the issue itself. (p. 1) 

The kinds of leadership and capacity needed for effective systems change are different 

from those of traditional organizational management, and harder to illustrate or quantify. Ashoka 

explains of systems-change approaches:  

For effective use of this approach, openness and collaboration are critical. If the system 

change requires widespread adoption and replication of a solution, it will be difficult if 

the owner holds onto it. If the system change requires actively influencing major players 

to change their ways of working, it can often not be achieved alone and requires a 

coalition of many. 

Hence, system change generally needs a different type of leadership. Successful 

collective action requires much care and attention such as ensuring that vision and 

ownership are shared which will be difficult if the leader places themselves at the center 
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rather than the shared vision – collaborations would remain transactional and fall short of 

leveraging their collective power. (p. 1)  

 Whether through a single organization or as part of a vast network, there is much CED 

work needed in Appalachia. Good work has happened and is happening. Yet many indicators 

have remained stubbornly unmoved. Some have even moved in the wrong direction. New 

research is necessary as new program designs emerge in the hopes of overcoming generational 

challenges and barriers to well-being for Appalachian people.   

1.3 Summation and Analysis of New Data Gathered  

1.3.1 Comparing and Contrasting Capacity Building Experiences  

 During the past 13 years, I have personally participated in 13 different capacity building 

initiatives. In doing so, I’ve identified 13 technical assistance components which were shared by 

at least two of those capacity building programs. Here, I compare and contrast the 13 

experiences: 

• HUD Director Training: Publicly funded through U.S. HUD. A six month, entirely virtual 

(combining synchronous and asynchronous schedules) training for directors of 

community-based organizations committed to affordable housing development. Involved 

readings, research, and exercises on best-practices for organizational development. 

Completed as part of a co-hort. No organizational funding included.   

• JMK Social Innovation Prize: Highly competitive, privately funded national competition. 

Includes organizational funding as well as in depth technical assistance related to best 

practices in non-profit/social enterprise management. Completed as part of a three-year 

co-hort.  
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• Communities Thrive Initiative: Highly competitive, privately funded national 

competition. Includes extensive work with consultants from nationally recognized firms, 

with some degree of individualization. Completed as part of a two-year cohort.   

• Ashoka Fellowship: Highly competitive, privately funded national search (invitation only 

applications). Includes some specialized technical assistance with consultants. Heavy 

emphasis on peer-to-peer learning and the well-being/development of individual social 

entrepreneurs. Ashoka is unique in that it accounts for and invests in the emotional and 

even spiritual inspirations of the entrepreneurs. Supports provided are highly tailored and 

individualized to the unique entrepreneur, and push them toward broader systemic 

leadership.  

• DRK Fellowship: Highly competitive, privately funded national search (invitation only 

applications). Includes extensive specialized technical assistance with consultants; this 

assistance, like Ashoka, is highly individualized and tailored. Heavy emphasis on peer-to-

peer learning. There is also a heavy emphasis on scale and impact.  

• Central App. Network mini-grantee: Region-specific development opportunity. Certain 

“anchor” organizations select smaller grassroots groups for funding and technical 

assistance. Some small funding available. Significant peer-to-peer learning. Some sharing 

of best practices.  

• NeighborWorks America Trainee/Community Works in WV Member: NeighborWorks is 

Congressionally chartered national intermediary. It provides funding to a network of 

affordable housing providers. CommunityWorks in West Virginia is one such provider. 

CommunityWorks offers its members technical assistance and low-interest financing, but 

with a fairly low-touch approach.  
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• Enterprise Community Partners Section 4: Similar to NeighborWorks, Enterprise 

Community Partners is also a Congressionally funded national intermediary. The HUD 

Section 4 program has specific funding from Congress each year for the purposes of 

capacity building. Local non-profits can apply for these funds through a competitive 

process. Enterprise staff provide additional capacity building on a case-by-case basis. 

Enterprise does have a small rural program.  

• Just Transition Fund: Just Transition Fund is a national intermediary, but its funding is 

entirely philanthropic. It supports organizations in coal-impacted communities trying to 

develop new, more sustainable economies towards the ultimate goal of a transition away 

from coal. In addition to funding, JTF provides coaching and consulting on access larger 

federal dollars. It’s supports are somewhat tailored and individualized.    

• Stand Together: Includes initial small amounts of funding with potential for high-

performing cohort members to get much more. Heavily influenced by free-market 

principles, this technical assistance is grounded in private business strategies and tactics. 

• REDF: This national intermediary provides funding and in depth support to Employment 

Social Enterprises (ESEs). REDF has breadth and depth when it comes to social 

enterprise. REDF staff provide individualized technical assistance on a weekly basis and 

on more than 20 various topics and issues. REDF also provides funding to cohort 

members.   

• U.S. Economic Development Administration “Build Back Better Regional Challenge” 

Community of Practice: This is a federally funded national competition for place-based 

economic development practitioners. 60 finalists were identified out of more than 500 

applicants nationally. Each finalist received $500,000 to refine their projects. The 
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finalists underwent weekly technical assistance. Importantly, this assistance was not for 

individual organizations but rather for coalitions of organizations working to develop 

certain economic clusters in distinct places. Of the 60 finalists, 21 were named winners, 

earning tens of millions of dollars each. Those finalists continue on as a Community of 

Practice, convening monthly to share best practices and learn together.  

1.3.2 Capacity Building Services Compared 

Here I compare the 13 different capacity building initiatives in which I have participated. I 

score them on a 100 point rubric, justified below, across 12 service-deliveries. To get listed as a 

“service-delivery” the service must have been delivered by at least two of the groups listed. 

Note: much more statistical analysis is needed for more precisely weighting the criteria put 

forward here. Research to this point assures me this is a valid list and a good starting point, but I 

hope future research can better refine and test the approach.    

• Direct Funding: 30 points. In my comparison, those capacity building entities providing 

direct funding to participating organizations benefit from the highest weighted factor. The 

bottom-line is capacity-building takes funding, ideally flexible funding, and ideally 

funding of significant amounts (which I define as $100,000 per year or more). In fact, 

when technical assistance does not provide direct funding, harm can accrue to the 

participating organization in the form of opportunity costs and misdirected energy which 

could have gone towards fundraising. Practitioners repeatedly report direct funding as 

one of the very most valuable components of well-rated capacity building initiatives (see 

survey presented below as part of this dissertation). Funding of $100,000-$250,000 will 

net 20 points. Funding of $250,000 and above will net 30. Funding below the threshold of 

$100,000 will net 10 points.    
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• Finance/admin Training: 10 points. Especially crucial in an organization’s early days, 

there are financial and administrative skills which organizations must have or develop. 

Without them, detrimental audit findings become likely, cash flow challenges can 

compound, and legal traps may multiply. These quickly become highly technical 

challenges requiring well-trained and technically proficient trainers. Free access to such 

knowledge and expertise can prove highly valuable and mitigate multiple organizational 

risks. General financial and administrative coaching nets a provider 5 point in my 

analysis; full coaching and assistance from specifically trained professionals nets 10. The 

more tailored and individualized the training, the better.    

• Fundraising Coaching/Funder intros: 10 points. Nearly as valuable as direct funding is 

introductions to other funders who make direct, flexible, operating grants. Learning this 

process (which involves some science and some art) has great value too. Philanthropy is 

heavily influenced by social networks and relationships. Access to these networks and 

relationships can alter the trajectory of an organization for years to come. Capacity-

building providers providing coaching and at least three actual introductions net the full 

10 points in my analysis. Some coaching with some introductions nets 5 points. Only 

coaching (without funders intros) nets 3 points. The more tailored and individualized the 

training, the better.    

• Staff-wide Support: 10 points. Too often, the technical assistance provided is limited to 

the Executive Director. This eliminates good opportunities for team-building, bench-

building, and knowledge-deepening. This points category is either/or. The more tailored 

and individualized the training, the better.     
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• Community of Practice: 10 points. Similarly, program participants can benefit from peer-

to-peer exchange, honest and open discussion amongst organizations experiencing similar 

challenges, relationship building, networking, and even emotional connections which 

communities of practice and group settings can surface. This is an either/or points 

category.   

• One-on-One Coaching: 5 points. Each organization is different. Rote or rigid programs 

which are designed as “one-size-fits-all” are less valuable than flexible ones which offer 

one-on-one, customized support. The more tailored and individualized the training, the 

better.    

• Social Enterprise Business Training: 5 points. In modern non-profit management and 

CED spaces, social enterprise acumen is highly valuable. Diversified revenue streams, 

including earned revenue streams, improve organizational resilience. Traditional non-

profit managers may lack certain skills that business-influenced social entrepreneurs 

possess (such as marketing, sales, pricing, margin analysis, supply chain logistics, etc.) 

This points category is either/or.  

• PR/Marketing: 5 points. Increasingly complex external environments and social media 

platforms make public relations and marketing more important than ever. Savvy support 

in this regard is valuable. Specific, professional, and individualized technical assistance 

in this category nets 5 points. More general offers for access to support nets two points.    

• Board of Directors (BOD) development: 5 points. Many non-profit experts would argue 

for this points category being much higher. Afterall, it is the board which technically 

owns a non-profit organization (not financially, but in a fiduciary sense). However, my 

experience is that the strength of a CED organization is primarily based on staff capacity. 
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From such strength, the staff can then recruit, collaborate with, and develop its board 

capacity. Too much board involvement in day-to-day management, especially in the early 

days of the organization, is generally harmful to the long-term health of the organization. 

Too little is dangerous as well. This is an either/or points category.    

• Strategic Planning: 5 points. Multiple times, I contemplated removing this category. In 

my experience, some strategic planning has been empowering and transformational for 

Coalfield Development. Other planning endeavors have been wastes of time. But most 

organizations will, in fact, benefit from robust strategic planning. Funders and other 

stakeholders often require them. Mission creep is a very real concern without them. This 

is an either/or category.    

• Spiritual/Emotional Support: 5 points. Work in this space is demanding, complex, and 

often exhausting. Especially for the leader (or co-leaders of the organization) the 

experience can be extremely lonely and isolating. Access to counseling, reflection, and 

even (when appropriate and requested) prayer can make profound differences for social 

entrepreneurs and their teams. For many, technical outcomes and prestige are not primary 

motivators. There are deeper inspirations. If forgotten or buried, the inspiration can fade. 

This is an either/or category.    

1.3.3 Summation:  
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Table 1 Capacity Building Comparison 

 

 DRK and JMK separate themselves as the two highest scored in the field, by a substantial 

margin. The holistic and highly individualized approaches, as  well as the significant sums of 

funding ($300,000 and $175,000 respectively) are key reasons why. Again, more research is 

needed across these 12 service deliveries: how they get not just offered but well delivered, how 

one might depend on another, and how the timing and in-depthness affect results etc.  

1.3.4 Important Note on the Often Informal Nature of Capacity Building  

 My participation in each program listed above yielded important learning and 

development. Coalfield Development’s capacity certainly improved as a result of each 

experience (some more than others, as the scores reveal). However, in my experience, a good 

deal of capacity building happens informally. It occurs simply by multiple organizations and 

Programs 

Listed 

Below:

Funding

Finance

/Admin 

Training

One-on-

One 

Coaching

Social 

Enterprise  

Training

Fundraisi

ng 

Coaching

Funder 

intros

PR/Mar

keting

Board 

Develo

pment

Strategic 

Planning

Community 

of Practice

Spiritual/E

motional 

Support

Staff-

wide 

Support

Total

HUD 

Director 

Training X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) 25

JMK X (25) X (10) X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) 75

Communi

ties Thrive 

Initiative X (30) X (5) X (5) 40

Ashoka X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) 35

DRK X (25) X (10) X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) 80

Central 

App. 

Network 

mini-grant X (15) X (5) X (5) X (5) 30

Neighbor

Works 

America X (10) X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) 45

Enterprise 

Section 4 X (12) X (5) X (5) 22

Stand 

Together X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) X (5) 35

REDF X (20) X (10) X (10) X (5) X (5) X (5) 55

U.S. EDA 

Communi

ty of 

Practice X (30) X (5) X (5) 40

Services Provided by Capacity Building Programs Compared: 
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colleagues doing work together or during after-hours debriefs. Those with more experience share 

it with those who are less experienced, often with little compensation in return other than the 

expansion of capacity and the advancement of good work.  

 Three anecdotes capture this point. During Coalfield Development’s first few months, 

when it was a mere volunteer effort, I made multiple calls each week seeking guidance and 

counsel. These included outreach to elected officials, government agencies, foundations, and 

other more established non-profit organizations. There was no real direct incentive for any of 

these stakeholders taking my calls. Many ignored my outreach. Most gave polite, but curt 

responses with minimal substance. But there were some exceptions, and these proved highly 

impactful. 

 The first anecdote of a call responded to was Marlo Long. Marlo oversaw the Community 

Reinvestment Act programs for BB&T Bank. I reached out with two questions: 1) could she 

make a donation to Coalfield Development and 2) what advice might she have for our fledgling 

organization? The answer to one was “not yet.” I appreciated the clear, direct answer (that’s rare 

in philanthropy). To the second question, Marlo provided me a valuable 30 minutes of her time 

during which she answered all my questions, offered direct assessments of Coalfield 

Development’s strengths and weaknesses, and (most importantly) gave me direct referrals to 

training, research, peer organizations, and grant writers. The training led to advanced financial 

acumen for me and our board. The research provided legitimacy for our business plan and 

strengthened our pitch to funders and investors. The peer organizations became long-time allies. 

And the grant writer would go on to help us land significant tranches of funding. These outcomes 

materialized over a 3–4-year process of learning, failing, iterating, and persevering. They wove 

together with other conversations, recommendations, and off-hand comments with other peers 
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and stakeholders. This is the informal nature of how knowledge is often gained, skills are slowly 

honed, and capacity somehow develops. Without question, considerable capacity emanated from 

that 30-minute conversation with Marlo.  

   The second anecdote involves a call taken from Center for Economic Options (CEO), 

based in Charleston, WV. CEO was a founding member of the Central Appalachian Network 

(CAN). I reached out simply asking to learn more from them. Pam Curry and Marilyn Wrenn 

(Director and Deputy Director) enthusiastically celebrated my efforts as a young leader. They 

agreed to attend a community planning event I was organizing, even though the event was two 

days away and two hours away. They included us in grant applications, applications we would 

have had no chance at given our low capacity. They shared extensive knowledge and networks 

with me. In time, CEO would even make a CAN mini-grant to our organization which would 

launch Refresh Appalachia, our sustainable agriculture enterprise. This culmination did become 

formalized, but it began as two kind women simply taking my call, sharing all they could, and 

investing un-compensated time in a small-scale, untested concept. 

 The response to my cold-call from Michelle Connor, Executive Director of Almost 

Heaven Habitat for Humanity was quite similar, and equally impactful. Michelle shared 

tremendous knowledge of green construction practices, non-profit management, and fundraising. 

During multiple in-person visits and phone calls, Michelle was remarkably transparent with her 

knowledge. In fact, Michelle and her team even helped me write the first major grant for the 

Urlings General Store Project (featured in the final section of this dissertation) and shared 

important industry insights and scoring formulas along the way.  

 All three examples increased our capacity considerably. None were part of a formal 

program. Creating organic encounters which build capacity is not really possible from an outside 
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party. They must happen organically. Investing in supportive networks and designing programs 

which increase the likelihood of such encounters is possible and does make sense. Providing 

greater resources and incentives for organizations having more capacity to share with those 

having less is needed.     

1.3.5 Funder Perspectives on Capacity Building in Appalachia  

To ascertain the funder perspective on issues of capacity building I interviewed two 

foundation CEO’s and the heads of two high-level government agencies active in the region. 

None of these leaders felt enough was being done in the region to build CBO capacity.  

Both federal and philanthropic funders noted the predominance of program grants over 

general operating grants. This restricts the flexibility of grantees and hampers capacity building. 

One emphasized the need for layering in technical assistance with program grants. Despite not 

having explicit capacity-building funding programs, each funder felt they or their entity had been 

involved in active capacity building. Some noted an irony that making early-stage, high-risk 

grants which build capacity often lead to receiving less credit than bigger funders which come 

online later in the development of the CBO.  

It was noted how connected and interrelated many funders are in the region. Funders 

discuss and debrief various grantees or prospective grantees often and in detail. On the one hand 

this can affirm a networking approach. On the other hand, this dynamic can create 

“gatekeeping.” Each funder, understandably, is worried about becoming an outsized funder of a 

CBO only to have that CBO become dependent and, eventually, fail when funding from the one 

big donor ceases. Diversifying revenue streams was a common best practice recommended for 

CBOs by funders. Funders can leverage their networks to assist with such a goal.  
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 When asked about missing elements two funders cited a lack of skilled visionary 

organizations and leaders to begin with. One funder finds a shortage of “. . . attuned consultants 

who can help with specific needs as organizations grow. I do not mean strategic planning 

consultants here, but a larger and more nuanced set of talent.”  

 Each funder agreed the state government should have a greater role (and interest) in 

capacity building for CBOs, but agreed few do nearly enough in this regard. One funder was 

blunt: “States have become overly restrictive, austere, and hands off when it comes to funding 

community development nonprofits. Funding to nonprofits has been shrinking for decades.”  

 Philanthropic funders felt the federal government should fund capacity building, but 

should not deliver it directly. Federal interviewees disagreed. Representatives from Appalachian 

Regional Commission pointed to a new initiative launched by that agency:  

“READY Appalachia is ARC’s new community capacity-building initiative offering 

flexible funding to organizations in four key economic development pillars: nonprofits, 

community foundations, local governments, and local development districts. Participants 

in each Ready Appalachia learning track access 10 weeks of cohort-based learning, skill 

development, and grant opportunities to increase their capacity to solve pressing issues 

and create positive economic change.   

Across all learning tracks, special emphasis will be placed on serving Appalachia’s most 

underrepresented communities including economically distressed areas, counties targeted 

by the Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities, and 

marginalized populations.” (interview via email, 2023)  

The federal interviewees strongly agreed there is a vital role for philanthropy in building 

nonprofit capacity. One shared their view that:  



 

135 
 

“Philanthropy can play an important role in filling in the gaps that are not covered by 

public resources at either the state or federal level.  Philanthropy can often serve as a 

neutral host to facilitate conversations among nonprofits that will enable them to better 

do their jobs. In addition, philanthropy can act as a convener in building capacity, and 

money from philanthropic organizations can serve as a match in obtaining other grants. 

Additional research is needed to compare the effectiveness of public capacity building 

efforts versus philanthropic. Interestingly, federal representatives agreed CBOs are too often 

undervalued: “Nonprofit organizations are a critical, but often overlooked, component of local 

economic and community development,” replied ARC Federal Co-Chair Gayle Manchin. All 

interviewees agreed capacity building is a major concern in the region. Especially in light of 

historically high amounts of funding coming from the Biden Administration, there is a fear local 

capacity is not prepared for absorbing and re-deploying these new resources. (See survey 

questions in Appendix B) While an impressive network of scrappy and resourceful organizations 

does exist, and while local leadership does exist, these networks and leaders have been operating 

on “shoestring” budgets for years. Organizational infrastructure is strained. Good work has had 

to advance in spite of this challenge. It shouldn’t have to scaleup in spite of such under-

investment.   

1.3.6 Case Study: Central Appalachian Network and The Value of “Invisible Capacity”  

A well-established collaborative structure in Appalachia for regional and systemic 

collaboration is the Central Appalachian Network (CAN). CAN (2022) describes itself as 

“Working for a more just and sustainable Appalachia.” Its mission is to “develop and deploy 

economic strategies that build wealth in local communities, conserve natural and cultural 

resources, and empower marginalized communities.” This bottom-up network first came together 
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in the mid-1990’s when Executive Directors of CED organizations in Kentucky, Virginia, Ohio, 

and West Virginia found support and community in one another. This “coming together” aligned 

with the emphasis on non-profit-led rural development during the 1990’s, discussed above. CAN 

works in collaboration across the public, private, and philanthropic sectors, describing itself as a 

“network of networks” with other non-profits, community groups, funders, educational 

institutions, local government, and private business. CAN actively pursues economic transition 

in Central Appalachian communities through strategically selected sustainable sectors and 

market-based strategies. Current sector focuses include: sustainable agriculture, clean energy, 

ecological restoration, and reuse/recycling. Official CAN “member” organizations total more 

than 100. Eight of these form the Leadership Team, which sets strategy and direction. Each 

sector has a “Working Group” led by a member, and this is where a lot of the tangible work 

happens.  

As CEO of Coalfield Development, I have represented the organization on the 

Leadership Team since 2016. I recently attended a three day CAN Steering Committee planning 

event in Athens, Ohio. Also in attendance were Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) staff, 

including federal Co-Chair Gayle Manchin. A main focus of the meeting was the need for more 

cross-state collaboration and greater capacity in rural Appalachia to absorb federal funds and 

accelerate the economic transition so less people feel left behind. There was agreement amongst 

both parties that capacity, especially networking or community-level capacity, is “somewhat 

invisible; it is “the work behind the work,” as ARC Federal Co-Chair Gayle Manchin put it 

during a visit with the network. Yet despite its intangibility, capacity (including the 

collaborative, networking kind) is one of the most important elements of successful CED. 

(Dennison Field Notes, 2022) 
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 CAN has been developing and iterating capacity building initiatives since its inception. 

And the group is clear-eyed and honest about how difficult the task is, especially in the most 

marginalized communities throughout the region. Some strategies the network employs across 

state lines include:  

• Increased capacity among low-resource entrepreneurs. 

• Peer learning, effective training, and targeted technical assistance.  

• Effective leveraging of university and public (mostly federal, some state) resources. 

• Promotion of new and sustainable product development.  

• An increase and consolidation of local supply chains (what CAN calls “value chains”).  

• Better access to larger, more robust markets.  

CAN is a “Wealth Works Hub” and works to increase the eight forms of wealth highlighted 

in the Preface of this dissertation. The network sees itself as a “regional catalyst and facilitator 

for entrepreneurial development,” and notes the criticality of “locally-based non-profits capable 

of building working partnerships across a broad spectrum of public, private, large, and small 

organizations and businesses.” Yet the very organizations doing this work, even the most 

established in the region, are “chronically underfunded, in comparison to the scope and impact of 

their work.” (CAN report, 2004)   

The plethora and seriousness of the capacity concerns was striking considering CAN’s 

Steering Committee consists of some of the region’s strongest, most established “backbone” 

organizations. Yet each and every group was concerned about its own organization’s capacity, in 

addition to being concerned about the region’s community-level capacity overall. In discussions 

with CAN members about “capacity building,” the following concerns arose consistently:  
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• Frustration with foundation’s obsession with “bigger and more.” Rural areas 

rarely put up the big numbers of an urban project. Consider that there are more 

people in New York City than in the entire state of West Virginia (and by a long 

shot). Many foundation program staff have never even been to the region and 

have little appreciation for rural models, often dismissing them as “too small-scale 

to matter.”  

• Fear of audits from federal grant programs. Each Steering Committee 

organization has undergone multiple federal audits. The audits are intimidating, 

time-consuming, and rigorously detailed. The audits disincentivize truly creative 

programming and greatly inhibit flexibility.  

• Staff burnout and turnover creates “near constant” set-backs. Even once a certain 

kind of capacity gets developed, that capacity can quickly evaporate if a few key 

staff leave; “best practices” dictate developing a “deep bench” of talent, but that’s 

hard to do when funders resist paying for operating staff and instead insist on 

short-term “projects.” One Executive Director said, “I and my staff are just 

perpetually on the very edge of total burnout.”   

• Concern about the politization of CED, and a worry that funders from “blue” 

states blame people in “red” states for the country’s problems and thus may be 

“punishing” rural areas (perhaps subconsciously, even). 

• Ongoing concerns about rural infrastructure, and starting from a “capacity deficit” 

compared to more urbanized parts of the country: lack of broadband and the 

“digital divide,” difficult access to markets, high shipping and logistics costs, the 

opioid epidemic etc.   
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• Carrying and coming up against community-wide trauma: economic, physical, 

emotional, racist, anti-queer, gendered, environmental etc.  

• Carrying the difficulty of trying to maintain/strengthen our own organizations and 

at the same time hold the network together to achieve a collective impact, and 

invest time in the trust-building really required for that.  

• Fear that broader/global trends and dynamics will out-pace the progress we are 

able to affect: climate change, racism, inequality, etc.  

Unfortunately, many aspects of capacity building are out of an organization’s control. 

External elements and environments are primary determinants to capacity.  

1.3.7 Philanthropic Bias Against Rural – How Do We Build Capacity Without Funding?  

One such external element is a perceived philanthropic bias against rural projects. 

Philanthropists are often prone to fads and groupthink according to common grantee opinion 

(even multiple funders interviewed for this project agreed). A star grantee one year can become 

yesterday’s news the next. And although most foundations would deny it, nearly all practitioners 

agree that the grant-giving process is often political. Funding decisions sometimes seem to get 

made based on who is in a “swing state” or not. Funding decisions get made based on what 

topics are in the headlines. Funding decisions get made based on personal networks and 

relationships and preferences. Certainly, funding decisions get made for more strategic reasons, 

too. But there are unspoken norms in philanthropy which are hard to define, harder to 

understand, and often hardest for rural groups to become part of. There are conscious or 

unconscious assumptions about the region: that is all white, totally conservative, entirely anti-

LGBTQIA etc. Then there is simple geography, space and access disadvantages. Most 

foundations are based in cities on either coast. While a grantee in Brooklyn or Silicon Valley can 
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schedule coffee or cocktails with their program officer, a group in West Virginia cannot. Visiting 

West Virginia, for a Silicon Valley-based funder, requires multiples days of travel.  

These urban-based funders often lack even basic understandings of the economic history 

which created current day conditions in Appalachia. I have personally asked 14 foundation-staff 

if they are familiar with the labor history of Blair Mountain or Matewan. Only 3 have answered 

in the affirmative. How can funders build grassroots capacity for systemic change, if the systems 

(including historical and cultural context in which these systems evolved) themselves are not at 

all understood. If there is no regard for how, as Eisenberg explains, “. . . the law led to rural 

communities’ disproportionate share of economic losses and substantial environmental burdens,” 

then how can better policy come about? (p. 246) These challenges become even more extreme 

when funders and decision-makers privately (or not so privately) blame Appalachian people for 

“reaping what they’ve sown” as Trump voters.   

1.3.8 American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) – Historic Federal Funding Creates Opportunities and 

Challenges   

While private philanthropy remains skeptical of the region, there are promising signs in 

the public sector. In present times, historic amounts of federal funding are coming to the 

Appalachian region with goals of comprehensive, equitable CED. One of President Biden’s 

earliest executive orders created the Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant 

Communities and Economic Revitalization. This “whole of government” approach has been 

coordinating ever since to get funds to development projects in coal-impacted areas. The U.S. 

Economic Development Agency alone has committed more than $300 million of its American 

Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding for coal communities. This includes the Build Back Better 
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Regional Challenge. (EDA, 2022) Coal communities now get extra points on various federal 

grant applications.  

This new funding is exciting, but it also brings to light many of the capacity challenges 

facing the region. Already “burnt out” staff are expected to commit extreme amounts of time and 

energy to complete the onerous funding applications and grant-agreement due diligence 

processes required for such funds. Then, the projects must actually get implemented. This creates 

a competitive atmosphere in which organizations which should be collaborating end up 

competing. Trust gets easily damaged in such high-stress and high-stakes funding environments. 

Nearly all these programs require private, non-federal match which is particularly difficult for 

rural nonprofits to raise (remember, only 7% of private philanthropy nationally goes to rural 

areas).  

Throughout 2022 and 2023 I held 14 in-person and/or virtual meetings with officials 

spanning the White House, ARC, Department of Energy, Department of Commerce, 

Environmental Protection Agency, and U.S. EDA as well with members of the West Virginia 

Congressional delegation. Pervasively, there was agreement on a lack of capacity needed for 

absorbing federal funds and effectively implementing them. Most agreed agency rules and 

regulations were hurting capacity rather than helping support it. Yet solutions were few and far 

between. Several staff lamented their agency’s rules were still based on restrictions placed on the 

agencies in the 1980s. Some felt these rules could be changed administratively, others argued 

Congressional action was needed. Nearly all agreed more flexibility was needed for CBOs to 

succeed.  

1.3.9 Case Study: Appalachian Climate Technology Now Coalition and the U.S. EDA’s Build 

Back Better Regional Challenge  
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A coalition of innovative nonprofits, partnering for-profits, municipalities, and 

universities in southern West Virginia was named a finalist to the U.S. EDA’s Build Back Better 

Regional Challenge in December of 2022. Calling themselves the ACT Now Coalition 

(“Appalachian Climate Technologies”), this collaborative effort has created eight synergistic 

projects which advance environmentally sustainable development in the region. Coalfield 

Development was the lead applicant. In August of 2022, the coalition was named a winner (one 

of only 21 out of more than 500 applicants). The initiative is now bringing nearly $100 million 

into the new “climate technologies” (ie., “green”) economy in southern West Virginia. But the 

capacity costs, even just to complete the applications of this 18-month-long process, have been 

high. The 10 primary nonprofit applicants (which doesn’t even include the public sector and 

university staff who contributed heavily to the effort) reviewed time allocated to the application 

process; the average total hours of time expended by each organization’s staff totaled at least 500 

hours. That’s at least 5,000 hours (not counting other smaller partners, of which there were 

dozens). At $100 an hour, this effort would have cost more than $500,000. Now consider the fact 

that grant writing is not an eligible expense for federal funds, meaning a) the organizations had 

to bear these costs without recouping them and b) all of that effort could still be for naught, 

should the application effort have failed, as it did for more than 400 other efforts.  

These crude calculations only account for one federal application effort. There are many 

more to come, given that multiple federal agencies have increased budgets with a focus on rural 

development. The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) has its largest federal allocation in 

decades. Concerns about capacity to absorb such historic levels of funding is perhaps why 

“Leadership and Community Capacity” was one of the Appalachian Regional Commission’s five 
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strategic investment goals in its 2016–2020 Strategic Plan. This goal includes five action 

objectives:  

1) Develop and support robust inclusive leadership that can champion and mobilize 

forward-thinking community improvement. 

2) Empower and support next-generation leaders and encourage authentic engagement 

in local and regional economic and community development. 

3) Strengthen the capacity of community organizations and institutions to articulate and 

implement a vision for sustainable, transformative community change. 

4) Support visioning, strategic planning and implementation, and resident engagement 

approaches to foster increased community resilience and generate positive economic 

impacts. 

5) Develop and support networks, partnerships, and other models of collaboration that 

catalyze public, private, and nonprofit action for community impact. 

By and large, these goals make sense. This paper has already articulated why they are so 

hard to achieve. The goals are good targets, but tangible models and actionable programs to 

realize them are a clear weakness of the plan.  

COVID response measures (especially ARPA) are clearly bringing historic amounts of 

money to CED efforts in the region. These funds build on the Obama Administration’s POWER 

(Partnerships and Opportunities in Workforce and Economic Revitalization) Initiative. Through 

POWER, the Appalachian Regional Commission saw its Congressional funding allocation rise 

higher than it had been since the early 1970’s. Between the POWER program (which still 

continues today) and COVID relief funding, Appalachian CED efforts now have potential access 
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to the most federal funding since LBJ’s Great Society programs during his administration’s “War 

on Poverty.” (Maxson interview, 2023)  

1.3.10 Doing Capacity Building Well in Appalachia  

Not all CED efforts automatically lead to good outcomes. In fact, when undertaken 

haphazardly, CED initiatives can cause great harm. For areas already pummeled by 

disinvestment, extraction, and poverty, broken promises or unmet expectations can deepen 

negative cycles of distrust, dysfunction, and even disinformation. There is often a bias amongst 

philanthropists, activists, and organizers for the “new” or the “different” or the “innovative.” 

Given long entrenched social problems, this bias makes since. Overly focusing on a 

community’s liabilities without accounting for its assets is disrespectful and ineffective. 

Sometimes what’s needed more than fancy innovation is simple execution, more proven tactics, 

and greater community buy-in.  

Too often in Appalachia capacity building has been done to us and not with us. Simpson 

et al (2003) warn:  

“Attempts to establish new initiatives without meaningful consultation, participation and 

consideration of the impact on existing projects or community organizations are likely to 

lead to failure. When this pattern of failure and self-blame is repeated, the pressure on the 

community may cause erosion of the structures holding the community together. The 

network of traditional community organizations that contribute to the growth of positive 

social capital can crack and leak – leaving the community, metaphorically, high and dry.” 

(p. 284)  
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Perhaps some communities have more capacity than others, but that capacity which is present 

should be honored, protected, and enhanced rather than replaced (assuming it’s for good 

purposes).   

 Simpson’s quote reminded me of a community engagement meeting I led in Wayne 

County, West Virginia during the Fall of 2013. I, and several other participants, kept referencing 

the need to “break poverty cycles.” Finally, a community participant named Larry spoke up. 

Larry was a disabled diesel mechanic who lived in a mobile home, had only a high school 

degree, and supplemented his income with small-scale farming. He had tried to make a better 

living in North Carolina, only to become exceedingly home-sick and “return to the holler I love.” 

He explained, “I don’t like this phrase ‘break cycles.’ Because when I hear it all I see is a bunch 

of broken pieces left on the ground for dead.” Ever since, I’ve switched to saying “reverse 

poverty cycles.” Of course the goal of CED is to end poverty. But in doing so, we mustn’t ask 

people and places to turn into something they have not chosen to be. We must honor the many 

assets and strengths which have been developed of necessity and in spite of poverty: resilience, 

resourcefulness, and so much more. By reversing rather than breaking poverty cycles we can 

retain the survival skills, the local knowledge, the networks developed while eliminating the 

barriers and injustices and adding resources and opportunities. New and better capacity is 

needed, yes, but this capacity should develop in alignment with local strengths (for more on an 

asset-based CED approach, see Preface). For “capacity” and “assets” are not exactly the same 

thing. All communities have assets and local leaders. Not all communities have access to funding 

and others kinds of resources which create capacity. More fair distribution of funding and 

resources could greatly improve the equity of CED outcomes in various disinvested places 

throughout this country. And I contend here that when more established organizations share their 



 

146 
 

knowledge and resources (including funding), then emerging grassroots organizations can 

benefit and grow their own capacity.   

1.4 A New Program Design for Rural Capacity Building in Central Appalachia  

1.4.1 A Proposed Structure for Effective Capacity Building in Appalachia  

Effective capacity building must adhere to many of the best practices cited above 

(especially alignment with actual needs and life-cycles of the organization served). But it must 

also account for the unique challenges and distinct dynamics defining the CED space in the 

region. Coalfield Development, as a member of the CAN Steering Committee and established 

organization in the southern West Virginia region, is committing to sharing its knowledge and 

raised funds, disseminating its model, and building grassroots networks with the expressed goal 

of building nonprofit capacity in the region. This initiative is available to a wide range of 

organizations at various stages of development. However, there are some limitations; the 

organizations participating must align with certain sustainable sectors prioritized by Coalfield 

Development and will need either a) a workforce development or b) social enterprise strategy. 

This process is based on the following 10 principles:  

1) Accompaniment. We are committed to being “in the trenches” and working “side 

by side” with our partners. We not only provide training or technical assistance. 

We form a community of practice. But we will not do the work for the partner, 

either. Consider a musical analogy: an accompanist plays music along with the 

performer but does not do the performance in lieu of the performer. So shall we 

be with our partners.  

2) Multi-directional. In forming this community of practice, we not only teach our 

partners, we learn from them as well. We deeply respect their lived experience, 
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on-the-ground knowledge, and unique expertise. We build from their many pre-

existing assets. And we only go where we’re invited. We do not force ourselves 

on a community.  

3) Simultaneous. Coalfield Development is a direct-service practitioner. At the same 

time we’re supporting other partner organizations, we’ll be operating direct-

services ourselves. As such, we are able to run experiments, test models, and do 

research and development in real-time, then sharing out such evolving knowledge.   

4) Humble learning. Along with our partners, we constantly pursue new insight, 

more knowledge, and better data to improve our program designs and decisions. 

We do not at all assume we have capacity building figured out or that we know 

more about the topic than our partners.  

5) Transparent. As we gather new information or new insights (especially regarding 

funding), we will quickly share them and not hoard them. And as challenges or 

problems arise we will name them, disclose the details around them, and work 

together at solving them.  

6) Tailored and flexible. We will not treat any one partner the same. We will seek to 

deeply understand each individual partner and unique design supports and 

interventions accordingly. We will change these approaches in real-time, as 

needed.  

7) Long-term. Each partnership will last at least three years, if not longer. We will 

stay deeply engaged with our partners until our support is no longer valuable or 

feasible. 
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8) Funded. We share our financial resources. We will not expect community leaders 

and social entrepreneurs to expend large amounts of their time without 

compensation.  

9) Accountable. We hold ourselves accountable for the commitments we make. We 

will ask our partners to call us out when we don’t. Likewise, we will hold our 

partners accountable for the commitments they make. We are rigorous in pursuing 

tangible CED outcomes which contribute to improved overall outcomes and 

systems for our target audiences.   

10)  Community-based. Although there are many similarities across various rural 

communities, there are also important differences and nuances. The real solutions 

to community problems ultimately live with the members of that community who 

have roots there and are committed to the long-term effort required for seeing 

solutions through.  

1.4.2 Pros and Cons of Our Approach  

Our “accompaniment” approach goes deep and long. It’s important to understand the pros 

and cons of this approach. No approach is perfect. There are trade-offs, and we acknowledge 

ours:  

Table 2 Pros and Cons of Proposed Capacity Building Model 

Pros  Cons 

Deep and lasting capacity building for 

selected participants  

Less overall participants reached than a 

broader training or TA approach 

More flexible than a government operated 

program 

Less available funding than larger 

government-backed programs  

More accessible than highly competitive 

programs and fellowships 

Less professionalized and networked than 

competitive fellowship programs  

More responsive than rigid curriculum or 

national programs 

Potentially too “in it” and/or biased to hold 

participants accountable  

More tailored More expensive  
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More patient  Potentially too patient (see above about 

potential lack of accountability)  

 

1.4.3 Capacity Building Process 

Our capacity building process will loosely follow these steps: 

1) Application Process. This is more about fit than it is exceptionality. A basic application 

process ascertains whether or not this is the right time for the prospective partner to 

engage in a process of deep collaboration and active learning with us. No’s are not 

permanent.  

2) Organizational Assessment. If selected for partnership, we complete a fairly thorough 

assessment process with the partner to understand what life-cycle of development it is in, 

what strengths, and what weaknesses it has. Note the thorough self-assessment and 

corresponding 24 categories below.   

3) Risk Assessment. The Coalfield Finance Team conducts a risk assessment on each 

partners. Criteria of this assessment are largely based OMB single audit standards. Note: 

many partners are also sub-awardees on Coalfield-acquired grants. If the grants are 

federal, then the sub-awardees must get filed with the federal clearing house and adhere 

to federal grant management rules.  

4) Memorandum of Agreement. We will negotiate a very clear and concise “MOA” which 

clarifies roles and responsibilities of the partnership. This document clarifies 

communication channels, timelines, goals, and milestones.  

5) Milestones. Most importantly, the MOA will codify agreed upon milestones. These are 

the primary metrics by which we will jointly measure progress. These can change over 

time, as needed.  
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6) Funding. Having agreed to a clear MOA, we disburse operating and programmatic funds 

(intentionally blended). The average funding award is $250,000 over three years. These 

are a mix of general operating dollars and program dollars, with a majority of program 

dollars for on-the-job trainee wages and scholarships.  

7) Focus. Partners are then grouped according to their life-cycle stage. Monthly virtual 

meetings will be convened to focus them on the criteria below, selected based on 

extensive review of empirical research on effective rural capacity building. These 

monthly virtual convenings will also help form community and deepen learning.     

8)  Annual Gathering. All partners are convened in person for an annual gathering. The 

purpose of the gathering is networking, sharing best practices, peer learning, training and 

technical assistance, and funder meetings/pitches.  

9) Accountability Assessment. Each partner undergoes an annual assessment on the 24 

criteria below. The initial assessment listed below serves as the baseline.  

1.4.4 Selection Process 

Table 3 Selection Criteria for Participating Organizations 

Criteria  Points  

Community need  25 

Partner readiness  15 

Partner/community engagement 10 

Diversity, equity, inclusion  10 

Soundness of economic 

development/diversification strategies  

10 

Leverage/additional fundraising  10 

Social enterprise/earned revenue potential  5 

Soundness of on-the-job training approach   5 

Real estate revitalization potential   5 

Conservation/environmental sustainability  5 

Note: these criteria are designed specifically for the Coalfield Development Capacity Building 

Initiative. So they are tailored to Coalfield Development’s core capabilities. These are good 

models for other initiatives to learn from but should not be exactly duplicated. Rather, each 
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capacity-building organization will have to develop selection criteria which leverage their own 

unique strengths and capabilities and focuses.   

Community need  

This initiative’s purpose is building up capacity where there is a lack of it. To focus on 

communities and organizations already having capacity would run counter to the intents and 

purposes of the initiative. This category is weighted highest because it is most foundational to the 

purpose of the program.  

Partner readiness  

This criterion assesses the potential partner’s readiness to receive funding and technical 

assistance and then to put those new resources into impactful action. It is often in tension with 

community need. But note that readiness and capacity are not the same thing. Take fundraising as 

an example. Perhaps a group has not procured multiple grants (that would be capacity), but is 

actively working on multiple applications and has even submitted several full applications. This 

effort would indicate readiness. Whereas a group that has never even completed an application 

may not be ready for an in-depth fundraising TA program. Most importantly, the group must 

want our accompaniment. We will not force our way into a partnership or community.  

Partner/community engagement  

Likewise, consider community engagement. A group with an advanced and formalized 

network of service providers and public, private, and non-profit partners would already have 

capacity in this realm. Building such a network takes times, and often runs up against entrenched 

systemic barriers (politics, elitism, racism, sexism, etc.) However, a local organization that is 

ready and willing for an in-depth capacity building initiative should be actively prioritizing and 

working on building such a network and earning local trust.  

Diversity, equity, inclusion  
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Because capacity is most often denied to marginalized communities and leaders, these 

communities and leaders deserve affirmative, intentional support. Otherwise, power will remain 

where it currently is. Otherwise, outcomes of this initiative will not prove equitable.  

Soundness of economic development/diversification strategies  

Given our theory of change - grounded in the empirical evidence of this document’s 

preface regarding the economic, environmental, and societal harm caused by extraction – it is 

imperative that selected organizations participating in this capacity building initiative have a 

sound approach to economic development. Advocacy, training, and safety-nets are vital services, 

but they are not necessarily aligned with this particular initiative. Specifically, it is important 

they are contributing to economic diversification and post-extraction systems and markets. 

Otherwise, capacity investments could actually deepen the harm being done in rural fossil-fuel-

dominated places.   

Leverage/additional fundraising  

Thus far, the average capacity building sub-grants we’ve made to other organizations 

have been, on average, $60,000 per year over three years. These are flexible, valuable funds. 

These funds are not, however, nearly sufficient for achieving the scale of impact needed in some 

of the most marginalized, disinvested communities in our country. With effectiveness and 

efficiency in mind, if a potential participating organization has significant additional funding to 

leverage (or the potential to generate such funds) then that strength warrants consideration.  

Social enterprise/earned revenue potential  

There are only so many grants available. Often, our participating organizations are 

competing against one another for these scarce financial resources. Therefore, if a potential 

partner has strong earned revenues or viable social enterprise businesses, this strength helps 
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contribute to long-term sustainability and impact. Such strength also synergizes with the SEED 

Fund, covered in the next section. Recently, Coalfield staff are increasingly trying to couple 

capacity building partnerships with social enterprise investments (more on this in the section on 

social enterprise).  

Soundness of on-the-job training approach   

Not all CED organizations engage in on-the-job training. That is okay, for it may not 

represent the wisest strategy in all places. Yet this specific capacity-building initiative must 

advance its specific mission and utilize the capabilities and capacities of the facilitating 

organization (Coalfield Development). Thus, on-the-job training is an essential activity for 

participating organizations of this initiative. There could be exceptions, but, by and large, we 

expect participating groups to have an on-the-job training approach.  

Real estate revitalization potential   

As the final section of the document will illustrate, revitalization of a rural community’s 

physical infrastructure can prove highly impactful. Doing so helps earn community trust given 

the tangibility of such projects. Doing so also helps strengthen the sponsoring organization’s 

balance sheet, and often attracts private capital. This approach may not make sense in all places, 

but it certainly strengthens a local approach in many instances.  

Conservation/environmental sustainability 

Given the commitment to economic diversification and given the environmental 

concerns/opportunities laid out earlier in this section, organizational focus on conservation and 

environmental stewardship is appropriate. This can apply to organizational systems (clean 

energy, recycling, composting, etc.) as well as organizational strategies and networks. In addition 
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to having intrinsic value, “green” efforts also align with growing market opportunities (which 

have only grown since passage of Inflation Reduction Act in 2022).  

1.4.5 Supports provided  

Once selected, participating organizations will sign a Memorandum of Agreement 

(MOA). From here, we release the actual grant dollars. These funds are fairly flexible, but 

typically must include direct funding for an on-the-job training component for low-income 

workers. In addition to funding, participating organizations receive on-going training and 

technical assistance aligned with their life cycle and environment. Milestones and goals are set 

by the organization at its discretion. TA staff are not to be decision-makers, but rather supports 

and coaches. Over the course of a year, Coalfield staff provide one-on-one coaching and strategy 

sessions based on these themes: 

Table 4 Summary of Services Provided Through New Capacity Building Initiative 

 Early Stage Startup Growth Phase Scaling Phase  

S
er

v
ic

es
 P

ro
v
id

ed
 

Flexible funding  Structured funding Joint-grant writing  

Community of Practice; 

training; technical 

assistance 

Community of Practice; 

technical assistance 

Technical assistance as 

needed 

Shared payroll Coach own payroll 

systems 

Funds for own payroll  

HR systems design HR reviews HR coaching 

Entrepreneurial mind-set 

coaching 

Scale-up coaching and 

strategizing  

Potential joint-ownership 

of scaled-up solutions 

Entering/building new 

networks 

Strengthening networks Influencing networks for 

systems change  

Grant writing/grant 

prospecting on behalf of 

Grant writing with Grant writing together  

Lender/investor 

prospecting on behalf of 

Loan application/pitch 

decks along with  

Loan application/pitch 

deck feedback 

Program/services design 

feedback 

Program/services design 

coaching 

Program/services design 

challenge processes  

Data collection on behalf 

of 

Data collection with Data collection together  

Sales and marketing 

alongside  

Sales and marketing 

coaching 

Sales and marketing 

networking 
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Legal compliance 

coaching 

Legal compliance reviews  Legal compliance 

assessments  

*note: support to a for-profit social enterprise would look slightly different and have more focus 

on profit margins.  

1.4.6 Assessment Criteria:  

Table 5 Summary of Capacity Building Themes 

Mandatory for Existence  Essential for Excellence and Scale  

Fundraising Acumen/Networking  Diversified Revenue Streams  

Legal Compliance/Grant Management   Risk Mitigation/Audit-Ready  

Financial Accounting/Management and 

Planning  

Staff Performance/Well-being  

Real-time Problem Solving/Conflict 

Resolution 

Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and 

Expectations  

Team/leader Performance and Well-being Adaptability  

Board of Directors Performance   IT Capabilities/Technology  

Strategy/Planning  Strategic Communications/Marketing 

Program Design  Program Improvement/Human-Centered 

Design 

Human Resources/Management Systems  Advanced Data Management  

Storytelling  Succession Planning  

Initial Data Management  Plan for Scale  

Community Engagement/Partnerships  Systems Leadership/Networks  

 

Note: these themes have been selected by Coalfield Development staff and myself over 

more than a decade of research, experience, and iteration. They are also heavily informed by my 

studies at Indiana University’s School of Public and Environmental Affairs in the Master of 

Public Affairs program, concentrating in Non-Profit Management. While I do not believe all 

effective non-profit leaders must (or even should) earn a masters degree in the topic, I can 

honestly say my graduate students significantly enhanced my skill-sets in this space as well as 

my understanding of the philosophies, contexts, and theories shaping the non-profit sector. For 

those who are able, I highly recommend masters-level studies in this field.  

For each monthly gathering, one of the “Existence” topics and one of the “Excellence” 

topics will get covered, discussed, and reflected upon. The goal is to form a community of 
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practice which develops deep trust with one another and looks forward to convening together in 

meaningful collaboration.    

Additional note: several of the themes selected here are influenced by the Jossey-Bass 

Handbook of Nonprofit Leadership and Management, 2nd ed. (Ed. Herman et al, 2005) This 

textbook featured prominently in several of my courses at Indiana University. I recently learned 

a new edition of the handbook has since been published. I look forward to incorporating this 

updated resource in to future iterations of these themes. An initial glance at the articles contained 

within the 3rd edition reveal most of the information from the 2nd edition as still highly relevant. 

Interestingly, much of the new content in the third addition seems centered on social enterprises 

which are given an entire section in this dissertation.  

Finally, it is entirely reasonable if a newer organization or inexperienced non-profit 

leader is overwhelmed by these 24 criteria. Keep in mind, nonetheless, that these are slowly 

unpacked over the course of an entire year, one by one. It is not expected that one read of this 

material will result in deep working knowledge. Rather, patiently engaging with this material 

over time, learning on the job, and comparing notes with peers will lead to genuine learning.  

Fundraising Acumen/ Networking  

In nearly all cases, it will take funding in order to establish and operate a CBO. Too 

often, executives and their staff view fundraising as drudgery. This hamstrings an organization’s 

ability to craft compelling narratives which help secure its financial health. Brooks (2009) argues 

most non-profits spend far too little time on fundraising given the marginal rates of return for 

time spent on the activity and the resources it creates for mission attainment. Fundraising must 

be embraced as an opportunity to achieve the mission of the organization. Fogal (2005) calls for 

integrating fundraising into the very life of the organization, rather than segmenting it off as an 
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isolated division. Fogal insists on strong organizational systems and disciplined management 

over fundraising processes: “Successful fundraising is also the result of disciplined management. 

When fundraising professionals provide leadership to other staff and to volunteers, a productive 

collective effort result.” (p. 432) Often, fundraising is the result of effective networking and 

relationship building. Similar to for-profit sales and marketing, a network analysis and marketing 

plan can help the fundraiser segment target populations and shape target-specific strategies for 

converting prospective donors into actual donors. (Sargeant and Shang, 2010) Many are loathe to 

“beg” for money and dislike engaging in fundraising activities. However, if you really believe in 

the mission of your organization, then fundraising becomes an activity filled with pride, a noble 

opportunity to resource the worthy efforts of advancing your mission. (Rosso and Temple, 2003)  

Legal Compliance/Grant Management   

Non-profit CBOs are complicated legal entities in the United States. There are multiple 

federal, state, and local laws which need to be understood and adhered to. Some law firms are 

willing to offer legal advice on a pro-bono basis. There are annual reporting requirements, tax-

law compliances, and fiduciary/ethical considerations especially important at managerial and 

board levels of organizations. (Silk, 2005) Grant management is particularly important, yet many 

new CBOs lack funding for full-time finance staff. The stakes rise especially high should federal 

or state grants flow into the organization. These public funds usually have stringent rules and are 

subject to rigorous audits. Failure to comply with these rules or pass these audits can lead to 

debarment from future funding. Excellent legal compliance and grant management will not set 

aside an organization and make it impactful, but ineffective legal compliance and grant 

management could sink an organization before it even has a chance to make much impact. 

(Herman, 2005)  
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Financial Accounting/Management/Planning   

 Effective financial management and planning goes beyond basic grant management to 

include budgeting, cost-controls, analysis, and decision-making. Performing these functions well, 

aligning financial planning with program planning as well financial assessment with program 

assessment can, in fact, set an organization apart as high performing and uniquely effective. But 

doing so is hard. Anthony and Young (2005) distinguish between non-profit accounting and 

financial management, explaining how, “the accounting issues relate to the accuracy of the 

figures on the financial statements, whereas financial management focuses on the meaning of 

those figures.” (p. 487) Both are crucially important to the health of the organization. If the 

founding team does not have such skills, then vendors or volunteers must augment.  

Real-Time Problem Solving/Conflict Resolution  

 Similar to for-profits, many new non-profits fail. Each day presents multiple new 

challenges needing rapid responses. Despite such challenges, some persist but in doing so 

become rather ineffective. Leadership gets bogged down by volunteer and staff turnover, funding 

shortages, and various inefficiencies. Many are more comfortable with slow, methodical 

decision-making, but startups often do not have such a luxury. Nicholls-Nixon (2005) writes of 

“gazelle” firms which “manage to sustain high growth and performance over very long periods 

of time,” but notes such firms are the “exception rather than the rule.” (p. 77) “Gazelles” have 

self-organizing “deep structure” which enables new team members to rapidly integrate, and 

allows good quality decisions without slow hierarchical approval processes. Such non-traditional 

systems may “. . . tolerate ambiguity to cope with continuous pressure to make decisions and to 

take action in real time, and to have a capacity for unstructured and creative problem solving.” 

(p. 83)   
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 In such an environment, the trick is often prioritizing which problems to work on right 

now, and agreeing as a team on which problems can wait at least a little while. Usually, certain 

team-members want their issue ranked at the top, but a good problem-solving system earns team-

wide buy-in on what issues get worked on and, thus, buy-in for the decisions arrived at. Coalfield 

Development utilized “Traction” for many years, a problem-solving system introduced by Gino 

Wickman in Traction: Get a Grip on Your Business. (2012)  

Team/Leader Performance and Well-being 

 That leadership and team development are important for the capacity of an organization 

to develop and strengthen is probably obvious to most readers. Yet it’s much easier said than 

done. Herman and Heimovics (2005) emphasize the importance of leaders and teams have clear 

goals, role expectations, and strong policies and procedures. But beyond these basics, they find 

the most effective non-profit executives work well outside the “boundaries” of their own 

organizations; effective non-profit leaders have political orientation and political skills which 

strategically position the organization for strong collaboration and resource-acquisition.  

 Many of the best research and resources on leadership emphasize self-awareness. Herman 

and Heimovics (2005) emphasize how “. . . commonly there are incongruencies between what 

people espouse as their leadership action and how they actually behave.” (p. 166) Humility, 

regular reflection, and genuine council from diverse advisors (both inside and outside the 

organization) is highly recommended.  

Board of Directors Performance   

 Interestingly, Herman and Heimovics (2005) find an important aspect of non-profit 

executive leadership is providing more leadership to the organization’s board of directors, and 

that doing so often sets apart the more effective organizations from the less effective ones. This 
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means facilitating genuine board and staff relationships and interactions, strategic planning with 

the board and not for it, transparently providing good and relevant information to the board, and 

promoting accountability and productivity while celebrating successes and keeping 

organizational morale high. (p. 158) Axelrod (2005) suggests boards are critical for “shaping 

institutional character” and yet finds in her research how “too many boards are performing below 

par and individual board members are under deployed.” (p. 131) She identifies six key 

competencies for boards to develop, hone, and deepen: contextual, educational, interpersonal, 

analytical, political, and strategic. (p. 139-140)  

Strategy/Planning  

This is more about an ongoing process than a single document. Brest and Harvey (2008) 

advise, “Strategic flexibility and ‘spread betting’ . . . are particularly appropriate in the early 

phases of the innovation curve . . . .” (p. 236) A part of strategy-formation is organizational 

positioning. The truth is philanthropy is heavily influenced by trends, fads, and current events. 

Effective CBO leaders must keep their organizations relevant within such evolving external 

dynamics while not entirely diluting the focus and clarity of their mission and vision. Murray 

(2005) goes so far as to articulate his findings about philanthropic funding decisions to this 

effect:  

“In the end, funders came to definite conclusions about the performance of the 

organizations they funded, but these were heavily influenced by their preexisting values 

and an organization’s informal reputation in the funder’s broader information network. 

And in spite of these opinions, their eventual decisions about whether to increase, 

decrease, or terminate funding to these organizations was scarcely influenced at all by 
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their evaluations. Other matters such as economic conditions and political pressures to 

favor one set of social issues over another prove much more important.” (p. 355)  

 Insightfully, Oster finds “Nonprofits are well-suited to production of hard-to-evaluate 

goods and services, collective goods, and services with ideological content.” (p. 20) Because of 

such ambiguities, setting strategy is often less clear-cut than in government or for-profit settings. 

Good planning often begins with assessing what is already happening outside the organization. 

Economic concepts such as game theory, first-mover advantages, and barrier to market-entry are 

often helpful strategic tools.   

Program Design  

 The real value a CBO creates for society is in the effectiveness of the programs it designs 

and delivers. Ultimately, CBOs have a tax-exempt status because they help create public benefit. 

Accountability to such aims is foundational. Chang (2019) laments the fact that targeted users 

often end up not wanting or liking the programs designed for them by non-profit organizations. 

To avoid such pitfalls, she advises using Human Centered Design (HCD). She defines HCD as 

working to “incorporate the human perspective in every step of the problem-solving process. It 

puts the customer or beneficiary front and center to ensure solutions fully consider their wants, 

needs, and perspectives.” (p. 108) Chang pushes further, writing “Even better than designing 

with users is users designing for themselves and their communities.” (p. 110) Chang admits 

raising money for such processes is often unpopular with donors, but nevertheless insists on its 

value. Chang sums up the value of HCD well by calling for the use of minimum viable products 

(MVP) to test and iterate over and over again until your programs and processes truly create 

value for the user:  
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“There is no better way to validate customer value than to put a potential solution in the 

hands of users. Real responses by real people will give you far more accurate data on 

whether you’ve hit the market than research, surveys, or even experts. The social sector 

seems particularly prone to over analysis, with organizations spending months or years 

on research and design. Resist the temptation. In most cases, the fastest way to learn is by 

doing. Concrete data points from your intended customers can introduce an important 

perspective and shortcut a long debate.” (p. 114)  

Coalfield Development facilitates a monthly “Council Day” the fourth Friday of each and every 

month. All employees and trainees are required to attend. Joint problem solving, feedback loops, 

and iteration of program designs are some of the goals of the day, and the organization has 

benefitted greatly from the learning gained each and every Council Day.  

Human Resources/Management Systems  

 Oster (1995) succinctly explains how “Nonprofit resource management increases in 

importance in the nonprofit sector as a result of the labor intensity of the sector, the lack of clear 

ownership and the complex nature of the goods and services produced.” (p. 65) The motivations 

of non-profit workers are often complex, but generally are more likely to trend toward altruistic 

impulses. The general assumption is non-profit workers are (and many feel, should be) paid less 

than for-profit workers. I disagree, but nevertheless admit such imbalances are common. Of 

course, funding is always a challenge for non-profits, but it’s essential non-profit workers are 

treated well, that their passion and commitment for the mission is not abused, and that they are 

able to maintain healthy balance and boundaries in their personal and professional lives. 

Anecdotally, I have observed very high turnover rates amongst non-profit staff in the central 

Appalachian region. More research is needed to understand such dynamics, but it’s undoubtedly 
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a major barrier to success. To mitigate “burn out” concerns, Watson and Abzug (2005) advise a 

“people first” approach to non-profit HR management:  

“For ‘People First’ nonprofits, then, activity around motivation might best be spent 

nourishing an organizational culture that values all constituencies, respecting each 

participant’s contribution to the fulfillment of mission. While such motivation may be 

complemented by compensation and benefit programs, it is also enacted by the 

management of organizational symbols, rites and rituals, and affirmative events and 

recognition. (Bolman and Deal, 2003). ‘People First’ cultures motivate employees 

through fair and humane compensation and benefits but also affirm people’s value and 

commitment to the organization’s mission in an ongoing fashion.” (p. 651)  

Storytelling   

 Over time, highly refined and well-targeted strategic communications are needed for 

complex organizations solving complex problems. But these communications systems are only 

as strong as the genuine organizational stories underpinning them, which depend on the 

storytelling skills of the leaders telling those stories. Mitchell and Clark (2020) find CBOs with 

effective storytelling abilities set themselves apart. They find few other communication tools as 

effective as compelling stories. However, once polished, these stories can get conveyed through 

a variety of platforms, including social media. Finding a genuine organizational “voice” is 

important at each stage of its development.  

Initial Data Management 

 Stories are the beginning of most organizational relationships, but eventually 

stakeholders and supporters will demand information on results, return-on-investment, and 

impact. The organization must establish systems for accurately capturing such information. 
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Coalfield Development uses and recommends other CBOs use logic models to clarify inputs, 

outputs, and outcomes. (Murray, 2005) Clarity and simplicity are helpful. Murray warns of 

“measurement churn” in which the evaluation tools and data-sets change so frequently that 

patterns and themes are not observable over time. (p. 361)  

Community Engagement/Partnerships  

If an organization is truly community-based, then intentional efforts at community 

engagement, community listening, and community collaboration are essential. Genuine listening 

is culturally important, but also practically useful. It is akin to “bedside manners” in the medical 

community. Doing so puts community members at ease, but it also uncovers vital insights and 

information. Chang (2019) finds the best social sector leaders “deeply understand their 

customers.” Key questions asked include:  

“How do they live their lives? What are their challenges, needs, and desires? Are their 

experiences relatively uniform or do they vary across different demographics? Beyond 

the direct beneficiary, what are the motivations of others who may be affected by your 

work, such as community members, government, donors, existing providers, and other 

stakeholders? The less like you your intended customers are, the more you’ll need to 

invest in building trust and understanding. This means being proximate, a dose of 

humility, and lots of listening.” (p. 41)  

Diversified Revenue Streams  

 Developing a diversified base of public, private, and philanthropic donors is an important 

aspect of survival and growth. (Brooks, 2009) As with personal investments in private markets, 

diversifying helps spread risk. More and more organizations are using social enterprise models 

with significant earned revenues to take the concept of diversified funding a step further.  
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Massarsky (2005) identifies sound pricing strategies, strong management, and acquiring 

sufficient capital as three key variables for non-profits successfully diversifying their funding 

streams. It is unavoidable that successful non-profit management requires extensive fund-raising 

and revenue-generating activities. Again, many loathe such tasks, but getting good at them is one 

of the most important undertakings of any CBO executive.  

Risk / Audit-Ready  

Herman (2005) identifies risk management as an over-looked but increasingly important 

concern for effective non-profit management. She distinguishes between many intangible 

benefits of sound risk management (including improved morale, additional resources made and 

kept available, and greater stakeholder confidence) along with tangible benefits as well (fewer 

accidents, lower insurance costs, less personnel time spent on incidents). Herman recommends a 

“monitor and adjust” approach. (p. 570). Financial risk is perhaps most pressing and pertinent to 

many, and appropriately so. Extensive and on-going training on OMB single-audit standards, 

including the many rules and regulations related to it, is time well spent.  

Staff Performance / Well-Being  

Clear goals need set and the team must be held accountable for these goals. There are a 

variety of ways to ensure such accountability, but having a system for goal setting and checking 

on progress for those goals is absolutely necessary. Murray (2005) is savvy in calling out an all-

too common “look good and avoid blame (LGAB)” dynamic in non-profit management. Rather 

than fueling such an unhealthy habit, the systems established should have grounding in 

collaboration, transparency, and clear agreement. Goals are most effective when they’re 

SMAART: specific, measurable, attainable yet aggressive, relevant, and time-testable.  
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 The highest weighted element in compensation should be performance. Thoughtful and 

careful design of compensation systems is a critical element of recruiting and retaining talented 

team members. (Day, 2005) Balancing internal equity and external competitiveness is a constant 

challenge, according to Day. (2005) Alongside accountability systems, capacity-building 

partners will want to emphasize the well-being and morale of the team. Coalfield encourages 

flex-time, good benefits, and strong team development towards the well-being of the team. We 

use non-conventional benefits to encourage work-life balance including a paid “work-away” 

week and gym memberships.  

Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and Expectations (RRE’s) 

 Clear roles, responsibilities, and expectations across all levels of the organization are 

critical. We have found great value in the Stand Together Foundation’s Market-Based-

Management (MBM) systems, which is where we learned the phrase “RRE’s.” Whatever exact 

management resource is used, it’s important staff understand what they need to do, and how that 

fits into the broader organization. This is especially challenging for fast-growing organizations 

and requires on-going focus, attention, and communication. Clear roles, responsibilities, and 

expectations directly connects with improved performance and staff morale.   

Adaptability  

Brest and Harvey (2008) advocate for strategic planning, but also insist effective non-

profits stay adaptable. They strongly differentiate between achieving the intended outcome of a 

grant application and achieving real impact. Planning is very important, but adapting to changing 

environments and iterating the model as new knowledge is built is even more important. Oster 

(1995) finds that adaptation gets harder as the firm gets older. (p. 155) However, being part of 

dynamic networks and exposure to other creative organizations can offset such inertia. Still, most 
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adaptation comes from new firms as compared to old ones, according to Oster’s research of non-

profit organizations, who also finds “Institutional norms create pressures for conformity within 

sectors.” (p. 154) Therefore, CBOs capable of perpetual improvement, innovation, and 

adaptation can set themselves apart. Doing so is, however, difficult and requires an openness to 

ambiguity, uncertainty, and much internal debate and/or strife as roles/responsibilities constantly 

evolve and change. Horizontal, “learning” structures are best suited for on-going innovation and 

adaptation. Horizontal structure is as opposed to hierarchical. Learning organizations are 

committed to perpetual new learning and iteration and process improvement. Ongoing iteration 

is essential to adaptation. And speed is an indispensable ally. Chang (2019) observes, “programs 

in the social sector are often planned in painstaking detail, then deployed through large rollouts. 

This places a big bet on getting everything right off the bat. Inevitably, we don’t.” (p. 85)  

IT Capabilities/Technology   

 My literature review yielded surprisingly few articles on the importance of IT and 

technology in the non-profit space. Experience shows this to be an important variable in 

organizational success. Especially for remote areas, adequate IT infrastructure is a make-or-

break challenge. New or early-mover technology can enhance non-profit programming and 

improve performance. The role of AI in social services is a hot topic of debate at present. A 

recent Jobs For the Future (JFF) Conference in New Orleans expressed confidence ChatGPT 

could improve life-skills coaching by speeding up the assessments required, thus freeing up 

humans to focus on the sensemaking which robots still cannot do. Perhaps. Regardless of 

opinions on new technologies, organizations need to have strategies to leverage it for good 

toward the advancement of the mission.  

Strategic Communications/Marketing   
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 Gainer and Moyer (2005) observe: 

“. . . third sector mangers often tend to equate marketing with advertising. Regrettably, 

those managers are then inclined to define all marketing challenges as ‘communication’ 

problems; to rush to judgement about mounting promotional efforts; to overlook 

opportunities for improved products, prices, and channels; and as a consequence, to 

burden advertising with an  un-realistically heavy part of the total marketing task – and 

unattainable goals.”  

 In other words, good marketing can’t replace good program design and delivery. And 

more is not always better. Strategic segmentation and targeting is necessary for an effective 

marketing strategy. Ongoing analysis and assessments of these target markets is vital. Having 

made these cautions, though, Gainer and Moyer then highlight the many ways an effective 

marketing strategy can effectively advance an organization’s mission including, “. . . branding 

the organization in the public’s mind,” and “. . . sharing in monitoring the environment,” as well 

as, “. . . fostering the relationships that are crucial to survival. . . .” (p. 307)  

Program Improvement/Human-Centered Design 

 To become established, acquire funding, and actually perform useful functions any 

organization must design programs. But improving those programs over time, allowing for 

iteration and genuine feedback loops from end-users, this is how an organization becomes 

excellent. Chang (2019) warns: “We can become so immersed in designing and deploying an 

intervention that we lose perspective on our ultimate goal and fail to recognize when our solution 

may be insufficient.”  

Advanced Data Management  
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 Modern philanthropy and nonprofit management continue requiring and emphasizing 

more and better data management. There have to be systems for responding to these 

requirements. But it’s important to keep focused on the true value you’re trying to create, and 

whom you’re trying to create it for. Chang (2019) finds, “There’s a tendency to describe goals in 

terms of progress in deploying an intervention, rather than focusing on the purpose of the work.” 

(p. 36) In other words, don’t get sucked into a purely numbers game. Have data management 

systems to capture the full quantitative and qualitative impact of your work. Chang warns of 

“vanity metrics” versus “actionable or innovation metrics.” (p. 73) She argues, “Reaching a lot 

of people or making a profit does not equate to social impact.” (p. 80) Yet the amount of data 

required for proving our impact is more strenuous than ever. Sound, efficient systems for 

managing data help keep ahead of the curve, and, ideally, truly help assess what impact we are or 

are not having.  

Succession Planning  

 Santora et al (2012) offer important research on the topic of non-profit executive 

succession. They find, alarmingly, few organizations even have succession plans despite 

executive transitions being one of the greatest risks to organizational success. They find very 

clearly that executive and board time spent on succession planning is essential to the long-term 

health of non-profit organizations. And the process can never begin too soon. Organizations 

would do well to heed their advice. This starts with the executive leadership itself; do not 

succumb to a “hero” mentality in which you are somehow different from all the other executives 

in the world who eventually move on to new organizations or have something unexpected 

happen to them. Plan for succession now.  

Plan for Scale   
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Plan for scale now, too. It’s better to begin thinking through scale early rather than get 

caught by surprise by an opportunity for scale and fail to harness it. Brest and Harvey (2008) 

observe:  

“Behind every organization that contributes value to society stands an entrepreneur – 

perhaps more than one, because long-established organizations sometimes ‘reinvent’ 

themselves to meet changing circumstances. But after the entrepreneur’s innovation, 

whether in business or in the not-for-profit sector, comes consolidation, scaling up, and 

replication that often call as much for good management as for entrepreneurial skills.” (p. 

193)  

Strong organizations are essential for impact. Steady, sustainable growth of those organizations 

are vital to long-term impact. But ultimately, the work is about more than that one organization. 

Thinking through and iterating on plans for scale are vital for organizations bent on large-scale 

impact. But, as Chang (2019) explains, large-scale does not always have to mean large 

organizations. Dissemination, replication, policy-change, partnerships, and strategic investments 

are other ways to scale. These are some of the ways Coalfield Development seeks scaling its 

impacts.  

Systems leadership/networks  

 Much more is said on this important topic in the next section on social enterprise, but it’s 

important to note here that single organizations have limits on what scale of impact they can 

achieve. Realizing their full impact-potential requires linking to, contributing to, and leveraging 

broader networks and bigger-picture organizing efforts aimed at systemic change. As Molly 

Hemstreet, fellow Appalachian social entrepreneur (featured in a case study in the following 

section) argues: “Us smaller organizations can be big by being small together.  
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1.5 Proposed Program Evaluation Structure for New Proposed Program  

1.5.1 Approach and Influences for Evaluation   

Our capacity building evaluation process is more formative than summative, meaning 

evaluations are conducted with the intent of improving the on-going process of project 

implementation rather than judging performance and informing future decision-making. The 

metrics are typically self-reported, which raises concerns of bias and causation. I am reminded of 

a colleague who did work in the homelessness arena. They collaborated with a federal agency to 

conduct a report on services provided to the homeless, nationwide. They submitted the final 

report only to have the agency director immediately reject it, yelling: “this is saying we have 

served double the number of homeless people that actually exist in this country, according our 

own agency’s data!”  

 Basic quantitative metrics fail at revealing much about whether a program is actually 

working as intended or not. For one, the metrics are purely quantitative, which might be okay if 

they didn’t have bias and causation concerns. A key piece I remember from my first program 

evaluation course as a PhD student is this: “never draw a conclusion based on a single piece of 

evidence.” Rather, we should triangulate. By integrating multiple data sources from different 

view-points, we can be more sure our analysis is accurate and relevant. (Mathison, 1988; Greene 

et al, 1989)     

 By not incorporating qualitative data, we would miss an opportunity to assess the deeper 

human impacts of our dollars and time invested. So a person got a job. Is that job well-paying? 

Does that job enable additional future economic mobility? Is that job safe and meaningful to the 

individual? Did that individual stay in the job for more than a couple months? And are we sure 

the evaluand actually caused the job placement in the first place? The same questions should be 
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asked of people trained and educated. Moreover, we must listen to participants more closely to 

understand what aspects of a program are truly helpful versus what might actually be hurting. Is 

self-confidence growing or dimming? Are attitudes and perspective shifting? Are participants 

getting healthier and happier? A more thorough process, integrating mixed-methods, will prove 

more effective at answering such questions. An ongoing and iterative evaluation process will 

yield stronger findings than a static process, sparking the kinds of deeper reflection and analysis 

needed for true life change.  

 Over the years, Coalfield Development has benefitted from The Social Profit Handbook 

by David Grant (2015). Grant, an experienced non-profit executive himself, argues:  

“I will not suggest we ignore measurement – far from it. I will argue that while 

quantitative measures can certainly help us, qualitative measures in addition can help us 

even more. I will advocate for creating homegrown and even idiosyncratic assessment 

tools with your colleagues that unite everyone in your organization around a clear, shared 

vision of what it is you are trying to accomplish together. And I will advocate that you 

regard assessment not as an occasional chore but as a daily mind-set that will affect a 

number of behaviors, including how you spend time with one another, how you talk 

about your success, and how you react to setbacks.” (p. 12)  

Such is the approach we take with capacity building partners. Initially, grantees are 

usually intimidated by a more involved process. Grantees are already stretched thin, with limited 

capacity. However, if trust can be earned, if it can be conveyed that the point of such a process is 

real learning and improvement (rather than punitive consequences), then each stakeholder has a 

better experience.  
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  Michael Scriven (1991) is considered a highly credible and influential voice in modern 

program evaluation. He created an extensive checklist which serves as a starting point for our 

evaluation structure. Scriven’s process involves comparisons to other similar programs, more in 

depth background data collection and baselining, as well as assessments of additional resources 

and dynamics at play: 

• Background and Context (completed pre-site visit)  

• Descriptions and Definitions  

• Consumers  

• Resources 

• Values  

• Process Evaluation  

• Outcome Evaluation (completed prior, based on MOA milestones)  

• Comparative Cost-Effectiveness 

• Exportability  

• Overall Significance  

 Our final reports mostly follow Scriven’s list. Program evaluations are usually either 

“dimensional” or “component” based. Dimensional evaluations consider multiple aspects of a 

program as a whole. Component evaluations look at each part of a project separately. Our 

approach is dimensional, organized around the program areas outlined above.   

 Another program evaluation expert whose unconventional approach caught my attention 

was Youker (2013) who introduced “goal free” evaluations. This means not considering the 

established goals of the evaluand until the very end of the evaluation process. This helps prevent 

tunnel vision on just the original static goals, which are sometimes created years before actual 
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implementation. This also enables the evaluator to assess unintended consequences, both positive 

and negative.  

 Whether intended or not, the essence of any grant program is the achievement of outputs and outcomes. 
Understanding the difference in the two is important. Outputs are shorter-term in nature and are the immediate result of an 
intervention made. Outcomes are the longer term impacts of an intervention. They are harder to measure, but ultimately, are 
more important. Outcomes are metrics such as reduced poverty, increased economic mobility, or improved economic 
diversification. A helpful tool for tracking outputs and outcomes is a logic model. Here Table 6 Coalfield Development 
Organizational Logic Modelis a simplified version of Coalfield Development’s logic model, for reference:  

 

Program 

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Long-Term 

Impacts 

Professional, 

Personal, and 

Academic 

Development 

for People 

Facing Barriers 

to Employment* 

-50% of the 

organization’s 

budget is 

devoted to this 

program 

-Original 

Curriculum 

-Recruitment 

partnerships 

-CTC 

partnerships 

-Direct 

employment 

-Credentialing 

courses 

-WRAPS 

(first 6 

months) 

-33-6-3 (3 

year 

contract) 

-On-the-job 

training 

-Evaluation 

and 

reflection 

-Support 

network 

-College 

coursework 

-Unique 

scheduling 

-Transitional 

employment 

(6 months) 

-Hours of 

work 

experience 

gained 

-Hours of 

mentorship 

received 

-Certifications 

earned 

-Life plans 

created 

-# of 

graduates 

-# of 

placements 

-# of jobs 

created 

-Life plans 

achieved (or 

on track) 

-Wellbeing 

improvements 

-Income 

increases 

-Sense of 

agency 

-Poverty 

reduction 

-Labor 

participation 

rate increases 

-

Community-

wide 

optimism 

-Increase in 

rate of higher 

education 

-Increase in 

population 

  

 

 

1.5.2 Pros and Cons of Three Standard Federal Metrics 

 To design our program evaluation structure, I reviewed the federal approaches to 

outcome measurement (including USDA, ARC, and EDA). In comparing multiple federal grant 

programs, there are three prominent outcomes most rewarded and monitored: dollars invested, 

jobs created and retained, as well as students and workers educated or trained. In addition to 
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monitoring these surface level numbers, a variation of the goals-free approach could be quite 

interesting to consider. Appalachian poverty is complex and multi-faceted. The organizations 

implementing projects in Appalachia are often operating with extremely limited resources 

against heavy odds of success. Simply judging them on how many jobs they created or people 

they trained not only fails to measure the right stuff, it’s also not really fair. That’s not to say 

groups shouldn’t be held accountable. They should. But the process of accountability should be 

widened to consider the full dimension of the issues at hand. Perhaps a dollar didn’t get invested, 

but a new space was created to help attract future investment. Does this mean the grantee failed? 

Perhaps a new job wasn’t created, but an entrepreneur got good advice on what to do next. Is that 

a failure? Perhaps a group didn’t train a person, but did help that person secure food and shelter. 

Would that be a failure?    

 Non-profits in Appalachia often struggle to meet payroll and cover utility bills. They 

often operate in run-down facilities and lack adequate physical infrastructure. Rather than 

punishing groups for not meeting basic static metrics, we should be involved in a more iterative, 

adaptive process of building capacity and solving problems in real-time. It’s not that basic 

metrics such as dollars, jobs, and people trained are useless. It’s just that they are, by themselves, 

inadequate. From here, I will specifically spell out what I see as the pros and cons of all three: 

“Dollars invested:”  

Table 7 Pros and Cons of Traditional Federal Agency Metrics 

Pros  Cons  

Gets at community-wide impacts, rather than 

just individual  

Causation is extremely difficult to prove  

Is more dimensional, and less strictly focused 

on one component  

Involves many factors outside the grantee’s 

control (overall economic conditions, private 

financing decisions, etc.)  

Is a true outcome (more so than an output)  Could lack important background on values 

and merit as established by the community 
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(for example, a fracking site brings new 

investment to a community, but is that 

actually good for the community?)  

Could potentially connect to a goals-free 

evaluation (unintended consequences) in a 

positive way  

Given the above fracking example, could lack 

important context provided by a cost-benefit-

analysis  

 Rewards “creaming the crop” in which the 

easier-to-serve, lower-barrier clients and 

communities provide easy wins but lower 

impact 

“Jobs created and retained:” 

Pros  Cons  

Is of great importance to Congress and other 

powerful stakeholders  

Is static and short-term in nature (more of an 

output than an outcome)  

Conceivably, could be easy and quick to 

measure  

Does not measure the quality of the job 

created or retained  

Causation might (might) be more straight 

forward if, for example, the job can be 

directly tracked on the payroll of a grantee or 

close grantee partner  

Might not “meet a community where it is;” in 

other words, a community may first need 

better infrastructure, education, and training 

before committing to new major job creation 

– yet despite this, the jobs metric gets forced 

on many grantees  

 Obsessing on this metric could harm long-

term sustainability for a grantee (in other 

words they might over-extend job creation 

using grant funds and then have to 

discontinue those jobs once the grant ends)  

 Rewards “creaming the crop” in which the 

easier-to-serve, lower-barrier clients and 

communities provide easy wins but lower 

impact 

“Students and workers educated and trained:”  

Pros Cons  

May better meet a person or community 

“where they are,” as compared to the job 

created metric (easier for the community to 

achieve)  

Does not measure the relevance or value of 

the training conveyed  

Causation is much more straight-forward  Is short-term in nature, much more of an 

output than an outcome (even more so than 

with a “job created”) 

Given the shorter-term nature of many 

training programs, this one could potentially 

Could lack important background on values 

and merit as established by the community 
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be more iterative and adaptable in real-time, 

with good collaboration between funder and 

grantee 

(for example, training a young person to be a 

coal-miner might be popular, but is that 

actually good for the young person given 

changing markets?) 

 Fails to assess if the participant actually found 

the training useful (could be supplemented 

with a participant survey)  

 Fails to measure deeper impacts on the 

participant such as self-confidence, sense of 

agency, or well-being  

 Rewards “creaming the crop” in which the 

easier-to-serve, lower-barrier clients and 

communities provide easy wins but lower 

impact  

1.5.3 How Funder Metrics Can Steer a Program Away From its Core Goals  

 Funder-driven metrics can easily have the effect of forcing organizations away from what 

they initially set out to do. “They have the money, we need the money, so we’ll do whatever they 

tell us to do,” is essentially the decision-making process that can get forced. Funder-driven 

metrics can also push a grantee to over-extend. Coalfield Development is aware of these 

dynamics. We have tried to guard ourselves against over-committing, but only with limited 

success. The reality is any non-profit organization not lucky enough to have a large-donor 

endowment (which is the vast majority of us) has to do some strategy-contorting and mission-

flexing to align with funder priorities.   

Every two years Coalfield Development conducts a strategic planning process. This 

process is robust and participatory involving each level of the organization and many of our 

strategic partners. As part of this planning process, we refine our vision, mission, and values. We 

set “north star” goals designed to keep us on track with our true purpose as an organization, even 

if that means turning down a funding opportunity from time to time. Finally, we use this process 

to set our metrics and goals for the next two years. These are constructed as SMAART goals: 
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specific, measurable, aggressive, attainable, relevant, and time-bound. From then on, all grant 

applications are expected to align with the goals of the strategic plan.  

Still, it’s hard to maintain discipline to these goals. And large amounts of funding are 

quite tempting, which leads to mission-drift away from originally stated intents and purposes. 

Early in the ARC POWER process, we agreed to massive job-creation goals in our grant 

application to be competitive. We did this because we knew job creation was the most important 

metric for ARC. We did this even though the numbers exceeded what we had originally planned 

and what we knew we would be able to sustain. Over the life of the grant, this would lead to the 

creation of Refresh Appalachia, a highly innovative regenerative agriculture social enterprise. 

This was a positive outcome. But creating a sustainable social enterprise was not the metric. Jobs 

created was the metric. Focus on expanding job creation rather than right-sizing the enterprise 

led to a bloated enterprise, with more positions than what was truly warranted. When the grant 

was over, we unfortunately had to lay off multiple people, which was a devastating and 

demoralizing exercise.  

Since this hard lesson learned, we’ve become more disciplined and realistic with funders 

about what we can and cannot commit to doing. We try conveying the distinct difficulties of job 

creation in rural Appalachia. For one, many communities just do not have enough viable 

businesses and available jobs in the first place. To only serve those communities which already 

have viable businesses would be to “cream the crop” and deepen structural, systemic inequities. 

So what good is a job training program if there are not actual jobs to be trained for? Our 

organizational response is creation of the training and the job simultaneously through the social 

enterprises we incubate. To achieve these simultaneous goals takes longer than one grant period.  
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To its credit, ARC is one of the few agencies which funds our simultaneous approach and 

others like it. Some other agencies do so begrudgingly despite staff thinking it inappropriate, 

arguing that only a purely private sector job on a purely private sector payroll “really counts.” 

Most agencies will not pay trainees wages, including U.S. EDA. Too often, the focus is on big 

numbers which make a splash in the press and in congressional reports more so than on the 

quality of life improvements of participants.  

Some additional outputs I would recommend the agency consider (most of which require 

qualitative data gathering):  

• Labor force participation rates  

• Economic mobility  

• Wellness improvement (across social determinants of health)  

• Poverty rates  

• Equity  

• Agency, meaning, purpose, and well-being of participants served  

Additional sector or community-wide outcomes to consider include:  

• Sq. feet redeveloped  

• Organizational capacities gained  

• New markets tapped  

• Financial sustainability  

• Environmental sustainability  

 In designing program evaluations, it’s important funders not overly simplify the task 

undertaken by grantees. For example, new businesses started is another common metric assessed. 

However, this doesn’t take into account the kinds of businesses started, or the sectors in which 
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they are launched. Many of the socio-economic challenges of our region connect to our history 

of extraction and becoming a mono-economy. In light of this history, economic diversification is 

a crucial outcome and must get better incorporated into both funder and fundee equations.   

1.5.4 Impacts of Federal Metrics on Grantees  

 The unspoken but widely understood side-effect of ARC’s obsession with jobs-created is 

that it incentivizes many grantees to, at worst, make numbers up and, at best, inflate numbers on 

grant reports. Rather than truly and collaboratively assessing the impact and effectiveness of 

programs, both funder and fundee keep getting stuck in a numbers-game whereby the only way 

to win is putting down big numbers. Hooker (1987) calls out questionable “moral standards” by 

both grant applicants and reviewers. He finds exaggeration, over-inflation of impact, suppression 

of failures, and a “general lack of candor” throughout grant-making processes. (p. 3) As of his 

writing, such practices had become “the norm,” and were often not undertaken consciously. He 

calls for a new “atmosphere of candor and cooperation” between grantees and foundations. 

Hooker argues for more operating funds, and more risk-taking from funders, including “on 

programs that are not sure things.” (p. 8) Foundations should, Hooker argues, “welcome 

proposals from new and little-known organizations.” (p. 9) Additionally, foundations should 

prioritize more administrative support and “institution building” for grantees, and more latitude 

should be granted throughout the grant implementation process. (p. 10) While Hooker’s article is 

nearly 40 years old, it still resonates today (yet few of the recommendations seem widely 

adopted). In fact, the article was shared with me by a program officer at a foundation. Many 

funders and grantees alike agree there is a dangerous culture of hyperbole defining modern-day 

philanthropy. Better approaches are needed. A good place to start would be expanding the sphere 

of emphasized metrics and adopting a more mixed-methods program evaluation structure, 
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perhaps even a goal-free one. As Hooker explains, “Good evaluation is expensive and 

foundations will have to overcome the psychological hurdle of committing substantially more 

resources to administration.” (p. 7) But a better focus and design for program evaluation could 

indeed help improve upon the culture of hyperbole so prevalent at present.  

1.5.5 Coalfield Development Evaluation Design for The New Capacity Building Program  

Ideally, enough fundraising can occur for contracting highly skilled, third-party 

evaluators. These evaluators would lead the evaluation process of each capacity-building site. 

Unfortunately, funding for such a scenario is rarely available. Most likely, Coalfield 

Development staff must complete evaluations in addition to other duties held. Therefore, I have 

tried designing a straightforward, time/cost-efficient evaluation structure, a structure which is 

still effective and fair.  

 Each capacity-building partner signs six-month Memorandums of Agreement (MOAs). 

Within the MOA, each partner commits to the achievement of several key milestones (training 

people, hiring people, improving participant well-being, racial equity, environmental 

sustainability etc.) Additionally, they commit to specific capacity building goals according to the 

12 themes established above. The partners have a monthly call during which a deeper dive on 

one of the 12 criteria is facilitated by Coalfield Development staff and third-party experts. At the 

end of each six-month MOA period, Coalfield staff assess which milestones have been met and 

which capacities have been developed. This is the beginning data for a formal evaluation.  

 At the start and end of the partnership, the partner completes a self-evaluation for each of 

the themes put forward herein. The evaluator also completes an assessment. Areas of difference 
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between the two are good starting points for performance discussion. The self-evaluation is as 

follows2:  

Table 8 Evaluation Rubrics for Capacity Building 

Fundraising Acumen/networking  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No/very little 

successful 

fundraising  

Some successful 

fundraising  

Robust fundraising 

across diversified 

funding streams 

Full year’s operating 

reserves successfully 

fundraised  

 

Legal Compliance/grant management   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No legal 

representation; no 

grant management 

experience   

Some legal expertise, 

but no formal 

representation; some 

grant management 

processes 

Formal 

representation; robust 

grant management 

systems  

Formal legal 

representation; 

lawyers on board of 

directors; no audit 

findings  

 

Financial Accounting/Management/Planning   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No or limited 

financial accounting 

system in place; no 

planning for future  

Accounting in place, 

but not according to 

OMB single-audit 

standards; limited 

planning for future  

Experience with 

audits; process for 

improving systems; 

annual planning 

processes 

Multiple finding-free 

audits; monthly 

planning and regular 

process improvement  

 

Real-time Problem Solving  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

 
2 For surveys or scoring rubrics ranging “from positive to negative,” Qualtrics (Webster, 2021 – Qualtrics) 

recommends values from 1-7. This allows enough nuance for a supervisor to express variances at the margins. But 

1-7 is contained enough to avoid overly biased evaluations as a scale of 1-10 might. Note: the highest score of “7” 

stands alone and is meant to be reserved for uniquely excellent, undeniably strong performance. 7’s should be rarely 

granted.  
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Ad-hoc and slow 

problem solving  

Regular meeting 

“pulse”; most 

problems eventually 

get solved   

Regular meeting 

pulse with full 

participation; nearly 

all problems get 

solved quickly  

Regular meeting 

pulse with full 

participation; all 

problems get solved 

quickly 

 

Team/leader Performance and Well-being 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No evaluation of 

performance; well-

being deprioritized  

Some evaluation of 

performance; well-

being considered  

Regular evaluation of 

performance; well-

being is prioritized 

Robust and regular 

evaluation of 

performance; well-

being is centered  

 

Board of Directors Performance   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No regular board 

meetings; low 

participation  

Semi-regular board 

meetings; BOD input 

is valuable and 

strategic; attendance 

is decent  

Regular board 

meetings with strong 

participation; board 

input improves 

performance  

Regular board 

meetings with 100% 

participation; board 

leads strategic 

planning and policy  

 

Strategy/Planning  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No strategic plan in 

place; no process for 

planning  

Scattered goal-

setting; some semi-

regular planning  

Regular strategic 

planning; progress on 

goals is monitored 

regularly  

Robust strategic 

planning; progress on 

goals is clear and 

relevant in real time 

 

Program Design  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No user-feedback to 

know if program is 

working well 

Some user-feedback; 

some success metrics  

Much user-feedback; 

variety of success 

metrics  

Robust user-

feedback; robust 

success metrics 
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Human Resources/Management Systems  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Few HR staff/systems 

in place  

Some HR 

staff/systems in place 

Decent HR/staff 

systems in place; 

employee morale is 

“Good”  

Strong HR/staff 

systems in place; 

employee morale is 

“Excellent” 

 

Storytelling   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Lack of compelling 

and well-told stories 

to earn buy-in 

Some good stories; a 

few team-members 

tell them well 

Many good stories 

told by founder and 

some leaders  

Many good stories 

told well at all levels 

of the organization   

 

Initial data management  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No process for data 

collection  

Some data collection; 

some synthesizing; 

some decisions 

informed by data 

Semi-regular data 

collection; synthesis; 

decision-making 

informed by data 

Regular data 

collection; synthesis; 

regular analysis to 

inform decisions  

 

Community Engagement/Partnerships  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Little community 

engagement; informal 

partners 

Some community 

engagement; some 

joint grant-writing  

Regular community 

engagement; several 

strong MOUs 

 Regular and joyful 

community 

engagement; MOUs 

drive impact  

 

Diversified Revenue Streams  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

1-3 funding sources; 

all grants/donations 

5-20 funding sources; 

some earned 

20-100 funding 

sources; at least 1/3 

earned 

Over 100 funding 

sources; at least 50% 

earned  
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Risk Mitigation/Audit-Ready  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No audits 

experienced; no risk 

mitigations plan 

Some standard audit 

experience; some risk 

mitigation plans 

OMB single-audit 

experience; multiple 

risk plans  

OMB single-audit, no 

findings; robust 

scenario planning  

 

Staff Performance/Well-Being  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No evidence of 

“teaming”; internal 

sniping is common; 

morale is low 

Some evidence of 

teaming; sniping is 

less sporadic; morale 

is medium  

Strong evidence of 

teaming; sniping is 

rare; morale is high 

Teaming and problem 

solving are the norm; 

no sniping; very high 

morale  

 

Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and Expectations  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No written RREs in 

place  

Some team members 

have RREs, some do 

not 

Most team members 

have RRE’s; staff 

reports clarity of 

purpose and goals 

All team members 

have RRE’s’; team 

holds each other 

accountable to goals  

 

Adaptability  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Rigid insistence on 

original plan; “I 

know.”  

Some openness to 

iteration 

Celebration of 

iteration; constant 

commitment to 

improvement 

Celebration and 

effective use of 

iteration and 

improvement 

ongoing 

 

IT Capabilities/Technology  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 
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No cell service, no 

internet, limited 

technology  

Spotty cell service; 

slow internet; more 

creative use of tech 

Good cell service; 

broadband internet; 

tech innovation  

100% tech capability; 

ongoing tech 

innovations; tech 

staff 

 

Strategic Communications/Marketing  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No Comms plan; no 

marketing plan; low 

awareness of org. 

Limited Comms plan; 

some marketing; 

moderate awareness 

of org. 

Strong Comms plan; 

effective marketing; 

greater awareness of 

org. 

Robust Comms plan; 

effective, creative 

marketing; higer 

awareness of org. 

 

Program Improvement/Human-Centered Design 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No design thinking 

used; no changes to 

program attempted 

Some design thinking 

used; some changes 

to programming 

Design thinking 

regularly used; 

changes 

accommodated  

Design thinking fully 

absorbed; changes 

celebrated  

 

Advanced Data Management  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No data collection 

systems; no analysis; 

poor decision making 

Some data collection 

systems; some 

analysis; decent 

decision making 

Strong data collection 

systems; good 

analysis; good 

decision making 

Robust data 

collection systems; 

regular analysis; great 

decision making 

 

Succession Planning  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No succession 

planning  

Some informal 

succession thinking; 

no formal plan 

Formal succession 

plan; formal 

discussions on-going 

Formal and updated 

succession plan; 

successful succession 

achieved  
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Plan for Scale  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No plan for scale Initial scale ideas Formal scale plan Robust scale plan 

already underway  

 

Systems Leadership/Networks 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No tie to broader 

systems change 

Some ties to broader 

systems change  

Strong ties to broader 

systems change; 

evidence of 

contributions  

Robust ties to broader 

systems change; 

multiple examples of 

contributions  

 

 Most of the formal evaluation occurs during an annual site visit. It’s important this site 

visit is on-site and in-person. This way, important clues, unspoken observations, and social cues 

(such as body-language or site conditions) can have ample attention. These site visits follow this 

agenda:  

• Compare and contrast self-scored criteria to reviewer scores; discuss areas of 

difference.  

• Review financial and operational data.  

• Review performance on MOA milestones and goals.  

• Tour project sites.  

• Focus group with workforce development trainees. 

• Focus group with staff.  

Focus groups can follow these question prompts (designed to address the 10 

criteria for effective evaluation established by Scriven):  

-What opportunities are there in your community for your organization and/or model?  
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-What opportunities are in the broader state, national, and international environment? 

-Are there trends or patterns you can leverage to your benefit?  

-What threats are there in your community?  

-What threats are there in the broader external environment?  

-Who represents your organization’s target population?  

-What evidence do you have that this population’s lives are improving as a result of 

your work?  

-What could get done better in order to have a deeper or broader impact on this 

population? Note: if time allows, a separate focus group with just the target 

population (based off the evaluation model in the last section of this dissertation) will 

prove valuable. The values focused on for this evaluation were: does the 33-6-3 

Model meet the needs of the impactees and make a noticeable positive impact on the 

participants? In order to answer these questions the evaluation team used the Kappa 

Statistic exercise from the Needs Assessment as well as additional discussion to 

narrow down the themes under assessment from more than 35 to three: 1) economic 

mobility, 2) family assets grown, and 3) sense of agency and self-confidence. (Lam, 

2013) 

1. Economic mobility:  

• Pre-program Employment Stats: 

o Yearly Income? 

o Benefits? 
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o Hourly Wage? 

o Debt Burden? 

• Post-program Employment Stats: 

o Yearly Income? 

o Benefits? 

o Hourly Wage? 

o Debt Burden? 

• Has the participant or alumnus received a promotion recently?  

2. Family Assets Grown  

• Has the participant or alumnus opened and/or grown a savings account?  

• Has the participant or alumnus recently purchased a vehicle?  

• Has the  participant or alumnus recently purchased a home?  

• Has the  participant or alumnus involvement with Coalfield Development helped 

another family member increase their education/income?  

3. Sense of Agency and Self-Confidence  

• Has the  participant or alumnus achieved a meaningful boost in self-confidence? 
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• Does the  participant or alumnus feel they have more control over their life than 

before they started the program? 

• Has the  participant or alumnus achieved the goals they set for themselves at the 

start of the program? Importantly, the authors will try to account for concerns raised 

by Davidson (2005) regarding goal difficulty, goal importance, and side effects. (p. 5)  

 This evaluation focuses on the organization’s Personal, Professional, and Academic 

Development (primarily achieved through the 33-6-3 model). However, as the graph below 

illustrates, there is more to the organization than just it’s job-training activities.  In the following 

graph: 90 and above signifies “Very Important,” 80 and above signifies “Important.” 70 and 

above signifies “Somewhat Important.” 60 and above signifies “Less Important.” 50 and below 

signifies “Not very important.” and 50 and below signifies “Not Important to this evaluation.”   

 

   

   

Additional focus group questions might include:  

Table 9 Relative Importance of Evaluand Components  
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-What resources are missing?  

-What resource could unlock better impact for the target population?  

-What are the key processes needed for achieving your work?  

-How could these processes be improved or made more efficient?  

-What outcomes have been achieved, and do these align with a logic model?  

-What could other groups learn from your work here?  

-What is the short-term, medium-term, and long-term significance of your work?  

Post site visit, the staff-person responsible for the evaluation will compile a report 

(approximately 10 pages each), summarizing findings. The report will follow the checklist 

provided by Scriven and Davidson (2005): 

• Background and Context (completed pre-site visit)  

• Descriptions and Definitions  

• Consumers  

• Resources 

• Values  

• Process Evaluation  

• Outcome Evaluation (completed prior, based on MOA milestones)  

• Comparative Cost-Effectiveness 

• Exportability  

• Overall Significance  

A two-hour virtual debrief of the report is then scheduled with the partner organization. 

Future MOAs are informed heavily by this report. Program evaluation is an important tool for 

effective decision making. To do it well requires a lot of time and effort and (probably) funding. 
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Before organizations are expected to expend such large amounts of resources, they should have 

assurance of adequate funding for paying their bills and keeping their lights on. But once such 

basics are assured, organizations should commit to honest and robust evaluation processes 

because the result can be deeper understandings of what works and what doesn’t and, most 

importantly, why or why not. 

1.6 Additional Research Needed and Conclusion  

 In researching this topic, I found the available literature on non-profit management and 

capacity building to be fairly stale. I was surprised by the lack of recent articles. The approaches 

to capacity building proposed or analyzed were mostly simplistic and lacked creativity. Very few 

accounted for rural versus urban differences. The strategies summarized were static and seemed 

not to change much over 20-30 year time spans. Interestingly, there seemed a burst of research 

on CBOs in the late 1990s and early 2000’s, but not nearly as much since then. More was 

available on international development than domestic. Deeper insights into effective capacity 

building for rural nonprofits are much needed. Specifically, I recommend further research on:  

• Comparing capacity building in rural versus urban settings. 

• A statewide survey of all CBOs, similar to what Wrenn completed in 1998.  

• Compare the effectiveness of philanthropically-led capacity building versus public-

agency-led efforts.  

• More in-depth, statistical analysis of the 24 criteria put forward herein: properly 

weighting them against each other, better measuring their values, and better correlating 

their relevance to performance.  

• Assessment of which environments (social, political, economic etc.) support capacity 

building and which make it more difficult. 



 

193 
 

• Regulatory changes needed to support better capacity building.  

• Financial analysis of the return on investment to foundations and agencies for investing 

in capacity building according to this model (perhaps an SROI analysis, as well)  

 Today, new federal resources are creating historic opportunities for CED work in 

Appalachia. A lack of on-the-ground capacity amongst CBOs could threaten the effective usage 

of these funds. Lack of focus and strategy from private foundations may undercut the potential 

impact of such historic federal opportunities. Similarly, the lack of a robust capacity building 

strategy from federal agencies could undermine the effectiveness of these new dollars. Neither 

federal nor private stakeholders have a strong grasp of real-life dynamics on the ground for rural 

nonprofit organizations. While these organization’s capacities are stretched, an intentional 

investment from philanthropy, in coordination with federal agencies, could improve the situation. 

This paper has put forward one proposal for such a program. While capacity building in rural 

settings is particularly challenging, it is also particularly important. Hopefully, this paper can 

inspire better, more resourced efforts sooner rather than later.  
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Appendix A. Capacity Building Survey Sent to CBOs Throughout Appalachia  

  

1. What does “capacity building” mean to you?  

2. What does “technical assistance” mean to you?  

3. Of the “capacity building” or “technical assistance” programs in which you’ve 

participated, what percentage would your rate as helpful?  

a. 100%  

b. 75-99%  

c. 50-74%  

d. 25-49%  

e. Less than 25%  

f. None  

4. Can you provide one example of when “capacity building” or “technical assistance” 

was particularly helpful to you and/or your organization?  

5. Can you provide one example of when “capacity building” or “technical assistance” 

was particularly unhelpful to you and/or your organization?  

6. Please rank the following “capacity building” topics from most valuable (top) to your 

organization to least valuable (bottom)?  

a. Grant management/regulatory compliance  

b. Financial management/budgeting  

c. Technology  

d. Organization management  

e. Fundraising  

f. Leadership development  

g. Learning about new models/program improvements existing models  

h. Board development  

i. Marketing/branding/storytelling/communications  

j. Networking/community building with other practitioners  

7. Does your organization have an annual audit performed by a third-party?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

8. How long has your organization been in operation?  

9. How many full-time staff do you have?  

10. How many FTE’s (Full-time equivalents) does your organization have not including 

trainees or Americorps?  

11. Has your organization ever taken out a business loan?  

12. Has your organization ever taken out a mortgage for real estate?  

13. Please rank the revenue streams of most interest to your organization.  

a. Federal contracts  
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b. State contracts  

c. Local contracts   

d. Private Foundations  

e. Sales  

f. Fee for services  

14. What is the largest grant award your organization has ever received?  

15. What funding sources is your organization most familiar with? What source is your 

organization least familiar with? Please rank them below.  

a. Federal contracts  

b. State contracts  

c. Local contracts  

d. Private Foundations  

e. Sales  

f. Fees for service  

16. If you had the opportunity to double the size of your organizational budget, would 

you take it?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

c. Maybe  

17. If you took that opportunity, how would you spend those funds?  

18. If you answered no to taking the opportunity to double the size of your budget, please 

explain why you would decline that opportunity.  

19. Do you believe your organization has the capacity to seek funding that would double 

the size of your organization?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

c. Maybe  

20. Do you believe your organization has the capacity to absorb a level of funding that 

would double the size of your organization?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

c. Maybe  

21. Do you have an up-to-date personnel policy and procedures manual?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

22. Do you have an up-to-date financial policy and procedures manual?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

23. Do you create an annual budget, and if so, what is your projected revenue for 2023?  

24. Do you generate your financial documents in-house or through an outside 

accountant?  

a. Yes, in-house  

b. Yes, outside accountant   

c. Other  

25. What are your most pressing organizational challenges?  

26. What are your greatest organizational strengths?  



 

205 
 

27. What would you like to have access to that your currently don’t?  

 

 

Appendix B. Funder Questionnaire Regarding Capacity Building in Appalachia.  

 

 

1. Can you briefly describe your organization's current efforts to build capacity amongst 

non-profit organizations in central Appalachia?  

2. In your opinion, is enough being done to build non-profit capacity in the region?  

3. What are examples of best practices related to capacity building for non-profits in central 

Appalachia?  

4. From your viewpoint, what are some key missing elements of the capacity building 

system in the region?  

 

5. What is the proper role of the federal government in building the capacity of non-profit 

organizations in the region?  

6. What is the proper role of state governments in building the capacity of non-profit 

organizations in the region?  

7. What is the proper role of philanthropy in building the capacity of non-profit 

organizations in the region? 
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Capability 2: Incubating and Investing in Well-Paying, Employment Social Enterprises  

2.1.1 Introduction  

Coalfield Development incubates environmentally sustainable social enterprises from within. 

It also invests in a network of external social enterprises through its Social Enterprise and 

Economic Diversification (SEED) Fund. Specifically, we are focused on Employment Social 

Enterprises (ESE’s). ESE’s “hire the hard-to-employ and offer on-the-job training to transition 

workers into conventional employment.” (REDF, 2022) Some examples of “barriers” include 

long-term unemployment, previous incarceration, periods of homelessness, addiction, or mental 

health disorders. A national leader in growing the social enterprise field is REDF (Roberts 

Enterprise Development Fund). REDF defines ESE’s well in a 2020 policy memo:  

“By investing in on-the-job training and specialized supports while producing and 

delivering goods and services, ESE’s entire business model reflects the belief that a job is 

much more than a paycheck. . . .What makes an ESE different from other businesses is 

the mission-driven commitment to provide jobs and support for people striving to 

overcome major employment obstacles.” (p. 2 ) 

2.2 Summation and Analysis of the Existing Literature    

2.2.1 New Pathways for Economic Development  

ESE’s are just one kind of social enterprise. Bornstein and Davis (2010) acknowledge 

there is no single definition of social entrepreneurship. They summarize two schools of thought 

amongst scholars. One emphasizes earned revenue, business planning, and organizational 

strategy. The other looks more broadly at social innovation and “breakthrough insights.” Either 

way, the rapidly expanding field of social entrepreneurship, Bornstein contends, “. . . has opened 
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up new pathways of behavior and methods of analysis for people who are motivated by a desire 

to solve those problems.” (p. 2) The most impactful social entrepreneurs take on the most 

oppressive and unjust systems. Bornstein quotes Machiavelli on the “incredulity of men,” and 

shares his observation that “The system change must therefore overcome apathy, habit, 

incomprehension, and disbelief while facing heated resistance from those with vested interests.” 

(p. 21) Such barriers abound in central Appalachia. Since purely public approaches have not yet 

overcome these barriers, and since purely private approaches to system-building have largely 

created the injustices in the first place, social entrepreneurship is a new blended approach to 

building a more just economy in the region. Borstein powerfully argues and advocates for social 

entrepreneurs who “create new configurations of people and coordinate their efforts to attack 

problems more successfully than before. It’s a complex role that involves a great deal of 

listening, recruiting, and persuading. It takes a curious combination of sensitivity and 

bullheadedness, humility and audacity, and restlessness and patience to lead a change process in 

the face of indifference, habit, fear, resource constraints, vested interest, and institutional 

defenses.” All of this, certainly, is true for social entrepreneurs in communities dominated by 

fossil fuels.  

Borstein and Davis (2010) establish key differences between social entrepreneurship and 

government. Social entrepreneurship is bottom up, versus top-down governmental structures. 

Social entrepreneurs have less resources than most governments. Presciently, they explain:  

“Social entrepreneurship is inductive and outward-looking: it moves from observation 

and experimentation to institutionalization and independent adoption. As a rule, major 

initiatives advanced by governments and international aid agencies flow in the reverse 

direction, beginning with policy battles and ending with programs planned and 
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implemented through agencies or contracted services providers. This approach has its 

own characteristics. Public policies often lack a nuanced appreciation for ground-level 

details. Rules and procedures designed to prevent corruption or waste, or to ensure 

fairness, often limit flexibility and responsiveness. Another characteristic is that any 

modification at the local level may involve a long approval process.” (p. 35)  

Hartman (2014) sees social entrepreneurship as a rapidly expanding style of intervention 

in the community development sector. (see also Sen, 1999) He cites increasing individual 

motivation for social impact, rising complexity of social and environmental problems, 

government budget cuts, and decentralized information systems as primary reasons why the field 

of social entrepreneurship is growing so fast.   

While a governmental effort would most likely not find its best description as a social 

enterprise, a for-profit entity may well. In fact, it’s a growing trend. Stubbs et al (2022) note 

“Recent research has started to highlight the purpose and propose the concept of the ‘purpose 

ecosystem’ to address social and environmental challenges through the capacity of for-profit 

organisations.” (p. 1098) They acknowledge robust debate amongst researchers and practitioners 

alike about what the goal of a business ultimately should be. They cite Milton Freidman who 

famously argued the primary purpose of business is to generate profit for shareholders. 

Ultimately, they find a growing international trend toward “purpose-driven organisations that 

pursue a social and environmental purpose as well as a financial purpose. . . .” (p. 1099)   

Some assume social entrepreneurship mostly only works in the developing world. 

Bornstein and Davis disagree, although they do find it can look different in developing versus 

developed societies: “In wealthy democracies, social entrepreneurs spend as much time renewing 

old institutions as they do building new ones.” (p. 44) Such is certainly the case with the 
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Coalfield Development model, as we hope to inform an improved rural development strategy in 

this country, especially as pertaining to Appalachian Regional Commission and USDA.   

Locally-led enterprises can persist through funding and policy changes, generating deep 

enough “roots” for lasting positive change. Too often in Appalachia CED has been done to us 

and not with us.  Simpson et al (2003) warn: “Attempts to establish new initiatives without 

meaningful consultation, participation and consideration of the impact on existing projects or 

community organizations are likely to lead to failure. When this pattern of failure and self-blame 

is repeated, the pressure on the community may cause erosion of the structures holding the 

community together.” (p. 284) 

Importantly, the enterprises incubated and invested in by Coalfield are direct employers. 

Direct employment for people demoralized and distressed by economic decline honors dignity 

and agency. West Virginia has persistently had one of the lowest labor force participation rates in 

the nation. This means the percentage of our working age population active in the workforce is 

far lower than most other states, having negative economic consequences. Note: the 

unemployment rate does not capture unemployed people who are no longer trying to find gainful 

employment. Many of the “diseases of despair” listed in previous sections contribute to this low 

labor force participation rate. Holistic, human-centric support is necessary if people out of the 

workforce are to come back into it. In other words, this is not just a technical “skills” problem 

but also a social “human” challenge. 

Presciently, Hartman (2014) articulates the value of direct employment for human 

development goals, even if such value is often overlooked:  
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“Being productive and being creative are not considered as priority dimensions of human 

development. From a human development perspective this is arguably true, as there is a 

series for basic capabilities to be accomplished first, such as education, health, security 

and agency. Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that professional life and the division 

of labour have always played an essential role in any human society, from the first 

settlements to the present day. Money, trading, income and a decent job are core aspects 

of daily life, desires and preoccupations, and are even more crucial to the poor.” (p. 35)  

Of course, one social enterprise cannot create all the good jobs needed in a disinvested 

community. Coalfield Development does not view itself as replacing the social safety net and, in 

fact, supports an expanded social safety net for vulnerable workers in extractive areas. Nor do we 

view ourselves replacing the private sector. Instead, we are trying to spark additional private 

investment in the new markets we help shape. Social enterprises can serve as economic research 

and development (R and D), testing what new businesses are viable. This makes for tangible 

diversification of local economies, piloting and modeling what a new economy looks like.   

Unfortunately, Hartman (2014) finds such tangible benefits are often overlooked in 

development policy. He argues for “well-organized and competitive enterprises able to compete 

in global markets and to create sustainable and well-paid jobs. . . .” (p. 36) He later cites social 

enterprises as “perhaps the best example” of where human development and economic 

development intersect for positive impact in impoverished communities. (p. 52) With a crucial 

nod to the value of place-based interventions, he explains:  

“. . . the supply of human capabilities does not necessarily mean . . . that there will 

automatically be a demand for them. Without the creation of economic demand and 

opportunities, the long-run expansion of human capabilities in a region may be 



 

211 
 

undermined by a lack of jobs, consequent emigration and decrease in its economic 

competitiveness. Hence, the economic system also needs to create the occupational 

choices and demand for such capabilities.” (p. 55)  

Lack of jobs, low emigration, and decreased economic competitiveness certainly are 

challenges found in Appalachia. Finally, with a quote nearly summing the whole of my argument 

for the value of ESE’s in extraction communities Hartman concludes: “The economic diversity 

of the place where people live and the social networks that people access have a deep impact on 

their agency, capabilities and choices and vice versa.” (p. 55) For Hartman, economic 

diversification is fundamental to breaking poverty cycles. And also for Hartman, social 

enterprises are uniquely positioned to change the “composition of economic activities” in 

disinvested communities. (p. 154)  

2.2.2. Defining Social Entrepreneurship  

I attended graduate school in 2009 with the expressed intention of studying non-profit 

management at Indiana University’s School of Public and Environmental Affairs. Having been 

born and raised in southern West Virginia, I felt a non-profit organization could best address 

some of the complex challenges faced back home. While I greatly enjoyed learning more about 

non-profit organizations (and still put into use many of the principles I learned from non-profit 

management classes), I was surprised to end up at the business school studying in a brand-new 

certificate program it had established called “Social Entrepreneurship.” At the time, I had never 

heard the term. Today, this term has become a bit of a fad in the Community and Economic 

Development (CED) space. Many people concerned with social and environmental issues look to 

a social enterprise structure as the ideal model for achieving societal missions. While the phrase 

has become popular, there is not a single, agreed upon definition for what is or is not a social 
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enterprise. The concept is still early in its conceptual development as compared to a charity, a 

business, or a governmental agency. Sometimes, social enterprises are looked upon as a kind of 

magical, silver bullet for solving societal ills, which it most certainly is not. Social enterprises 

can introduce important innovation and flexibility to the CED space, but they do not work 

equally as well in all settings or on all community problems.  

During my studies, I have encountered at least 10 different definitions of social 

enterprise. The content of these varies by a wide margin. From these multiple examples, I have 

crafted my own definition which is an ongoing work in progress:  

A social enterprise blends the efficiency of the for-profit sector with the compassion of 

the non-profit sector. It’s a way for community-minded enterprises to avoid being overly 

grant dependent. Their goal is to be more financially, socially, and environmentally 

sustainable. This can be measured by the triple bottom line: People, Planet, Profit. 

 The word “blend” is crucial to understanding what a social enterprise is or is not. 

Bornstein and Davis (2010) describe how social entrepreneurs “comingle” social and economic 

goals. (p. 54) As such, they usually blend financing sources, too, including grants and donations 

as well as loans and investments. (see also Brooks, 2009) Funders and investors, then, must get 

more comfortable with risk, ambiguity, and complexity, according to Brest and Harvey (2008). 

They advocate for expanded program related investments (PRIs) out of foundation endowments, 

as well as other creative financing instruments like loan guarantees, loan interest buy-downs, and 

crowd-funding. They argue, “High-risk philanthropic investments can subsidize the cost of 

developing a technology with important social benefits that otherwise would not come to 

market.” (p. 123)  
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 As entrepreneurs adopt more socially minded, blended approaches to innovation so, too, 

do their investors. Brooks (2009) describes a growing trend in philanthropy: venture 

philanthropy. “Venture philanthropy,” Brooks explains, “refers to the philanthropic funding for 

social enterprises. . . .” These aggressive philanthropists are typically seeking large-scale social 

impact. They’re willing to make big, early-stage risks on social entrepreneurs, with the hopes of 

big returns. These returns, however, are not financial alone but also societal or environmental. (p. 

108) The same authors also describe an increasingly popular “hybrid” approach to philanthropy 

in which grants for non-profits and investments in for-profits are used in a complementary way 

to advance the same goals. (p. 255)  

 Important in the venture philanthropy space is the concept of social return on investment 

(SROI). Brest and Harvey (2008) define this as the savings to society resulting from social 

interventions. This is different from focusing on benefits to the individual, instead emphasizing 

the increased taxes paid and reduced need for publicly funded benefits and services from the 

person served. (p. 153) They find one social enterprise serving 31 workers having a benefit-cost 

ratio of 23: $23 returned to society for every $1 spent on one of those 31 workers. (p. 155) 

Brooks (2009) offers a simpler formula for measuring SROI, grounded in the principle of 

“blended value:”   

 Value of sales – cost of goods sold, - operating expenses = enterprise value  

 Grants and gifts – fundraising costs + social savings – social operating costs + increases 

in taxes = social purpose value. The debt carried by the enterprise is then subtracted, giving the 

final calculation for blended value. (p. 71) 

There is no one social enterprise structure. Some are legally considered for-profits, and 

some are legally considered non-profits. There is a spectrum. Social enterprises may have a clear 
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mission to improve society or the environment, just like a non-profit. But it may be funded by 

private investors and sales revenue much unlike a non-profit. Likewise, a social enterprise may 

have robust earned revenue and well-paid staff (unlike many non-profits). But it may also devote 

large portions of that revenue to social causes, more like a non-profit is traditionally thought to 

do. Take Patagonia. This is a for-profit business, and a strong performing one by any investor’s 

measure: financial returns, margin, growth, market share, etc. Yet Patagonia has done more for 

the environmental advocacy movement than many non-profits in that same space. Likewise, take 

Habitat for Humanity Restore. If you walk in to a Restore, you’re going to shop and make a 

purchase just like you would at any other retail outlet. Indeed, ReStore’s are funded primarily by 

those sales, with some supplemental grants. Restore does a social good by supporting affordable 

housing, it does an environmental good by keeping materials out of landfills, and it does both in 

a financially sustainable manner through sales revenue.   

 Ultimately, defining social enterprises is best completed along a spectrum. (Crosson and 

Watson, 2012) Rather than saying an entity totally is or totally is not a social enterprise, they can 

be mapped on a spectrum which moves from purely non-profit to purely for-profit and vice-

versa. There is much variation along the spectrum. Social enterprises blend their strategies and 

structures in an almost endless array of varieties. The challenges and opportunities will vary 

depending on where along this spectrum an enterprise lands.  

To be sure, there are limits to what can realistically consider itself a social enterprise and 

what cannot. A community volunteer group might hold a bake-sale to support its work. That is a 

business-like activity, yes. However, a bake sale is not a full business plan with significant on-

going revenue. Likewise, a for-profit law firm might hold a fundraiser for a homeless shelter. 

This is a charitable activity, yes. However, this fundraiser is not blended into the actual purpose 
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of the firm. To validly call itself a social enterprise, firms must have a societal mission “baked-

in” to their very purpose; activities advancing that mission must be obviously part of its 

operations each and every day.  

2.2.3 Legal Considerations Pertaining to Social Enterprises and Non-Profit Organizations   

 

There are many legal considerations for social entrepreneurs to consider. The laws and 

regulations of a 501(c)3 are older and more clear-cut. Rules for social entrepreneurs are still 

evolving. Special considerations for charitable organizations go back to this country’s founding. 

The federal government recognizes about 30 different kinds of tax-exempt, non-profit 

organizations. These range from cemeteries to churches to advocacy organizations. Unique 

among these many varieties of non-profit organizations are 501(c)3 organizations, whose 

primary purpose is charitable in nature. 501(c)3s are not only tax-exempt but also donations to 

such organizations can be deducted from a donor’s federal income taxes (if that donor itemizes). 

(Hopkins, 2009)   

 Contrary to popular belief, 501(c)3 organizations can turn a profit (the phrase non-profit 

is a misnomer, and many in the field are pushing to refer to themselves as a social purpose 

organization rather than non-profits). The issue is what happens with those profits. Whereas a 

for-profit firm would distribute those profits to owners or investors through dividends, non-

profits do not have such owners and investors and must re-invest the profits into the mission of 

the organization. An important caveat here is UBIT: “Unrelated Business Income Tax.” If a non-

profit generates money from an activity that is unrelated to its chartered purpose, then it will 

need to pay taxes on that income. Note: the law isn’t even saying the non-profit cannot undertake 

that unrelated activity, just that it must pay taxes if it does so. (Hopkins, 2009; Brooks, 2009)   
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There are some limits to the revenue non-profits can generate. IRS rules state that at least 

1/3 of an organization’s revenue must be from grants or donations in order to maintain 501(c)3 

status. Tom’s Shoes, for example, started off as a purely non-profit organization focused on 

reducing foot-born diseases in developing countries. Its shoe product became so popular that this 

1/3 rule came into play, so the organization decided to morph into a for-profit. Such a “morph” 

can become confusing to investors and donors alike. But the fact remains 501(c)3’s can do much 

more financially than many often realize. They can pay their staff well, they can invest for 

returns (within certain guidelines), and they can run strong lines of business.  

Many non-profits have been incorporating earned revenue and business principles in their 

operations since well before social enterprise became a trend. (Bornstein and Davis, 2010) Some 

I’ve talked to insist they were doing social enterprise before it was even called social enterprise. 

This is probably true. Non-profits are businesses too, and as such, must leverage all the creativity 

and problem solving possible to survive and, hopefully, thrive.        

 An organization either is or is not a 501(c)3, as determined by the IRS. Things get much 

murkier for a social enterprise. The federal government does not have a process for officially 

deeming an entity as a social enterprise. There can be for-profit social enterprises, and there can 

be non-profit social enterprises. The Obama Administration was the first to put the phrase “social 

enterprise” into more common regulatory and agency usage. Through the 2009 American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), President Obama created a first of its kind White 

House Office of Social Innovation focused on social enterprise as a means to alleviate poverty. 

(Bornstein and Davis, 2010) This helped grow REDF, mentioned above. However, the office did 

not survive after Obama left office. Many states now allow for “b-corps” which stands for 

“Benefit Corporation.” There are no real tax advantages for being a b-corp, but this designation 
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does enable a social entrepreneur to ensure the social or environmental goals of the business stay 

ingrained in its operations even if that business gets bought out or accepts venture capital. 

(Hopkins, 2009) 

2.2.4 The Pros and Cons of Social Enterprise Models vs. 501(c)3 Non-Profit Models: When 

Does One Approach Make More Sense Than Another?   

If there are no legal or tax benefits to being called a social enterprise or registering as a b-

corp, then why do it? Choosing to become a social enterprise or a 501(c)3 is primarily a decision 

about strategy and funding more so than a do-or-die structural decision (legal considerations not 

withstanding, as discussed briefly above). So the reason to build a social-enterprise model into 

your business plan or a social enterprise approach into your strategy is because it could enhance 

your ability to achieve your mission. It should be a decision more about organizational 

effectiveness and outcomes than financial inputs and bureaucratic technicalities. (Brody and 

Cordes, 2006)  

The best circumstances for a for-profit social enterprise strategy are those in which the 

business activities of the enterprise truly enhance the social or environmental mission and are not 

just ancillary to it. In other words, when the “blend” of business and charity is complementary 

rather than contradictory. This is what I mean when I say the social mission of a true ESE needs 

“baked in,” rather than just “on top of.” The social goals, then, are not just an added benefit of 

the business undertaken, but an explicit and intentional part of the entire purpose of the business 

in the first place. Likewise, a socially focused venture must “bake-in” non-grant, earned revenue 

to its financial strategy. Otherwise, it’s best to stay a traditional 501(c)3. While there may not be 

legal implications in calling oneself a social enterprise, there are severe consequences for 

breaking non-profit laws and regulations, especially relating to private inurement. Since a non-
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profit does not have an individual owner, profits it generates must not go to individuals but rather 

need reinvested in their mission of the organization. (Brody and Cordes, 2006)   

A food bank or a homeless shelter probably do not make sense as a for-profit venture in 

any way. Food banks or shelters could always incorporate some business practices into their 

operations, but the majority of their work will be grant and donation funded, as it should be. 

Likewise, a car manufacturer probably makes the most sense as a purely for-profit venture in 

almost every scenario. Such a firm should respond to the market, innovate within that sector, and 

find maximum efficiencies in order to deliver a safe, valuable product.  

Personal experience has taught me that maximum efficiency is extremely difficult to find 

in the non-profit sector, and some of that inefficiency comes into the social enterprise model as 

well. This is often on purpose. If the point of a social enterprise is to create employment 

opportunities for a person in recovery from Substance Use Disorder, then you are often 

purposefully hiring a worker who is untrained for their new job. Whereas a purely for-profit firm 

might hire a worker who can produce 100 widgets an hour (for efficiency’s sake) the social 

enterprise might purposefully hire a worker who can only make 5 widgets an hour. Patiently 

training and supporting that worker to get up to 75 widgets per hour is hugely valuable to society 

(and justifies grants or tax-exempt donations for doing so), but it is not very efficient (at least not 

in a purely market-based sense).  

Interestingly, supporting recovery from Substance Use Disorder is a space where many 

social enterprises are popping up. Some are non-profit and some are for-profit. One social 

enterprise in North Carolina provides furniture-moving and mowing services using a population 

in recovery. This population is not paid but instead receives free food and shelter in return for 

their services and in support of their recovery, a practice criticized by some labor-rights activists. 
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Café Appalachia, in Charleston, hires people in recovery houses to staff a local café. Recovery 

houses themselves are coming under scrutiny; most are for profit, and the relapse rates in these 

for-profit ventures are considered high by many. All of this raises tough questions: is a person’s 

health an appropriate market for profit-making activity? In this country, it certainly is treated as 

such. That’s a big variable in how the opioid crisis unfolded to begin with. More human-

centered, less market-aggressive social enterprises are an important vehicle for problem-solving 

in this complicated space. Whereas purely for-profit approaches will often not have enough 

patience, compassion, and social-service-like skills to achieve good outcomes for the lives at 

stake in the recovery process.   

If you are that social enterprise employing people in recovery, you will still want to 

realize value from those 5 to 75 widgets produced (even if you are well below the market-

standard of 100). Earned revenues from selling those widgets can off-set at least some of the cost 

of employing and training that person. The real business planning challenge becomes calibrating 

how much earned revenue and how much grants/donated revenue you plan on balancing. And 

success depends on finding this balance in a sustainable manner as opposed to a purely grant-

dependent strategy which can end a program the minute a grant is spent-down. Social 

entrepreneurs must balance both mission and margin in a near-constant, iterative process of trial 

and error. While quite difficult, this process does improve efficiencies over-time and helps a 

charitable-minded organization find some of the beneficial efficiencies of the for-profit 

marketplace, such as: reduced costs, increased productivity, and effective pricing.    

Certainly there are non-profit advocates who critique social enterprises. There are for-

profit critics as well. Bloom and Pirson (2010) find many social-justice organizers view social 

enterprises as “sheep in wolves clothing” which inoculate capitalism into reform efforts. “On the 
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other side,” they further explain, “many business school faculties see social entrepreneurship as 

an imprecise, compromised semblance of business practices and not at the core of their mission.” 

(p. 105) Kreutzer (2022) finds a similar tension but concludes a “head over heart” dynamic 

dominates the field at present, whereby business acumen is more highly regarded and rewarded 

than social-justice, organizing, or service-provision. In this paradigm, social investors and 

funders pick “the best (‘winners’) over nurturing the social entrepreneurial ecosystem.” (p. 1072)  

2.2.5 Examples of Social Enterprises – Field Notes  

While there are critics, there is also increasing positive momentum for the fields, 

especially as successful case studies multiply. (Bloom and Pirson, 2010; Bornstein and Davis, 

2010) The most impressive social enterprise I’ve encountered in my field research is Industrial 

Commons in Morganton, North Carolina. Sharing a commitment to economic diversification 

(similar to Coalfield Development), this social enterprise presents itself as a five business eco-

system. Also similar to Coalfield Development, the group is often criticized for “doing too 

much,” but believes a diversified approach is key to overcoming the mono-economy-culture of 

the region. Diversified work streams are also important for innovation and collaboration. One of 

the enterprises incubated and supported by Industrial Commons is a textile cut-and-sew 

businesses called Opportunity Threads, which describes itself this way:  

“Opportunity Threads is a worker-owned cut and sew factory based in Morganton, NC. 

Many of our workers are from the Guatemalan community and come from rich histories 

of sewing and weaving.  We specialize in upcycled and sustainable production for clients 

from our local region and across the United States.” (opportunitythreads.com/story, 

accessed June, 2023)   
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This enterprise is a well-performing, profitable business with more than 60 full-time 

positions but is also achieving extraordinary social and environmental outcomes. After two 

successful years of employment, employees (most of whom are Hispanic immigrants) become 

worker-owners. The business uses nearly all organic or recycled content. It requires no subsidy 

to operate. (Dennison, field notes, 2023) 

Opportunity Threads illustrates that while some purely charitable activities are not 

appropriate settings for profit-making, market-based approaches, there are other charitable 

activities which can be enhanced through business principles. Job training is most effective 

within actual job settings. Environmental remediation is best achieved through the actual 

processes and services of remediation and re-forestation. Dilapidated real estate needs creative 

finance and construction skill-sets to revitalize it. Each of these services can and should generate 

revenue for the firms promulgating the solutions. And regardless of legal designation, a social 

enterprise approach will often make sense within such settings. 

Another common business example synonymous with social enterprise is Grameen Bank. 

This organization, in the 1990s, spearheaded the global micro-finance movement. Mostly 

working with groups of women in rural, poor villages, Grameen dramatically expanded access to 

capital and entrepreneurship for hundreds of thousands of people. (Yunus, 1999) It did so with 

lower default rates than traditional banks, which stunned the purely for-profit financial sector. In 

this instance, a financing/for-profit lending approach to poverty alleviation innovated in ways a 

purely public or non-profit welfare program could not. And it did so at a profit, which ensured 

financial sustainability and contributed to an even greater scale of impact. Of course, not every 

poor person can or should be a social entrepreneur. Grameen should not be considered an 
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alternative to basic fundamental human rights such as food and shelter. But Grameen has proven 

a remarkable ladder to the middle class for thousands. (Bornstein and Davis, 2010) 

And this, again, is where social enterprise makes sense: innovating at the margins of 

poverty and finance markets to create new pathways to well-being. Basic services and safety nets 

are still needed and probably still should be non-profit. Once basic services are provided, 

however, it is often social enterprises which can create whole new approaches to opportunity for 

people most in need of those opportunities. In this way, social enterprises are often a bridge from 

dependence to independence for vulnerable people. For while a social enterprise is not the right 

solution in all settings, neither is a pure charity. Some non-profits, it could get argued, have made 

a lot of money by keeping many people dependent on them for survival. The goal should be 

honoring people’s dignity and agency, not keeping them as a “needy person served” on a grant 

report. Becoming staff for a growing social enterprise can spark such dignity in a way receiving 

food at a food bank never could. People can contribute and even become change-agents, rather 

than merely receiving a service.   

Finally, there are sometimes market-shaping or system-changing purposes which social 

enterprises can achieve. Economic research and development (“R & D”) is needed for new 

markets the same way its needed for new products. Brest and Harvey (2008) describe such 

situations when, “not-for-profit organizations have assisted business in adopting technologies 

that have external benefits but for which the financial return alone might not have warranted 

investment of the company’s own resources.” (p. 186) Renewable energy and 

recycling/upcycling are two examples explored in more detail.  

Here is a summary of advantages and disadvantages of a pure 501(c)3 approach:  
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Table 10 Pros and Cons of Non-Profit and For-Profit Approaches 

Pros Cons  

Can accepts most grants  Cannot accept venture capital or equity 

investments  

Donations are tax-deductible  Can confuse donors and customers  

Can endure some more inefficiencies for the 

sake of the social mission  

IRS/earned revenue rules can become a 

concern, if sales are successful  

Strong marketing/storytelling  Margin can become subservient to mission  

Through impact investing and ESG 

commitments, can potentially get the “best of 

both worlds” by getting both grants and 

investments.  

Heavier reporting/transparency requirements 

can give away secrets and key funder 

relationships (and executive pay)  

 

Here are advantages of a purely for-profit business approach:  

Pros  Cons 

Can attract venture investment capital  Cannot accept most grants  

Can sometimes attract more talented 

executive leadership with the allure of 

equity/ownership stakes  

Donations are not tax-deductible  

Potentially more responsive to market 

dynamics  

Generally less trusted in communities than 

non-profits 

Potentially more efficient  Mission can become subservient to margin  

Strong marketing story  Can potentially confuse investors and 

customers  

Can leverage ESG movement amongst 

investors (Environmental, Social, 

Governance)  

Investors can gain control over your original 

concepts  

No IRS rules or earned income limits to 

worry about  

May need more debt to operate, which can 

increase cash-flow-crunches  

Much less transparency/reporting 

requirements  

 

 

2.2.6 The Role of Social Enterprises in Community and Economic Development  

Social enterprises can be a potent force for good in the world. They will almost certainly 

be an important part of economic development strategies for decades to come. (Gupta et al, 

2020) Governments will continue better defining them and establishing rules for how they can 
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and cannot operate. Within the CED space, social enterprises play a unique role. Charities and 

public programs will always be needed to provide basic safety-nets as well as advocate for 

pluralistic causes. For-profit businesses will always be needed to find efficiencies and respond 

quickly to market demands. But in increasingly complex economic dynamics, and with 

increasingly pressing social and environmental issues, there are problems in the “gray areas” of 

society which purely non-profit or purely for-profit strategies fail to adequately address.  

The lines between non-profit, for-profit, and even governmental realms have been 

blurring for decades now. (Young, 2006) In fact, well before the idea of non-profit-based social 

enterprises was common, there were government-sponsored-enterprises (or, GSE’s for short). 

This includes Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, of housing fame. Since the 1980’s large-scale public 

programs have been largely out of favor. To fill gaps, many in government look to non-profits. 

Yet to fill these gaps in financially sustainable manners may often require earned revenue 

strategies. (Young, 2006; Gronbjerg, 2001)   

Politically, social enterprises tend to garner more bipartisan support than many other 

purely governmental programs. Liberals tend to approve of the social good and equitable focuses 

of social enterprises. Conservatives tend to approve of the market-based approaches of social 

enterprises and the fact that many social enterprises are encouraging the dignity of employment 

and work for people who might have been dependent on public programs before.  

Social enterprises have flexibility to innovate and experiment in ways a purely public 

program may not (because of the pressures of political/Congressional oversight) and a purely 

for-profit enterprise cannot afford (because of pressures to get returns to investors). (Bornstein 

and Davis, 2010; Gupta, 2020) Therefore, social enterprises play an important role in community 
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and economic development as social and economic research labs. Learnings from these labs can 

then lead to larger policy changes or market shifts.   

There are situations when purely for-profit or purely non-profit solutions will actually do 

more harm than help. For example, a purely for-profit agriculture company may well unleash 

harsh externalities such as pollution or inadequate provision to low-income customers. But a 

purely non-profit model of agriculture may not be efficient enough to get any crops to market in 

the first place. How can a better balanced blend reduce pollution, ensure maximum utility of the 

crop so as to ensure people don’t go hungry, and do so with enough financial sustainability to 

outlive cash crunches and grant cycles? Answering such questions is both the challenge and the 

opportunity of social enterprise.      

 Since my graduate school program in 2009, the popularity of social enterprise has only 

grown. It used to be that I would present on the topic and less than a quarter of the audience 

would have even heard the term before. Now, it’s common more than half have heard of social 

enterprise and feel a least somewhat familiar with the concept. This doesn’t negate the need for 

501(C)3’s, however. Ideally, social enterprises and 501(c)3’s can work in a complimentary 

fashion to truly solve the most pressing and complex problems of our time.  

 McMullen (2018) notes how the likelihood for socially entrepreneurial activity increases 

during, or directly following times of economic crisis. This can manifest as individuals seeking 

self-employment and entrepreneurship in response to unemployment or non-profit firms seeking 

earned revenue in response to budget cuts. This was the case for Coalfield Development, which I 

began just after the Great Recession of 2008 and as federal budget cuts took effect following 

Republican control of Congress in the 2010 midterms. What’s more, it makes sense that certain 

places with long histories of disinvestment and poverty make fertile ground for social enterprise 
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concepts. Since traditional for-profit entrepreneurship is especially challenging in distressed 

markets and since the need is so great, social enterprises can present themselves as a “bridge” 

from the highly distressed and broken markets of present toward more fair, sustainable, and 

diversified markets of the future. Finally, I was surprised to come across Williams (2007) who 

discovered rural and marginalized people having a greater propensity for social entrepreneurship 

as opposed to traditional for-profit entrepreneurship. Much more research as to why is needed.  

2.2.7 Social Enterprise in the Appalachian Region  

 Entrepreneurship faces greater challenges in rural areas as compared to urban. (Lyons et 

al, 2020; Aryal et al, 2018) Lyons et al (2020) say this is because many rural areas:  

“. . . lack economic critical mass, are often geographically remote, have fewer 

entrepreneurship support organizations, suffer from higher cost of business inputs, lack 

financial capital, have a lower-skilled workforce, experience fewer of the serendipitous 

encounters among individuals that spawn creativity and innovation, and generally lack 

the kinds of bridging social capital that fosters entrepreneurship.” (p. 113)  

These same authors conclude: “As such, rural areas require a more deliberate focus on nurturing 

entrepreneurial talent to overcome the challenges present in rural areas.” This includes the need 

for “ongoing personalized coaching . . .  based on their current and evolving skill status . .  . .” (p. 

113) Enter Coalfield Development’s Social Enterprise and Economic Diversification (SEED) 

Fund. We established the SEED Fund in 2017 as a way to support other social enterprises 

throughout the region. We knew (and still know) our one organization could not create all the 

new jobs needed in the region or support all the workers needing support and opportunity. Our 

vision is a vibrant eco-system of social entrepreneurs throughout the region. The SEED Fund 

makes equity investments in social entrepreneurs, and then provides in-depth technical 
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assistance. By incorporating a triple-bottom-line approach (people, planet, and profit), We are 

building an eco-system of climate-resilient innovators, leveraging the local-knowledge of 

proximate leaders in extracted, fossil-fuel communities. For example, we incubated the first solar 

company in southern West Virginia (Solar Holler, LLC), which is now also the first IBEW union 

solar shop in the region. This, from deep in the heart of what most know as “coal country.” Much 

more on this below.  

 Social entrepreneurship is not a widely adopted concept in the central Appalachian 

region. There are notable exceptions (including The Industrial Commons discussed above), but 

the concept has not gotten broad-based traction. In some cases, that’s simply about vocabulary; 

groups are social enterprises but just don’t call themselves that. In other cases, this lack of focus 

on social entrepreneurship is because there is less exposure to the concept as compared to what 

community leaders could access in coastal cities.  

A chapter of Social Enterprise Alliance (SEA) was launched for Appalachia in 2015, but 

the group has become dormant. (Crosson and Watson, 2016) Coalfield Development, Rural 

Action (based in Ohio), and Mountain Association (based in Kentucky) have collaborated on an 

annual convening for social entrepreneurship since 2015. The SEED Fund uses this Appalachian 

Social Enterprise Summit to scout new investment opportunities and has now invested in more 

than 60 social enterprises. Several Appalachian universities have courses on the topic, mainly in 

business schools. But I am not aware of any degree or certificate programs. Fairly prominent out 

of Ohio University is the Social Enterprise Ecosystem (SEE) project, which provides technical 

assistance to social entrepreneurs and conducts research on the topic throughout the region.   

In this dissertation, I am arguing social enterprise should be a key strategy for economic 

renewal in the Appalachian region. So why hasn’t the concept spread more rapidly? Multiple 



 

228 
 

Community Development Finance Institutions (CDFIs) are sitting on large investments funds 

targeted for Appalachia. The problem, they report, is a lack of “deal flow.” (Dennison Field 

Notes, 2017-2022) We contend the reason traditional investors are not finding deals on the 

ground is because they do not understand the socio-economic realities of rural extractive 

economies. They are not willing to take the early-stage, collaborative risks necessary for building 

up a new, diversified economy. Their dollars are too restricted, and their technical assistance is 

too short-term.  

A more vibrant economy depends on fostering entrepreneurship. But fostering 

entrepreneurship is particularly difficult in a place that’s been reliant on one industry for 

generations and needs economically restructured, a workforce that lags national averages in 

higher education, and where new investment is harder to earn than in cities. Coalfield has 

pioneered an innovative, scalable service-delivery model which embeds social enterprises in 

rural affordable housing communities. Over the next two years, we will launch new enterprises 

embedded in rural affordable housing properties. Some enterprises we will design and incubate 

in house. We will also scan for other viable ideas in the communities themselves through pitch 

contests and community-design sessions. These social enterprises then employ and empower 

low-income tenants through the holistic 33-6-3 model each week: 33 hours of paid work, 6 hours 

of higher education, and 3 hours of personal development. These enterprises create new jobs in 

sectors more sustainable than the fossil-fuel jobs currently dominating rural areas (and 

contributing significantly to climate change). Examples include: renewable energy, bio-based 

manufacturing, re-use and recycling, organic agriculture, technology, and the arts. Tenant’s lives 

are transformed as they become agents in the building of an entirely new, more just economy. 

Our largest enterprises are our green-collar construction crews. As developer and general 
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contractor, Coalfield has leverage to create spaces supporting our delivery of services and social 

enterprises. In-house work-crews enable us to build, own, and manage mixed-use, mixed-income 

facilities. 

Job training is important, but what if there aren’t many jobs available in a place to begin 

with? Our model is an answer—one that doesn’t put people in minimum-wage jobs but incubates 

entire new businesses that offer good wages and benefits. The “3” in our model empowers our 

employees to reduce debt, improve credit, and grow savings. We build rural people’s capacity so 

they can not only earn good jobs, but keep those jobs, earn raises, get promoted, thrive. We are 

pioneering new and viable economic markets that end our dependence on coal and diversify our 

economy: solar, organic agriculture, sustainable construction, arts and culture, conservation. We 

incubate and grow new businesses in these sectors. These businesses directly employ formerly 

unemployed people (including coalminers) who develop the skills necessary for the new markets 

to succeed and attract new investment to the sector.   

2.2.8 Is Capitalism the Solution or the Problem?  

 New markets are needed for a more diversified Appalachian economy to thrive. At least 

that’s what Coalfield Development believes. Others are more skeptical of capitalist approaches 

to CED. They push back on the emerging trends toward market-driven solutions to social 

problems. In the early 2000’s, CK Prahalad (2010) took business schools and policy schools 

alike by storm with his concept of the bottom of the pyramid. Essentially, these are the roughly 4 

billion “micro consumers and micro producers” (mostly based in developing countries). At the 

time of his book’s third publishing, these individuals lived on less than $2 a day. Prahalad argues 

the bottom of the pyramid represents, “a significant market and represent an engine of 

innovation, vitality, and growth.” (p. 7) He argues government and philanthropic approaches 
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have failed these people. His approach is heavily market-based, but argues traditional, 

developed-world approaches to entrepreneurship need changed. Controversially, but also most 

ground-breakingly, he argues the most viable path to successful entrepreneurship is through and 

with multi-national corporations (MNCs):  

“When the poor at the bottom of the pyramid are treated as consumers, they can reap the 

benefits of respect, choice, and self-esteem and have an opportunity to climb out of the 

poverty trap. As small and micro enterprises, many of them informal, become partners to 

MNCs, capital and effective transaction governance. MNC’s gain access to large new 

markets, developing innovative practices that can increase profitability in both bottom of 

the pyramid and mature markets.” (p. 125; see also De Soto, for similar arguments)   

To be clear, Prahalad and DeSoto are mostly considering international under-developed 

communities and individuals. However, there is potential relevance to the Appalachian context. 

Prahalad cites many assumptions made by MNCs about developing areas, which can hold back 

market development. These include assumptions such as the people in those places can’t afford 

their products, far-flung areas are not important to long-term strategy, the poor have no use for 

new technology, or poor and rural areas lack “intellectual excitement.” (p. 32) One innovative 

response to overcome such dynamics is what Prahalad calls the “single serve revolution.” 

Consumers in rural India could not afford detergent sold in western-sized containers, but that 

didn’t mean they had no use for the product. Once local entrepreneurs convinced MNCs to sell 

their products in smaller, single-serve containers, sales sky-rocketed.  

Critics of capitalism would argue this is exactly what chains such as Dollar General have 

done in rural Appalachia, and to the detriment of local businesses and the natural environment. 

Defenders would point out the need for affordable products amongst low-income people in these 
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areas, along with the fact most Dollar Generals are in remote areas not already served by other 

local entrepreneurs (or even Wal-Marts for that matter). Indeed, in a Wall Street Journal article 

from 2017, Nassauer notes how at Dollar General stores “Many popular brands are packaged in 

small quantities to keep prices under $10.” However, while the article credits the stores for 

getting daily-living products to under-served consumers at affordable rates it also notes most of 

the food sold is unhealthy, including popular sellers like Vienna sausages and frozen pizzas. The 

front page, top-fold story in a 2018 edition of Beckley, WV’s Register-Herald is titled “Another 

battle brewing: Rural community divided over “Dollar Store.’” (Farrish, 2018) Residents 

defending the store noted how their part of the county has “always been left out. . . . We have 

nothing down here on this end for our children, and we really, desperately need stuff in our 

community.” (p. 3A) But other local community members opposed the store arguing it was an 

eye-sore, that it would hurt other local businesses, and that it would violate the zoned purposes of 

the area which were “rural residential.”  

Ganz et al (2018) published a piece in Stanford Social Innovation Review entitled “Social 

Enterprise is Not Social Change: Solving systemic social problems takes people, politics, and 

power – not more social entrepreneurship.” In it, they argue social enterprises are founded on 

harmful neoliberal philosophies and that they “. . . distract from and undermine the critical role 

of an organized citizenry, political action, and democratic government in achieving systemic 

social change, by offering itself as a private, market-based alternative.” (p. 2) They argue social 

enterprises are incompatible with collective action for systems change. I vehemently disagree. 

Social enterprises are laboratories for testing the policy ideas which may spark system-wide 

changes sought by organizers. They are proving grounds. They are also vital engines of story-

telling, generating the kinds of tangible, hands-on experiences which purely organizing strategies 



 

232 
 

cannot generate through meetings, printed materials, or rallies. Organizers should view social 

enterprises as potential allies. Indeed, a 2015 analysis by Bhatt and Dubb found a majority of 

social enterprises studied “. . . in some way or another were engaged in politics.” They note how 

social enterprises engage community members in “achievable task[s] that build capacity and 

buy-in within the community.” (p. 23) This helps disenfranchised people “see how they fit into 

the larger picture.” (p 26) ESE’s are presented as “. . . a mechanism to layer practical, hard-skills 

training with deeper examinations of social structures and interpersonal relations.” (p. 39)  

Ganz et al go on to argue social enterprises have an “unimpressive track record” and 

engage in less rigorous assessments of their impact as compared to traditional non-profits. (p. 3) 

Strong evidence is not provided in defense of this claim, and I have certainly not found it to be 

true. If anything, personal observations would indicate the inverse concern: that traditional non-

profits are not nearly rigorous or comprehensive enough in their impact assessments. Either way, 

this dissertation will put forward a rigorous evaluation structure for assessing social enterprise 

impact and success.  

As if directly combatting Prahalad’s view, Ganz et al. argue quite strongly that neoliberal 

emphasis on the private sector purposefully minimizes the role of government:  

“This minimization of government’s role undermines the power of ordinary citizens, 

democratic politics, and the deployment of public resources to solve public problems. 

Citizens become customers, and, in the absence of constraints on spending, politics 

becomes a form of marketing. As a result, organizing the citizenry to demand public 

solutions to public problems grows increasingly challenging.” (p. 4)  
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 The problem is these pro-government organizers are losing the public’s hearts and minds 

in many instances. That’s certainly true here in Appalachia where trust in government programs 

seems to be historically low. Social enterprises can serve as more approachable, on-the-ground 

allies in reframing big, systemic issues. For example, Coalfield Development enterprises have 

hosted dozens of workshops and roundtables on racial equity, LGBTQIA, and environmental 

justice. People from far opposite ends of the political spectrum engage on these difficult 

conversations not because an organizer berated them to but because they are with co-workers, 

friends with whom they engage in the agency-inducing, dignity-affirming day-to-day work of 

rebuilding the Appalachian economy through the social enterprises which employ them. 

 Mojica et al (2010) seem to refute many of the arguments of Ganz et al, even if not 

explicitly so. They find entrepreneurship is an important strategy for economic development in 

Appalachia, arguing for “. . . the creation of an environment to encourage entrepreneurial activity 

as a strategy to battle unemployment.” (p. 3) They find more entrepreneurial regions in 

Appalachia have less population decline and create higher-wage opportunities for workers.   

2.2.9 Labor Elasticity and Labor Force Challenges in Rural Extractive Communities   

Issues of entrepreneurship are not at all disconnected from issues affecting workers and 

workforce development systems. Social enterprises could well increase the elasticity of supply of 

labor amongst the currently inactive workforce, therefore making this population more 

responsive to other federally-funded attempts to incentivize their continued activity in the 

workforce. But simultaneous efforts to increase the demand for labor from firms which pay good 

wages is equally important – or else, there aren’t good jobs to get trained for. Social enterprises 

can increase the elasticity of supply of labor when they intentionally recruit, employ, and support 

(financially, socially, emotionally and otherwise) long-term unemployed individuals. Such 
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employment and supports are often un-profitable for a purely for-profit firm.  Austin and 

colleagues (2018) warn: “Areas with high not-working rates might have extremely inelastic labor 

demand, so that few new jobs will be created because of subsidy.” (p. 186) In areas with high 

not-working rates (such as central Appalachia), many are experiencing more than circumstantial 

poverty in which a lost job creates short-term struggle. Many are, in fact, experiencing 

generational poverty in which good-paying employment has never been had to begin with. 

Individuals in such circumstances often must turn to government assistance for survival and 

often lack in-demand industry skill-sets. Enticing such an individual to forego public assistance 

can become expensive, and further complicated by the fact they are unlikely to have those in-

demand skills or higher education for higher paying jobs. Many who do have those skills or 

education have migrated out. So, for a coal community, a wage subsidy from WFWV might help 

a firm pad its bottom line, but it’s not likely to actually create very many net new jobs.  

There are several complex and complicated crosscurrents at play in the rural Appalachian 

workforce. And there are many barriers keeping people out of the workforce. Some of those 

barriers are appropriate and un-changeable. For example, a child or an elderly person should not 

be in the workforce. This analysis deals with those out of the workforce but with the potential for 

re-entry. Consider a prospective worker who is in recovery from Substance Use Disorder (SUD). 

Prospective because this person is not currently active in the workforce and therefore not counted 

in labor force participation rates. Perhaps this person’s addiction started after getting prescribed 

pain-killers for an injury incurred while working in the coal mines (quite common). This person 

was incarcerated for illegal drug use and is now trying to re-enter the workforce. However, their 

criminal record makes doing so quite difficult. The longer the person is blocked from re-entering 

the workforce the more likely they become to either a) relapse (and possibly face re-
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incarceration), or b) seek permanent government assistance and permanently exit the workforce. 

The elasticity of their labor supply has therefore decreased, becoming more inelastic. Indeed, 

Krueger (2017) does find depressed labor force participation and the opioid crisis as 

“intertwined.” (p.1) 

Concerns about labor demand elasticity apply from the employer perspective and by 

sector, too. Some economic sectors allow more elastic labor demand than others. Coal has a 

stubbornly inelastic labor-supply for workers but an elastic labor-demand for employers. In other 

words, coal companies have to pay high wages in order to attract skilled workers to dangerous 

work that can also have long term health effects. Ehrenberg and Smith (2012) reviewed data 

from more than 30 British firms to assess elasticity of labor demand at each. By far, the most 

elastic firms were British coal mines averaging between -1 to -1.4 elasticity of demand. This 

means if wages were to increase, for example, by 10%, perhaps from unionization, then demand 

for workers will fall by 14%Moreover, this means increases in wages for the coal firms analyzed 

correspond with overall reduced employment (often substituted through mechanization). 

Appalachia has seen a similar trend over the decades whereby overall employment in the 

industry has declined while wages in the industry and mechanization have increased. (Thomas, 

2008) . This likely reflects the boom-and-bust nature of the industry whereby there are high 

paying jobs during booms but low paying or reduced overall employment during busts. 

Monopsony is a potential counter-weight to inelastic labor-supply in coal areas, 

hypothetically empowering coal companies to pay less. When demand for workers is limited to 

only one firm or a few firms, then firms do not have to compete as hard for those workers via 

higher wages (this concept is related to monopolies in markets). Worker power is significantly 

diminished. Yet coal-mining is some of the best paying employment available in Appalachia. 
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Why? Unionization has helped counteract low-paying coal jobs. Certainly, coal mining was not 

good-paying work before unions. (Thomas, 2008) Also, more research is needed on the effect of 

boom-and-bust patterns on monopsony dynamics. It’s possible coal companies are willing to pay 

very high wages for short periods of time because they know a long-term commitment of high 

pay and liberal benefits during a boom won’t be necessary when the bust ensues. Initial 

anecdotal evidence does imply that most other non-coal-related, year-round jobs in southern 

West Virginia do pay low wages. Finally, Ehrenberg and Smith (2012) explain how many 

economists suspect state-regulated monopolies (such as utilities) actually pay higher wages 

because they can get greater utility out of higher-paid workers, then passing on the costs of those 

higher wages to customers. Ehrenberg and Smith conclude their thoughts on evidence regarding 

wages paid by monopoly firms as “. . . not very clear as yet.” (p. 76) And it’s important to 

remember these analyses are all about one sector: coal. While coal has dominated Appalachia, it 

only employs a small fraction today compared to only a couple decades ago. Workers (or 

potential workers) outside the industry have even fewer opportunities for good-paying 

employment and may indeed face monopsony dynamics in their small towns and rural counties 

(fast-food for example). Facing limited employment, in turn, could well contribute to reduced 

supply of labor as individuals choose to leave the labor-force all together.  

Public policy-makers and analysts have been aware of these crosscurrents for decades. 

Defining the challenge is quite difficult in and of itself. Crafting solutions is even more difficult. 

Many publicly funded job training programs have been attempted in the Appalachian coalfields, 

starting with the New Deal in the 1940’s and continuing today. (Thomas, 2010; Eller, 2008) The 

effectiveness of these programs is often called into question. (Baird et al, 2019) A 2021 report by 

United Mine Workers of America blasts insufficient “just transition” efforts for workers as 
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“wishful thinking so common in the environmental community.” (p.3) Far too often, people are 

being trained for jobs which aren’t actually available here. Same goes for business development 

programs. There have been publicly-backed loans for business expansion or even business 

startups, but these programs aren’t much good when there are not many viable businesses left in 

a place, or many entrepreneurs to begin with. (see also Peterson and Schimmel, 2019)  

Many publicly funded job training programs have been attempted in the Appalachian 

coalfields, starting with the New Deal in the 1940’s and continuing today. (Thomas, 2010; Eller, 

2008) The effectiveness of these programs is often called into question. (Baird et al, 2019) A 

2021 report by United Mine Workers of America blasts insufficient “just transition” efforts for 

workers as “wishful thinking so common in the environmental community.” (p.3) Far too often, 

people are being trained for jobs which aren’t actually available here. Same goes for business 

development programs. There have been publicly-backed loans for business expansion or even 

business startups, but these programs aren’t much good when there are not many viable 

businesses left in a place, or many entrepreneurs to begin with. (see also Peterson and Schimmel, 

2019)  

Social enterprises owned or invested in by Coalfield Development are real businesses 

creating real economic value. Actual new businesses generate new dynamism, which is crucial 

for areas with stagnating economies and broken markets. (Hartman, 2014) The gears of many 

local economies throughout this region have nearly ground to a halt. Designing technical 

assistance for businesses when there are not many small businesses existing in the first place is 

bad strategy. Training workers for jobs that do not exist is bad strategy. Social enterprises 

mitigate these concerns by creating the new business and the new job simultaneously. To be 

sure, some of our social enterprises perform better than others. To a certain extent, we consider 
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our enterprise incubation as economic research and development (R and D), testing which 

business models and markets are actually viable. We then share what we learn widely, invest in 

other businesses, and steadily grow whole new sustainable sectors. 

Social enterprises are vehicles for creating economic opportunities for marginalized 

people when the purely private market is not doing so. Dedrick (2014) reports, “. . . private 

sector firms invest approximately $150 billion in staff training and development. Unfortunately, 

it appears that most of this investment is spent on middle and upper management.” (p. 74) 

Because of both public and private breakdown, Dyer et al (2014) conjecture: “To reach the 

toughest to employ might require starting the pipeline to employment with social enterprises that 

offer quality entry-level jobs and training for those facing significant barriers and create explicit 

links and pathways to sector partnerships for career advancement.” (p. 99)  

Job creation has become particularly difficult in rural areas. Ziliak (2019) explains, 

“Based on several leading economic indicators, most notably rates of employment in labor force 

among less skilled men, residents of rural America are much further behind our urban 

counterparts today than they were fifty years ago.” (p. 101) Ziliak calls for active labor market 

policies that, in a two-fold way, bring “people to jobs and jobs to people.” (p. 102) Ziliak goes on 

to further support robust place-based policies for impoverished areas, building off a much-cited 

2018 article by Austin, Glaeser, and Summers: “Jobs for the Heartland: Place-Based Policies in 

21st Century America.” This article calls for subsidized employment and pro-employment 

policies (including a ramped up Earned Income Tax Credit) having more targeting “toward 

regions with more elastic employment responses.” (p. 151) Such an approach might work well 

for unemployed coal miners, people who previously earned competitive wages and are eager to 

re-enter the workforce for similar levels of compensation. However, this approach would not 
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affect people who have left the workforce and are on Social Security Income (SSI), therefore 

having lower elasticity and lower incentive to re-enter the workforce. Still, the authors argue: “. . 

. $1 spent fighting nonemployment in an area with a high not-working rate will do more to 

reduce nonemployment than $1 spent fighting nonemployment in an area with a low not-working 

rate.” (p. 223)  

In addition to direct support for low-income and unemployed citizens, Austin et. al 

advocate for more business support and infrastructure investment in distressed regions to “insure 

residents against place-based economic shocks, just as the federal government already provides 

some insurance against place-based natural disasters.” (p. 153) Direct funding for social 

enterprises could be included in such a place-based approach.  

2.2.10 The Appalachian Workforce: A Labor Force Participation Crisis 

 When assessing the health of a local labor force, many home in on the unemployment 

rate. But unemployment rates only measure the percentage of working age people who are 

unemployed and are actively seeking to regain employment. The labor force participation rate is 

the percentage of people active in the workforce. Therefore, unemployment rates do not capture 

people who have left the workforce and given up on employment altogether. Such individuals 

might include parents and in-home caretakers. Such individuals might include the elderly or the 

young. But people out of the labor force could also be disabled or choosing not to work for other 

various reasons. Whatever the causes, West Virginia has one of the lowest labor force 

participation rates in the nation. (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021) Southern West Virginia, 

in particular, has stunningly low labor force participation, as the chart below will show:  
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Table 11 Labor Force Participation in Southern West Virginia 

Counti

es 

County 

Populat

ion 

(total) 

County 

Labor 

Participa

tion Rate 

County 

Labor 

Participa

tion Rate 

(Percent) 

National 

Average 

Labor 

Participa

tion Rate 

(2021) 

Hard 

Num

ber 

Neede

d to 

Close 

Labo

r Gap 

County 

Unemploy

ment Rate 

National 

Unemploy

ment Rate 

(2022) 

Cabell 93,418 41,420 44.30% 61.60% 16,16

1 

4.60% 3.60% 

Wayne 38,498 15,570 40.40% 61.60% 8,161 5.10% 3.60% 

Boone 21,312 7,260 34.10% 61.60% 5,860 6.10% 3.60% 

Clay 7,892 3,050 38.60% 61.60% 1,815 7.70% 3.60% 

Fayette 39,927 15,980 40.00% 61.60% 8,624 6.20% 3.60% 

Greenbr

ier 

32,608 15,740 48.30% 61.60% 4,336 4.50% 3.60% 

Kanawh

a 

177,952 81,820 46.00% 61.60% 27,76

0 

5.20% 3.60% 

Lincoln 20,126 7,090 35.20% 61.60% 5,313 6.60% 3.60% 

Mingo 23,005 6,220 27.00% 61.60% 7,959 9.00% 3.60% 

Monroe 12,332 6,090 49.40% 61.60% 1,504 3.60% 3.60% 

Nichola

s 

24,300 9,090 37.40% 61.60% 5,880 6.00% 3.60% 

Pocaho

ntas 

7,841 3,920 50.00% 61.60% 909 5.00% 3.60% 

Logan 31,909 11,110 34.80% 61.60% 8,551 6.60% 3.60% 
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Mason 25,157 10,170 40.40% 61.60% 5,333 5.50% 3.60% 

McDow

ell 

18,363 4,290 23.40% 61.60% 7,014 8.20% 3.60% 

Mercer 59,097 20,620 34.90% 61.60% 15,77

8 

6.00% 3.60% 

Putnam 57,260 26,880 46.90% 61.60% 8,417 4.20% 3.60% 

Raleigh 73,771 30,080 40.80% 61.60% 15,34

4 

5.20% 3.60% 

Summe

rs 

11,908 4,470 37.50% 61.60% 2,869 4.70% 3.60% 

Webster 8,249 3,240 39.30% 61.60% 1,839 6.20% 3.60% 

Wyomi

ng 

21,051 7,180 34.10% 61.60% 5,789 5.80% 3.60% 

Souce: U.S. Census, 2019 (pre-pandemic)  

 While some of West Virginia’s labor force nonparticipation is caused by 

demographic trends, other causes include lack of economic and educational opportunity, labor 

market monopsony in economically depressed areas, and labor market friction, according to a 

comprehensive 2019 study on the topic by Nunn, Parson, and Shambaugh. They explain, “… 

impediments to business and labor market dynamism can weaken labor demand as fewer new 

firms are formed, leading to fewer opportunities for workers.” (Nunn et al, 2019, p. 17) With this 

finding in mind, it may be that social enterprises are particularly effective and important for 

geographic areas long struggling against disinvestment and economic distress (such as 

Appalachia, the Delta, native reservations, and certain urban neighborhoods). If better 
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employment options are created for low-income people by new or growing firms, then public 

assistance becomes less compelling.  A crucial benefit of ESE’s is the fact they generate net-new 

employment. This is particularly important for the southern part of the state which has been 

dominated by coal for generations. In fact, the coal camps of the 1910’s and 20’s are the epitome 

of employment monopsony, used often in the literature as a case study for the phenomenon in 

which one firm is the sole purchaser of workers’ time. Even after the rise of unions, the region 

has been dominated by the single industry of coal creating what many describe as a “mono-

economy” in which local people have very little agency in their economic choices. (Eller, 2008)  

Again, there are surely multiple causes for these low rates of labor force participation in 

southern West Virginia. Economists and policymakers debate the extent to which public welfare 

programs disincentivize employment. Many conservatives emphasize this as the primary cause 

of low labor force participation in the Appalachian region. It is certainly one of many factors, but 

the research I found indicated it only had an impact on the margins. West Virginia does have a 

higher rate of people on SSDI compared to the average across all 50 states. Surprisingly, it also 

has a higher than average rate of application denials. (Citizen Disability, 2023) A 2021 report by 

the Social Security Administration reports just over 47,000 West Virginians between the ages of 

18 and 54 receive the benefit. (Social Security Administration, 2021)  

Maestas et al (2013) use denied applicants to the Social Security Disability Income 

(SSDI) program as a control group to assess public-welfare impacts on decisions of individuals 

to enter or leave the workforce.  They find “Postdecision labor supply of denied applicants was 

an upper bound estimate of the potential labor supply of SSDI beneficiaries had they not 

received SSDI benefits.” (p. 1799) Those at the margins, for whom public benefits may affect 

labor supply elasticity, include younger applicants, those with lower earning histories, and 
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mental impairment applicants. Note that many social enterprises indeed prioritize these exact 

populations. The authors conclude:  

“Our estimates point to markedly greater residual work capacity among beneficiaries 

with less severe impairments, and imply that a policy with the effect of relaxing access to 

SSDI benefits in the initial determination phase would lead to an increase in the 

program’s labor supply disincentive effect.” (p. 1809)  

If a particularly old or young population is the only variable affecting low labor force 

participation, then there’s not much a workforce development strategy can do to increase the 

number of people active in the workforce. However, if there are working-age, non-severely 

disabled people exiting the workforce and instead relying on public assistance (such as SSDI), 

then a creative intervention to keep these people active in the workforce could have significant 

benefits for the community. Achieving these benefits can prove particularly challenging, though, 

since many people at the margins of accepting/getting approved for public-assistance programs 

face complex human barriers to well-being: mental illness, physical illness, lack of skills, lack of 

work experience, lack of education, lack of transportation, lack of child care etc.    

Social enterprises which prioritize the human development needs of hard-to-serve 

citizens could well increase the elasticity of supply for labor amongst the currently inactive 

workforce, therefore making this population more responsive to other federally-funded attempts 

to incentivize their continued activity in the workforce. Take, for example, a person who is in 

recovery from Substance Use Disorder (SUD). This person was incarcerated, and is now trying 

to re-enter the workforce. However, their criminal record makes doing so quite difficult. The 

longer the person is blocked from re-entering the workforce the more likely they become to 

either a) relapse (and possibly face re-incarceration), or b) seek permanent government 
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assistance and permanently exit the workforce. The elasticity of their demand for employment 

has therefore decreased, become more inelastic. Indeed, Krueger (2017) does find depressed 

labor for participation and the opioid crisis to be “intertwined.” (p.1) 

While greater funding (both public and private) for better jobs is needed in places 

experiencing economic disasters, the how of these new programs matters much. As noted in 

more detail below, my research indicates Workforce WV is not able to clearly report direct 

linkages between public dollars it has invested and actual net-new job creation. It does not seem 

the funds have been grossly abused, but researchers need to ask, “Was there a more effective 

way to go about spending those dollars?” This project will explore social enterprises as a 

potential alternative and make policy suggestions based on its findings. 

2.2.11 Considering Social Enterprises As An Economic Development Tool  

Social enterprise is still an emerging concept in the United States (Europe and Australia 

have more evolved regulatory and funding structures for them). Research is emerging but is not 

entirely conclusive on their effectiveness. As recently as 2010, a report by the Congressional 

Research Service concluded: “The evidence for or against is not well developed, metrics are 

weak and varied, and empirical research is limited mainly to case studies and anecdotes.” 

(Harrison, p.13) A fairly thorough review of literature reveals that new empirical research since 

this 2010 study is still not as robust as one would hope.  

                 Teasdale (2010) examines the potential impact of social enterprise on “disadvantage" 

using case studies. The article employs the European concept of social exclusion, "vaguely 

defined as, ‘a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a 

combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, unfair 

discrimination, poor housing, high crime, bad health and family breakdown.’" (Teasdale, 2010, 
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p. 94) This study reports that in the context of rural development, social enterprises often provide 

basic services that the private sector is unwilling to supply and that the public sector is unwilling 

to fund in full. Watson and Crosson (2015) also lay out why social enterprises are a good fit for 

rural areas, the Appalachian economy in particular. (p. 3) 

 A huge economic impediment to social enterprise development in central Appalachia is a 

lack of startup and a lack of business capital. This is a “chicken and egg” challenge. There is 

much debate about whether more funding would lead to more businesses or vice versa. I can 

report four different conversations with CDFI leaders who complain of a lack of deal flow in the 

state, reporting they have capital to deploy but not enough viable opportunities for such 

deployment. Huigens et al (2022) indeed find West Virginia has one of the lowest rates of new 

business applications in the country, totaling just 14,435 in 2021. That compares to 187,229 in 

North Carolina, 170,934 in Pennsylvania, and even 51,151 in Kentucky. (p. 30) Unsurprisingly, 

then, the state also has one of the lowest amounts of venture capital investments in the nation at 

well under $200 million total. Even some of the other under-invested states had much more. 

Nebraska, for example, brought in over $3 billion of venture capital in 2013. Idaho brought in 

just under $2 billion. 

2.2.12 Pros and Cons of Employment Social Enterprise Approaches    

Though not a silver bullet, social enterprises are a way to incubate new startups, despite 

adverse market conditions, and get the gears of a distressed local economy churning again. Over 

time, this can catalyze more private investment and traditional entrepreneurship taking hold and 

growing, thus alleviating investor concerns about a lack of deal flow.  

Table 12 Pros and Cons of the Employment Social Enterprise Approach 

Pros  Cons 
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Increased income and economic mobility 

for vulnerable people. There are a myriad of 

publicly funded programs designed to help 

low-income people. While some may provide 

direct income support, this support is usually 

temporary and not enough to actually improve 

one’s economic standing. An employment 

approach, via ESEs, could provide more 

permanent economic stability and, 

importantly, increase the likelihood of actual 

economic mobility via raises and promotions.  

Too small scale. Most social enterprises tend 

to have a smaller workforce. It is rare to find 

one larger than 100 employees. So a con is 

that the scale of the intervention may just be 

inadequate given the size of the problem.  

Increased labor supply and labor-

participation rates. By targeting services to 

the long-term unemployed and people with 

disabilities (or potential disabilities) on the 

margin of applying for/accepting long-term 

disability income payments, social enterprises 

could help raise the overall labor force 

participation rate (or at least keep it from 

falling even further than it has).  

Picking of winners and losers (increased 

government activity in private markets and 

unfair competition). By subsidizing social 

enterprises, the government could create 

unfair competition and crowd out other more 

efficient private investments. This would 

especially be true if certain industries were 

given preferable treatment (clean energy, for 

example).  

Decreased unemployment. A direct 

employment strategy is certainly an obvious 

and straightforward way to get unemployed 

people re-employed.  

Discouragement of public services for those 

most in need of it. Although employment 

creates dignity, some are not receiving the 

level of public support they truly need; over-

emphasizing employment could push these 

people away from services they most need.  

Possibly more effective than purely public 

or purely private approaches.  Purely 

publicly-funded and operated job programs 

have had mixed results. Without any 

connection to market forces, these programs 

may not provide adequate actual and relevant 

experience for the trainees and may not help 

grow impoverished local economies in any 

permanent sense. Likewise, purely private 

approaches often exclude the most vulnerable 

and under-invest in the well-being of workers. 

Social enterprises can draw on the strengths 

of both and exclude the weaknesses of both.  

Possibly less effective. While there is 

evidence of social enterprise’s unique 

effectiveness in serving vulnerable workers, 

there are arguments against their effectiveness 

as well. Some purely private employers view 

social enterprises as “distorted” firms in 

which the workers are not prepared for the 

“real world.”  

Possibly more efficient. Waste and abuse of 

purely public programs is well documented. 

Externalities of purely private approaches are 

well documented. Social enterprises, with 

stakeholders in both sectors, are forced to be 

more nimble, thorough, and efficient.  

Possibly less efficient. Similar to above, there 

are arguments that social enterprises do not 

find market equilibriums and thus distort 

supply chains and misgauge demand from 

consumers.  
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Potential savings to society from future 

costs.  There is evidence that vulnerable 

people who benefit from employment with 

ESEs are less likely to become a future cost to 

society (addicted, disabled, incarcerated etc.)  

Costs to tax-payers. Directly funding ESEs 

would create new transfer payments at tax-

payer expense. Although less so than larger 

stimulus programs, funding social enterprises 

would add to the national debt.  

Increased pride and dignity for vulnerable 

people.  As opposed to a welfare-payment or 

food stamps, an employment model upholds 

the pride and dignity of a low-income or 

vulnerable person.  

Potential for waste, fraud, and abuse. As 

with any public program, there is the threat of 

tax-payer dollars getting wasted and abused.  

Longer-lasting, longer-term community 

outcomes. Many government stimulus 

programs are transitory in nature. Therefore, 

any improvements of economic well-being 

(whether at the individual or the community 

level) are not often very lasting. Establishing 

new businesses and creating new quality jobs 

through these businesses could provide much 

longer-term benefit.   

Potential for politicization and stigma. 

Firms (and the individuals employed by those 

firms) accepting federal funds from this 

program could become overly politicized or 

stigmatized (“hand-outs”, “pork”, etc.). This 

could damage their competitiveness and 

effectiveness.  

More financially sustainable than purely 

public programs. As opposed to a purely 

public approach (such as the Civilian 

Conservation Corps.) social enterprises are 

non-governmental organizations. As such, 

additional non-government dollars can be 

leveraged (foundation grants, donations, 

investment, earned revenue) making the 

model more financially viable.   

Smaller firms could become uncompetitive. 

Because of the upward pressure placed on 

other non-subsidized firms to increase wages 

and benefits in response to the better pay 

provided by social enterprises (using federal 

funds to assist in such compensation), some 

firms may get forced to shut-down or lay-off 

workers.  

Increased wages. Typically, subsidized jobs 

pay more and offer more benefits than un-

subsidized jobs. This could benefit not only 

direct recipients but also other employees in 

similar positions at similar jobs by placing 

upward pressure on wages.  

 

 

2.3 Analysis and Summation of New Data - Cost Benefit Analysis: Comparing State Job 

Training Programs to Coalfield Development’s ESE Approach   

2.3.1 Local Survey Results and Beginning Framework for Cost-Benefit Analysis  

While ESE’s hold strong potential for CED they nevertheless receive very little attention 

in West Virginia. In this study, I compare ESEs to more traditional workforce development 
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efforts in the state. I will mostly focus on the benefits which accrue to low-income individuals 

served and taxpayers in West Virginia. However, there are also benefits from various job-

training and workforce development models for participating businesses. Popovich (2014) notes 

the following potential advantages for participating businesses: reduced labor shortages, worker 

skill advancement, reduced skill shortages, improved work quality, improved production and 

competitiveness, improved employee retention, reduced turnover, support for business 

expansion, and improved revenues. (p. 249)  

Coalfield conducted a survey of 15 employers in the Huntington, WV area. None of the 

companies surveyed felt they had the capacity to help employees overcome barriers to 

employment. Only half even had an HR department. (Coalfield Development, 2022) Employers 

acknowledge the need for more holistic approaches but lack the capacity for providing such 

approaches.  

 For a state facing the lowest labor force participation rate in the nation, figuring out how 

best to leverage federal funds to create new jobs and develop the skills necessary for West 

Virginians to fill those jobs is of the upmost importance. There is most likely not one “silver 

bullet” solution. However, it is likely current funds could be expended more strategically and 

more effectively. This study will help uncover ways to do just that. 

 A national leader in growing the ESE field (and a 2010 recipient of major 

Congressionally-allocated grant funding for a pilot program designed for social enterprises in 

2010 – the Social Innovation Fund) is REDF (Roberts Enterprise Development Fund). REDF 

explains the value of ESE’s well in a 2020 policy memo:  

“ESE’s include both nonprofit organizations and for-profit businesses operating in all 50 

states and generating an estimated $1.2 billion in revenue every year. What makes an 
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ESE different from other businesses is the mission-driven commitment to provide jobs 

and support for people striving to overcome major employment obstacles.” (p. 2 ) 

A 2015 study by Mathmatica Policy Research calculates that for every $1 in public money spent 

on social enterprises there is, on average, a $2.23 return to society for that social investment. 

(Dana et al, 2015)   

That there is a need for job creation and job training in many communities is not heavily 

debated. What is heavily debated is the best way to go about doing so. Toner (1985) compares 

wage subsidies to direct public employment in Australia and finds direct public employment 

programs “have a great capacity to incorporate more intensive formal skills training, and can 

more readily manipulate tax and employment multipliers.” (p. 56) Whereas wage subsidies are 

“most effective when they are least needed and most needed when they are least effective.”  

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal makes for a relevant historical case study. Academics 

vigorously debate the overall effectiveness of this massive and multi-faceted expansion of 

governmental involvement in the economy. (Hannsgan and Papadimitriou, 2010) The Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCC) in particular was an interesting experiment in federally funded job 

creation. More than 2,500,000 unemployed Americans (mostly young, and all male) were 

directly employed to work on public improvement projects such as tree planting and road 

building. While the experience did improve economic conditions and civic empowerment for 

most participants, there are many arguments that the program was either a) too small, b) 

paternalistic, sexist, and racist, or c) actually hurt economic recovery by crowding out private 

investment and helping to introduce overly-pro-labor incentives into the market. (Hoak, 2002; 

Shales, 2008) Congress discontinued the CCC after nine years of existence.  
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An important distinction between CCC and social enterprises would be that the CCC was 

a purely governmental program. Whereas social enterprises have both public and private 

funding. While such a blend does potentially create greater efficiency and financial 

sustainability, there are many risks. Dawson (2017) cites several underperforming examples and 

warns: “The hard truth is that most workforce practitioners and their funders have little 

experience creating and running an enterprise. This lack of business knowledge results in a 

naiveté about how to select appropriate business opportunities, properly finance and staff them, 

manage the resulting risks and leverage potential success.” (p. 1)  

Publicly funding ESE’s is a way to directly employ vulnerable people and spur economic 

activity in disinvested regions without launching a large-scale bureaucracy or simply sending 

stimulus checks to all people regardless of their vulnerability. Powell (2019) finds that American 

workers during the Great Recession who received tax rebates were more likely to take unpaid 

leaves of absences causing a reduction in labor supply. (p. 56)   

The effects of various forms of public assistance on the labor supply is an important 

element of this exploration into ESEs. Remember what Maestas, Mullen, and Strand (2013) find 

regarding the Social Security Disability Income (SSDI) program here in the United States: a 

significant number of recipients on the margin of program entry would have been more likely to 

enter the labor force had they not received that public benefit. ESE’s can reduce the opportunity 

costs and economic barriers of a worker on the margin of public-assistance-program-entry to re-

entering the workforce and rejecting public assistance. This is so because the quality of ESE 

employment, pay, benefits, and supports exceed what a normal non-ESE entry-level position 

offers. Lower-Basch and Young (2021) find that “When appropriately targeted, social enterprise 

programs can place more workers and families on a path to economic opportunity by reducing 
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racial, economic, and gender disparities.” (p. 1) That long-term unemployment is unhealthy for 

workers is well established. Direct federal funding for ESEs could be an innovative way to keep 

more people in the workforce and therefore keep the country’s economy more productive.  

In addition to hurting workers economically and socially, low labor participation hurts 

the productivity of employers as well. Yet employers are not investing enough in the up-skilling 

and economic mobility of their workers. Osterman (2014) finds that a large number of 

companies have cut the resources they devote to training while also expecting a higher level of 

knowledge from their employees. Purely private solutions to labor supply concerns seem to be 

just as inadequate, if not more so, than governmental ones.  

2.3.2 Assessing the Effectiveness of Traditional Workforce Development in West Virginia  

In addition to a general literature review on social enterprises in rural and/or Appalachian 

settings, I have explored the effectiveness of the Workforce Innovation And Opportunity Act of 

2014 (WIOA) in the state of West Virginia, and compared its wage-subsidy programs to a 

different approach for workforce development: employment social enterprises (ESEs). The 

ability of WIOA to create new jobs and promote new job-skills and improved well-being for 

low-income and unemployed people who face barriers to employment is considered. The value 

of the ESE model is explored as well. Use of WIOA funds to subsidize private employer wages 

is then compared to the more direct employment strategy of an ESE. Coalfield Development is 

used for comparison. Using this example, a cost-benefit-analysis is conducted to evaluate the 

economic value of the ESE approach, which leads to a policy recommendation. Both approaches 

being compared receive subsidy grant funding from U.S. Department of Labor as directed by 

WIOA. The research question for this section is as follows: Are federal Department of Labor 

Funds better spent on direct subsidy of private employers, or on direct job creation by way of 
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grants to social enterprises (generally housed within in 501(c)3 non-profit organizations)? The 

hypothesis is as follows: public investment directly into ESEs in certain sectors increases the 

economic benefit to the low-income participants, to the state, and to the local community in 

which the ESE is based. The certain sectors considered are: construction, light manufacturing, 

agriculture, and solar installation. This is hypothesized to be especially true if the dollar is spent 

in a geography dealing with economic shock or long-term stagnation.     

A decent amount of data is available from WorkforceWV (2021) annual reports. 

WorkforceWV is the statewide workforce development agency for West Virginia. This data is 

both financial and programmatic. This data is then compared to Coalfield Development’s social 

enterprise data (which is also available, in full). A cost-benefit-analysis framework is proposed 

for deeper analysis. An initial cost-benefit-analysis on the Coalfield Development ESE model, in 

particular, is conducted. The cost-benefit-analysis will follow the Kaldor-Hicks (KH) tableau 

format. KH’s are a more distributional approach to calculating a project’s costs and benefits. 

(Krutilla, 2005) Krutilla (2005) makes a strong case that this method is more transparent about 

who benefits from which project, and by how much.      

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, “WIOA is landmark legislation that is 

designed to strengthen and improve our nation's public workforce system and help get 

Americans, including youth and those with significant barriers to employment, into high-quality 

jobs and careers and help employers hire and retain skilled workers.” (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2021) This paper explores 2019 data, so as to avoid confusing the findings due to the COVID-19 

crisis of 2020. 3 This report only considers federally funded programs and not state funded 

 
3 Note: financial data is provided according to the states’ fiscal year, which runs July to July; however, the financial 
data provided breaks out COVID-19 emergency dollars from other operating dollars.  



 

253 
 

programs (although these federal programs are administrated by the state agency called 

Workforce WV).  

 

 

Specifically, within these federal dollars under consideration, I only look at those dollars 

which directly relate to job training and workforce development. This excludes the largest 

federal transfer flowing through WIOA: unemployment insurance. A concern is the fact not all 

of the funds allocated to the state by the federal government were expended on time. Some of 

this is accounted for in different fiscal calendars between federal and state government, but not 

all. According to the data available for 2019, Workforce WV only expended $45,158,697 of the 

$66,395,821 available to it in federal funds (see Graph 1 above). 

Here, I lay out a more thorough framework for analyzing the data that is available while 

also calling for more complete and detailed data sets from the state in future annual reports. In 

total, expenditures entirely focused on workforce development and job training totaled 
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Graph 1: Overall Federal Transfer to WorkforceWV- $45,148,746
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$21,451,403 in 2019 (see Graph 2 below), leading to the “placement” of 725 people into new 

employment (Graph 3 below). It is not clear if any of these 725 placements were new jobs 

created (net-positive additions to workforce demand), or not. In comparison, for that same year, 

Coalfield Development expended $2.1 million in both public and private funds, creating 92 net-

new jobs for low-income people (all of which were new jobs created - net-positive gains for the 

state’s workforce demand). The organization also placed 214 people in other private sector jobs 

upon those participants completing varying degrees of training with the organization.  

 

 

An additional report issued by the Appalachian Regional Commission (authored by 

Silverstein et al, 2012) helps to understand the context and scale of workforce development and 

job-training in the Appalachian region. This report also notes how murky the data often are in 

these kinds of reports. Data is not well delineated, broken-out, or divided, “making it difficult to 

interpret these findings in a meaningful manner.” (p. viii) Over an eight year period, the report 

summarizes $65 million in ARC expenditures on education and workforce development 

initiatives, resulting in 2,625 new jobs created. That equates to $24,761 per participant. The 
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Graph 2 - Job Training and Workforce Development Dollars, Specifically - 
$21,451,403
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average cost per participant for WorkforceWV is $25,642 (and $24,761 for Appalachian 

Regional Commission) versus $30,510 for Coalfield Development. All three figures include 

supervisory costs, administrative costs, and participant compensation (stipends and wages). 

However, Coalfield’s figure also includes supplies, equipment, and insurance for the enterprises 

which employ the participants. This increases the cost per participant but also increases the 

economic development multiplier effects for local economics. So despite Department of Labor, 

Appalachian Regional Commission, and Coalfield Development taking quite different 

approaches, the cost per participant is comparable across all three.   

Coalfield Development undergoes an annual financial audit according to federal Office of 

Management and Budget (OMB) guidelines. It collects programmatic data for quarterly federal 

grant reporting purposes. Its primary approach to adult learning is employing and paying 

individuals facing barriers to employment through the holistic 33-6-3 model each week: 33 hours 

of paid work, 6 hours of higher education, and three hours of personal development. Real on-the-

job work experience is key, so people facing barriers to employment are employed through 

social enterprises created by the organization. Sectors in which the organization owns and 

operates social enterprises (and thus are being studied herein) include: construction, local 

agriculture, light manufacturing, and solar installation. As of 2021, the organization has an 

overall budget of more than $4 million with more than 2/3 of this budget devoted to activities 

considered herein. 

 An important feature of Workforce WV’s wage subsidy programs (in contrast to a 

community-based program like Coalfield Development) is the fact they are entirely controlled by 

the state agency (and a few associated private contractors which assist with administration). 

Another approach would be to work with and through community-based organizations to deliver 
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these important job-training and workforce development activities. While one large union-based 

nonprofit (Human Resources Development Foundation, HRDF) does serve as one of the 

“associated private contractors” mentioned above, HRDF does not do extensive direct job 

creation (with a few limited exceptions). While still not common in West Virginia, many other 

state workforce agencies are beginning to look at non-profits and social enterprises as more 

innovative, more effective, and more fiscally sustainable models for job-training and workforce 

development efforts. (REDF, 2020)  

 

Whereas WFWV is almost entirely funded by federal transfers, Coalfield is leveraging 

more than 40 public and private funding and financing sources, earned revenue, and more than 

50 individual donors.  
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Comparing outcomes between Workforce WV and Coalfield Development is not a like-

on-like, perfect comparison. There are many differences between the two entity’s approaches. 

However, the comparison is helpful for setting context and shaping analysis of their different 

approaches.  

 Programmatically, Coalfield is going deep with a smaller number of people with very 

high barriers to employment over a course of several years. Whereas WFWV is trying to off-load 

its participants back into the private sector as fast as possible (with a typical participant timeline 

of only six months). Coalfield Development is supporting higher education for its participants, 

whereas WFWV is not. Coalfield Development is providing in depth mentorship and personal 

supports to a far greater degree than WFWV. These supports include milestone setting, network 

and support system development, counseling and social work as needed, and participation in a 

full curriculum for at least three hours each week. Again, and perhaps most importantly, the 

Coalfield model is also paid. Surprisingly, the total earnings of Coalfield’s 92 participants 

($2,024,000) nearly equal the total earnings of WFWV’s over 700 participants (approximately 

$2,866,000) indicating either a) a data error, or b) the fact that WFWV participants are gaining 

32%

2%52%

9%
5%

Graph 4 - Coalfield Development Revenue Mix

Federal Grants State Grants Private Grants Earned Revenue Donors
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low-paying, seasonal, or part-time employment rather than well-paying full-time employment 

with benefits (see Graph 6 below).  

Table 13 Comparing Metrics Between Workforce WV and Coalfield Development 

Shared Metrics  Workforce WV 2021 Metrics  Coalfield Development 2021 

Metrics  

Job Seekers Receiving 

Services  

725 307 

Job Seekers Receiving 

Referrals  

700 307 

Customers Placed in 

Employment  

725 92 

Employer Contacts Made 7,775 36 

Earning of Participants 

Placed in Employment  

$2,866,000 $2,024,000 

Credential Attainment 

Amongst Participants  

71.2% 82% 

Additional Community 

Members 

Trained/Credentialed 

n/a 214 

Souce: WV Workforce Annual Report (2021); Coalfield Development Internal Data  

A glaring problem with wage-subsidy programs (such as those primarily funded by 

Workforce WV WIOA pass-through funding) is they depend on the existence of available jobs in 

the first place. An overall supply expansion of jobs is more valuable to a distressed community’s 

economy than a mere transfer of employment from one firm to another, or even a firm adding an 

unemployed person to take advantage of the wage subsidy versus making a hire purely for a 

productive and valuable worker. This is so because the overall economic output needs to increase 

in order for maximum benefit to accrue.  

The quality of the employment opportunities being subsidized is an important factor as 

well. Many of the positions that do get enrolled in the program are often lower-paid, entry level 

positions. So the supply side of job-creation is crucial. Hennessey and Reed (2019) assess 

workforce strategies to increase labor force participation rates. They note the opioid crisis as a 
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primary reason for reduced labor force (which directly ties to West Virginia’s struggles to 

increase its rate), but they also caution: “The policy tools are blunt and poorly targeted: in most 

cases, the effects on labor force participation are only a small portion of the broader effects . . . . 

Economic growth and increased demand for labor, especially low-skilled workers, are the critical 

path to higher participation.” (pp. 95-96) WorkforceWV programs are indeed “blunt.” The 

dollars are spread across the state equally, based on population, and are not necessarily targeted 

to the highest-need areas. Even if they were, it wouldn’t matter much, because the highest need 

areas aren’t supplying good quality new jobs in the first place. A social enterprise approach, in 

which a non-profit creates the new jobs, could be an anecdote to this conundrum. However, 

initial conversations between the author and WorkforceWV indicate the agency frowns upon 

partnering with non-profit organizations for “fear of those groups double-dipping from other 

federal grants they already receive” as well as concerns that social enterprises “aren’t real 

businesses” or “lack the capacity to handle federal funds appropriately.” (Dennison, 2012)   

Even in the areas of West Virginia and rural Appalachia where there is modest job 

creation and the wage subsidy programs are administered more efficiently, the overall approach 

has flaws. In an article on sectoral-based workforce development challenges, Maureen Conway 

explains a tension in the current workforce development system. This tension is between 

focusing on the human development needs of people who face barriers to employment and the 

economic needs of businesses who need to increase productivity. (2014; see also Hartman, 2014 

and Sen, 1999) She concludes: “Workforce Development Boards generally focused more on the 

business side of this equation.” (p. 54) This can lead to low-income participants in these wage 

subsidy programs quickly losing the new job placements they gain due to “human-element 

challenges” such as: lack of transportation, lack of child-care, no health-insurance, lack of life-



 

260 
 

skills etc. In building the entire workforce development system around businesses rather than 

workers, there is significant disincentive for those businesses to patiently train and support 

workers with low skill-levels.    

2.3.3 Cost Benefit Analysis: Exploring Benefits and Transfers of the Two Models   

I will now turn to designing a full cost-benefit-analysis for the ESE approach, using 

Coalfield Development as the test case. I will justify the figures used and present a full tableau. 

Precise valuations for the benefits, transfers, and costs are extremely difficult to precisely 

ascertain. Therefore, I will err on the side of conservative estimations in order to assure 

credibility.   

Cost-Benefit analysis expert Kerry Krutilla (2009) warns:  

“The commonest mistake for non-professionals to make is to mix up financial transfers 

with economic values. For example, new income that a project will generate in a region is 

often touted as a benefit. But income is not a benefit . . . . it is not an economic valuation 

for a good or service. Rather, it is a transfer payment from employers to employees. It 

nets to zero in the conventional CBA framework. Likewise, the tax revenue a project 

generates is often touted as a benefit. But tax payments are a transfer between those who 

pay the revenues and those who receive them.” (p. 12)  

The benefits of WFWV’s wage subsidy programs are straightforward: firms get new 

workers (who are hopefully productive). Society is improved by these workers re-entering the 

labor force. The benefits of Coalfield’s model are quite similar, with one key exception: 

Coalfield’s model actually results in net-positive new job creation. Additionally, Coalfield 

Development has the higher education component through Community and Technical College 

partnerships, which WFWV does not. While several of the benefits on the tableau attached are 
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listed the same for each, the valuations would differ. And, the stakeholders to which the benefits 

and costs accrue would differ as well.  

Benefits  

• Social Benefit. The valuation of “social benefit” is both most important and most 

difficult. Research on the ill-effects of unemployment is extensive: higher 

likelihood of addiction and alcoholism, higher incidence of mental health 

disorder, financial instability etc. (Arthur, 1995; Liem, 1982; Karston, 2006)   

And research on the benefits of good-paying employment is common as well: 

increased earnings, increased well-being, increased economic mobility etc. (Rotz, 

2015; Acs et all, 2018). A 2015 study by Mathmatica Policy Research calculates 

that for every $1 in public money spent on social enterprises there is, on average, 

a $2.23 return to society for that social investment. (Rotz et al., 2015) For 

simplicity’s sake, we use the REDF estimate of average ROI (in terms of dollars) 

for ESE’s: $2.00. The authors note how social enterprise employees are less likely 

to become re-incarcerated and re-addicted. I take the average Coalfield 

Development participant’s annual wages ($25,000, on average) and multiple it by 

two, then multiply that result by the total number of participants (92) giving us a 

figure of $4,600,000. I then break this figure up across the different stakeholders 

realizing the value. I do this in equal quarters, however more research is needed to 

more precisely allocate the value. The individuals realized value because of the 

increased well-being and income associated with full-time employment. The state 

realized value because of the reduced harm to society resulting from 

unemployment. The community realizes value because it has productive members 
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of society once again. And the federal government realizes value because 

members of the workforce are now less dependent on it for survival and the 

nation’s labor force participation rate has increased.   

• Worker Productivity. Lensberg et al (2013) do an excellent job of reviewing 

multiple ways of measuring worker productivity and establishing the 

shortcomings of each mode. The “human capital” approach uses wages as a proxy 

measure of staff output and assumes the values of wages is equal to employee 

output based on the economic theory of that employer utilizing labor until the 

marginal value of a worker’s productivity equals the marginal cost of labor. The 

“friction cost” method is harder to gauge and accounts for various ways a firm can 

make up for lost productivity (over-achieving and under-achieving staff, training, 

technology etc). Finally, there is a multiplier approach which assumes a worker’s 

productivity rather than the wages they receive. This is probably the better 

approach, but it is too technical for this report. We will use the “human capital” 

method: $467,364/$2,300,000 = .2 (20%) analyze. This is a very low figure and 

represents the fact that while ESE’s do tremendous societal good, they are not 

highly financially profitable entities (remember the widgets example from 

earlier).  

• Economic Multiplier Effect. Establishing new businesses and business activity in 

a distressed community certainly has a multiplier effect. Exactly what that figure 

is proves extremely difficult to measure precisely. Coppedge (2011) defines a 

multiplier effect this way: “the total impact on income or business activity that 

results from this initial investment.” (p. 1) He also warns that calculations of 
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multiplier effects are often “loose” and inaccurate. Two common mistakes 

involve confusing “turnover” and “value-add” for multipliers, when in fact, the 

concepts are different. He offers a final rule of thumb: “the total economic impact 

on income within a state is less than twice the original new income. A multiplier 

that exceeds 2 should be subjected to critical review before acceptance or use in 

further analyses.” For this study, I will remain conservative and use a multiplier 

of 1.5. However, I strongly recommend further research on the topic as anecdotal 

evidence would illustrate a much higher figure. I add the new wages (which 

would not have been paid out in the community if not for the existence of the 

social enterprise) to the direct spending on the project. I multiply this by 1.5 for a 

figure of $4,210,455. I apply this figure to the local community. This would 

clearly benefit the state as well, but there was not a clear way to accurately 

delineate what percentage should go to the county and what should go to the state. 

Note: this is different from social benefit because it relates specifically to what 

happens for other local businesses with dollars spent locally. Whereas “social 

benefit” is measuring societal improvements more broadly as a result of the 

intervention (including reduced government spending), the multiplier effect is 

about dollars spent and re-spent in the local economy at other local businesses.    

Again, a crucial benefit of ESE’s is the fact they generate net-new employment. This is 

particularly important for the southern part of the state which has been dominated by coal for 

generations. In fact, the coal camps of the 1910’s and 20’s are the epitome of employment 

monopsony, used often in the literature as a case study for the phenomenon in which one firm is 

the sole purchaser of workers’ time. Even after the rise of unions, the region has been dominated 
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by the single industry of coal creating what many describe as a “mono-economy” in which local 

people have very little agency in their economic choices. (Eller, 2008) Indeed, Austin and 

colleagues (2018) warn: “Areas with high not-working rates might have extremely inelastic labor 

demand, so that few new jobs will be created because of subsidy.” (p. 186) In other words, for a 

coal community, a wage subsidy from WFWV might help a firm pad its bottom line, but it’s not 

likely to actually create net new jobs. 

Many of the businesses Coalfield starts are environmentally-responsible businesses that 

have a triple bottom line (meaning they measure success not just by financial profit but also by 

social and environmental value). As such, this list should include an environmental benefit, too. 

However, more research is needed to better quantify that value. An influential study by John 

Krutilla (1967) on the economic value of environmental protection led to a proliferation of 

contingent valuation methods used for the purpose of placing a financial value on environmental 

outcomes. A strong base of research is available for this dimension. (Portney, 1994)    

Transfers  

The transfers are less clear, but important to parse out. As a result of both models, 

workers receive new wages. Businesses pay new taxes. Workers pay new taxes as well.  

• Wages. The average annual wage for a Coalfield Development participant is 

$25,000. We multiply that by the number of participants in 2019 (92) to get the 

figure presented of $2,300,000. This is a transfer from Coalfield to participants.  

• Business taxes. The average business taxes paid by Coalfield Development social 

enterprises are $2,500 per year. This is a transfer from Coalfield to state 

government. Social enterprises also pay a Sales Tax on all products sold, but I 

was not able to tabulate in time for this report.  



 

265 
 

• Tuition. Coalfield Development participants, through the “6” in the 33-6-3 model, 

are enrolled in local Community Colleges. The average annual tuition is $10,000 

per student per year. This is almost always paid for via federal Pell grants. This is 

a transfer from the federal government to the Community and Technical Colleges 

(CTCs).  

• Income taxes. The average income tax paid by people in the income brackets most 

common for this program = $1,369 (IRS, 2021). Multiplied by 92, this gives us 

$125,948. This transfers from the participant to the federal government.  

• Worker Public Assistance. Interestingly, in the Kaldor-Hicks model, workers 

losing their public benefits upon reentering the workforce is actually only viewed 

as a transfer (rather than a societal benefit or a participant cost); for workers, it’s a 

transfer away from them and back to the federal government. Research was 

conducted to assess average annual payments for recipients of the following 

programs: Medicaid ($4,698/annually x 92 = $56,376), TANF ($374/month x 92 

x 12 = $412,896), SNAP ($117/month x 92 x 12 = $129,168), Unemployment 

Insurance ($243/month x 92 x 12 = $268,272), and Section 8 housing choice 

vouchers ($9,400/annually x 92 = $112,800).  (Medicaid, 2021, Congressional 

Research Service, 2021; Department of Labor, U.S., 202; KFF, 2021; 

Congressional Budget Office, 2021) This totals to $979,512. Not every participant 

receives each of these forms of public assistance. More detailed data analysis is 

needed to figure out exactly how many receive which forms of assistance. In the 

interest of being conservative, I will cut the cost in half before entering it into the 

tableau. This gives us a cost of $489,756.  
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“Blended Value” and Social Return on Investment  

We can measure “blended value” according the following formula, and based on the 

organization’s budgetary information provided above. (Brooks, 2009):  

 Value of Sales: $467,364 

-COGS: $460,824 

-Operating Expenses: $2,679,810 

+Socially-focused Grants and Donations: $3,000,000  

-Socially-focused Fundraising Expenses: $11,037  

+Social Cost Savings (people coming off public assistance): $489,756 ($798,909) 

-Social Operating Costs (cost of training fees, salaries of instructors and support staff): $352,107  

+Increase in Paid Taxes: $128,000 ($565,802)  

-Debt: $225,000 

=Total Blended Value: $340,802 representing a social return on investment (SROI) of 14%.  

Put in context, a 10% ROI in most private sector markets would be considered very strong.  

Costs  

• Worker leisure time. An important consideration for assessing the net benefits and costs 

of workforce development initiatives is worker leisure time. Leisure time includes rest, 

personal care, entertainment etc. This is especially true when trying to incentivize the 

chronically unemployed and underemployed to re-enter the workforce and forego non-

working leisure time. Again, precise valuation is very difficult and will depend on the 

individual preferences. Jara-Diaz et. al (2007) compare wages and the value of leisure for 

workers in three different countries. The valuation of leisure varies widely in each setting 

from approximately 60% to 90% of the value of wages. For this study, we will 
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conservatively estimate 50%. For an average annual wage of $25,000 that’s $12,500 x 92 

participants, totaling $1,150,000  

• Direct expenditure: These are the supplies, equipment, insurance etc. directly spent on the 

programming to create the ESE positions and supports. This does not includes wages, 

which are a transfer. Also included here is the average cost of a Community College to 

provide one year of education to a student: $9,000 (Johnson, 2021) Finally, the cost of 

federal grants to the organization are included here as well: $893,954. Note: this only 

accounts for federal grants directly relating to the social enterprise programing and not 

other federally funded aspects of the organization.  

• Administration: These are the “back-office” expenses necessary to operate the program, 

such as accounting and maintenance. The figure of $224,947 is derived directly from the 

organization’s audited financials.  

This finally leads us to the actual tableau. Krutilla (2005) explains, “The Kaldor-Hicks 

Criterion is to sum the net effects of the project on all stakeholders. If that sum is positive, the 

project passes the Kaldor-Hicks Criterion, and is recommended under this particular decision 

making standard.” (p. 13) The final tableau, as illustrated below, finds tremendous positive 

economic effects of the ESE model. As stated multiple times, I have been exceedingly cautious 

and conservative with my valuations, yet the net positive result is still $6,216,948. Even if we 

were to cut this in half, public investments in an ESE like Coalfield Development would be 

justified. Only the firm (Coalfield Development) realizes a negative figure. This partially makes 

sense, because the firm is, after all, a non-profit corporation. However, due to the enormous 

positive economic value it is creating, policy-makers would be well-served to find more robust 

ways to support such firms. Please be cautioned: this is only an initial framework. More 
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thorough valuation and computation is needed to show various discount rates as well as to 

explore how benefits and costs change over time. Given the value of employment and education 

to one’s life-time earnings, it’s highly likely the benefits would only increase in value. 

Table 14 Kaldor-Hicks Tableau 

  

Training 

Participants 

Firm 

(Coalfield) 

Community 

Colleges 

State of 

WV 

Local 

Community 

Federal 

Govt.    

Benefits                

Social Benefit 1,150,000     1,150,000 1,150,000 1,150,000 4,600,000 

Worker 

Productivity   467364         467,364 

Economic 

Multiplier         4,210,455   4,210,455 

Transfers             0 

Wages 2,300,000 -2,300,000         0 

Business Taxes  -2,500     2,500     0 

Tuition -10,000   10,000       0 

Income Taxes -125,948         125,948 0 

Worker Public 

Assistance -489,756         489,756 0 

Costs              0 

Worker 

Leisure -1150000           

-

1,150,000 

Direct 

Expenditures   -782,970 -9,000     -893,954 

-

1,685,924 

Admin Costs   -224,947         -224,947 
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TOTAL 1,671,796 -2,840,553 1,000 1,152,500 5,360,455 871,750 6,216,948 

 

2.3.4. Cost-Benefit Analysis and Recommendations  

 Clearly, the ESE approach has great value for low-income participants and for 

communities. The more traditional private-wage subsidy taken by WorkforceWV has value as 

well, and potentially more so for the private firms involved (as compared to a pure ESE 

approach). I recommend that Workforce WV increase support for ESEs out of its current WIOA 

funding. I do not recommend ending the wage-subsidy programs, but the evidence put forward in 

this report clearly demonstrates the high value created by ESE’s. As noted in the background 

portion of this report, WorkforceWV has a budgetary set aside for “special projects.” In 2019, 

only 3% of the entity’s expenditures went toward special projects. The projects require approval 

from the governor’s office. I recommend doubling this figure with an emphasis on direct 

financial support for ESE’s. The result will most likely be improved economic well-being for 

some of the state’s most vulnerable people, increased economic mobility, and greater economic 

development.   

2.4 Employment Social Enterprise Proposed Program Design 

2.4.1 Tactics and Approach  

Coalfield Development’s goal is not to own and control all the social enterprises needed 

in central Appalachia. We do not seek to simply expand, open new offices, and own and control 

all new ideas. Rather, we envision an ever-expanding eco-system of social entrepreneurs and 

enterprises. These entrepreneurs will share fundamental principles and values, but their work will 

look different in each case. Diversity is considered a strength throughout this ecosystem. Impact 

is collective, but tactics are decentralized, allowing innovation and creativity to thrive. We agree 

with Hartman when he writes:  
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“But co-evolutionary institutional changes and concrete policies are also necessary to 

promote the success of the local entrepreneurs and allow them to engage in trial-and-error 

activities. This implies the need to create a prolific network of supportive institutions, 

diffusing information, promoting interactive learning and also competition between the 

different agents and enabling high quality entrepreneurship that contributes both 

economic diversification and human development.” (p. 159)  

 A 2022 report by Notre Dame’s “Business on the Frontlines” program found a need for 

such a program in Appalachia. While there are some existing services for some entrepreneurs, 

the report found these were “not enough in terms of investment into these companies because of 

their early-stage and high-risk status.” (Huigens et al, 2022, p. 6)  

Effective social entrepreneurship must adhere to many of the broadly accepted best 

practices cited below (especially alignment with blended value). But it must also account for the 

unique challenges and distinct dynamics defining the CED space in the region. Coalfield 

Development, through its Social Entrepreneurship and Economic Diversification (SEED) Fund, 

has the expressed goal of building social enterprise capacity in the region. This initiative will be 

available to a wide range of enterprises at various stages of development, but a particular 

emphasis is placed on early-stage ventures since they have the hardest time finding support. 

Harkening back to debates on the definitions of what does or does not constitute a social 

enterprise, the SEED fund will focus on sales-generated, earned-revenue enterprises. Non-

profitable, yet still innovative and important social impact concepts will get referred to the 

Capacity Building program described in section one. Legal structure is less important; both 

501(c)3 and for-profit structures are eligible, so long as there are legimate social purposes 
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advanced and legitimate market opportunities financially realized. Enterprises participating in 

SEED must align with certain sustainable sectors prioritized by Coalfield.  

2.4.2 Guiding Principles  

This process is based on the following principles:  

1) Strategic risk-taking. In researching this dissertation, dozens of conversations 

with other lending bodies (including Community Development Finance 

Institutions - CDFIs), have revealed that most funds in the Appalachian region are 

frustrated by a lack of “deal-flow.” They are not finding enough viable concepts 

in which to invest. We believe more risk at earlier stages is necessary for 

accelerating deal flow in the region. We are more comfortable with risk and losses 

than CDFIs.   

2) Multi-directional. In forming this community of practice, we will not only teach 

our enterprises, but we will also learn from them as well. We will deeply respect 

their lived experience, on-the-ground knowledge, and unique expertise. Rather 

than growing one big social enterprise internal to our one organization, we are 

trying to grow an ecosystem of many enterprises in many communities. Stubbs et 

al (2022) define a business ecosystem this way: “an economic community of 

interdependent stakeholders organically conducting business activities with a 

shared purpose, accomplishing something more important than they can do on 

their own.” (p. 1099) Sara Horowitz (2021) calls for a new economy of 

“mutualism” in which viable economic models advance social justice. While 

certainly focused on social justice, Horowitz calls for entrepreneurs, unions, and 

other socially responsible organizations banding together not under government 
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programs but rather through market-based, mutually beneficial economic 

arrangements. “What if we were able to harness today’s unprecedented 

interconnectivity to build an unprecedented economic interconnectivity, a long 

tail with millions or even billions of dollars running through new collectivized 

networks?” (p. 15). SEED Fund finds this question compelling and seeks to build 

the kinds of reciprocal dynamics Horowitz describes. We envision our ecosystems 

evolving past transactions and into the realm of historic collaborations towards 

large-scale change for our region.  

3) Simultaneous. Coalfield Development is a direct-service practitioner. In addition 

to investing in other social enterprises, we own and operate several of our own. At 

the same time we’re investing in other enterprises, we’ll be operating several 

social enterprises ourself through which we are able to run experiments, test 

models, and do research and development in real-time. Again, we envision a 

mutualist network of interconnected enterprises, including our own.  

4) Humble learning. Along with our partners, we will constantly pursue new insight, 

more knowledge, and better data to improve our program designs and decisions.  

5) Transparent. As we gather new information or new insights (especially regarding 

funding), we will quickly share them and not hoard them. We disclose publicly 

the investments we make and the amounts of those investments.  

6) Tailored and flexible. We will not treat any one investee the same. We will seek 

to deeply understand each individual partner and uniquely design supports and 

interventions accordingly. We will change these approaches in real-time, as 

needed.  
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7) Long-term. We make long-term equity investments, rather than short term loans. 

We take ownership stock in our investees. We will stay deeply engaged with our 

partners until our support is no longer needed or feasible. Note: there are some 

strategic exceptions when we’ll consider short-term capital to unlock long-term 

opportunities.  

8) Funded. We will share our financial resources. We will not expect community 

leaders and social entrepreneurs to expend large amounts of their time without 

compensation.  

9) Accountable. We will hold ourselves accountable to the commitments we make. 

We will ask our partners to call us out when we don’t. Likewise, we will hold our 

partners accountable to the commitments they make. We will be rigorous in 

pursuing tangible CED outcomes which contribute to improved overall systems 

for our target audiences.   

10)  Community-based. Although there are many similarities across various rural 

communities, there are also important differences and nuances. The real solutions 

to community problems will ultimately live with the members of that community 

who have roots there and are committed to the long-term effort required to see 

solutions through. We value and invest in proximate leaders.  

2.4.3 Fund Structure 

Coalfield Development’s SEED Initiative seeks to incubate and grow employment-based 

social enterprises in extraction-based rural communities that create opportunity for individuals 

and people facing barriers to employment (including low-income, unemployed, minority, and 

recovering from SUD). Thus far, SEED has invested just under $1 million in more than 60 social 
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enterprises. The end goal of all social enterprises incubated is the development of new, living 

wage jobs in formerly EBCs. Additionally, incubated enterprises focus on creating on-the-job-

training, higher education opportunities, and personal development for their employees, 

especially mission hires, as well as having a positive impact on the broader community and the 

environment. To do this well, and to find long-term success, the incubated businesses must be 

financially viable and not entirely reliant on grants to sustain day-to-day operations. Those social 

enterprises incubated will measure value according to a triple-bottom-line and must be 

strategically connecting to region-wide, sector-shaping efforts toward economic diversification 

and systems change. 

 Our surveys and other research indicate that an investment vehicle for risky, early-stage 

ventures is needed in Southern WV – something that currently existing Community 

Development Financial Institutions (government supported banks, credit unions, and 

occasionally VC funds that focus on unbanked populations, also known as CDFIs) cannot 

provide. CDFI’s are often not well-suited to fund the unique needs of social enterprises. More 

risk-taking is needed in early stages to ignite entrepreneurial potential and activate a true 

entrepreneurial eco-system. As such, SEED Fund is designed as an Impact Equity Fund. It is one 

of the first of its kind, and it helped to influence the design of the region’s newest and largest 

impact fund: Invest Appalachia, which makes flexible and patient investments throughout the 

region. It’s first investments are being made in 2023 as part of a multi-million capital-raise. 

(Invest Appalachia, 2023)  

Impact equity differs from both microfinance / microlending and traditional impact 

investing. The SEED Fund makes small ($10k - $100k) equity investments in start-up concepts 

(seed funding) and in established businesses (growth equity), rather than providing the flexible 
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credit typical in microfinance. However, in-contrast to traditional impact investing, we measure 

our returns primarily in community uplift – the net inflow of money into the community, the 

number of living wage jobs produced, and the reduction in poverty rates. In exchange, we are 

willing to accept a longer timeline to realize our (potentially lower) return on investment. 

Our investments often take the form of patient equity stock, low-interest loans, forgivable 

loans, and sometimes grants. As such, some subsidy is needed for viability. The Notre Dame 

(2022) study referenced above strongly validated this patient approach, finding it aligned with 

the economic realities on the ground in southern West Virginia.  

 In line with its foundational values, the fund will target investments in social ventures – 

those enterprises that measure profit in terms of dollars, people, and the environment. There will 

be a specific focus on companies that create living wage employment opportunities in 

downtrodden areas, as well as those companies that bring new or differentiated ideas to bear in 

the region. The goal of these companies must not be to simply “steal revenue” from other area 

businesses; rather, they must center their business model on generating a net inflow of money 

into whatever community they reside. A Kaldor-Hicks tableau such as the one completed above 

can prove a helpful tool for assessing whether a social enterprise is bringing new inflows of 

investment to a community as opposed to raiding existing capital flows already present.   

The fund will also ensure that its investments are only made in ventures that share the 

same vision for employment-based enterprises and that have a commitment to providing 

opportunities to persons facing barriers – SUD, poverty, minority populations, etc. Much like its 

effect on communities, a social venture has the opportunity to change the lives of its employees 

by fueling personal and professional growth when operating within the 33-6-3 framework. In 
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other words, ESEs as a particular kind of social enterprise are prioritized over other kinds of non-

employment-focused businesses.  

 The SEED Appalachia Fund leadership expects their investments, in aggregate, to return 

at a rate much lower than what is expected in traditional private or even public markets (1% - 3% 

was observed in similar investments scenarios by Invest Appalachia and the ARC). Additionally, 

as the majority of investment activity is most similar to angel / seed funding, leadership also 

expects a relatively high number of social ventures to fail and the investments not recouped. 

2.4.4 Fund Leadership and Decision-Making Processes  

 The SEED Fund Board of Directors (itself a B-Corp and a wholly owned subsidiary of 

Coalfield Development) is responsible for making investment decisions for the fund. Employees 

of the Coalfield Development Corporation (including the CEO) will retain at least 50% voting 

rights within the Board. At inception, the Board will be comprised of one representative from the 

Coalfield Development Leadership Team, the SEED Fund Director, and 1-2 additional 

investment or operational professionals from the Coalfield networks. Beyond making investment 

decisions, Board Members assist the fund in raising grants and other philanthropic contributions 

(as required), as well as advising portfolio companies on their operational needs. Finally, the 

board is responsible for monitoring portfolio companies social and financial performance and 

using Coalfield to course correct as necessary. Board members serve at the request of Coalfield 

Development and may be removed at any point for failing to meet requirements or for actions 

that are in contrast to the values of Coalfield Development / The SEED Appalachia Fund. 

The SEED Investment Committee is responsible for the initial due diligence and social / 

financial analysis support that the Board requires to make an informed investment. The 

Committee meets monthly to discuss the merits of new investment opportunities, before 
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presenting analysis and recommendations to the Board. This committee is made up of 

professionals with investing, operating, or entrepreneurial experience and have strong ties to 

Appalachia. Additionally, as this is a volunteer position, committee members must have a strong, 

demonstrated commitment to the mission of the fund. These committee members serve 

(staggered) 6-month commitments, with no limit on the number of terms; however, they must 

express interest every 6 months in remaining on the committee. This role is also open to 

university students with an interest in finance and/or impact investing. SEED Appalachia staff 

and board members also offers operational consulting and technical assistance (TA) to its 

portfolio companies. Much more on what this TA entails below.  

As the fund scales, it will likely become both realistic and necessary to increase the 

number of paid employees dedicated to investing in and supporting social ventures in 

Appalachia. At this point, an investment team and operations team, each comprised of analysts, 

associates, and a director, may be added to SEED Appalachia. Depending on the city chosen to 

host the SEED Appalachia Fund, Venture for America Fellows may be employed as analysts. 

Americorps Vistas may also be able to support the fund in investing or in operations (including 

grant writing) 

2.4.5 Investment Strategy  

 The leadership team at SEED endeavors to fund ventures that generate a net-inflow of 

revenue and resources into a community (e.g., a start-up with a new way of rapid manufacturing 

would be invested in before a repair shop that only focuses on community repairs – see figure 6). 

SEED only funds socially responsible ventures – those that adhere to the guidelines set forth by 

Coalfield Development. Specifically, SEED will not fund ventures related to fossil fuel 
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extraction. Other potentially morally hazardous ventures will be handled on a one-off basis, the 

result of which bears no impact on the decision on the next similar venture. 

In order to achieve long term success, SEED Appalachia stages its investment risk 

profiles – early investments must have a lower risk profile than what will be accepted in the 

long-term. Additionally, the Fund coordinates with other impact investing efforts in the 

Appalachian community to share best practices as well as ensure the success of each other. At its 

launch, 80%-90% of investments are in new SEEDs, rather than in growth equity funding. 

Exits are executed on a company-by-company basis, with a target timeline of ~5 years 

but an acceptable timeline of 5-10 years. Earnings from investments are returned to the fund in 

order to magnify impact. In successful investments, the SEED Appalachia Fund prefers to sell its 

stake to other equity partners or community involved corporations in order to ensure the 

continued community benefit of activities. Returns may also be in the form of dividends, asset 

purchase agreements, or repayment of administrative fees (that SEEDs will not be immediately 

burdened by) depending on the specific arrangements agreed upon. 

Solar Holler serves as a success story in this regard. In 2014 Coalfield Development 

launched a solar installation social enterprise called ReWire Appalachia. ReWire provided labor 

for jobs which were developed and financed by Solar Holler, LLC, a for-profit social enterprise. 

As Solar Holler grew it fully acquired ReWire. In return Coalfield earned cash payment as well 

an equity position in the company. Today, Solar Holler has over 100 full-time jobs, many of 

them IBEW union positions. No grant subsidy is needed for Solar Holler.     

2.4.6 Social Venture Sourcing 

The SEED Appalachia Fund sources ventures for new investment primarily through three 

channels – Coalfield and BOD business development, applications through the SEED online 
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portal, and the Coalfield-sponsored Social Enterprise Summit. These methods provide the fund 

with the exposure required to generate compelling, impactful investments. 

All entrepreneurs and companies are required to complete the Social Enterprise 

Investment Questionnaire. This questionnaire is designed to help the SEED Investment 

Committee understand the potential SEED’s core value proposition, social impact nature, and 

likelihood to succeed. Additionally, ventures applying for investment are required to submit a 

pitch deck (example structure will be available on website). Companies applying for growth 

equity, rather than start-up capital, will be required to submit historic financial statements and 

proof of positive community impact.  

Organizations are scored primarily on their business model and likelihood of financial 

success, social impact, and ability to create living wage employment opportunities. Coalfield will 

recruit social entrepreneurs excited to hire people facing barriers to employment and eager to 

emphasize business models that support personal/academic development for employees of the 

business. Likewise, social entrepreneurs not on our radar screen will have the opportunity to 

present opportunities to Coalfield.  

All recruits may be invited to publicly pitch their social enterprise business plan at the 

annual Social Enterprise Summit. These pitches are scored according to the 24 criteria below. 

Winners will need to fit into market analysis of what’s viable as a social enterprise in that 

community and regional analysis of what economic sectors have growth potential (including 

those from SEED, Central Appalachian Network / CAN and the Just Transition Fund / JTF).  

Standout organizations from the Summit will automatically be eligible for the SEED 

Fund diligence process. Selection is based first on alignment with Coalfield Development vision, 

values, and strategies. Additionally, they will have access to our network of TA providers.   
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Other economic development and impact investing organizations based in rural 

communities have reported difficulty in sourcing ventures for investment. In order to combat this 

issue, Coalfield will engage in market research and idea generation leading to new business 

models in appropriate areas. We will then seek out passionate and competent entrepreneurs to 

partner with to bring them to fruition. In these situations, the venture will likely be a wholly 

owned subsidiary of Coalfield development, with the opportunity for the entrepreneur to invest 

time and/or their own capital as the organization progresses. 

In addition to seed funding for new ventures, the Fund provides growth equity 

investments to established employment-based businesses looking to grow their volume or 

expand their scope. These investment opportunities require a more active sourcing effort from 

the SEED Fund team. In order to ensure the success of these efforts, the team builds relationships 

with networks within the state (including, but not limited to, attending and/or hosting small 

business conferences, joining professional organizations, and hosting trainings and connecting 

with other facilitators). Additionally, SEEDs may be eligible for this sort of growth funding after 

proven successes. 

2.4.7 Due Diligence Process 

The SEED Appalachia due diligence process examines all aspects of the social venture, 

with a focus on the founding team, idea differentiation and potential for success, and social 

impact. The purpose of the process is to determine if the new venture or project to be funded is 

likely to succeed, and if so, what impact that will have on the surrounding community. While 

this is a very important step in ensuring that SEED invests in organizations that work towards the 

stated mission, only companies that pass the sourcing criteria are investigated – thus, this process 

stands as a validation. We expect to invest in at least half of companies that make it to this stage. 
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During this phase, prospective ventures are required to submit a business plan as well as a 

social impact plan. These are required, in part, to ensure that prospective partners have fully 

considered their business model and are prepared to deal with difficulties as they arise. These 

documents also provide a deeper understanding than the slide-decks presented during the 

sourcing phase. Prospective entrepreneurs may reference examples of each on the SEED 

website; they may choose to use the Business Model Canvas as a launch pad. 

Entrepreneur and reference interviews are one of the primary means of SEED due 

diligence. The purpose of this phase is to better understand the venture’s leaders’ capacity for 

success in the new industry as well as their commitment to the social change that SEED is 

funding. Interviews include an in-person presentation which allows founders to expand on the 

information already presented, as well as a Q&A session with the investment committee and/or 

the board of directors. Additionally, SEED contacts references provided at previous companies 

or ventures to better understand the entrepreneurs’ work ethic and commitment to social impact. 

Assuming confidence in the new venture’s leadership team, SEED retains legal support 

to ensure there are no historic (or on-going) legal issues. This includes IP violations, un-paid 

corporate taxes, or on-going litigations against the leadership team that would preclude them 

from doing their job to make the new SEED successful. This should be the last phase of the due 

diligence for all investments and should only break, never make, an investment. 

Ventures applying for growth equity, rather than seed capital, are required to submit additional 

financial and impact documents. Historic financial statements and projections (including a worst-

case scenario) upon capital raise will be analyzed by the investment committee to ensure that 

SEED agrees with the underlying assumptions, believes in the business model, and understands 
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the impact of the new funds. Additionally, companies are required to supply proof of a social 

mission (job creation records, donations, etc.) in line with the values of Coalfield Development.  

In addition to ensuring the company is what it claims to be and has the potential to 

succeed, the committee endeavors to provide a preliminary valuation. At this phase, valuation is 

more of an art than a science; the team attempts to triangulate a fair value using the traditional 

investing toolkit. They also include a value for the social good (employment, diversification, 

revenue into the region) that will result from the formation of this company. We ask:  

• What is a fair estimate for 1, 3, and 5 year revenue, EBITDA, cashflow, and EBT? What 

do you need to believe for that to be true? 

• Will this be a high growth company? How long will it take for this venture to achieve 

their run-rate performance? 

• How much money is needed for this company to succeed? (Include scholarships and 

services from Coalfield Development / other partners) 

• Does this firm need a one-time investment? Will it require follow-up capital to succeed? 

• Has SEED invested in similar companies before? What did that investment look like 

(valuation, equity stake, etc.)? How did it perform? 

• What is the social impact of this venture? If it were to be undertaken by a non-profit, how 

much would it cost? 

• What is the projected return on the requested investment (at different ownership %)? 

How long will it take to exit the investment? 

2.4.8 Investment Logistics 

Entrepreneurs and ventures that pass the diligence phase then begin a process to negotiate 

valuation and an equity investment from the SEED Fund. They are matched with TA providers 
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to refine their business plans. In negotiating the ownership structure of the SEED with the social 

entrepreneurs, the following decisions will be made; additionally, two or more letters of 

commitment showing key community partnerships are in place (such as CTCs, EDAs, DHHR’s, 

and local foundations?) is required. These partnerships are important for illustrating the 

community-groundedness of the effort as well as the network available for supporting workers 

facing barriers to employment and well-being. 

• What is the financial plan for the partnership? What is the valuation, and what is the 

equity investment by SEED Fund? 

• What is legal structure for the partnership? Most importantly, who is majority owner? 

• Will the SEED be housed out of a nonprofit? If so, there will need to be approval from 

the appropriate board(s); in this case, SEED and Coalfield Development leadership will 

meet with these boards.  

• What is the Human Development (HD) plan for the enterprise’s employees? Specifically, 

what is the number of mission hires (vs. margin hires)? 

-HD really works best when there is a key point of contact to lead and facilitate the PAD 

process (this is currently a crew chief). 

-A point person/ HD “Champion” will need to be clearly identified and uniquely 

supported by Coalfield moving forward. 

• Should there be an administrative agreement? What is the current capacity?   

• (For existing businesses) What are the primary internal control deficiencies? How will 

they be mitigated? (Conduct an audit to identify and review) 

The investments made by the SEED Fund are to be used for actions in line with both 

Coalfield Development’s and the social venture’s stated mission. SEED and Coalfield may 
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choose, if the need arises, to help the social venture raise additional funds from grants or other 

investors.  

Coalfield works vigorously to grow new sales channels for all of its SEEDs. Community 

revitalization and 33-6-3 outcomes have to be agreed to up front, and social return on investment 

(SROI) based on these will be regularly evaluated.  We must agree to the split of mission and 

margin hires (both are eligible expenses, but are paid from employer to employee by the SEED, 

not by Coalfield Development).    

For 33-6-3 hires, Coalfield curriculum and programming will be adhered to, Crew 

Member Council’s required, personal development journals required, and evaluations required 

all in accordance with the structure laid out in section four of this dissertation. If the SEED has 

equivalents already in place, those can replace the Coalfield curriculum. However, a focus on 

personal and professional development for people facing barriers is paramount.   

The SEED must run its own payroll and have its own insurance (Coalfield will help 

fundraise for these expenses, and sometimes pay for them directly). The SEED manages 

invoicing, record keeping, and bookkeeping but with heavy support and regular auditing by 

Coalfield Core Finance Team. The SEED must agree to be audited as needed by Coalfield or 

third-party-funders and provide necessary documentation as needed. Note: in some very early, 

entirely nascent phases Coalfield will incubate the enterprise and might even carry these 

administrative functions for a short while, but the explicit goal in such cases is getting the SEED 

self-reliant enough to quickly assume those duties.  

The SEED must agree to closely coordinate with local/regional WRAPS partners (which 

are non-profits working to replicate Coalfield strategies) for recruitment, hiring, job shadowing, 

internships, and overall workforce development strategy as well as other Coalfield partners (such 
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as CAN or JTF) to advance regional change towards economic diversification. This might 

include hosting community trainings or hosting job training for other community members not 

employed by the SEED. WRAPS partners and their job-training participants are invaluable 

recruitment centers for when SEEDs are hiring.  

2.4.9 Exits and Divestitures 

The SEED Fund will seek to exit its investments within ~5 years, but that timeline is a 

target and not a requirement. SEED will only exit when the business no longer requires its 

support. Additionally, SEED will work to ensure that whether a venture is acquired by the 

founders, a 3rd party, or spun off into a B-corp or other entity, the social impact / triple bottom 

line DNA remains. 

The divestiture process may be initiated by the current owners or the SEED Fund 

(possibly at the request of a 3rd party). The following financial, operational, and impact 

benchmarks have been established to ensure that, at divestiture, the social venture will be able to 

succeed. Agreements can be negotiated as needed.  

• Commitment of new majority owners to triple bottom-line mentality and structure, 

proven by historic performance. 

• Clear plan for continuing social impact measurement. 

• Operational success and ability to continue trajectory, including: 

- 4 month cash reserve (to ensure continuity of operations and staff wages) 

- No debt on balance sheet (excluding mortgages)  

- Viable, believable, and defensible ~2 year business plan with positive budget 

predictions (including budgeting a franchise fee to Coalfield Core as payment for on-going 

support) 
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• Demonstrated ability to report and close Federal Grants (if applicable). 

• Ability to conduct/run payroll. 

• Complete annual business filing with government. 

• Ability to do basic accounting and maintain accurate, up to date files  

During the divestiture, SEED will utilize a process similar to the due diligence phase in 

order to accurately value their venture. These documents and assumptions may be shared with 

potential buyers (at the discretion of SEED) to help establish a fair and accurate purchase price. 

All selling decisions will be made by Coalfield Development and the SEED Fund Board of 

Directors, taking into account the social and operational qualities of the buyer, needs of the 

community, and current capacity of SEED / Coalfield Development.  

As previously suggested, an exit in ownership does not necessitate an end to the venture’s 

relationship with Coalfield Development. Social ventures previously funded / incubated by 

SEED may be eligible for Coalfield Development consulting and services (possibly at a 

discounted rate). However, this benefit will be put on pause if the SEED BOD or Coalfield 

Leadership team feels that the social venture has departed from its approved mission. Again, the 

RePower Appalachia/Solar Holler structure is a successful case study for impactful and 

profitable exits.  

2.4.10 Due Diligence Period  

During the due diligence round, our focus is on developing a view of how much potential 

economic and social value this startup can create, what the probability is of this potential coming 

to fruition, and how much time will be needed for that potential to realize. For each investment 

that the SEED Fund pursues, it is important that we develop a concise but thorough investment 

thesis in order to ensure that the investment team fully understands and believes in the concept.  
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An investment thesis should focus on the most critical social and economic value drivers, 

not the minute details. It should be specific enough to be provable and disprovable – and it 

should certainly not omit risks. This investment thesis should be built using materials provided 

by the venture, including but not limited to pitch decks, business plans, and financial statements. 

Additionally, there should be an open dialog with the entrepreneurial team in order to flesh out 

any outstanding questions as well as ensure the team has fully considered its own company. 

Specifically, the thesis should attempt to answer the questions below, understanding that 

due to the dynamics of SEED investing, some questions may seem prohibitively labor intensive.  

• What is the SEED’s core business? 

-What is the one-sentence description of what the company does / will do? 

-What market will they play in? Who are the customers? What products and services will 

they provide them? 

-How will the company make money?  

-How will they have an impact on the community? 

-How has the company performed historically in terms of finances (rev., profit, 

cashflows), and operations? 

-How has the company performed in terms of social impact?  

-How has the company performed in terms of environmental impact?  

• What are the SEED’s market dynamics? 

-What are the key customer segments? 

-What is the current size of the market (locally to nationally, where appropriate)? How is 

the market divided? 

-What influences growth in these markets? 
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-What is the outlook for each of these markets and drivers of growth for the next 5 years? 

-What, therefore, is the revenue growth outlook for the target market? 

• How will the SEED differentiate itself from competitors, both locally and nationally? 

-Are there companies already providing this value proposition? How will the company 

compete? 

-How does the company perform on what customers care about vs. its key competitors? 

-What, therefore are Target's prospects for growth and employment? 

-What are the SEED’s KPI targets? 

-What are the company’s financial and social forecasts for the next ~5 years? 

-What are assumptions & rationale behind these forecasts? Do we believe them? 

-What are the major risks associated with this company? 

-Can the SEED Fund and Coalfield Development add more value than just the seed 

capital? 

• What are the major opportunities to assist the company in reaching full potential? 

(strategic, operational, organization, financial, socially)  

• What would be the requirements (e.g. cash, people, focus, time) required to deliver each 

of the major elements of full potential? 

• What is the timeline to success? What, beyond SEED and Coalfield Development 

support, is required to accomplish this? 

• Will the SEED require additional or follow-up investments? 

• Will the SEED be applying for grants, or require donations to survive a portion of its 

existence? If so, has the SEED successfully applied for and received a grant?  
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Every venture that applies for funding is required to provide revenue and profitability 

projections modeled in the scenario of receiving funds. While we understand that many of the 

ventures that we fund will not have historic financial performance, it is still important to ensure 

all assumptions about financial performance are believable and achievable. What will funding be 

used for? How long will it take for the SEED to become profitable? Will the market support a 

new entrant? What is the cost structure of the venture? In answering these questions, we will be 

able to generate a more accurate view on the viability of a SEED as an investment. 

When providing growth equity to a mature venture or follow-up funding to a start-up, the 

SEED director should examine historic financials with the goal of validating projections 

provided by the venture. In short, we want to understand what has historically happened with the 

venture, how our investment will be used to impact the fundamentals, and what we believe the 

future will hold. 

In the case of true seed startup funding, this part of the diligence is used to triangulate the 

assumptions used in the making of the business plan as well as to ensure the entrepreneur has a 

“fully baked” understanding of what they are undertaking. Additionally, some thought should be 

given to how the broader market is projected to perform in order to ensure that we are funding 

something with the opportunity for success. However, in this scenario, it is understood that any 

projections provided by the entrepreneur are directional and not to be taken as concrete figures. 

Building confidence in the entrepreneurial team: As we invest mainly in concepts or 

recently started ventures, we understand that many of the questions we seek to answer in the 

investment thesis may be estimates at best. Because of this, we will endeavor to validate the 

competence of the entrepreneurial team. This step will also help us to validate the team’s 

commitment to improving their community and not just accessing capital and support 
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Team interview will focus on all aspects of the entrepreneurial team, including but not 

limited to previous experience, expansion of business model understanding, and ties to the 

community. In practice, they will often mirror a job interview. These interviews should be 

conducted in person whenever available. A sample list of questions is found below. 

-How was the SEED concept conceived? 

-How did the team meet? Have you worked together before? 

-Have you ever started a company before? (please describe) 

-Do you have experience in managing and mentoring employees? (please describe) 

-What is your experience in this particular industry? Related industry? 

-What are your team’s strengths? What are their weaknesses? 

-Are any of your founders currently focused entirely on this SEED? Upon receiving 

funding, will you be able to focus on it? 

-What are the teams connections to the industry? Do you have relationships with 

suppliers or customers? 

-What is the organizational structure? How do you handle conflict? 

-What is your vision for this company? Do you want to grow and run it, or are you trying 

to sell? 

-How do you see Coalfield Development fitting into your operations? 

-What is your connection to your community? How long have you lived there, and how 

are you currently involved? 

-What is your vision for mission hires? Do you have a demographic that you want to start 

focusing on? How will you invest in their future? 
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Advisors interviews: Advisor interviews exist to help the SEED Fund understand the 

support system surrounding the social venture. These will be much more conversational than 

entrepreneur interviews, and while ideally would be conducted in person, may also be conducted 

over the phone. If the SEED has no existing advisors, we encourage them to seek out good 

counsel. 

-What is your career background? 

-What is your connection to the entrepreneurial team and their venture? 

-Why did they ask you to be their advisor? 

-Do you have equity in the venture? If not, are there any other financial incentives that tie 

you to the company? 

-What do you bring to the social venture? How do they benefit from having you on the 

board?  

-How long have you been involved with this SEED? How have you seen them grow and 

develop? 

-What do you think are some key strengths of this venture? Challenges? 

References, former employers, and former employee interviews: During this stage of the 

due diligence, the focus is on validating what has been learned about the entrepreneurial team 

from their interviews as well as the advisor interviews. This section should focus on their 

performance as an employee and/or manager, as well as their connection to the community. 

Results of this survey should be kept confidential, and while it may feed developmental feedback 

to the entrepreneurs, there should be no indication that it came from this portion of due diligence. 

This survey may be conducted over the phone or via email. 

-What was this person like to work for/with? 



 

292 
 

-What do you think their major strengths are? Weaknesses? 

-Are you surprised that this person is starting a venture? Are you surprised at the topic of 

the venture? 

-Have you experienced this person demonstrate a commitment to community renewal? 

-Would you invest in this person? In this venture? 

Customer interviews: For companies with existing revenue streams, the final aspect of 

the interview portion of the diligence is to connect with customers. The goal of this section is to 

understand the company’s products through its customers eyes, establish a pros and cons list, and 

provide constructive feedback to the entrepreneurial team on opportunities for improvement. 

This survey may be conducted over phone or via email, and may require facilitation from the 

venture. 

-Why do you work with this venture? 

-What are key strengths of their products? Their competitors? 

-What are key weaknesses of their product? Their competitors? 

-What would you change about their product or service, if you could? 

-Is there anything that they could do that would make you switch to a competitor? What 

could a competitor do to win your business? 

2.4.11 Risk Assessment and Mitigants 

 No investment is without risks – and the early stage ventures involved in seed funding 

have more unknowns than knowns. It is important for both the entrepreneurial team as well as 

the SEED investment committee to both recognize these risks and pursue mitigants. During risk 

assessment, the investment committee and/or SEED director should use what has been learned in 

previous diligence stages to create an expansive list of issues that the SEED will face as well as 
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ways of mitigating each risk. This list should be iterated on with the SEED entrepreneur in order 

to ensure it encompasses all potential issues; additionally, this iteration will serve as an 

opportunity for the entrepreneur to show that they are aware of such risks, willing to take 

feedback, and are able to address the issues.  

Ensuring social impact beyond the bottom line: The process exists to ensure that this 

venture has a demonstrated commitment to improving their community through enterprise, and 

that investment by the SEED Fund will bolster and support their efforts. While we will run any 

historic data through our social KPI modeling process, it is likely that the majority of this step is 

a fit interview – taking what was learned during the previous phase and ensuring that there is a 

believable social impact story. 

Social impact Milestones: In this phase, we examine how money flows into and out of the 

existing venture in order to determine how much of the company’s revenue and costs are 

providing a direct benefit to their community. Additionally, we examine their historic 

relationship with mission hires to try to understand if this sort of endeavor is already in their 

DNA. Finally, we examine the product or service itself – is it something morally neutral (and 

that’s okay!)? Or does the company produce a product or render a service that it drives toward 

the betterment of the community? There is room in our portfolio for both types of companies; we 

simply want to ensure we fully grasp the social impact of the venture.  

Social involvement of the founders: In the absence of concrete data, we can use the 

founder’s historic behavior as a system of checks and balances to ensure they are committed to 

the triple bottom line venture. Most importantly, are they involved in their community in some 

capacity – volunteering, teaching Sunday school, coaching little league, serving on city council, 

etc.? Are they themselves an underrepresented group (as defined earlier in the document) and 
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exhibit an aptitude to help others who have a similar background? Can they articulate a story as 

to why they want to operate a business with multiple bottom lines? 

Legal and Regulatory Due Diligence: The final portion of the diligence ensures legal 

compliance and protects both the SEED Fund and the social venture from legal issues. This will 

require the support of external legal counsel. At some point, the scale of the SEED Fund may 

necessitate hiring internal lawyers or keeping a firm on retainer. However, at its inception, it is 

envisioned that the fund will utilize lawyers within the community and whose missions mirror 

the fund at a reduced (or free rates). 

Legal documentation and taxes: Ventures must provide proof of incorporation within the 

state that the company resides or will reside, as well as provide proof of historic tax payments. If 

the venture is using the funds to facilitate incorporation, a contract must be signed and proof of 

compliance be provided at a pre-determined date. 

Intellectual property and trademarks: Ventures are required to provide proof of trademark 

filings, patents / provisional patents, etc., to the SEED Fund as part of this phase. Additionally, 

members of the SEED Fund will conduct their own research to ensure that there are no potential 

IP issues (competing patents, other companies with rights to trademarks, etc.). If such issues are 

uncovered, the Fund will discuss potential remedies with both legal counsel and the venture.  

2.4.12 Selection Process and Criteria 

Once the initial application process is completed, and if successful, the prospective 

investee will undergo a final rubric as decision-making tool for go/no-go on the investment. The 

SEED Committee completes the rubric and then votes on the final decision. The SEED Fund has 

its own board made up of people with private-sector experience. It completes the fairly thorough 
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assessment process established herein with the prospective investee-partner to understand their 

business plan, their finances, any legal considerations, and other relevant variables.  

Table 15 SEED Fund Selection Criteria 

Criteria  Points  

Community need  25 

Enterprise Leadership   15 

Enterprise Readiness (track record)  10 

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion  10 

Soundness of Business Plan   10 

Leverage/Additional Financing  10 

Marketing and PR  5 

Soundness HR/OJT Approaches   5 

Tangible and Intangible Assets Leveraged  5 

Conservation/Environmental Sustainability  5 

Note: these criteria are designed specifically for the Coalfield Development SEED Fund. So they 

are tailored to Coalfield Development’s core capabilities. These are a good model for other 

initiatives to learn from, but should not be exactly duplicated. Rather, each capacity-building 

organization will have to develop selection criteria which leverage their own unique strengths 

and capabilities and focuses.   

Community need  

This initiative’s purpose is generating economic development, economic diversification, 

and entrepreneurship where there is a lack of it. To focus on communities and organizations 

already having such assets would run counter to the intents and purposes of the initiative. This 

category is weighted highest because it is most foundational to the purpose of the program.  

Enterprise Readiness  

This criteria assesses the potential investee’s readiness for receiving funding and 

technical assistance and then put those new resources into impactful action. It is often in tension 

with community need. But note that readiness and capacity are not the same thing. Take 

marketing as an example. An enterprise may never have launched a formal marketing campaign, 

thus lacking experience and capacity. However, they might have a compelling story, able 
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storytellers, and a well-thought-out plan for how to market their products and services, thus 

indicating readiness.   

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion  

Because investment is most often denied to marginalized communities and leaders, these 

communities and leaders deserve affirmative, intentional support. Otherwise, power will remain 

where it currently is. Otherwise, outcomes of this initiative will not prove equitable. Similar to 

the capacity chapter preceding this section, SEED Fund is committed to decolonizing the 

investment process to the greatest extent feasible.   

Soundness of Business Plan   

              The process outlined above will assess basic viability. If the enterprise is entirely non-

viable or the plans are entirely unrealistic then this rubric will not even need applied. Additional 

technical assistance referrals will be made and SEED investment placed on hold. Most 

entrepreneurs will report few realities actually aligning with plans. Yet there is nevertheless great 

value in good planning. Planning processes should be iterative, incorporating design thinking 

principles whereby the focus is on the user. (Svalina et al, 2022) Prototyping and deep customer 

empathy are essential.    

Leverage/Additional Finance 

 The SEED Fund is relatively small compared to the financial resources of most venture 

funds. Therefore, leveraging other funding sources and other investors is necessary. Doing so 

also constitutes a risk mitigation strategy. Risk can get spread across multiple investors, instead 

of overly relying on one or two.  

Marketing/PR 



 

297 
 

 Having earned revenue requires selling products and services. Selling products and 

services requires sales, and sales are generated through effective marketing. There is no way 

around this simple fact. And yet many new entrepreneurs struggle with these skill-sets (Kreutze, 

2022) However, there are many different forms of marketing. If the design thinking approaches 

from above, including deep empathy, are involved then marketing becomes less an annoying 

pitch process and more a genuine undertaking of creating value for others.  

Soundness of HR/OJT Approaches  

Not all enterprises engage in formal on-job-training. That is okay, for it may not represent 

the wisest strategy in all places. Yet this specific capacity-building initiative must advance its 

specific mission and utilize the capabilities and capacities of the facilitating organization 

(Coalfield Development). Thus, on-the-job training is an essential activity for participating 

enterprises of this initiative. There could be exceptions, but, by and large, we expect participating 

groups to have an on-the-job training approach. We need to see detailed, thoughtful analysis and 

program design related to HR and OJT. This begins with a commitment to hiring, training, and 

supporting workers facing significant barriers to employment. While we do not expect the 33-6-3 

model will get perfectly replicated in all instances, we do consider it the baseline starting point if 

another model is not already in place. Extensive training and assistance relating to the 33-6-3 

model is provided. For 33-6-3 to work, extensive wrap-around supports are needed (counseling, 

personal milestone setting, mentorship, financial literacy, case work, advocacy, transportation 

resources, recovery resources, child care resources, etc.). While we don’t expect startups to have 

HR departments, we do expect thoughtful planning on how such support can be accessed through 

networks, partnerships, and other avenues.    

Tangible and Intangible Assets Leveraged    



 

298 
 

 In addition to finances, SEED assesses what other assets are available for leverage. Some 

are easier to measure than others. For example, depreciation schedules for buildings, land, and 

equipment are fairly standard amongst accountants. Other assets are less tangible, but equally (if 

not more so) important than the tangibles. (Kreutzer, 2022; Brooks, 2009) There might include: 

innovative technologies or approaches, talent, brand, relationships/networks, unique talent, etc. 

Even less easy to measure, but still important are character qualities such as persistence and 

creativity. Finally, we will consider the sweat equity invested by the entrepreneur throughout the 

grueling startup process.   

Conservation/Environmental Sustainability 

Given the commitment to economic diversification, and given the environmental 

concerns/opportunities laid out in earlier sections of this dissertation, organizational focus on 

conservation and environmental stewardship is strongly encouraged and highly valued. Ideally, 

the concept bakes environmental sustainability into its products or services as part and parcel of 

the business plan. Environmental sustainability can also apply to enterprise systems (clean 

energy, recycling, composting, etc.) as well as enterprise strategies and networks.   

Post-Selection Onboarding  

 Based on these criteria, the committee then votes to move forward or not. If the 

committee moves forward with the prospect then the following steps are set in motion: 

10) Memorandum of Agreement, along with a Purchase Agreement in the firm, codified with 

a Stock Certificate. 

11) Shareholder Agreement and Management Plan. These are drafted by licensed law firms.  

12) Included as part of the MOA process is a thorough risk assessment led by the Coalfield 

Development Finance Team, as described above.  
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13) Milestones. Most importantly, the MOA will codify agreed upon milestones. These are 

the primary metrics by which we will jointly measure progress. These can change over 

time, as needed. The word milestone originates from ancient Rome. This was the first 

empire with an elaborate, vast road system. Travelers (many on the road for the first time 

ever) struggled orienting themselves. So stones were placed each mile as milestones. The 

milestones guided travelers and helped them know how much progress had been made 

on their journey. Our milestones are similar. They are not task-lists notating everything 

which must occur for goal achievement. They are not for tracking each step along the 

way. They simply let us know when we’ve arrived at a key point (or if we have not yet 

arrived where we hoped we’d get). There should only be a few mostly standardized 

milestones per team. Examples include orientations for WRAPS partners, graduations 

for a WRAPS cohort or starting construction/completing construction on revitalization 

projects.  

Milestones are also helpful in more personalized ways. The same philosophy 

applies, even though the goals may be specific to one individual rather than a whole 

team. For example, getting a driver’s license makes a good milestone for some trainees. 

There are many steps required: applications, fees, potential back-fees, studying, exam, 

practicing, etc. Those are super important, but those are not milestones. The milestone is 

simply getting the license. And that signifies all the other work got done (and warrants 

celebration!).    

14) Funding and Financing. Having agreed to a clear MOA, we then disburse operating and 

programmatic funds (intentionally blended). Early stage investments are typically 
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$5,000-$50,000. Scaling investments are typically $50,000-$250,000. Growth 

investments are $250,000-$2,000,000.  

15) Monthly Focus Meetings. Investees are grouped according to their life-cycle stage. 

Monthly virtual meetings are convened to focus them on the criteria below, selected 

based on extensive empirical research of effective rural entrepreneurship. These monthly 

virtual convenings also help form community and deepen learning.     

16)  Annual Gathering. All investees convene in person for an annual gathering. The purpose 

of the gathering is networking, sharing best practices, peer learning, training and 

technical assistance, and funder investor meetings/pitches.  

17) Milestone Assessment. Each investee undergoes an assessment of their performance on 

the milestones established in their MOA. This occurs every six months.  

18) Capability Assessment. Each investee will undergo an annual assessment on the 24 

criteria below. The initial assessment listed above will serve as the baseline.   

2.4.13 SEED Technical Assistance Process  

Once the investment process is complete, it’s important we provide ongoing, in depth 

support to help ensure SEED success. Lyons et al (2020) find ongoing, customized coaching and 

support as an effective strategy for increasing entrepreneurship in rural communities. Our 

capacity building process loosely follows these steps. SEED investees learn in cohorts, forming 

communities of practice which help to deepen the learning, expand networks, and enhance 

insights. (Bloom and Pirson, 2010)  

More customized supports are provided one-on-one. These are tailored based on the life-

stage of the enterprise, progressing from in-depth, high-touch support in the early stages to light-

touch, hands-off in the scaling phase:  
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Table 16 SEED Fund Services Provided 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Services 

Provided 

Early Stage “pre-

SEED” 

“Growth SEED” 

Phase (often referred 

to as “mezzanine 

funding” in venture 

capital spheres)  

“Scaling SEED” 

Phase  

Equity investment; 

some grants.  

Equity investment; 

some short-term 

lending  

Equity investment; 

some short-term 

lending  

Community of 

Practice; training; 

technical assistance 

Community of 

Practice; technical 

assistance 

Technical assistance as 

needed 

HR systems design HR reviews HR coaching 

Opportunity scanning 

and assessment with 

and on behalf of  

Opportunity scanning 

and assessment 

alongside  

Assessing effectiveness 

of opportunities 

pursued or scorned  

Detailed planning for 

balancing mission and 

margin 

Support as needed for 

balancing mission and 

margin 

Review of performance 

balancing mission and 

margin 

Startup survival and 

triage support (one-on-

one’s)  

Scale-up coaching and 

strategizing  

Potential joint-

ownership of scaled-up 

solutions 

Entering/building new 

networks 

Strengthening 

networks 

Influencing networks 

for systems change  

Introductions to other 

investors and funders 

(loan guarantees or 

short-erm financing in 

certain special 

instances)  

Introductions to other 

investors and funders 

(short-term financing 

in certain special 

instances) 

Introductions to other 

investors and funders; 

potential for filling 

short-term financing 

gaps 

Lender/investor 

prospecting on behalf 

of 

Loan application/pitch 

decks along with  

Loan application/pitch 

deck feedback 

Product/services 

design feedback 

Product/services 

design coaching 

Product/services design 

challenge processes  

Data collection on 

behalf of (SROI 

calculation) 

Data collection with 

(SROI calculation) 

Data collection reviews   

Sales and marketing 

alongside  

Sales and marketing 

coaching 

Sales and marketing 

networking 

Legal compliance 

coaching and review  

Legal compliance 

reviews  

Legal compliance 

assessments  

 

2.4.14 Justification for Services Provided  
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Equity Investment/ Some Grants  

The bottom line is for most social innovations to have real impact, money is necessary. 

Ideally, funding is flexible and patient. Far and away, the current SEED partners rate the actual 

funding as the most valuable aspect of the program. This aligns with existing literature on 

barriers to entrepreneurial success. (Gupta et al, 2020) This is extremely patient capital. SEED 

Fund only gets paid back unless the company is bought out or there is a dividend.  

Community of Practice/Training/Technical assistance 

Many entrepreneurs report a sense of loneliness and isolation. Engaging with and 

learning from other social entrepreneurs in similar life-cycle stages could be a way to mitigate 

such concerns and create a supportive and encouraging community in which camaraderie and 

mutual benefit is found. (Cohen et al, 2019) Training and technical assistance is tailored to 

specific, idiosyncratic needs.  

Opportunity Scanning and Assessment With  

The ability to recognize a genuine opportunity, to distinguish it from merely something of 

interest, is a repeated theme in the literature. (Brooks, 2009; Morris et al, 2013; Gupta et all, 

2020; Bornstein and Davis, 2010) SEED staff, consultants, and the community of practice can 

serve as resources for helping entrepreneurs assess new opportunities as they arise, more quickly 

deciding which are genuine opportunities and which are “noise.”  

Detailed Planning for Balancing Mission and Margin 

A common challenge observed with SEED investees thus far (and with social enterprises 

owned and controlled by Coalfield Development itself) is the tension between profitability in a 

financial sense and social/environmental goal attainment. Gutpa et al (2020) find that for-profit 

thinkers dominate most social entrepreneurship programs. This is potentially problematic 
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because financial goals can subsume social/environmental ones. Each case is different, but 

having a team to help think through these tensions is valuable.  

Startup Survival and Triage Support (One-on-One’s) 

Amongst current SEED investees, the most valuable service provided is simply one-on-

one consults with SEED staff. Startup is a remarkably challenging process, one many ventures 

fail to survive. Whatever the issue of the day is, having someone to discuss, debate, and problem 

solve with is often helpful.   

Entering/Building New Networks/Introductions to Other Investors and Funders (loan guarantees 

or short-erm financing in certain special instances)  

To a large extent, fundraising is a networking process. (Lyons et al, 2020; Bornstein and 

Davis, 2010) Expanding investee networks is valuable for many reasons (learning, positioning, 

support etc.) but perhaps none more so than access to new funders and investors.  

Lender/Investor Prospecting on Behalf of 

Of course, getting in front of funders is the job of the enterprise itself. However, in the 

early days, SEED staff will engage in direct outreach with funders and investors. This can 

jumpstart the fundraising process.  

Product/Services Design Feedback 

Honest, constructive feedback on the products and services created by the enterprise is 

another service SEED provides. In doing so, we utilize design thinking as an important tool. As 

mentioned above, design thinking is a highly iterative and challenging process. Svalina et al 

(2021) describe a process which starts broad, allowing for divergent viewpoints, but then 

narrows to a convergent group decision. The goal is not accommodating our preferences or even 
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the investee’s preferences, but rather helping real people solve real problems through the 

products and services innovated.   

Data Collection on Behalf of (SROI Calculation) 

Data collection and analysis is crucial to decision making and also to 

effective/compelling storytelling about the enterprises’ impact. In the early days, SEED is 

willing to directly collect and organize impact data with and for the enterprise. Such activities are 

so important, and yet they can distract from day-to-day survival. This service, however, can only 

last approximately six months, and then must get completed by the investee.  

Sales and marketing alongside  

Foundational to successful enterprises is access to markets and the ability to use that 

access for driving sales and revenue. (Hisrich et al, 2004; Lyons et al, 2020; Brooks, 2009) In the 

early stages of the enterprise, SEED staff will directly engage in sales outreach and help shape 

marketing strategy. Over time, this can only get done best by the investee, but those who lack 

sales experience are often shocked at how hard it truly is.  

2.4.15 Performance Assessment Criteria and Justification  

 In addition to the services above, each SEED investee will undergo performance 

evaluations according to the following criteria: 

Table 17 SEED Fund Evaluation Criteria 

Mandatory for Existence  Essential for Excellence and Scale  

Entrepreneurial Mind-Set Operations  

Fundraising Acumen/ Networking  Earned Revenue Streams  

Legal Compliance/Grant or Loan 

Management   

Risk Mitigation / Audit-ready  

Human Resources Development/Management  Team performance / Well-being  

Real-time Problem Solving  Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and 

Expectations  

Leader Performance and Well-being Adaptability (opportunity recognition) 

Conflict Resolution  IT/Technology Capabilities  

Strategy/Planning  Strategic Communications/Public Relations  
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Product Design/Technical Capabilities  Process Improvement/Human-Centered 

Design Thinking  

Pricing and Margin Analysis  Advanced Data Management - SROI 

Storytelling/PR  Succession Planning  

Initial Data Management  Collaboration/ Systems Leadership and 

Market Shaping 

 

Entrepreneurial Mind-Set  

 The truth is it’s impossible to know all the skills, resources, and assets needed for 

entrepreneurial success. Planning is important but will never prove entirely sufficient. The ability 

to innovate, adapt, and (most importantly) persevere is paramount. Hirsh et al (2010) establish 

key traits of the “entrepreneurial mind-set.” Involving “the ability to rapidly sense, act, mobilize, 

even under uncertain conditions.” (p. 102) This mind-set is augmented by a process of 

“effectuation” whereby an entrepreneur “. . . starts with what one has (who they are, what they 

know, and whom they know) and selects among possible outcomes.” (p. 99) It is defined by five 

key principles:  

1) “Patchwork quality principle: means-driven action that emphasizes the creation of 

something new with existing means rather than discovering new ways to achieve given 

goals.  

2) Affordable loss principle: prescribes committing in advance to what one is willing to lose 

rather than investing in calculations about expected returns to the project. 

3) Bird-in-Hand principle: involves negotiating with any and all stakeholders who are 

willing to make actual commitments to the project; determines the goals of the enterprise. 

4) Lemonade principle: prescribes leveraging surprises for benefits rather than trying to 

avoid them, overcome them, or adapt to them.  
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5) Pilot-in-the-plane principle: urges relying on and working with people as the prime driver 

of opportunity and not limiting entrepreneurial efforts to exploiting factors external to the 

individual.” (p. 101-102)  

Fundraising Acumen/ Networking   

  Perhaps the most obvious, but also one of the hardest capacities to develop, fundraising is 

a necessity for nearly all social entrepreneurs. (Rey-Marti et al, 2016) Lyons et al (2020) tie the 

ability to leverage financial resources to the ability to network and manage relationships. The 

kinds of funds raised take different forms depending on differing structures (grants, equity, stock, 

loans etc.). But honing the skills of fundraising are necessary regardless. (Gupta, et al, 2020; 

Brooks, 2009; Bornstein and Davis, 2010) Gupta et al (2020) find fundraising challenges as the 

most commonly reported challenge amongst social enterprises researched in existing literature.  

Legal Compliance/Grant or Loan Management  

Basic understanding of relevant laws, regulations, standards, ethics, and best practices 

related to the entrepreneur’s field is necessary. (Lyons et al, 2020; Brooks, 2009; Lichtenstein 

and Lyons, 1996; Morris et al, 2013) Expertise is not required, but more complex issues should 

get official legal advice and opinion from lawyers. Bagley and Dauchy (2011) emphasize how 

legal and policy knowledge can give entrepreneurs tremendous advantages leading to better 

resource acquisition and predictability.      

Human Resources Development/Management 

HR capabilities necessarily must increase as the firm grows and adds employees. But 

even in the early days, HR missteps can have grave consequences. Constant improvement, 

incorporation of best practices, and good team development can strengthen new social 

enterprises in vital ways. Too often, the entrepreneur has excellent technical skills but lacks 
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leadership and management skills. Self-awareness is needed, coaching is often helpful, and 

augmented skills-sets among and between other team-members can help off-set HR deficiencies. 

(Morris, 2013; Hisrich et al, 2004)       

Real-time Problem Solving 

Problem solving is often the defining characteristic of successful entrepreneurship. 

Hisrich et al (2004) emphasize the skill of solving problems quickly. In particular, negotiation is 

often a helpful skill to have. Morris et al (2013) identify creative problem solving as an essential 

entrepreneurial capability. Lyons at al (2020) emphasize the importance of good decision 

making, often with imperfect information available. Ultimately, good data collection leads to 

good decision making (or, at least, it should). It can quickly become overwhelming with how 

many decisions an entrepreneur must make in one business day. Einsenhardt (1989), an expert on 

management and entrepreneurship, cautions against two big myths about fast decision-makers: 1) 

that they prefer less data and 2) that they prefer less alternatives. “But, in fact, fast decision 

makers do the reverse. They explicitly search for and debate multiple alternatives, often working 

several options at once. . . . In contrast, slow decision makers work with fewer, not more 

alternatives. They typically develop and analyze a single alternative, and only seriously consider 

other alternatives if the first becomes infeasible.” (pp. 85-86)   

Leader Performance and Well-being  

Over time, the venture’s success will depend on a strong team with complementary skills. 

But in the early days, the success of the venture will rise and fall with the success of the founder 

or co-founders. This is why DRK, JMK, and Ashoka scored so highly in the comparative 

analysis earlier in this section. Sharma et al (2018) emphasize the importance of a social 

entrepreneur’s sense of connectedness, well-being, and self-confidence. Leadership and passion 
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by social entrepreneurs can have remarkable mobilizing effects leading to outsized impact as 

compared to more traditional approaches. (Szijarto et al, 2018; Borstein and Davis, 2010) Neck 

et al (2014) emphasize the importance of self-knowledge and reflection by the entrepreneur. (see 

also Lyons et al, 2020)  

Conflict Resolution    

For any team, conflict is inevitable. The question is not “Will there be conflict? Or, How 

can we avoid conflict?” Rather, the question is, “How can we leverage healthy conflict to the 

benefit of our mission?” Fast decision-makers, according to Eisenhardt, see conflict as “natural, 

valuable, and almost always inevitable. . . . In contrast, slow decision makers are stymied by 

conflict. They delay in the hopes that uncertainty will magically become certain.” (p. 90) Finally, 

a haunting warning: “A slow strategy is as ineffective as the wrong strategy. So, fast strategic 

decision-making has emerged as a crucial competitive weapon.” (2005, p. 93)   

Strategy/Planning    

Ott and Eisenhardt (2020) find very clearly that “strategy formation is central to why 

some firms succeed in seizing promising opportunities in entrepreneurial settings while others do 

not.” (p. 2276)  Lyons et al (2020) find “entrepreneurship skills should reflect a blending of 

agency and context; that is, the total skill set should include the skills of the what, how, why, and 

the ‘know why.’ (i.e. meta-cognition) of entrepreneurship.” (p. 115) Skills are needed, yes. If not 

inherent, most of them are learnable. If not learned, a strong team with complementary skills can 

off-set any deficiencies. However, certain elements outside the entrepreneurs and their team 

matter just as much. Context, external environment, competitors, policy dynamics, market 

dynamics, and much more can affect the enterprise’s chances at success. Therefore, strategic 

planning and ongoing strategy assessment is a must. (Bloom and Pirson, 2010) Generally, 
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execution will not go according to plan. Yet the planning process still holds great value for its 

ability to deepen learning, improve understanding, and shape shared analysis across team-

member and partners. (Lyons et al, 2020; Hisrich et al, 2004; Brooks, 2009) Besides, most 

funders and investors will require a written plan at some point in their due diligence process.  

Product Design/Technical Capabilities 

While an entrepreneur must quickly develop leadership and management competencies if 

the enterprise is to scale, their technical knowledge and skills are still highly important. 

(Lichtenstein and Lyons, 1996; Morris et al, 2013) Enterprises must create value. Whether more 

social or financial in nature, this remains true. Technical ability to invent, innovate, and solve 

customer or client problems is essential. Of course, the needed technical skills will depend on the 

opportunity and the sector within which that opportunity resides. (Lyons et al, 2020)      

Pricing and Margin Analysis   

The enterprise needs financial health. Certainly, most startups take several years before 

they achieve profitability. Social enterprises are no different. Still, the entrepreneur must hone 

financial acumen, analysis, and decision-making skills. (Hisrich, 2004; Brooks, 2009) Lyons et 

al (2020) site research which indicates pricing as the most important business skill entrepreneurs 

need. (p. 119) Pricing is vitally important for financial sustainability, and yet its uniquely 

difficult for social enterprises which must balance economic competitiveness with 

social/environmental impact. (Grassl, 2012)  

Storytelling/PR   

Storytelling is important to all entrepreneurs, but especially to social entrepreneurs which 

are tackling complex, sometimes esoteric issues. Good storytelling can simplify concepts, 

humanize them, and help connect with key audiences. (Kreutzer, 2022) In the startup phase, 
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large-scale quantitative impacts are hard to show. Using tangible examples of innovative work to 

shape new narratives and perceptions about what’s possible, however, can prove significant and 

impactful. Smart rhetorical strategy and compelling storytelling can build legitimacy for early-

stage efforts. (Ruebottom, 2013; Morris, 2013; Bornstein and Davis, 2010)  

Initial Data Management   

Many influential stakeholders will require reports on metrics. Real-time data is important 

for real-time decision making and risk mitigation. Yet social enterprises face an overwhelming 

amount of data needs: impact, finance, external environment, research, in-field issues, operations 

etc. Managing to keep data current, organized, digestible, and accurate is necessary. Again, the 

value created by social enterprises is a blend of social/environmental value and for-profit 

financial value. (Brooks, 2009) Efficient data management to capture this blend is needed for 

success. (Manetti, 2014; Anderson, et al, 2014)   

Operations    

A founder’s charisma or unique technical ability can only take an enterprise so far. 

Systems and efficient organizational operations quickly become as important. Management skills 

need continually honed and improved by the founder and their team. (Lyons et al, 2020) This is 

especially true within the intense complexity of the modern economy and the startup phase of 

business within this paradigm of rapid innovation, on-demand consumer preferences, and 

competing priorities. Navigating such complexity and chaos requires what Charlene Nicholls-

Nixon calls “Deep Structure” in her landmark article: “Rapid growth and high performance: The 

entrepreneur’s impossible dream?” (2014) She explains: “This structure directs individual 

actions and interactions, but still leaves room for employees to develop flexible and innovative 

responses to new situations as they arise. It provides parameters that enable individuals to make 
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decisions and take action as new information is received. Deep structure refers to a simple set of 

shared rules. . . .” (p. 80) 

Earned Revenue Streams 

Having diversified revenue sources as opposed to over-dependence on one or two major 

donors is an important indicator of long-term success. (Brooks, 2009; Gupta et al, 2020) The 

more earned revenue, as opposed to grants and donations, the more likely is a social enterprise’s 

long-term financial health. (Anderson et al, 2014) Lyons et al (2020) identify “selling and 

marketing” as an essential element of successful entrepreneurship.  

Risk Mitigation / Audit-ready 

Gupta et al (2020) cite Frank and Shockley (2016) who report “the main weakness of 

social entrepreneurship is its lack of institutional safeguards.” (p. 221) Any entrepreneurial 

endeavor is inherently risky. A greater than average comfort with risk is likely (though not 

automatically) needed. Alongside that risk-comfort, however, is a need for financing, accounting, 

and bookkeeping capacity either by the entrepreneur, their team, or their venders. (Lyons et al, 

2020) So too is an ability to mitigate and regulate risk so as not to veer into irresponsible or 

harmful behavior. Safeguards are needed, including an annual audit (ideally according to federal 

single audit standards). Adequate insurance is a basic necessity, but also evidence of 

thoughtfulness and reasonableness amongst top leaders in the organization are elements funders 

and regulators will notice. (Robb and Ghandi, 2016; Zahra et al, 2009; Bornstein and Davis, 

2010)  

Team performance / Well-being 

The social entrepreneur as an individual might carry an enterprise in its early days, 

perhaps through charisma or certain technical skills. But sustaining and scaling will require a 
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team. (Makhlouf, 2011; Bornstein and Davis, 2010; Brooks, 2009) The team needs to 

communicate often and well, solving problems quickly, and unifying around decisions. (Lyons et 

al, 2020)  

Adaptability (opportunity recognition) 

Whether an entrepreneur in the strictly for-profit traditional style or in the emerging 

social style, the ability to identify, analyze, and take advantage of opportunities is a skill cited 

more than any other I could find in the literature. Differentiating between an actual opportunity 

versus a mere fad or personal bias (or even just an interesting idea) requires discipline and rigor. 

(Brooks, 2009) Such differentiation is an on-going, never-ending process as external factors and 

environments evolve. Adaptability is essential to survival. (Cherrier et al, 2018; Brooks, 2009; 

Bornstein and Davis, 2010; Andre et al, 2018) Entrepreneurs must constantly effectuate. Hirsch 

et al (2010) define effectuation as a process whereby one starts with what they have (rather than 

focusing on getting resources they don’t already have) and selects from possible outcomes.  

IT/Technology Capabilities 

Chavez et al (2017) emphasize the importance of technology in social enterprise efforts. 

New technologies with social or environmental focuses can create new forms of value for 

affected communities. Lyons et al (2020) cite “technology-enabled business management” as 

foundational to survival. (p. 119) Surprisingly little research was available on this topic and 

would warrant additional empirical attention.  

Strategic Communications/Public Relations 

 Compelling stories are key in the early days of the enterprise, but over time the 

organization must develop more proactive communications and public relations plans. 

Developing a distinctive organizational voice towards a unique brand, conveying key messages 
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to key audiences, and managing communications-crises become important objectives. The stories 

remain important, but robust and effective methods of widely disseminating those stories (and to 

the right, intended audiences) is part of a more robust communications strategy. (Santos and 

Eisenhardt, 2009) 

Process Improvement/Human-Centered Design Thinking 

Gupta et al summarize research by Renko (2013) and Zhang and Swanson (2013): “social 

entrepreneurs create viable and sustainable organisations by developing capabilities and 

arranging valuable resources that enable them to maximize their resources’ utility.” (p. 216) 

Creativity and persistence are vital entrepreneurial strengths, but long-term success usually 

requires a strong organization. Constant attention to organizational systems and capabilities is 

needed from a well-rounded, performance-oriented team.  

Advanced Data Management – SROI 

Even in the earliest days of the venture, certain basic data must get managed. From there, 

the demands will only grow. Clearly illustrating and articulating impact is highly important to 

earning and keeping the trust and confidence of stakeholders. Yet despite its importance, this 

capacity is easily passed over because of more pressing day-to-day challenges. Maintaining the 

discipline to record, analyze, and incorporate good data into decision making will set a venture 

apart. It can also create compelling cases for funders and policy-makers. 

A crucial metric for illustrating social enterprise value is Social Return On Investment 

(SROI). Brooks (2009) defines it well and provides a formula (shared above in the ESE section). 

See also: Measuring value: a guide to Social Return on Investment (SROI) Second edition. 

(NEF,2008) 

Succession Planning 
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It is never too early for good succession planning. The founder (or cofounders) should 

have as their goal from day one the evolution of a firm with systems, teams, and structures which 

can far out live their time at the helm. Succession planning is also a risk mitigation tool. Losing a 

CEO unexpectedly can trigger irreparable harm to an organization that’s not prepared for such a 

loss.  

Collaboration/Systems Leadership and Market Shaping  

Interpersonal skills, the ability to effectively collaborate, and the ability to network and 

contribute to networks (both formal and informal) are all ways an entrepreneur can expand their 

impact and influence beyond their single firm. (Mattare, 2010; Lyons et al, 2020; Bornstein and 

Davis, 2010) Morris et al (2013) identify networking as an essential entrepreneurial competency. 

Kreutzer (2022) emphasizes the importance of networking to resource mobilization and 

fundraising. Hartman (2014) explains how, “Social networks affect the perceived desirability and 

feasibility of entrepreneurial action.” (p. 103) He pushes back hard on the notion of 

entrepreneurs as individual heroes and instead finds they are “deeply embedded in” and “need 

social networks.” (p. 103)  

Insightfully, Gupta et al (2020) explain how “Unlike commercial enterprises, social 

enterprises deal with activities not yet planned by markets. They unfold these activities for 

commercial exploitation once new business solutions and organizational forms are established.” 

(p. 217) Many social entrepreneurs aspire to broad societal changes such as ending racism, 

stopping sexism, eliminating poverty, defeating climate change, etc. One firm is not capable of 

such large-scale systems change. Honing the ability to leverage communications and networks in 

ways that move systems is what’s needed for systems-change work. Doing so is often slow, 

decades-long work. Which is why incorporating into communities of practice is so important. 
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Even for social enterprises with more modest goals than those of overhauling entire national or 

international systems, there is still more complexity than most traditional purely for-profit 

entrepreneurs will encounter. Often, social entrepreneurs are trying to create demand as opposed 

to traditional entrepreneurs which are simply trying to supply existing demand. For example, a 

local-food business is unlikely to beat a chain grocer on price. Their value proposition includes 

less tangible benefits such as health and environmental sustainability (and possibly 

taste/experience etc.). The agripreneur is trying to establish a new market where there might not 

be one; the social and environmental benefits of doing so must justify the economic costs. The 

upcoming section on community-based real-estate development underscores how rural 

developers are often trying to create demand rather than simply respond to existing demand. One 

social entrepreneur cannot develop an entire market; so tying into larger efforts for systems and 

policy change becomes increasingly important for expanded impact. While an entrepreneur may 

not have time for extensive advocacy work directly, their tangible and compelling on-the-ground 

stories are of tremendous value to those broader systems-change efforts. (Santos and Eisenhardt, 

2009)  

Coalfield’s SEED fund prioritizes nascent markets with high potential for social and 

environmental benefits. Santos and Eisenhardt (2009) describe nascent markets as being 

characterized by undefined boundaries, vague definitions, and non-dominant models and 

structures. New markets have “extreme ambiguity.” (p. 644) They explain how, “Entrepreneurs 

intertwine organizational boundaries with market construction to achieve market leadership and 

a defensible position.” (p. 648) In other words, entrepreneurs shape new markets. Sometimes 

there are opportunities waiting for discovery and exploitation. Other times, truly visionary 
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entrepreneurs create entirely new opportunities which weren’t there before, and which customers 

didn’t know they wanted or needed.   

2.5 Employment Social Enterprise Proposed Program Evaluation 

2.5.1 Approach to Evaluation  

Our social enterprise evaluation process is more formative than summative, meaning 

evaluations are conducted with the intent of improving the on-going process of project 

implementation rather than judging performance and informing future decision-making. The 

metrics are typically self-reported, which raises concerns of bias and causation.  

  Michael Scriven’s (1991) checklist serves as the starting point for our evaluation 

structure. Scriven’s process involves comparisons to other similar programs, more in depth 

background data collection and baselining, as well as assessments of additional resources and 

dynamics at play.  

 Program evaluations are usually either “dimensional” or “component” based. 

Dimensional evaluations consider multiple aspects of a program as a whole. Component 

evaluations look at each part of a project separately. Our approach will be dimensional, 

organized around the program areas outlined above.   

 Another program evaluation expert whose unconventional approach caught my attention 

was Youker (2013) who introduced “goal free” evaluations. This means not considering the 

established goals of the evaluand until the very end of the evaluation process. This helps prevent 

tunnel vision on just the original static goals, which are sometimes created years before actual 

implementation. This also enables the evaluator to assess unintended consequences, both positive 

and negative.  
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 Whether intended or not, the essence of any socially focused program is the achievement 

of outputs and outcomes. Understanding the difference in the two is important. Outputs are 

shorter-term in nature and are the immediate result of an intervention made. Outcomes are the 

longer-term impacts of an intervention. They are harder to measure, but ultimately, are more 

important. Outcomes are metrics such as reduced poverty, increased economic mobility, or 

improved economic diversification. Again, the unique milestones set by each enterprise are the 

primary basis for evaluation of performance.   

Social enterprises in Appalachia often struggle to meet payroll and cover utility bills. 

They often operate in run-down facilities and lack adequate physical infrastructure. Rather than 

punishing groups for not meeting basic static metrics, we should be involved in a more iterative, 

adaptive process of building capacity and solving problems in real-time. It’s not that basic 

metrics such as dollars, jobs, and people trained are useless. It’s just that they are, by themselves, 

inadequate.  

 Ideally, enough fundraising can occur for highly skilled, third-party evaluators. These 

evaluators would lead the evaluation process of each social enterprise site. Unfortunately, 

funding for such a scenario is rarely available. Most likely, Coalfield Development staff must 

complete evaluations in addition to other duties held. Therefore, I have tried designing a 

straightforward, time/cost-efficient evaluation structure, a structure which is still effective and 

fair.  

 Each SEED partner signs one-year Memorandums of Agreement (MOAs). Within the 

MOA, each partner commits to the achievement of several key milestones (launching, sales 

goals, hiring people, supporting workers, social impact, environmental sustainability etc.) 

Additionally, they commit to specific goals according to the 12 themes established above. The 
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partners have a monthly call during which a deeper dive on one of the 12 criteria is facilitated by 

Coalfield Development staff and third-party experts. At the end of each MOA period, Coalfield 

staff assess which milestones have been met and which capacities have been developed. This is 

the beginning data for a formal evaluation.  

2.5.2 Portfolio Reporting Structure 

Financial reporting: SEED entrepreneurs should be prepared to provide copies of the 

three financial statements (income statements, balance sheet, and statement of cashflows) to the 

SEED Fund and Coalfield Leadership team on a quarterly basis (exact timeline to be set on a 

case by case basis). Additionally, venture leaders will prepare a snapshot of performance for the 

quarter in a 5-10 slide deck and present to the Coalfield and/or SEED Board at that time. This is 

also a time for discussing questions, issues, and outlook for the next quarter and coming year. 

Additionally, the SEED and Coalfield BOD are required to have access to the entrepreneurs 

accounting documents upon request.  

Reporting and Assessment: Every 6 months, the SEED should be prepared to provide a 

report-out on the milestones as well as a self-assessment for the themes listed below. This is 

provided to the SEED and Coalfield BOD in the form of a 5-10 slide PowerPoint deck; the 

SEED Director may choose to assist in the creation of this presentation. Eventually, all KPIs 

should be fed into a dashboard that is accessible by all stakeholders to better monitor and 

understand performance and provide support where applicable. Additionally, there will be an 

annual assessment on the themes outlined below, conducted in conjunction with an in-person site 

visit and facilitated focus group discussion. This begins with a self-assessment and then is 

compared against an external assessment.   
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Social KPI Tracking: The SEED Appalachia Fund exists to spark new industries and 

improve community outcomes within the region. As such, it is important to not only fund 

entrepreneurs who share the same mission, but also to track the SEED’s impact on their 

employees and the surrounding communities. We will invest in setting up systems that facilitate 

this sort of reporting without placing undue burden on the entrepreneurial team.  

For metrics related to employees, we must ensure that they are consistent across all employees. 

• Living wage job creation: The SEED Appalachia Fund prioritizes the lives and 

livelihoods of all of the employees of its investments. To that end, each SEED will be 

required to report both the number and percentage of its full time and part time 

employees that receive a wage above the federal poverty line (or the regional equivalent) 

and that receive what is considered a living wage. In the case of part time employees, 

hourly wage should be considered. 

• 33-6-3 adherence and outcome: Each SEED will conform to the 33-6-3 structure that is 

described in the appendix. This should be viewed as an asset, rather than a liability. 

Leaders of each venture should work with Coalfield Development in order to ensure that 

all mission hires (and where appropriate, margin hires) complete the program. If the 

completion rate for any particular SEED drops below the average rate observed, 

Coalfield Development will investigate and decide on course-correcting actions in 

conjunction with the SEED entrepreneurs. 

• Success of underrepresented groups / removal of barriers: Part of 33-6-3 initiative is a 

focus on improving the outcome of people or people groups who experience barriers to 

employment, including minorities, people previously living in poverty, and people who 

experience SUD. Each SEED should report the number and percentage of employees 
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who qualify as members of this group, as well as the outcomes of their 33-6-3 programs 

and living wage jobs. 

• Spend in community and state: In addition to the immediate effects of a SEED on its 

employees and their families, we want to track the positive impact that the SEED has on 

its community simply by existing as a business. Entrepreneurs and those in charge of 

SEED finance should take special care to ensure that all spending is tracked both as an 

oversight mechanism as well as a way to understand how money flows through the 

SEED. Whenever possible, sourcing should be done locally, in order to help rejuvenate 

the local economy. SEEDS will be required to report the dollar value and percent of 

spending that is dedicated to locally owned companies and individuals, local subsidies of 

national companies, and companies located outside of the state. 

• Net flow of money into community: The SEED should also track the source of its 

revenue, and to the best of its ability, determine how it would be allocated if the SEED 

did not exist. The goal is to provide a breakdown of the revenue that flows into the 

community as a result of the SEED existing.  

• Mission related activities: Each investee must inherently involve a social mission. 

Coalfield Development will work with the venture and SEED Appalachia to ensure 

oversight and mission specific reporting. This will look different for every SEED; 

however, the team will use similar principles and methods as what already exist in order 

to ensure that the process is not overly burdensome to the venture. 

• Insurance of “do-no-harm”: All SEEDs must have a net positive impact on their 

communities. In order to help ensure this, all investments will be subject to audits in 

order to ensure their compliance to the structures outlined in this document as well as 
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confirm their social and environmental impact. Any ventures found not to be in 

compliance with these principles will be subject to probationary measures and discipline, 

up to and including reorganization of the leadership structure and removal of executives. 

Most of the formal evaluation occurs during an annual site visit. It’s important this site visit 

is on-site and in-person. This way, important clues, unspoken observations, and social cues (such 

as body-language or site conditions) can have ample attention. Prior to the site visit, each 

entrepreneur will complete a self-evaluation on the 24 them outlined above4:  

Table 18 SEED Fund Evaluation Rubrics 

Entrepreneurial Mind-Set 

 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

None of the five 

principles displayed  

Some principles 

displayed   

Most principles 

regularly displayed  

All five principles 

regularly displayed   

Fundraising Acumen/ Networking   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No funding acquired Some funding 

acquired  

Considerable funding 

acquired 

Extensive experience 

with successful 

fundraising  

Legal Compliance/Grant or Loan Management    

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No or minimal legal 

knowledge/grant 

management systems 

Some legal 

knowledge/grant 

management systems  

Strong legal 

knowledge/grant 

management systems  

Strong legal 

knowledge/Unqualified 

audits  

Human Resources Development/Management   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

 
4 For surveys or scoring rubrics ranging “from positive to negative,” Qualtrics (Webster, 2021 – Qualtrics) 

recommends values from 1-7. This allows enough nuance for a supervisor to express variances at the margins. But 

1-7 is contained enough to avoid overly biased evaluations as a scale of 1-10 might. Note: the highest score of “7” 

stands alone and is meant to be reserved for uniquely excellent, undeniably strong performance. 7’s should be rarely 

granted. 
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Limited HR systems 

in place  

Some HR systems in 

place  

Adequate HR 

systems in place; 

human development 

has some role in 

operations  

Excellent HR systems 

in place; human 

development is 

central to operations  

Real-time Problem Solving   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No process for 

empathetic problem 

solving  

Some processes for 

slow empathetic 

problem solving  

Some processes for 

fast empathetic 

problem solving  

Strong processes for 

fast empathetic 

problem solving  

Leader Performance and Well-being  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Leaders is burning 

out, no process to 

evaluate their 

effectiveness 

Leader feels well; 

some processes for 

evaluating 

effectiveness 

Leader feels inspired; 

transparent processes 

for evaluating 

effectiveness  

Leader feels inspired 

and inspires others; 

scores high on 

transparent evals  

Conflict Resolution   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Conflicts are avoided; 

no platforms for 

raising issues  

Conflicts are not 

avoided, but are 

handled in scattered 

and unproductive 

manner  

Conflicts are 

embraced 

thoughtfully and 

productively; clear 

platforms for issues 

Conflicts are 

leveraged for 

improve outcomes; 

well used platforms 

for issue resolution  

Strategy/Planning   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No formal plan; 

unable to articulate 

timeline, budget, key 

variables 

Some formal 

planning; some sense 

of variables, 

timelines, budgets 

etc. 

Well documented 

planning; clear 

articulation of 

variables, timelines, 

budgets etc. 

Detailed plans, with 

contingencies; 

quantitative and 

qualitative 

articulations  

Product Design/Technical Capabilities   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No design thinking; 

poor product design; 

lack of technical 

capabilities  

Some design 

thinking; improved 

design; some 

technical capabilities  

Extensive design 

thinking; strong 

designs; extensive 

technical capabilities  

Customers report 

strong design, 

positive experiences, 
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and their problems 

solved  

Pricing and Margin Analysis  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No margin analysis; 

losing margins  

Some margin 

analysis; breakeven 

margins  

Extensive margin 

analysis; profitable 

margins  

Self-sustaining 

business model; 

ongoing analysis  

Storytelling/PR   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Lack of compelling, 

coherent narrative; no 

pitch 

Enthusiasm for 

stories related to 

business idea  

Some narrative; 

emerging pitch  

Strong narrative; 

crisp, practiced pitch 

Initial Data Management   

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No process for data 

collection  

Some process for 

data collection  

Clear and well-used 

process for data 

Clear conveyance of 

impact to partners  

 

Operations   

 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Scattered and 

disorganized 

operations  

Some systemization; 

some process 

improvement  

Strong systemization; 

strong process 

improvement  

Staff and 

stakeholders report 

strong operations  

Earned Revenue Streams  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No or minimal earned 

revenue 

25-50% of revenue 

mix = earned  

50-75% = earned  Enterprise is 

profitable  

Risk Mitigation / Audit-ready  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No clear financials 

available; cannot 

identify strategic and 

operational risks  

No audits yet; clear 

financials; can only 

identify some 

strategic and 

operational risks   

Audits available; can 

identify most 

strategic and 

operational risks and 

has plans to mitigate 

Unqualified audits 

available; strong risk 

assessments in place 

with corresponding 

mitigation plans   

Team performance / Well-being  
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1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No way of tracking 

team performance 

and well-being  

Team members have 

goals, and well-being 

is discussed  

Team members have 

clear goals, those 

goals are regularly 

tracked, and well-

being is integrated in 

org. systems  

Team members can 

show strong 

performance against 

clear goals; team has 

high morale and 

reports well-being  

Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and Expectations (RRE’s) 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Confused RRE’s  Some RRE’s Detailed, clear RRE’s High performing 

clear RRE’s 

Adaptability (opportunity recognition) 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No examples of true 

opportunity seizure; 

no exhibited ability to 

adapt  

Some examples of 

true opportunity 

seizure; some 

exhibited ability to 

adapt 

Multiple examples of 

true opportunity 

seizure; much 

exhibited ability to 

adapt 

Proven track record 

of opportunity seizure 

and ability to adapt  

IT/Technology Capabilities  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Very limited IT 

capabilities; team is 

under-resourced  

Some IT capabilities; 

team has some of 

what it needs   

Strong IT 

capabilities; team has 

most of what it needs  

Excellent IT 

capabilities; team has 

all it needs 

Strategic Communications/Public Relations  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Entirely reactive 

comms; no PR plan 

Some proactive 

comms; some PR 

planning  

Strong proactive 

comms; extensive PR 

planning  

Exceptional and 

widely known brand 

and “voice”  

Process Improvement/Human-Centered Design Thinking  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No design thinking; 

no process for 

iteration  

Some design 

thinking; some 

process for iteration 

Extensive design 

thinking; clear 

evidence of iteration  

Clear examples of 

process 

improvements  

Advanced Data Management - SROI 
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1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No process for data 

collection; no valid 

SROI reporting  

Some process for 

data collection; 

beginning SROI 

assessment  

Clear process for data 

collection; clear 

articulation of SROI 

Strong data sets 

clearly conveyed to 

stakeholders; strong 

SROI calculated  

Succession Planning  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No succession plan  Informal succession 

plan  

Clear, formal 

succession plan  

Successful succession 

achieved  

Collaboration/Systems Change and Market Shaping    

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

No strong ties to 

networks; no process 

to assess new 

partnerships; no peer-

to-peer learning 

Some ties to 

networks; some 

process for assessing 

partnerships; some 

peer-to-peer learning 

Strong ties to 

networks; merger and 

acquisitions 

opportunities 

assessed  

Successful mergers 

and acquisitions; 

leading roles in 

networks and peer-to-

peer learning  

 

2.5.3 Site Visits  

 Following the site visit, the review will score the entrepreneur using this same rubric. 

Areas where scores are most different will require the most focused discussion and commitment 

to improvement or strategy change.  

Preparation for site visit prior to visit:  

• Investee shares impact data 

• Investee shares financial data  

-evaluator performs financial assessment, including key formulas emphasized by 

Brooks (2009, pp. 72-73): equity balance, revenue concentration, administrative 

costs, and operating margin.   

These site visits follow this agenda:  

• Investee scores self on the criteria rubric above  



 

326 
 

• Evaluator scores investee on rubric above  

• Results are compared 

• Discussion on areas of difference  

• Review financial assessment conducted prior to visit; agree on financial 

strengthening plan  

• Plan for improvement created, where needed  

• Tour of operations  

• Focus group with staff and close partners  

• Inventory of equipment and supplies  

• Debrief and discuss next steps  

Post site visit, the staff-person responsible for the evaluation will compile a report 

(approximately 10 pages each), summarizing findings. The report will follow the checklist 

provided by Davidson (2005): 

• Background and Context (completed pre-site visit)  

• Descriptions and Definitions  

• Consumers  

• Resources 

• Values  

• Process Evaluation  

• Outcome Evaluation (completed prior, based on MOA milestones)  

• Comparative Cost-Effectiveness 

• Exportability  

• Overall Significance  
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2.6 Additional Research Needed and Conclusion  

 While social enterprise has become a pervasively popular concept in many parts of the 

country, it remains a nascent aspect of development strategy in central Appalachia. I have argued 

here that greater investment in social enterprises could improve CED processes and outcomes in 

the region. I have established a thorough framework for an organization to implement a social 

enterprise approach. Much, much more research is needed for a better understanding of 

dynamics affecting and affected by social enterprise here in central Appalachia. Looking ahead, 

my hope is my research will help lead to further research on topics such as:  

• Conditions and environments making successful social entrepreneurship more or less 

likely to succeed.  

• Certain economic sectors where social enterprise might work better than others.  

• Comparing and contrasting rural social enterprises to urban ones.  

• Social enterprise contributions to broader systems change. 

• The value of small, locally-based social enterprises versus larger national ones.  

• More precise valuation for well-being of employees staffing social enterprises.  

• The potential for a Prahalad-inspired “bottom-of-the-pyramid” approach in central 

Appalachia; deeper analysis of the pros and cons of such an approach.  

• The effect of social enterprise on local economic competitiveness.  

• The effect of social enterprise on competitiveness between firms.   

• Deeper statistical analysis of labor force participation in central Appalachia: what causes 

it, and what is the true size of the problem?  

• Statistical analysis of the 24 criteria established herein, leading to a more accurate 

weighting of each. 
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Capability 3: Facilitating Personal, Professional, and Academic Human Development for 

People Facing Barriers to Employment 

3.1.1 Introduction  

CED efforts mustn’t only focus on technical issues facing businesses or skill-sets but 

must also account for the “human element.” By “human element,” I mean the life-challenges and 

personal issues which affect a person’s ability to engage in, take advantage of, or benefit from 

CED projects. Deep, holistic and long-term supports are needed for people experiencing poverty 

and facing other obstacles to their well-being. Many workers have experienced trauma (including 

abuse and food insecurity), face daunting barriers (including transportation, child care, and many 

more), and are hamstrung by a lack of higher education and/or modern professional skillsets. For 

example, more than half of Coalfield Development’s current trainees are in recovery from 

Substance Use Disorder (SUD), and nearly a third are justice-system-involved. A well-paying 

job is essential, but it is not, in and of itself, sufficient for improved well-being. Renewed self-

confidence, genuine hope for a better future, and meaningful contributions to community are 

possible for all these people. But arriving at such renewal can take time, often complicated by 

fits and starts, ups and downs, trials and triumphs. Patient, flexible support is required.   

Personalized coaching, resource navigation and milestone-setting are good strategies for 

supporting these individuals on their new career pathway. Our approach is not to tell people how 

to live, but rather to support and encourage them as well as to provide accountability. Our 

programming meets people where they are, celebrating learning and growing more than 

outcomes and achievements. Our values are gumption, grit, and grace. We regularly honor and 

celebrate such qualities in our participants.  
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The primary vehicle for supporting people facing barriers here in Appalachia is our 33-6-

3 model. Through the social enterprises discussed in the previous section, we directly employ 

local displaced workers. The “33” represents 33 hours of paid work each week. There is an initial 

six-month period of stabilization and entry-level work experience. We call this WRAPS: 

Workforce Readiness And Professional Success. After these six months, WRAPS graduates can 

re-enter the private workforce or sign a 2.5 year contract with a social enterprise in our network. 

In order to access the 2.5 year opportunity and become a full 33-6-3 “Crew Member,” the 

participant must enroll in a local Community and Technical College (CTC) or professional-

certification preparation courses at local vocational schools (such as plumbing, electrician, etc.).   

The “6” in 33-6-3 is for 6 credit-hours of higher education, usually with a local 

community and technical college (CTC). The majority of our participants are the first-in-family 

to attend college. Carnevale et al (2013) find 65% of jobs in the modern economy require at least 

some higher education. Unfortunately, however, even in economically healthy areas, CTC 

retention is abysmal. U.S. Department of Education data (2021) suggest only three in 10 

community college students graduate. The number drops to below 10% for part-time students.  

  Goolsbee et al (2019) report spending on community-college student wrap-around 

supports (including counseling, health resources, and supplemental instruction) are, on average, 

40% less than what four-year students receive. (see also Jenkins and Cho, 2012) 

Demographically, community college students tend to have higher barriers to success, well-

being, and economic mobility. Ganzglass and colleagues (2014) explain, “Many community 

college students struggle to access and persist in school because of poor preparation, the struggle 

to balance the multiple demands of school, work, and family responsibilities, and inadequate 
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financial, social, and academic support.” (p. 305) The ”6” in 33-6-3 allows disadvantaged 

students to earn income and continue their higher learning simultaneously.  

Fenwick (2001) explains how individuals learn best by interacting with their community, 

local networks, and unique culture. She emphasizes the importance of “the tools at hand 

(including objects, technology, languages, and images), and the moment’s activity (its purposes, 

norms and practical challenges)” as central to deep, lasting learning. (p. 41) At Coalfield 

Development we combine reflection and experience. The “3” in 33-6-3 carves out three hours 

each week for a personalized combination of individual reflection, group reflection, life-

coaching, milestone setting, and counseling. 

Finally, we emphasize our participant’s agency as contributing citizens who can change 

for the better systems holding back their community. The kinds of social enterprises employing 

them and the projects they take on are innovative, bold efforts which renew hope in previously 

devastated communities. This includes converting former mountaintop removal sites into 

regenerative farms, former “brownfields” (contaminated industrial plots) into solar farms, or 

formerly vacant and abandoned buildings into energy efficient affordable housing.   

Importantly, 33-6-3 is embedded in and through social enterprises. Social entrepreneurs 

do more than run organizations. As Bornstein and Davis (2010) explain, “Social entrepreneurs 

also work to shift mindsets about what is possible at the individual level. Many have found ways 

to unleash human potential among individuals who have historically been viewed as 

incompetent, expendable, or beyond rehabilitation.” (p. 76) As part of exciting, innovative and 

growing enterprises, participants become not just beneficiaries of a program but rather are active 

leaders in the tangible rebuilding of their home community as well as the new Appalachian 

economy more broadly.  
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The primary point of the social enterprises we incubate and fund is improving the well-

being and economic mobility of people facing significant barriers to their employment and well-

being. If equity is a priority (which certainly is for Coalfield Development) then it is imperative 

development initiatives do not “cream the crop” by simply re-training the already employed or 

prioritizing those with adequate assets and support systems. Rather, we intentionally prioritize 

those most marginalized by environmental injustice, economic disinvestment, and other social 

factors including racism and sexism. We do so holistically because complex, interwoven barriers 

require complex, interwoven interventions both personally and professionally.   

CED in coal communities cannot focus only on former coalminers. In some cases, the 

coalminers are the best off, economically, because they had some of the few decent-paying jobs 

remaining in the community. Many “just transition” efforts fail at understanding this, seeking 

only to fund programs focused on retraining former coalminers. Broader focus is needed if 

significant CED outcomes are desired and pervasive generational poverty is actually addressed.     

Driving positive CED outcomes in central Appalachia will no doubt require strong non-

profit and social enterprise organizations. Hence, the first two chapters. And it would be 

insufficient to talk about CED without considering the physical spaces and places making up the 

community in consideration (more on that in section four). Ultimately, however, the point of 

CED is better quality of life for human beings. If CED isn’t improving the lives of people in the 

community served, if it isn’t driving human-centered processes focused on human-advancing 

outcomes, then it’s missing the mark. As such this third section focuses on the design of 

personal, professional, and academic (P2AD) pathways to opportunity and fulfillment for people 
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in central Appalachia facing barriers to employment.5  

In this section, I conduct thorough qualitative research with participants who are 

employed by non-profit social-enterprises created or funded through Coalfield Development. 

Building off 13 years of in-field experience, I put forward a model for effective human 

development in central Appalachia. This model is complemented by a corresponding program 

evaluation structure. Note that the program has been developed using the Interactive Model of 

Program Planning by Caffarella &  Daffron. (2013)   

3.2 Summation and Analysis of the Existing Literature 

3.2.1 What’s Hardest to Measure is Often Most Valuable   

Evaluation is required and generally helpful, but it’s also uniquely difficult for human-

centric work. Robert Chamber’s article “Poverty and livelihoods: whose reality counts?” (1995) 

can be applied to community dynamics in Appalachia, especially within the many networks of 

non-profit and governmental leaders trying to improve the quality of life in the region (what 

Chambers would call “development professionals”). When Chambers refers to “northern” 

perspectives, he seems to be using this term in a global sense (“industrial” versus “non-

industrialized” would be another way to put it). However, the approaches recommended in the 

article have relevance for the Appalachian region. The region certainly experiences the depth of 

poverty Chambers describes, which goes far beyond just “income-poverty” to include other less 

tangible effects such as “isolation” or “physical weakness” or “powerlessness” as described in 

the preface of this dissertation. (173) Because these less tangible elements of poverty are not 

 
5 “Facing Barriers to Employment” is defined in the State of West Virginia’s official “Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity” plan (2018) and includes people on public assistance, recently laid off, and in recovery from 
Substance Use Disorder among other barriers.  
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often understood in Appalachia, programs designed to “help” those in poverty often fail. 

Certainly, such programs rarely have genuine buy-in from local citizenries.  

Eller (2010) argues the supposed failures of development efforts in Appalachia are a 

symptom of the deeper American inability to agree on what the “good life” truly is. By urban 

American projecting its values on to the rural Appalachian region, and by not investing in truly 

community-based projects, the federal government’s development approach in the region was 

unable to gain real traction among the people of the place, and therefore never fully succeeded.  

  Chamber’s seems to echo such critiques. He points out the fact that “economists and 

their concepts still dominate the development discourse” (180). Therefore, “. . . treating what has 

not been measured as not really real.” Yet Chambers finds that what’s hardest to measure (or 

maybe even not possible to measure) is most valuable to actual people in real communities: 

“friendship, love, story-telling, self-sacrifice, laughter, music, health, creativity. . . .” (184) Later 

in the piece he lists more examples: “ceremonies and celebration, the pleasures of place, season 

and time of day, fun, spiritual experience” (196). Like Eller, Chambers literally dubs these 

elements “the good life.”  Whereas, “employment, unemployment, job, workplace, and 

workforce are concepts and categories derived from urban industrial experience in the North” 

(182). Such industrial “northern” creations contribute to “the bad life,” which involves things 

like “insurance claims, security guards, fossil fuel consumption, and cutting down forests” (184).  

Ultimately, Chambers is arguing, any real progress for the poor must involve un-doing 

the bad habits established by dominant development systems of recent decades. He encourages, 

“. . . facilitating new participatory methods of appraisal, and increasingly from poor people 

themselves. The new methods enable poor people to analyze and express what they know, 

experience, need, and want.” (185) This connects to the work of Noble Prize winner Elanor 
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Ostrom. In her groundbreaking 1990 book Governing the Commons, Ostrom found that small, 

informal, rural communities were far better at establishing nuanced, collaborative, and effective 

approaches to managing shared natural resources and infrastructure than top-down, government-

mandated programs. In more recent times, she has argued for small-scale local solutions to 

climate change to compliment (not necessarily replace) large-scale global efforts. Her research 

was grounded in community. She spent months on-the-ground, gaining deep local insights and 

respecting local wisdom.  

In her 1990 book referenced above, Ostrom cautions scholars against, “the false 

confidence of presumed omniscience.” She explains further “The intellectual trap in relying 

entirely on models . . . is that scholars then presume that they are omniscient observes able to 

comprehend the essentials of how complex dynamic systems work by creating stylized 

descriptions of some aspects of these systems.” (215) Chambers similarly laments, “There 

remain deep dilemmas over ‘our’ [meaning “northern scholars”] knowledge and values and 

‘theirs’ [meaning poor people]” (191). . . . But our power in the past has overwhelmed their 

knowledge, hidden their analytical abilities and allowed us to assume that we know what they 

experience and want.” (191) Chambers then pushes back hard on the common assumption that 

poor people make short-term-view decisions while educated people keep the longer-term in 

mind. He gives examples of poor people cutting back on consumption and extraction during hard 

times to “protect their livelihood,” whereas it’s industrialists from the north who clear-cut forests 

and over-consume goods to the point of gluttony. (192) This reminded me of “scrappers” in 

Appalachia who collect metal and other salvageable goods for re-sale. These are generally poor 

people who are accused of breaking the law and being drug-addicts, but ultimately are achieving 
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an environmentally sustainable outcome, and seizing a rare revenue-generating opportunity 

within the completely broken markets controlling their lives.  

These admonitions from Ostrom and Chambers are particularly convicting for me in my 

work. I am the founder of a community-based organization in southern West Virginia, often 

supporting “scrappers” and their friends. We create new social enterprises which are designed to 

employ, support, and empower people “facing barriers to work.” Those four words, right from 

the start, indicate a “northern” sort of judgement and projection. We utilize the 33-6-3 model 

each week as a structure for our participants. The hardest part for our participants, most 

commonly, is the “6.” Many in Appalachia do not see the value in higher education and do not 

wish to pursue it. “Don’t rise above your rasin’” is a common refrain. Leaders of the 

organization, including myself, very much do see the value in higher education. We have 

research to back up our insistence on this value. So we have set up an incentive structure to 

support the higher education component, and even to pay people for their time pursing it. We 

incentivize it, yes, but when push comes to shove, we require it. If a person wants the paid 33 

hours, they have to commit to the academic 6.  

The tension here is our number one reason for non-completion. Crew Members don’t 

enjoy, find valuable, or adapt to higher education and they leave the program. The articles 

referenced above make me question, “Have I been overly firm on this topic? Have I allowed my 

middle-class values to cloud my judgement and de-value the local wisdom of people Coalfield is 

trying to serve and create development opportunities for?” Because of these type concerns, I do 

not insist on formal degrees of education for all supervisory positions. And I regularly find 

myself defending what more educated staff may deem “unprofessional behavior” by local people 
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who are less trained in “northern/middle class” norms and mores. This has been a point of 

tension within the organization’s leadership.   

3.2.2. A New Appalachian Professionalism?  

Chambers calls for a “new professionalism” to “soften and flatten hierarchy” with “norms 

and rewards which permit and encourage more open-ended participation at all levels.” (196-197) 

The culture of our organization is very much to include participation at all levels as well as to 

celebrate learning and respect all voices. But are we doing enough? How can I better “enable the 

poor to express their reality,” as Chambers puts it, and to do so with complete honestly (rather 

than participants telling me what they may think I want to hear)?  

As adult learning opportunities are planned and implemented the process often becomes 

as important (or even more so) than the outcomes. The trust, relationships and social/political 

capital built by the community participants ends up out-living the project itself and creating 

conditions for longer-term change. Lots of small acts of public education, communication, and 

information-gathering add up to make for a significant impact. New community narratives 

emerge. This impact is harder to measure than jobs created or square-feet developed, but it’s 

equally meaningful and perhaps even longer-lasting.    

In shifting to a more genuinely community-based approach, prioritizing the needs and 

perspectives of the most vulnerable is absolutely necessary if we are to undertake our work in a 

just manner. The word “genuinely” is important. It’s in vogue to tweet and post about “social 

justice” these days, including here in Appalachia. Yet the work of building a more just society is 

much more than posts on social media. Many well intentioned development professionals speak 

passionately about poverty, often using jargon and academic vocabulary (myself included). 

There is voluminous literature on the topic of CED. Yet it’s too rare we really stop and listen to 
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the people we’re trying to “serve.” When we do, we often do so in stiff, formal, or rushed 

settings. Chambers quotes Mellissa Leach and James Fairhead (1994) who caution: “Villagers, 

faced by questions about deforestation and environmental change, have learned to confirm what 

they know the questioners expect to hear.” (p. 198) Instead, we practitioners should be trying to 

“enable the poor to express their reality.” (p. 198) They conclude: “Beyond this, participation at 

the community or group level is then not ‘their’ participation in ‘our’ programme but our 

participation in theirs.” (p. 203)  

3.2.3. Assessing Constructivist Models of Learning  

Essentially, the 33-6-3 model is an adult-learning model. The average age of participants 

is 26 years old. Although we have had 16-year-old beginners and 52 year-old former coalminers. 

As such, I rely heavily on Adult Educational Psychology literature in shaping my program 

design. Fenwick explains how constructivist models of learning view the learner as having the 

individual power to construct their own knowledge. (p. 17) Particularly central to Fenwick’s 

article is David Kolb’s “Constructivist model of experiential learning.” (p. 18) Fenwick 

summarizes a cyclical process theorized by Kolb: “new knowledge and skills are achieved 

through confrontation among concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualization, and subsequent active experimentation.” (p. 18) Learning by doing is an 

important element of the theory, however “experience alone does not teach. Learning happens 

only when there is reflective thought and internal processing of the experience by the learner.” 

(p. 19) Placing great value on reflection is the reason Coalfield Development carves out three 

hours each and every week for reflection, journaling, discussion, and shared group experiences.  

 However, Kolb’s caution on experience alone should also include a caution on reflection 

alone not being enough for true learning either. Ultimately, reflection is about seeking truth; the 
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role of a facilitator leading processes for adults to learn for themselves their own personal truth 

as well as key universal truths which guide human development. Leaving a person to figure out 

their truth without context, without background, without key data is quite dangerous. Such a 

process could backfire, leading to cynicism or apathy. Creating the safe, caring, supportive space 

for a person to quietly think and reflect is a gift (especially if this person has a chaotic home life), 

but doing so without providing adequate support can quickly become a “white elephant” gift.  

 Yet over-facilitation is a concern too. Fenwick warns of “educational intrusions” (p. 11) 

which can force conformity or uphold dominant systemic power structures. This is very much a 

tension Coalfield Development struggles with in structuring the “3” hours of personal 

development each week. The organization has found that not enough structure can lead to wasted 

time; likewise, too much structure can stifle honest learning and growing. The organization 

promotes 12 personal development themes as well as 12 professional development themes. Each 

month, participants are invited to go deeper (via journal prompts, group discussion, and through 

readings) on one of the 12 personal themes as well as one of the 12 professional themes (much 

more on these below). 

These personal and professional development themes are taking place in a very rural 

setting long dominated (some argue “colonized”) by the extractive coal industry and having a 

culture that does not often place high value on higher education. One thing the Fenwick article 

makes clear is that context matters. Fenwick summarizes Sawada’s (1991) argument that 

constructivist approaches lack a full enough appreciation of the importance of context and 

environments: “. . . constructivism falsely presumes a ‘cut’ universe, in which subjects are 

divided from the environment and from their own experiences and reflection is posited as the 

great integrator, bridging separations that create, instead of reorienting us to the whole.” (p. 28) 



 

350 
 

Structural barriers to well-being such as income inequality, racism, sexism, and pollution (just to 

name a few) have real impacts on lives and on learning processes. Other more positive external 

factors shape us too: family, friends, culture, place etc. To ignore such fundamental dynamics of 

life is to ignore what learning is or is not possible.  

Given the rural context of the 33-6-3 model, I researched rural-specific insights regarding 

adult education, including an article titled “Learning Environments for Effective Rural 

Development” by Shonka et al (1996) in which the authors contend that learning begins with a 

stimulus that gets learners out of their usual autopilot. When learners act upon the new 

information gathered from learning, a “new knowledge” is created. Importantly, such a process 

does not occur in a sequential process, but is often fluid, and not a logical flow. Signs of true 

learning, the authors argue, would be: 1) new mental models, and 2) different behavior. 

Importantly, organizations can develop organizational cultures with key characteristics in which 

learning can truly flourish including: flexible operating procedures in which all participate, open 

communication, embrace of diversity, consensus-building, mechanisms to act on novel ideas, 

systems to utilize new information, learning incentives, a pro-experimentation culture, results-

orientation across all groups, and genuine feedback. In other words, effective adult learning is 

not likely to happen without effective organizations and institutions with the right kind of culture 

for good learning.  

It is often organizations and institutions creating learning experiences. Many of the 

authors critiqued by Fenwick subscribe to the general belief that, in designing such experiences, 

learning by doing is best. The 33-6-3 model certainly signs on to this belief, as evidenced by the 

vast majority of the week (33 hours) being devoted to on-the-job work. But not all on-the-job 

learning experiences are equally effective. In order to really become valuable, the on-the-job 
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experience needs to be part of high quality, challenging, and rewarding projects undertaken by 

good teams. In structuring the work week, it’s important to help trainees find a positive work 

“flow.” The very best resource I’ve encountered on “flow” is Mihay Csikszentimihalyi’s (1990) 

book on the topic. He defines flow as “the state in which people are so involved in an activity 

that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even 

at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it.” (p. 4) If merely conveying technical job skills is the 

goal, then flow is of no concern. But if supporting a person in finding their calling and purpose is 

the goal, then flow is an invaluable concept. Experiencing flow, Csikszentimihalyi argues, 

“makes the self more complex.” (p. 41) And complexity of the self leads to human growth, to the 

person feeling “more skilled” and “more capable.” (p. 41) 

3.2.4 Experiential, Applied Learning  

Coalfield Development views both the experiential approach to learning and the 

constructivist/reflective approach as valuable. The 33-6-3 model blends both, with the “33” 

representing the former and the “6” and the “3” the latter. The goal is a balance: enough structure 

to inspire and incentivize deeper learning, but not so much structure that the entire learning 

process is controlled or manipulated. Indeed, the two are more closely linked than often 

presented and perhaps can even happen concurrently. Fenwick cites Michelson’s (1996) 

arguments against Kolb’s theory: “The learning process of reflection presumes that knowledge is 

extracted and abstracted from experience by the processing mind. This ignores the possibility 

that all knowledge is constructed within power-laden social processes, that experience and 

knowledge are mutually determined, and that experience itself is knowledge driven. . . . (p. 29).” 

Such intellectual arrogance “denigrates bodily and intuitive experience, advocating retreat into 
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the loftier domains of rational thought from which ‘raw’ experience can be disciplined and 

controlled.” (p. 29)  

This Michelson argument caused me to question the validity of our “6” and “3.” Are we 

trying to control the learning of our participants by insisting on a higher education and reflective 

component? Not if we allow plenty of space for unique individuals to undertake their own 

idiosyncratic learning and thinking on their own terms. By being conscious of the concern that 

reflection can serve as a means of control, we can intentionally avoid such trappings. Also note: 

after insisting on a CTC degree for the first seven years of Coalfield’s existing, we recently 

shifted to counting professional certifications as equally qualifying (including electrical, HVAC, 

plumbing etc.).   

Apps (1991) offers the following reasons for journaling and reflection being so important 

to the learning process: doing so clarifies our own thoughts and feelings on certain topics, it 

helps us discover unknowns about ourselves, it helps us define and solve problems, it helps us 

create new ideas, it clarifies our personal values, and it provides a historical record our 

development. (p. 14) Experiential on-the-job learning (in which a “flow” can be experienced) 

matched with supportive space for reflection and journalizing is a good balanced approach to 

adult learning. 

Recently (Aug. 21, 2020), another practitioner in the workforce development sector 

shared a term during a meeting that I had not heard before: “identity construction.” She argued 

this is what we should be supporting our learners in figuring out: who they are, what they care 

about, and what their true vocation/contributions to the world can and should be. This is 

especially important in environments where oppression is commonly experienced because one’s 

renewed sense of constructed self can, ideally, contribute to undoing such oppression.  
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Fenwick presents four approaches which go “beyond reflection,” and which could inform 

an “identity construction” process. These are: 1) “psychoanalytic” orientation which pushes 

teachers to better understand the unconscious elements of learning; 2) “situative” orientation 

which explores how changes in community and environment impact learning; 3) “resistance” by 

which educators challenge learners in questioning their experiences, and 4) “enactivist” which 

looks at the systems surrounding learning and the learner. All four have value, and learning 

about each deepens our understanding of adult learning. The situative approach, in particular, is 

important within the Coalfield Development structure. Workforce development in an urban 

setting vs. workforce development in rural coal country present two very different situations. The 

educator’s approach should acknowledge these differences and adjust accordingly. Otherwise, 

flow will prove illusive, learning will fall short, and identity construction could go awry 

contributing to disengagement and demoralization among learners. Moreover, 33-6-3 crew 

members are living in communities undergoing disruptive change. Increasingly, we are seeing 

extremist responses to these disruptions. Anti-democratic sentiments and White Nationalism are 

becoming more prominent. Better learning is desperately needed. Keeping this in mind for all 

three pieces of the 33-6-3 model is crucial.  

The best summary of how reflection and experience combine for optimal learning was 

captured by Fenwick’s reprisal of Lave and Wenger (1991): “individuals learn as they participate 

by interacting with the community (its history, assumptions and cultural values, rules and 

patterns of relationship), the tools at hand (including objects, technology, languages, and 

images), and the moment’s activity (its purposes, norms and practical challenges)” (p. 41). An 

example of this at Coalfield Development is our “Week 3” experiences. The third week of each 

month crews engage in activities which deepen understanding of our personal and professional 
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development themes. Often these include community service projects or visits to historically or 

culturally significant places. Another example is our community-leader celebration projects 

through which crews interview and report out on attributes and stories from diverse, ethical, and 

impactful local leaders.   

So it is that Coalfield Development has devised the 33-6-3 model in the hopes of not only 

facilitating real and deep and meaningful learning for people facing barriers to employment, but 

also to support their empowerment as contributing citizens who can change for the better the 

systems holding back their community. If successful, this reverses colonization and extraction so 

dominant through the history of Appalachia. And it mitigates rising extremism.   

3.2.5 Learning in Appalachia  

 Stereotypically, Appalachia suffers from having a poor educational system. That 

many Appalachian schools are under-resourced compared to other states is often a fair 

assumption. However, there are also some unique dynamics at play with education in this region. 

A popular resource for teachers in “impoverished” areas is Ruby Payne’s A Framework for 

Understanding Poverty. (2015) Payne emphasizes a culture of poverty as the primary barrier to 

learning, and she identifies the importance of a teacher’s role in introducing impoverished 

students to more structure and middle class norms. Hayes (2018) sharply rebukes Payne’s 

approach: “In essence, Payne argues that standardized academic modes of communication, 

modes she describes as the realm of the middle class, are alone capable of producing cognitive 

efforts of problem-solving and inference.” (p. 129) This connects to an important finding by 

Donehower (2015) that educators often “problematize” Appalachian students and view the 

region “as a problem to be solved.” (p. 41) Hayes goes on: “The inference becomes that you 

can’t use the poverty-class informal register and still be a skilled, sophisticated thinker.” (p. 130)  
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In designing learning processes at Coalfield Development, we are vigilant about honoring 

the dignity and agency of our community members. Our lessons are not so much about telling 

people how to live their lives. We are about supporting people to figure out what they want in 

life, then being the kind of encouraging/challenging community in which those goals can become 

realized. We are all about change, but the change must come from within each individual’s own 

mind and heart and soul. It must be chosen, not given. While Payne’s “culture of poverty” 

approach might lack equity and perspective, it’s not unfair to point out which social classes have 

advantages over others. Nor is it wrong to educate students on these differences and position 

learners for well-being despite which class-rules might dominate.  

Still, Coalfield staff are constantly nagged by an internal fear of becoming overly 

paternalistic, “northern,” or even colonial in our work. The evolution of the naming of our 

human development work reflects this unease. Initially, we called the “3” “soft skills.” Then we 

shifted to “life-skills.” Now we say, “personal and professional development.” Our thinking is 

that we aren’t telling people how to live their lives, that we all have innate skills necessary for 

figuring out life. We are all engaged in an ongoing development process to learn, improve, and 

grow.  

3.2.6 Trauma Informed Human Development  

 Such development processes are uniquely challenging for people experiencing trauma. 

Understanding trauma is important for designing effective supports in central Appalachia. 

Coalfield has an entire “Human Development” team. This includes professionals with formal 

training in human relations (HR), counseling, social work, SUD recovery and more. We know 

not all organizations have the budget for such robust staffing. Capacity for human development 
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should be a priority in fundraising efforts. Additionally, local networks and partnerships with 

other service-providers can off-set what skills might be missing on staff.    

 In particular, the Coalfield Human Development team prioritizes a trauma-informed 

approach. Rather than merely addressing events immediately before us we facilitate processes 

which uncover deeper causes and effects. We train on signs of ACE’s: adverse childhood 

experiences. An ACE’s informed approach understands adverse life experiences, it intentionally 

designs interventions to avoid triggers related to those experiences, it intentionally avoids re-

traumatization, and facilitates healing and growing in safe environments. (Frederick et al, 2020; 

Levenson, 2017) I found a blog from the VCU School of Social Work (2020) particularly helpful 

in explaining the value of such an approach:  

“Rather than solely focusing on problematic behaviors, trauma-informed social workers 

aim to understand what happened to people that caused those behaviors in the first place. 

They take their clients’ personal histories, vulnerabilities and triggers into consideration 

and tailor treatment to each individual’s complex, nuanced needs.” 

Not all social enterprise employees can become social work experts. But as learning 

organizations, we can constantly learn about best-practices and create cultures of safety and 

support in which people can overcome their various traumas and barriers.  

3.2.7 The Relationship Between Human Development and Economic Development  

Human development interventions tend to resemble “social work,” as we call it here in the 

United States. Counseling is another common approach, as is life-skills training. Human developers 

are focused on the well-being of individuals. This goes beyond economic indicators such as 

employment and income to measure life-satisfaction, agency, and freedom. Sen (1999) notes how 

economists had started moving away from broader indicators such as well-being. He finds this has 



 

357 
 

been to the detriment of the field. His work to emphasize freedoms and un-freedoms for 

marginalized people has since pushed a shift in the field toward more holistic models. Sen (1999) 

argues for judging “individual advantage in terms of capabilities that a person has, that is, the 

substantive freedoms he or she enjoys to lead the kind of life her or she has reason to value.” (p. 87) 

I am reminded here of an organization which pioneered social enterprise in West Virginia and me in 

the early days of Coalfield Development: Center for Economic Options. I always loved that 

organizational name. It’s emphasis on freedom and choice resonated then and still does today. 

Development is not about controlling people’s decisions and lives. Development is about expanding 

what’s possible for disadvantaged communities so that more choices are possible, more freedom 

attainable.  

Sen (1999) uses Unemployment programs as an example where economic metrics alone 

miss the bigger picture of well-being. While a governmental benefit (such as Unemployment 

Insurance) to an individual might improve that person’s economic well-being, it could also harm 

their sense of pride and agency in meaningful ways. He explains:  

“If income loss were all that were involved in unemployment, then that loss could be to a 

great extent erased . . . . If, however, unemployment has other serious effects on the lives 

of the individuals causing deprivation of other kinds, then the amelioration through 

income support would be to that extent limited.” (p. 94)  

 The deep harm caused by unemployment is well documented. Psychological trauma, 

mental illness, and addiction are all more likely as a result of it. (Ruhm, 1991) Most workers who 

become unemployed fail to find new employment paying as much as the job they lost, which can 

set into effect a long-term decline in economic mobility. (Couch and Placzek, 2010) Alarmingly, 

a good deal of research indicates job training and workforce development programs designed for 
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mitigating job-losses do not work very well. A 2012 Department of Labor independent 

evaluation of its Trade Adjustment Assistance Program found no significant benefits from job 

training programs; eligible beneficiaries reported similar levels of employment and incomes as 

those not enrolled in the program. (Mathmatica, 2012) Specific to coal communities, Hanson 

(2022) finds coal-related shocks to employment do lead to dramatic increases in public 

assistance to those regions (especially in the form of Supplemental Security Income – SSI), but 

does not lead to statistically significant upticks in  education and training assistance. He goes on 

to critique the performance of local Workforce Development Boards (WIBs), and argues, 

“Although successful training models have been identified, there appear to be challenges in 

replicating and scaling them.” (p. 28) This section of my dissertation is a response to that very 

challenge. Despite the challenges of doing so, Hanson identifies acute strategies to expand 

quality job creation in coal-impacted areas as the critical element of any successful strategy for 

economic renewal.    

 And yet people facing high barriers to employment need more than a job; they need 

support, encouragement, accountability, resources, community, etc. This is doubly true for those 

recuperating from traumatic experiences or in the throws of oppression. Economic development 

needs human development, and human development needs economic development. Otherwise, 

the results are incomplete. Hartman (2014) emphasizes the importance of “learning by doing” 

and “learning by trial” in efforts to expand job-skills and life-skills in disadvantaged 

communities. He notes how people in more affluent areas have more natural opportunities for 

networking and trying new things. Building off Sen (1999), Hartman finds “Exclusion from 

social network structures and lack of opportunities for qualitative entrepreneurship and for 

applied learning limit the freedom of agents to be and to do what they wish. . . . “ (p. 61) He goes 
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on to argue: “. . . both individual capabilities and economic diversification are crucial for human 

development.” (p. 64) This vein of thinking is also why the social enterprise section earlier in 

this dissertation is so important. These enterprises are economic vessels which create individual 

opportunities for renewed hope, opportunity, and economic mobility. They are also the change 

agents at community-wide and systems-change levels, capable of diversifying local economics. 

“Economic diversification,” Hartman (2014) finds, “is a better predictor of human development 

than income taken alone.” This is incredibly relevant to my entire dissertation; programs for 

individuals, on their own, can only achieve so much progress for people living in rural, extractive 

areas long dominated by one industry. New economic activity and new businesses are necessary. 

Otherwise, people are getting trained for jobs that don’t exist, and entrepreneurs are launching 

businesses with no viable market. Without diversification and without systems-change, money 

flows into distressed places, but only reinforces negative dynamics as opposed to reversing 

vicious cycles of extraction, instability, corruption and oppression. This is why Hartman (2014) 

admonishes: “Emphasis on economic diversification is crucial to alleviate the negative effects of 

external shocks and prevent socioeconomic crises.” (p. 71) He then makes an important add-on:  

 “It is not only countries, regions or companies that need proper diversification strategies;  

people also need to combine a broadly diversified general knowledge base with 

specialized knowledge and expertise. This makes them a) less dependent and more 

flexible, as well as b) less substitutable.” (p. 171)  

 Such is the approach of 33-6-3. Encouragingly, Hartman summarizes much research 

indicating human development contributes to economic development, and that it can “trigger” 

human agency. (p. 182) He cautions, however, that “. . . focusing on basic needs and social 

protection alone may not overcome structural economic heterogeneity or the reproduction of 



 

360 
 

structural inequality. Human development policies need to go hand in hand with structural 

economic policies. . . . “ (p. 182) This is why embedding 33-6-3 in social enterprises which push 

broader organizing and policy-change efforts is so important. As an example, Coalfield played a 

prominent role in advocating for the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022, leading to our country’s 

largest ever investment in renewable energy. (Colman et al, in Politico, 2022)  

3.2.8 Importance of Higher Education  

Coalfield Development emphasizes the importance of higher education, but not 

necessarily in the sense of four-year baccalaureate programs. There is wide agreement in the 

literature that community colleges could (or should) be a primary tool used for empowering 

marginalized workers to play a greater role in the workforce. The community college system is 

regularly viewed as under-valued and under-utilized. Ganzglass et al (2014) identify community 

colleges as one of three key assets for the country to leverage if it is to “advance the career 

prospects of low-skill workers and promote business prosperity.” (p. 301) Specifically, they call 

for “mobilizing the significant and underutilized resources of community colleges to spread 

adoption of best practices . . . . “ (p. 301) These authors provide a helpful and succinct history of 

the community college system in the country. They note that each state has its own system, but 

that there are many similarities. “Open admission,” is a common feature, meaning most any 

student who wants to attend a community college can. Serving as a central conduit for workforce 

development and economic development is a common goal most community colleges share. 

Occupational Certificates and  two-year Associates Degrees are the most common credentials 

earned by community college students.   

19 states already provide some form of free community/technical college, including West 

Virginia. (College Promise, 2021) An early adopter and prominent example is Tennessee where 
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Bell (2021) finds a 40% enrollment increase at CTCs as a result of the program. Research on free 

college program’s effects on retention are still emerging but a study by Bartik, Hershbein, and 

Lachowska (2015) found a 25% increase in bachelor’s degree attainment for a free college 

program in Michigan. They find particularly strong effects for women and minorities. Additional 

research on the Tennessee model finds that student borrowing was reduced by nearly 40% 

overall, and for those who still had to borrow their total amount of debt was reduced by at least 

30%. (Odle, 2021)  

 While some states are showing initial modest success with free college programs, 

England offers a cautionary tale. Until 1998, all but the very wealthiest British students could 

attend higher education tuition-free. However, the quality of the educational system, in the 

estimation of most, actually declined as a result of the strain placed on it. The government tried 

to institute enrollment caps, but this helped create increasing inequality of educational attainment 

and economic mobility. Today, the country has reversed course and British students pay, on 

average, 18% more than American students do for college. (Murphy et al, 2017)    

In the United States, many higher education institutions face declining enrollment. 

Students are questioning the return on investment for increasing tuitions costs. In response, 

universities are exploring dual credit, applied learning, and innovative industry partnerships. 

Coalfield Development negotiates innovative articulation agreements with colleges and 

universities in West Virginia whereby marginalized students can have better access to support 

and can earn credit for the skills they are learning in the field. This even includes efforts with 

Marshall University designing a four-year Bachelor of Applied Science degree in which 

Coalfield Crew Members can attain a bachelor’s degree in which up to 40 credits are earned in 
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the field, or on the job. Such an approach aligns with what the national organization Jobs For the 

Future (JFF) call the “big blur” between high-school, college, and career. (Hoffman et al, 2021)  

Despite challenges with the effectiveness and quality of higher education systems, the 

literature does find college degrees mostly correlating to higher wages. (Setevens, 2018; Cellini 

and Turner, 2018; Belfield and Bailey, 2017) The research varies on by how much, ranging from 

8% higher lifetime earnings resulting from a two-year degree all the way to above 30%, 

compared to those without a two-year degree. The difference is even higher for four-year 

graduates. Goolsbee et al (2019) find college graduates to earn 65% more than non-college 

graduates and are twice as likely to have full-time unemployment as be unemployed.    

Carnevale et al (2013) find 65% of jobs in the modern economy require at least some 

higher education, with at least 30% of those jobs requiring at least an Associate’s Degree. 

Because of the importance of higher education in the modern job market, enrollment has risen in 

two-year colleges across the country. Yet retention is abysmal. U.S. Department of Education 

data (2021) suggests only three in 10 enrolled community college students, on average, go on to 

actually complete their degree and graduate. The number drops to below 10% for part-time 

students.  

 There are many reasons for such low completion rates. Programmatically, the literature 

seems to suggest far too many community colleges lack the capacity (and funding) to fully and 

adequately support students, according to Jenkins and Cho (2012):  

“Many new students arrive at community colleges without clear goals for college and  

careers. While community colleges offer a wide array of programs, they typically provide 

little guidance to help students choose and enter programs of study. Furthermore, 
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community college departments rarely monitor the progress of students who do enter 

their programs to ensure that they complete.”  

Goolsbee and colleagues (2019) report spending on “student supports” including counseling, 

health resources, and supplemental instruction are, on average, 40% less than what four-year 

students receive. (p. 20)  

 Demographically, community college students tend to have higher barriers to success, 

well-being, and economic mobility. They should get more student supports, not less. Ganzglass 

and colleagues (2014) explain, “Many community college students struggle to access and persist 

in school because of poor preparation, the struggle to balance the multiple demands of school, 

work, and family responsibilities, and inadequate financial, social, and academic support.” (p. 

305) Ganzglass and colleagues (2014) cite National Center for Education Statistics (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2021) finding that a much larger share of community college students 

than four-year students are also active in the workforce (in addition to being students) and so 

therefore are far more likely to be part-time students juggling multiple demands and pressures on 

themselves and their families.    

The need for additional supports among community college students is quite clear, even 

if the exact solutions for how to address them are not. A 2012 report by the American 

Association of Community Colleges found at least 40% of students nationwide to be low-

income. (2012) Bailey and Cho (2010) find that upwards of 60% of community college students 

require remedial coursework, and that of students who enroll in remedial/development classes, 

only less than 25% actually earn a degree. Unfortunately, despite a much greater need for higher 

quality education and wrap-around support, Bailey and Dynarski (2011) find that lower-income 

students are actually more likely to attend poorer performing institutions. 
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3.2.9 Towards Self-Directed Learning  

Many in human development fields observe that growth and development for human 

beings is rarely a linear process. Experience with Coalfield trainees illustrates this as 

absolutely true. For every one step forward for the learner there are often two steps 

backwards. Self-Directed Learning (SDL) is a popular trend, especially in adult education. 

While the model has great value for learners who are well-suited to it, there are also many 

shortcomings, especially for students facing difficult external environments. At Coalfield, we 

are driving ourselves toward SDL, but with a clear understanding of the non-linear nature of 

progress for our trainees. Because this, along their journeys with us, we allow for “on -ramps” 

and “off-ramps” into and out of the program.     

Grow (1991) argues, “. . . learners advance through stages of increasing self-direction 

and that teachers can help or hinder development. Good teaching matches the learner’s stage 

of self-direction and helps the learner advance toward greater self-direction.” (p. 125) He 

summarizes four stages specifically: dependent, interested, involved, and self-directed. The 

goal is to facilitate processes and structures that get learners to the fourth stage. Dependent 

learning requires stricter, more authoritarian styles including drill, lecture, and some kinds of 

coaching. Interested learning needs more motivational approaches, less strict “guidance” 

which might include goal setting and learning strategies agreed upon between instructor and 

learner. Involved learning is best with facilitation and might include group discussion or 

group projects. Finally, self-directed learning is made possible by a “consultant/delegator;” 

this consultant might lead internships, dissertations, or special projects.  

 Stage four is, of course, presented as the highest and best form of learning in which 

learners own their own educational outcomes, can be productive on their own accord, and can 
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self-direct through their learning processes. Grow explains, “The most mature Stage 4 learner 

can learn from any kind of teacher, but most Stage 4 learners thrive in an atmosphere of 

autonomy.” (p. 134) The teacher of Stage 4 learners should essentially ge t out of the way to 

the greatest extent possible and let the learner find their own way.  

 Overall, Grow builds a case that “Problems arise when the teaching style is not 

matched to the learner’s degree of self-direction.” (p. 136) Mastering subject matter is less 

important than the teacher’s ability to understand what stage of learning a student is in and 

then to match their teaching approach accordingly. At Coalfield Development, we call this, 

“meeting the learner where they are.” Importantly, mis-matches between learner stages and 

teacher styles can lead to ineffective education and even hostility.  

 The model presented by Grow is logical. It has many helpful applications. However, it 

may not apply as well out in the field at non-classroom settings. The article also fails to 

consider environmental factors influencing a student’s readiness for learning . If extreme 

environmental constraints are thwarting a student’s learning (say, for example, substance use 

disorder or homelessness) then even the most creative, well-matched teaching styles will 

likely fail.  

 Grow himself admits of the model, “Few people have ever defined self-directed 

learning with precision.” (p. 128) Furthermore, “Some aspects of self-direction develop best 

in nurturing environments while others are nearly impossible to suppress. Some develop as 

the peak of Maslow’s pyramid of needs; others are so essential to survival they emerge almost 

before the self.” (p. 128) Such vagueness fails to give a teacher enough clear direction for any 

real strategy to emerge.  
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 Another problem with Grow’s linear model is the fact that a person could be one kind 

of learner for one certain topic but another kind of learner for another topic. Therefore, 

mastering certain subjects and content is of the upmost importance. Dismissing basic 

technical understanding is a mistake, especially in the job training space. Journeywomen and 

Journeymen for apprentices would agree. Vocational instructors would agree. Again, the 

model seems to break down outside the academic confines.   

Nevertheless, Grow offers important insight on the learning process. Personally, I 

found two points particularly useful, given my own biases and preferences. First, Grow warns 

of the negative consequences emanating from “free school approach” teachers with  stage 1 

learners: “This approach trusts that, left alone, children will learn on their own. The literature 

on self-directed learning, however, suggests that ‘learning on your own’ requires a complex 

collection of self-skills and learning skills which not all learners spontaneously acquire.” My 

career is devoted to creating and cultivating opportunity for low-income people. In doing so, I 

take pains to avoid paternalism. However, some learners need more directive, top-down 

instruction, especially if they’re early in a training program. This can be counter-intuitive for 

many community-minded educators. Yet Grow explains the “paradoxical need to be 

directive.” (p. 140) “Every stage,” Grow writes, “requires balancing the teacher’s power with 

the student’s emerging self-direction.” (p. 140) Pratt (1988) makes a similar case for 

“practitioners of andragogy to ‘acknowledge states of dependency as potentially legitimate’ 

(p. 170) and provide the needed direction.’” (p. 140) This would be true for new carpenters or 

roof-top solar installers who, without firm direction, could enter unsafe situations.  

As trainers and mentors, we may want to serve Stage 4 learners because they are more 

“fun” or “engaged.” But we have a responsibility to meet all learners where they are and craft 
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interventions accordingly. A learner can’t get to Stage 4 without first advancing through 1, 2, 

and 3. Often in my work, I hear the phrase, “people who want it.” Teachers will lament, “I 

can’t teach a person who doesn’t want to learn.” Or, “I can’t help a person who doesn’t want 

to be helped.” I fear statements such as these are too often made with too much judgement and 

not enough empathy. Perhaps an understanding of learning stages could help imbue more 

empathy.  

For some who have experienced oppression, that “want to” has been depleted and must 

get rebuilt. I’ve always felt this intuitively, but haven’t been able to perfectly articulate what I 

mean which has led to others accusing me of being “soft” or “enabling.”  Certainly enablement 

is a concern for any mentor, one not to be taken lightly. However, I recently came across 

research which affirms my intuition: Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength 

by Roy F. Baumerister and John Tierney. (2011) The main premise of the book is that 

willpower is a muscle which can be developed and strengthened over time. Doing so for the 

most oppressed among us should be the goal of all adult educators.   

Baumerister and Tierney (2011) explain how stress depletes willpower. (p. 33) They 

break down willpower in to four broad categories: “control of thoughts, control of emotions, 

impulse control, and performance control.” (p. 26-37) In other words, willpower is a kind of 

discipline which can be honed and improved over time. This is an extremely important 

finding for human development professionals. Importantly, developing willpower is not so 

much an inspirational epiphany as it is a day-by-day schedule. Ensuring structure and 

accountability are key. So if a person doesn’t “want it” right at first, effective systems can 

increase the likelihood they will grow to “want it” over time.  
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Once a person’s environment is stabilized, and once their willpower is strengthened, 

there does seem to be strong evidence for the self-directed learning model’s value. Boyer and 

colleagues (2014) find “positive relationships between SDL and internal locus  of control, 

motivation, performance, self-efficacy, and support.” (p. 20) In studying business 

professionals, the authors conclude: “Motivation is the force that drives employees to work 

toward their goals and is often manifested in their willingness, desire, or commitment to perform 

tasks that will lead to goal attainment.” (p. 22) The authors find that, “implementing SDL may 

help students improve their self-efficacy. (p. 28) However, “students sought out support for their 

SDL projects, and some were frustrated until they received support.” (p. 28) In other words, self-

directed learning is a powerful teaching tool, but it only works well if a) willpower/motivation 

has been well assessed, improved, and cultivated and b) adequate support and structure is 

provided to help facilitate the student through the stages of self directed learning.  

Regan (2003) studied what motivated students to pursue SDL. Results of the study 

“indicated that students need specific guidance and feedback to motivate them towards SDL, 

which is not consistent with the philosophical basis of SDL and may lead to inconsistency 

amongst tutors in the facilitation of this process.” (p. 593) Again, motivation must be cultivated. 

Learners need inspiration. And learners facing significant barriers to success and difficult 

learning environments must have extra support and structure. Learners need met where they are. 

3.2.10 Assessing Learning From Different Theorical Groundings  

Learning is the behavioral, cognitive, and/or social process of acquiring new knowledge 

or skills. From the point-of-view of the learner, learning is a natural part of life. We learn every 

day. The question is, do we learn good concepts which enrich our life, or do we learn harmful 
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concepts which damage our quality of life? It is the job of the social enterprise staff and 

participant supervisors (who we refer to as “Crew Chiefs”) to ensure the former.  

O’Donnell, Reeve, and Smith (2012) explain how learning happens differently from the 

perspective of three prominent theories. (pp. 153-155) From the behavioral perspective, the 

environment is the most important factor that shapes and influences learning. External conditions 

such as punishment, reward, or reinforcement have a significant affect on learners, as does the 

workplace/learning setting and home-life experienced by the student.     

The cognitive development theory emphasizes the individual and how each individual 

learns differently. Of the three perspectives, this theory seems most focused on the 

intellectual/mental processing of information, which is primarily an internal process and less a 

communal/environmental-affected process. A crucial component of cognitive processes is 

converting new information to short and then long-term memory. (p. 225) 

Thirdly, there is the nonbehavioral social learning theory. My own personal theory of 

learning most closely aligns with this theory. This includes not just direct study and direct 

experience, but also the learning that happens vicariously through observation, modeling, 

argumentation, and other social interactions. We learn not just from our own experiences but 

from those around us (whether in person or virtually) as well. The communities of which we are 

a part shape us and expand (or limit) what we’re able to learn in our given environment. 

Intellectually, students learn new information by in-taking, synthesizing, and processing 

information. This is called encoding. We all learn a little bit differently; we have to find a system 

that works for us through which we can code incoming information, discard what we don’t need, 

and keep what we do need. Then, once we have new information, we must practice with it so as 

to eventually convert it to long-term memory. Helping students develop their own ability to 
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learn, keep learning, and to practice what they learn with discipline is probably the most 

important long-term contribution to their well-being that we can possibly make.  

Learning occurs through a combination of behavioral, cognitive, and social processes. 

The three theories intersect and overlap, more so than occuring in siloed, linear fashions. Often, 

each kind of learning will reinforce the other, and it is within this understanding that we can most 

effectively influence learning in others. I find that creativity often involves cross-pollination 

between seemingly different concepts and fields and tactics. So when it comes to influencing 

learning, I think interlacing strategies which account for all three learning theories work best.  

It is not enough to only share information and trust a student’s internal cognitive 

processes will achieve true learning. Likewise, it is not enough just to hope that a student will 

learn what they need to learn from peers. While setting a good learning environment is crucial, it 

won’t matter if solid teaching is not brought to bear in a productive, structured way. And it will 

almost always be true, especially in adulthood, that learning is ultimately the responsibility of the 

individual. All we are doing as on-job trainers is trying to curate supportive conditions in which 

good learning can occur. We establish challenging conditions which stretch Crew Members to 

learn and grow, but also provide enough flexibility and encouragement to account for the many 

barriers our participants face. There are clear and robust systems of support which ensure 

accountability, measure progress, and inform personalized approaches to human development.  

At Coalfield, we provide both structured learning tasks (based on learning outcome 

agreements with local Community and Technical Colleges), but also allow space for unexpected, 

less formal learning to occur (and to be celebrated) as well. This is very much a social setting. 

Students go through the process as part of cohorts, “Crews.” We intentionally train Crew Chiefs 

(“supervisors”) to try and set positive examples for Crew Members to model and mimic. Crew 
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members are given “authentic tasks in which the learning is embedded.” (p.269) They work on 

community projects which tangibly improve their local economy: affordable housing 

development, environmentally responsible manufacturing, etc. Their learning is both technical 

and non-technical. For example, a carpentry student must demonstrate technical ability with 

framing or dry-walling. But they also can reflect and be evaluated on their interactions with their 

crew: what they learned from those around them, how the crew performed as a unit, and who 

emerged as a good leader and/or teammate. This on-the-job social and behavioral learning is 

complimented with in-the-classroom cognitive learning at the community college campus or 

vocational training center.    

We know someone has learned something technical when they can demonstrate the new 

knowledge or skill in their own words and actions without needing direction. But deeper, more 

life-changing learning is harder to measure. Change is very much at the heart of what learning is. 

O’Donnell et al (2012) affirms this belief, and define learning as: “a process through which 

relatively permanent changes in behavior or knowledge occur as a result of experience.” (p. 153) 

We only know someone has learned when they have changed. The problem is that not all 

learning is good learning, and not all change is good change. We must measure and assess the 

learning and the change to make sure it is the good kind which contributes to well-being.  

3.3 Program Design for Personal, Professional, and Academic Development 

3.3.1 Program Objectives  

Coalfield’s P2AD programming meets participants and community members where they 

are in life. Sometimes, a simply 8-40 hour training or certification course can provide the 

technical skills a workers needs to advance their career. But generally, for people facing high 

barriers to well-being, more in-depth support is needed. This is where the WRAPS and 33-6-3 
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models come into play, as previously discussed. A key element of both programs is personal 

development, which focuses on life, decisions, and development both on and off the work-site. 

This section will detail this personal and professional development programming. Program 

Objective: To alleviate poverty and ensure the long-term well-being of people facing barriers to 

employment and/or marginalization in southern West Virginia.  

Importantly, the students ultimately design their owns goals and pathways to achieve 

those goals. We provide facilitation, coaching, and support in their journey to do so. This unit is 

leading towards full-time community college student status in a “Technical Studies” program 

which can honor credit from on-the-job experience and previous work experience. The unit 

culminates with a full portfolio. This portfolio is slowly added to over the course of the unit. It 

includes some of their reflections, their certificates earned, and their positive evaluations.  

3.3.2 Essential Questions  

• Early in their learning process, trainees and crew members identify their strengths and 

weaknesses. They set milestones. And they engage in discussions around essential 

questions.  

• What feels chaotic and/or unbalanced in my life right now? If things do feel chaotic, how 

can I best calm the chaos in my life?  

• And what resources or network do I need right now to do so?  

• How can I simultaneously a) meet my basic needs from day to day and b) slowly advance 

on longer-term goals?  

• What does a full and happy life look like for me? And what steps can I take today to have 

this life?  
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• What are positive influences in my life right now? And how can these influences help me 

achieve my goals?  

• What are negative influences in my life right now? And how can I keep these at a 

distance? 

3.3.3. Target Demographic Information 

Understanding the demographics for the area served is very important because the 

individuals served by this program face extremely difficult environments and socio-economic 

distress. Failing to understand these challenges could result in program failure.  

Our communities have higher than average rates of poverty (U.S. Census, 2020). This 

tends to be generational poverty more so than circumstantial. Negative impacts from 

generational poverty compound, creating complex obstacles to well-being: financial, emotional, 

physiological. Residents feel stuck. Even when jobs are found, achieving financial security is not 

permanent until these deeper complexities of poverty are addressed. This project removes these 

obstacles one by one through a proven model which is ready to scale. It begins with direct job 

creation. Given the complexity of generational poverty, a well-coordinated and holistic approach 

employing various teaching methods and programmatic elements is necessary for true 

effectiveness.  

Our target audience is young adults ages 18-30 who live in southern West Virginia and 

are experiencing barriers to employment (including Substance Use Disorder, Unemployment, 

Under-education etc.) These barriers matter a great deal for our decisions because we cannot 

make decisions solely on performance and test scores. If we did, we would not be achieving our 

mission and we would be “creaming the crop.”   
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All participants are at least 18 years of age. So, according to Piaget’s Hypothesized 

Stages of Cognitive Development (O’Donnell et al, 2012, p. 74) each of these students is at the 

“formal operations” stage. However, cognitive competencies beyond this basic level of 

adulthood vary widely. Hence, the need for individualized life-goals and milestones that meet 

participants where they are. It’s important to be supportive but not so supportive as to coddle. It’s 

important to be challenging, but not so challenging as to demoralize.  

Since this is a beginning, baseline-skill unit, it is crucial that all students develop 

increased competence with each of the learning goals. The “Zone of Proximal Development as a 

Range” (O’Donnell et all, 2012, p. 86) is an important concept here. Some students will begin 

this session at the predevelopment stage. Others will be at the proximal development zone. It’s 

rare we have participants in the “actual development” zone, but our goal is facilitating a process 

by which each participant gets themselves to the zone of “actual development” by the end of the 

six month unit.  

Socially, most participants tend to be less developed than average (compared to others in 

their same age or education level). This is often related to trauma, and the Human Development 

Team is trained in trauma-informed supports. O’Donnell et al (2012) explain how a student’s 

“social-emotional development concerns students’ ability to establish positive relationships, 

solve interpersonal problems, and express and regulate their emotions effectively.” (p. 110) 

Many come to us out of places defined by poor relationships. O’Donnell et al (2012) define 

quality relationships as having attunement, relatedness, supportive, and gentle discipline. But 

most of our participants have experienced far too many relationships (both personally and 

professionally, and often even within their own immediate families and inner circles) which are 
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destructive, isolating, unsupportive, and harsh (or even violent). Self-esteem and efficacy is often 

alarmingly low.  

Such challenging social characteristics make successful completion of learning goals 

quite difficult. It’s crucial that our learning goals and teaching techniques account for low levels 

of social development and establish viable channels to steadily improve and increase both 

cognitive and social development. This is why we begin, in earnest, with care for self before 

evolving to care for others.  

Staying flexible and being willing to change the plan is a crucial element of success with 

our trainee and crew member population. We must meet our people where they are and patiently 

support learning and growing from there; this looks different for each learner, and that’s okay. 

Each learner has different levels of ability and we have to account for this diversity of 

intelligences. We do this by tailoring goals and milestones for each individual. We also do this 

by setting a culture that rewards effort more than outcome. We celebrate accomplishments (even 

small ones). In fact, each Monday afternoon is a virtual “Celebration Break” during which time 

we lift up crew member accomplishments and have org-wide “show and tell.” And we never stop 

believing in a participant’s potential.  

Talent is not so much an innate gift, but can be cultivated through opportunity, practice, 

and hard work. Our culture does not define talent by societal yard-sticks. We define talent by a 

person’s learning and growing and following through on goals and metrics that make sense for 

them and account for where they are in life.    

The vision and values of our organization are particularly important, are taken very 

seriously by staff and leadership, and once sincerely internalized can help frustrated supervisors 
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stick with the process. Foundational to our vision and values is trust and relationships. O’Donnell 

et al (2012) explain:  

“Relationships are the soil in which social development grows. Each student who walks 

through the school’s front door brings a unique history of relationships. The quality of 

students’ past and present relationships explains a lot about their subsequent social 

development – why they trust or mistrust others, why they feel competent or 

incompetent, why they are cooperative or aggressive, and so forth.” (p. 111)  

So getting to know students in a very genuine manner is encouraged (with proper 

boundaries). The cohorts are small enough (usually 5-7) that this is logistically possible. 

Supervisors and participants work together on important community projects, which builds 

camaraderie and creates good opportunities for authentic conversation and joint problem-solving. 

The week 3 experiences mentioned above help with this too.  

3.3.4 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion  

Also foundational to the organization’s vision and mission is diversity. This includes all 

kinds of diversity: race, culture, sexuality, background, viewpoints, etc. We set a culture that 

celebrates differences and encourages the value of them. We intentionally and affirmatively 

prioritize racial diversity and other oppressed minorities in our recruiting process so as to ensure 

crews are, in fact, diverse. The community leaders we lift up as exemplars of the themes are 

diverse. O’Donnell et al (2012) cite some alarming research from multiple sources on biases in 

education systems (p. 459) showing that teachers often are more focused on negative information 

(such as bad grades) about a student than positive or neutral information, that teachers interact 

with and praise high-achievers more than lower-achieving learners, and that expectations (and 
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thus self-fulfilling prophecies) are often higher for middle or upper income learners. This is all in 

addition to extensive research on racial bias in the educational system.  

Our intention is to set a culture that’s nearly the opposite of these alarming trends. Again, 

we use “Celebration Breaks” each and every week to celebrate not just the excelling trainees, but 

also those who are just starting out and perhaps found housing, or re-earned their drivers license, 

or completed a recovery program. What we celebrate sends a strong signal about what we value. 

We value diversity. We honor the ingenuity and grit and grace of all our people, no matter where 

they start from, and especially if they’ve had to start from very challenging circumstances.   

3.3.5 Creating a Supporting Environment Conducive to Learning   

Structure and routine are important elements to the success of this program. Many 

participants are coming from chaotic and stressful environments at home. The consistency and 

rhythm of a standard schedule is often a gift. Promptness is required. The day begins with a 

“Tool Box Talk” to discuss a) what will occur that day, b) safety planning, and c) culture setting 

(quotes, poems, group sharing etc.). The day ends with 15 minutes of “personal development” 

during which time the journal prompts listed above and in the lesson plan are completed. The 

rest of the day is a normal business day, so students get the complete experience of full-time 

employment. 3:00 each Monday is Celebration Break, during which time learning and progress 

are celebrated with the entire organization. Once enrolled in community college, there is a 

weekly Study Hall requirement.  

The most important fact about our environment is that it is a real business environment 

with the real pressures of timelines and budgets and sales-targets. This creates very tangible and 

real (yet sometimes unpredictable) learning, learning which could never be fully replicated in a 

purely simulated environment. The intended culture of the work-site is one that is productive 
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(like a real business) but also that is supportive. Supervisors are trained to also be mentors. And a 

major emphasis is placed on celebrating learning and development (more so than specific 

outcomes).  

Students are encouraged to safely challenge themselves and take risks. Supervisors are 

instructed to ensure students get to try out various roles and have quality, genuine experiences. 

Failure is not punished, but learned from through reflection and debriefings (and sometimes even 

celebrated). Firm accountability is in place (with written procedures to document it all), but there 

are “on ramps” and “off ramps” so as not to over-react and make a student’s life situations worse 

through overly-strict punishment. Management and the Human Development team are diligent to 

ensure the rules guiding these on-ramps are consistent, clear, and easy to understand.  

The well-being, growth, and development of the participants is the main goal and drives 

all decision making. We also believe our participants can learn as much from each other as they 

can from their supervisors, so plenty of time is set aside for sharing best practices and building 

community. This often leads to what our textbook authors call “intersubjectivity,” defined as 

occurring when “two people converse and come to a shared understanding of how to manage the 

problem-solving situation.” (p. 89) The authors refer to Gauvain and Rogoff (1989) in support of 

the point. In this way a kind of “socially shared cognition” emerges in which “. . . whole 

communities also act in the role of the mentor.” (p. 89) Indeed, the way we define community at 

Coalfield Development is “when opportunity is cultivated for all people.”  

3.3.6 Blending On-The-Job Training, Higher Education, and Personal Development  

This project prioritizes employment, professional training, higher education, and personal 

mentorship for people facing barriers to employment and experiencing poverty. Our assessment 

is that these are the approaches which can truly address the deep and complex challenges of 
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generational poverty. Job training programs often fall short because a mere minimum-wage job 

with a rigid schedule fails to account for life-struggles and chaos in the employee’s household. 

Professional training in distressed areas is often not effective because there aren’t enough good 

jobs to be trained for in the first place.  

Higher education is not really attainable for people facing major barriers and unable to 

put their life (and paychecks) on hold to pursue a degree. And mentorship in and of itself often 

fails to address the more tangible needs of low-income people: food, shelter, income, etc. A 

holistic approach is required to reverse generational cycles of poverty. And patience is necessary. 

Short term programs too often fail to achieve lasting impact. As such, our trainees have access to 

three years’ worth of training and support should three years be needed. 

Academically, students come to this process very inexperienced (or having had very 

negative first attempts at higher education). This program prepares students for renewed higher 

education opportunity (and even includes actual Community College credits) Building self-

esteem and confidence is very important. But we always remind ourselves that our students have 

incredible resourcefulness and resilience already within them. Students are respected for their 

many strengths and abilities and are given actual responsibilities to teach these and bring them to 

bear for the benefit of their full team. In building a genuine community, we support our 

participants to tell their stories so as to inspire others and build dignity. In fact, after at least six 

months of successful participation, assuming certain requirements are met, participants can 

become “Green Hats” whereby they earn a pay-raise and assume added leadership responsibility. 

Eventually, “Green Hats” even lead the personal development curriculum articulated herein.  

Much of the technical training is on-the-job. This hands-on approach seems to work best 

for most of our trainees who aren’t as comfortable in classrooms. Watkins and Marsick (1992) 
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argue that adults often gain knowledge through “incidental learning” which occurs almost 

“unconsciously.” Coalfield Development has created an organizational cultures which celebrates 

learning and keeps conducive to human development. Simply being a part of this culture has 

great value for all participants.  

Certainly, there are often aspects of our approach that trainees initially are not enthused 

about. Yet it’s important to identify needs that participants might not have identified for 

themselves because we have years’ worth of research and data that might not be available to 

trainees. For example, we insist on a higher education component to the trainee’s life plans. 

While this might seem paternalistic, the research is nonetheless clear that higher education 

increases the likelihood of higher wages and steadier employment.  

Still, we are sure to leave space for experiential learning, and we place high value on non-

traditional methods of learning. As Fenwick (2001) explains, “Proponents of a movement in 

using life history and autobiography for pedagogical purposes have argued that an important 

need for many adults in a postmodern time of fragmentation and anxiety is to find coherence in 

their experience and celebrate their meaning” (p. 12). This is why we incorporate reflection, 

journaling, and group discussion on a weekly basis.    

 3.3.7 Program Priorities Identified Through a Needs Assessment with Target Audience  

This program prioritizes personal, professional, and academic development for people 

experiencing generational poverty and living below 50% Area Median Income (AMI). In 

addition to struggling to reimagine our coal-based economy, participants served through 33-6-3 

are often affected by generational poverty as well as multiple risk factors, such as low 

educational attainment rates, poor quality of life, chronic disease, substance use and mental 

health disorders, which contribute to further substance misuse. West Virginia has the highest 



 

381 
 

opioid mortality rate in the nation at 57.8 per 100,000 (CDC, 2018), with some counties in 

Southern West Virginia experiencing a rate of 78.0 per 100,000 (WV DHHR, 2018).   

Over the long-term, a more vibrant economy depends on fostering entrepreneurship. But 

fostering entrepreneurship is particularly difficult in a place that’s been reliant on one industry 

for generations and needs economically restructured; a workforce that lags national averages in 

higher education; and where new investment is harder to earn than in cities. And what if there 

aren’t many jobs available in a place to begin with? Our model is an answer—one that doesn’t 

put people in minimum-wage jobs but incubates entire new businesses that offer good wages and 

benefits.  

In particular, re-employment for the SUD recovery community is a major barrier. Even 

after effective treatment, successful reintegration back into the workforce can prove near 

impossible for many who have previous legal records. Even employers who want to help fail to 

establish the kinds of patient, supportive, and flexible work environments needed for those in 

recovery. The early stages of recovery are particularly stressful and the well-being of the person 

who is in recovery is fragile. Extra care is required if recovery is to be maintained. As explained 

in the ARC Final Report on Recovery-To-Work Listening Sessions (July, 2019), “Expanding 

education and skills training opportunities, and encouraging recovery friendly workplaces are 

important for those in recovery to obtain employment.” This project provides just such training 

opportunities and creates exactly such friendly workplaces.  

Having a well-trained, responsible, flexible and dependable workforce is critical for 

business owners who are established in Appalachia as well as for companies who are 

contemplating moving into the area to start or expand businesses. Southern West Virginia 

currently has the nation’s worst labor participation rate at 48% and this lack of participation 
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occurs across all ages with a particularly disturbing low rate of participation among 18-30 year 

olds. (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020) WV is experiencing a point in history where young 

adults may never have had members in their immediate family hold a formal job. This lack of 

experience has created generational skill gaps and decreases in behavioral norms related to 

successful employment. 

3.3.8 Program Goals  

Goal 1: Improve economic mobility for low-income/unemployed individuals. 

Program Objective 1.1:  At least 200 people earning less than 50% Area Median Income (AMI) 

increase their income by 80% and obtain increased benefits over the next two years (as well as 

earn raises and promotions).  

Program Objective 1.2: The same 200 referenced above earn benefits they did not previously 

have (health, dental, life insurance etc.).   

Program Objective 1.3: At least half of participants become homeowners.  

Learning Objective 1.1: Participants gain paid on-the-job work experience in fields they are 

excited about.   

Learning Objective 1.2: Participants have year-round access to job supervisors/coaches and 

back-office advisors/facilitators.   

Learning Objective 1.3: Participants have year-round access to a benefits-advisor (contracted 

outside the organization).  

Goal 2: Improve participant’s sense of agency and optimism. 

Program Objective 2.1: At least 200 people earning less than 50% AMI increase their sense of 

agency and optimism by 50% as measured by peer-reviewed, published surveys each six months 

of active participation. 
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Program Objective 2.2: The same 200 referenced above complete all four segments of the 

Personal Development Curriculum (Care for Self, Care for Other, Mandatory for Employment, 

and Mandatory for Excellence).  

Program Objective 2.3: The same 200 referenced above become self-directed facilitators of the 

Curriculum in their second year.   

Learning Objective 2.1: Participants complete the peer-reviewed surveys every 6 months; 

participants engage in monthly professional evaluations; participants engaged in monthly 

personal reflection. 

Learning Objective 2.2: Participants complete the full curriculum via facilitated journaling, 

reflection, discussion, and activities. (score at least an 80% on a weekly participation “scorecard” 

measuring their level of participation: on time, work tasks completed, classes attended, 

assignments completed, and personal development curriculum completed).  

Learning Objective 2.3: Participants get promoted to “Green Hat,” a role in which they begin to 

help lead the personal development sessions. 

Learning Objective 2.4: Community engagement; crew members become more involved in the 

community, volunteer, vote etc.       

Goal 3: Advance participant credentialing and professional development. 

Objective 3.1: 200 participants earn at least four professional certifications during their first six 

months of participation, making them more prepared for high-wage careers and more sure of 

what types of work are fulfilling for them.   

Program Objective 3.2: The same 200 participants complete a full resume and portfolio.  

Program Objective 3.3: Participants learn how to run business meetings, do business planning, 

and solve business challenges through at least 100 hours of experience per year.   
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Learning Objective 3.1: Participants fully participate in professional certification courses.   

Learning Objective 3.2: Participants meet with their Resource Navigator bi-monthly to keep their 

resume and portfolio up to date.  

Learning Objective 3.3: Participants fully participant in Coalfield Council Days, business 

planning meetings, and professional development training sessions.       

3.3.9 Designing Instruction  

Agency and optimism are primarily developed via the organization’s personal development 

curriculum. The curriculum has been designed and redesigned five different times over the past 

10 years in order to learn from in-the-field observations and experience as well as to incorporate 

participant and stakeholder feedback. The curriculum is built upon 12 personal development 

themes and 12 professional development themes. The themes were selected based upon in-the-

field observations and evaluations of which areas were most relevant as well as upon extensive 

reading and research of adult education literature. Each month, there are readings and journal 

prompts to go deeper on one professional and one personal theme. A West Virginian from 

throughout history is read about and discussed so as to demonstrate the high caliber citizens 

emanating from this place. It’s important that the citizens selected represent diversity and 

integrity.  

 Week one of each month is devoted to the personal development theme, including 

readings, reflections, journal prompts, discussion, and group activities. Week two involves the 

same tasks, but for the professional development themes. For each theme there is a West 

Virginian from throughout history who embodies the theme; this is to show great people have 

come from here and can still come from here. Once a year, there is also an activity whereby 

crews select living community leaders who exemplify the themes. The crews then conduct 
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interviews with these leaders and present back to the full organization on what they learned. 

Leaders selected, whether historically or currently, are purposefully diverse. And they are 

selected less so because of prominence and more so because of connection to the theme. For 

example, Senator Byrd is not the West Virginian for citizenship but rather for life-long-learning, 

specifically because he completed law school at night while serving as a United States Senator. 

Week three is reserved for a shared experience which connects to the themes. These are designed 

to stimulate learning, get people out of their comfort zones, and deepen understanding of and 

commitment to the theme. For example, long-term-view decision making could include a chess 

lessons and a chess tournament with awards. Focus could include skeet shooting at a gun range. 

Summary of Monthly Flow of “Personal Development”, or, the “3” in 33-6-3:  

Table 19 Monthly Program Schedule 

Week One  Professional Development Focus; monthly 

professional eval with Crew Chief  

Week Two Personal Development Focus; monthly 

personal reflection   

Week Three Shared group experience relating to themes  

Week Four Coalfield Council Day  

Week Five (in five week months)  Professional Certification Training  

 

3.3.10 Personal Development Themes  

The first six personal development themes are organized as “Care for Self.”6 The thinking 

is that before one can serve others well one needs to ensure self-care. But it’s not all about us, so 

 
6 Note: a full instruction plan for “Care for Self” is included in the Appendix as sample   
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the next six are organized as “Care for Others,” and builds to citizenship. The goal is to cultivate 

leaders and engaged community members who can take their training and pay it forward. Here is 

the full personal development matrix: 

Table 20 Monthly Program Themes - Personal 

Month Personal Theme  West Virginian   

“Care for Self” Unit  

January  Physical Health  Mary Lou Retton  

February  Mental/Emotional Health  Patch Adams  

March  Regulation of Emotion  Chuck Yeager  

April  Life Management  Booker T. Washington 

May Volition  Homer Hickam  

June  Perseverance  Ruby Bradley  

“Care for Others” Unit   

July  Optimism  Coach Jack Lingel  

August  Integrity and Honesty  Ken Heckler  

September  Long-Range View Decision-

Making  

John Forbes Nash  

October  Life-Long Learning and 

Contributing   

Robert C. Byrd  

November  Commitment to Inclusion  Leon Sullivan  

December  Community Leadership and 

Citizenship  

Anna Gates  

 

In addition to these themes, there as standard “assets, resource, and milestones” which are unique 

to the individual and are checked monthly alongside the Human Development team. These 

include financial and personal assets needed for health and well-being, complimented with 

financial literacy curriculum provided by U.S. Consumer Protection Bureau. 

At least monthly, Resource Navigation Coaches and Crew Chiefs are supporting trainees 

and crew members on a variety of topics which could relation to any or all of the following:  

• Money Management  

-opening bank accounts  

-financial literacy  
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-consumer protection  

-credit improvement plans  

-budgeting  

-saving 

-investing 

-home ownership counseling  

• Education  

-GED support 

-tutoring  

-professional competencies 

-technical skills  

-computer skills  

-negotiating higher education processes  

-FAFSA  

• Housing  

-homelessness 

-subsidy applications  

-transitional housing  

-landlord negotiations  

• Justice System Involvement  

-hearing 

-parole requirements  

-drug testing  



 

388 
 

-back-fees 

-legal support  

• Parenting  

-custody  

-child care 

-advocacy  

-child learning plans  

• Documentation  

-getting a Drivers lience  

-getting a Social Security license  

-other ID issues  

• Health  

-insurance  

-emergencies  

-Veterans Affairs processes  

-benefits  

• Mental Health  

-Counseling  

-Trauma/ACEs 

-Substance Use Disorder  

-Anxiety and Depression  

• Transportation  

-Drivers License  
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-DUI course 

-reliable transportation  

-car repair  

3.3.11 Professional Development Themes  

The first six professional development themes are organized as “Mandatory for 

Employment.” These are basic life-skills that any employee for any business must be able to 

master. We want our trainees to be able to hold jobs, but that’s not all. What we really envision is 

trainees finding meaning and passion and pursuing careers that truly interest and excite them. As 

such, the next six themes are “Mandatory for Excellence.” These are traits that can take an 

employee from entry-level to leadership-level positions. Here is the full professional 

development matrix7: 

Table 21 Monthly Program Themes - Professional 

Month Professional Theme  West Virginian   

“Mandatory for Employment” Unit  

January  Safety  Mother Jones  

February  Respect  Anna Jarvis  

March  Follows Instructions Woody Williams  

April  Attitude   Jim Comstock  

May Promptness and Presence  Andrew Rowan 

June  Work Quality  Benjiman Gravely  

“Mandatory for Excellence” Unit   

July  Planning  Kermit McKeever   

August  Initiative  Katherine Johnson  

September  Focus    Pearl S. Buck  

October  Communication  George Miller  

November  Teamwork  Cam Henderson  

December  Problem Solving Michael Owens  

 

This curriculum is primarily taught by day-to-day, by on-the-job supervisors (called crew 

 
7 Note: a full justification for all 24 themes is provided in the Evaluation section below  
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chief’s) with support from personal development staff (certified counselors, social workers etc.). 

The teaching style used is a blend of “facilitator” and “coach.” As Fenwick (2001) summarizes, 

facilitator’s “. . . encourage people to recall, value, talk about, and perhaps critically analyze their 

own past experience to construct knowledge from it.” Whereas a coach “. . . guides learners to 

reflect on choices in the ‘hot action’ of experience, so they will analyze undesirable outcomes 

and make corrections.” (p. 22)  

 It is expected that participants who complete the curriculum in year one will then grow in 

to leadership roles, helping to facilitate and coach their peers in their second year. For this to 

occur, participants need to advance along what Grow (1991) calls the “stages of increasing self-

direction” beginning with dependency and evolving to self-directed.  

 Finally, this program is undertaken as part of a cohort. We are intentionally building 

communities of practice which inspires positive peer pressure. Often, our crew members learn 

more from each other than from their crew chiefs. Hartman (2014) observes how, “People are 

embedded in networks of social relations that have deep influences on their capabilities. Their 

network position and the composition of their social contacts . . . decisively condition their 

choices and opportunities.” (p. 94) He goes on to argue, “It is through social networks that 

economics and societies are structured and develop. Indeed, it is via social networks that people 

become aware of and evaluate opportunities and choice.” (p. 94)  

 In this desire for positive community-building, the fourth week of each month is reserved 

for Coalfield Council Day. This is the one day when all the various enterprises and programs 

come together for peer learning, celebration, and problem-solving. Time and safe space for 

raising concerns and issues is allowed, and joint-problem-solving processes are facilitated. It is 

hoped this experience empowers our participants for self-advocacy and engaged citizenship. As 
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Sen (1999) explains, there are “extensive interconnections between political freedoms and the 

understanding and fulfillment of economic needs.” (p. 147). In the short term, Council Day helps 

ensure good communication and feedback loops, but the deeper goal is a renewal of citizenship 

for one of the more disenfranchised and disengaged regions in the country (as evidenced by 

voting rates consistently lag national averages). Sen (1999) finds: “The instrumental roles of 

political freedoms and civil rights can be very substantial, but the connection between economic 

needs and political freedoms may have a constructive aspect as well.” (p. 153) Remember, 

human development interventions need paired with broader systems-change movements in order 

for felling structural barriers to well-being.  

3.3.12 Transfer of Learning Plans  

A common critique of this model is that it is too complex, that it tries to do too much at once.  

However, Caffarella and Daffron (2013) explain of their model:  

“Rarely does any one of these factors affect a program in isolation. Rather, it is the 

interaction of a number of the factors that makes a difference in whether learners can 

apply what they have learned outside the formal learning situation. Nevertheless, not all 

the major factors that influence learning transfer come into play for every education and 

training program. Therefore, the more complex the program’s scope and goals, the larger 

the number of people affected, and the greater the magnitude of the changes; the less 

control over organizational and societal forces, the more difficult it is to successfully 

complete the transfer of learning process” (p. 219).  

The weekly process laid out above is to ensure lasting transfer of learning. We blend 

techniques for both group and one-on-one settings, thus ensuring enough complexity to increase 

the odds of successful transfer.  
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3.3.13 Recruitment and Onboarding  

The organization is founded upon clear values, principles, and strategies. Of these, 

community-trust and relationships are paramount. The organization prides itself on strong local 

partnerships. Marketing campaigns are targeted to key partners and constituencies. Social media 

is used heavily. But the value of word-of-mouth is not underestimated given the rural, informal 

settings most commonly operated within. Recruitment partners include local Dept. of Health and 

Human Services offices, local Unemployment Insurance staff, local recovery programs, and local 

vocational programs. Churches are often helpful in recruitment as well. Near Huntington, WV 

the Black Pastors and Ministerial Association has recruited dozens of participants, for example. 

 Collecting relevant data at entry is very important for successful tracking and measuring. 

A social-service software called Apricot is utilized to receive, track, and analyze key data and 

metrics including income, public-assistance enrollment, and previous employment history. This 

is also the first time peer-reviewed surveys measuring optimism, agency and well-being are 

completed and recorded. This is the baseline against which improvements on the same surveys 

can be compared each six months. Surveys used include: WHO Quality of Life survey (2020; 

measures physical and psychological health, social relationships, and elements of the 

participant’s environment - also used as a tool for managing substance abuse), Sense of Control / 

Building Blocks Assessment (2020) based off research by Lachman and Weaver (1998). In this 

category, Coalfield uses the Sense of Control tool or relevant sections of the UFI Building 

Blocks Assessment (measuring agency), and the Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R) 

(measuring participants’ optimism or pessimism about the future) based off the research of 

Scheier and colleagues (1994).  

 In addition to baseline data collection, orientation involves team-building and trust-
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building exercises. Orientation is also the point at which the organization’s culture of reflection 

and journaling is established. Some particularly important journal prompts which relate directly 

to the organization’s vision and mission are facilitated. Three key words in the mission statement 

are courage, creativity, and community. We define these in specific ways, and the prompts 

connect to these definitions: Making a change or doing something different requires great 

courage. What is something in your life you want to change or do differently? Creativity, for us, 

means looking at what many see as a problem or a challenge and instead seeing an opportunity 

or a solution within that very problem or challenge. What is a problem or challenge in your life 

that could have an opportunity or solution hidden within it? Community, true community, is 

about cultivating lots of different kinds of opportunity for lots of different kinds of people. What 

are three opportunities you want to seize and why? And what support do you need from your 

community in order to make the most of those opportunities?  

Three key words in the vision statement are potential, power, and purpose. We define these 

in specific ways, and the prompts regarding vision connect to these definitions: Your potential is 

unique to you. We would never tell you what it is. But we do want to be the place where you 

figure it out. Your potential is made up of your personality, your passions, your background, 

your skills, your strengths, your weaknesses, your environment, your genes, your experiences 

and more. What are prominent aspects of yourself that you believe shape your potential? What 

are you capable of that’s totally unique to you? Your power is what pushes you to attain your 

potential, your internal motor, your willpower. What values guide you in your life? What keeps 

you going when things get tough? What is a pain you’ve experienced in your life that could be 

transformed into a super-power totally unique to you? Your purpose is the “so what.” It doesn’t 

much matter to achieve your potential if doing so doesn’t help others or improve your 
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community. If you were to tap your unique “super-power” and achieve your full potential, how 

would you put your skills and talents to use for good? In addition to answering these prompts in 

writing, the participants also sign the organization’s values and commit to hold one another 

accountable to them.  

Each six months, the participant’s responses to these questions are reviewed. If the 

participant continues to refine their answers and add more detail, then this is considered a good 

sign of commitment to the growth process. And if the participant is making tangible progress on 

realizing some of their aspirational responses, then that, too, is considered a significant success.  

3.3.14 Learning From Peers 

Positive interdependence is established by each crew having goals and targets which are 

achieved together. This includes timeline goals, sales goals, productivity goals, or shared 

projects. Another weekly norm is group processing and debriefing. As participants learn and 

grow they are expected to share new insights and inspirations with the full group. Facebook 

groups help facilitate this. All learners are encouraged to find opportunities to show respect and 

help others around them. Genuine respect is always expected for all and, especially for those 

with whom we differ.  

While some goals are interdependent group goals (meaning they cannot be achieved 

unless everybody achieves them together), this does not mean personal accountability is ignored. 

As O’Donnell, Reeve, and Smith (2012) summarize research from Slavin (1992) and McMaster 

and Fuchs (2002) concluding, “. . . the positive outcomes of cooperative learning without 

individual accountability are minimal. . . . “ (p. 300)  

At Coalfield Development, we are exploring conceptual change teaching. However, this 

is an extremely challenging technique to get right. Nonetheless, we are intrigued because we do 
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encounter entrenched pessimism in many of our participants. And we sometimes encounter 

racism or sexism, too. Lectures and sermons have little effect. But over the course of their first 

six months, we do hope to inspire a modification of certain cognitive patterns and associated 

behaviors/decisions which are harmful. We know we can never tell a person how to think, but we 

hope to create the kind of challenging yet still nurturing space in which such internal shifts can 

begin to occur.  

Facilitating quality discourse is a primary objective for our staff and crew chiefs. Our role 

is to establish rich soil out of which healthy peer exchanges can help spark new growth and 

development both at the individual and the community levels. O’Donnell et al (2012) break 

educational discourse into five elements: perceptual, conceptual, connecting, strategic, and 

affective. Our group discussions are designed to touch on all five, with emphasis on the latter 

three. Great questioning is one technique that helps ensure such outcomes of our group 

conversations. Productive, respectful debate is another.  

As explained by O’Donnell et al (2012, p 313), a “structured controversy” is one 

approach to teaching respectful debate and also subtly shifting negative or harmful mental 

models. These are incorporated into group reflections and also the monthly “Council Day” 

mentioned above. Participants are challenged to take view-points different from their normal 

default positions. Finally, peer tutoring is part of our programing, especially for the academic 

elements of the program (weekly Study Hall for 33-6-3 community college students is 

mandatory). Student-tutors earn compensation, and are respected with added responsibility and 

esteem.  

In addition to preparing engaging activities, building rich community, coordinating tasks, 

facilitating discussion, and role modeling, we also have to evaluate whether true learning is 
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occurring or not. We can use the tools are already established above (scorecards, evaluation, 

reflections, etc.). Evidence desired from peer learning activities includes:  

• Trainee or Crew Member is fully participating and engaging.  

• There is evidence of increased personal responsibility and life-goal obtainments.  

• Greater depth and more connections is illustrated in trainee journals.  

• Respectful but honest disagreements in groups settings which lead to empathy, more flexible 

thinking, and new understanding.  

• Crew Members are able to take a viewpoint different from there own, just for the sake of the 

logical exercise.  

• Crew Members are beginning to share and teach their own knowledge to the rest of the group. 

• Stronger students on certain topics begin to tutor their peers.  

It is vital that all students (regardless of disability, race, ethnicity, religion, culture, or income 

levels) are advancing at equitable rates. If not, dramatic steps should be taken to change course 

and ensure greater equity.  

3.3.15 Motivation and Engagement  

O’Donnell (2012) make an important point that affirms Coalfield Development’s theory 

of change:  

“. . . student motivation comes from the students themselves, but the role of the learning 

environment and the role of the teacher’s motivating style are important influences. This 

latter point – that teachers and the learning environment affect student motivation – is so 

important to effective teaching that is deserves extra attention. As students express their 

inner motivations – their interests, their goals, their sense of curiosity – the teacher 

reacts.” (p. 338)  
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Therefore, the approach to spark motivation must look a little bit different for each 

unique individual. This begins with taking as much time as is needed at the on-set (in 

recruitment, at orientation, and especially in the first few weeks) to truly get to know the students 

individually, to understand what makes them tick, and to connect with what motivates them.  

Trainees and Crew Members who learn out of intrinsic motivation show better levels of 

engagement than those who are extrinsically motivated. But what to do when a student doesn’t 

seem intrinsically motivated? Frist, life stabilization must occur. It’s hard to think about what 

makes us happy or curious when we’re struggling to survive. This is why the primary goal of 

WRAPS is stabilization: housing, health, sobriety, financial literacy etc. Some work experience 

is gained; self-confidence improves, but we are not expecting WRAPS trainees to generate 

financial value for their enterprise or program. Once stabilization occurs, engaging and focused 

mentorship sessions are needed, built around great questioning and genuine curiosity, to discover 

what really makes the learner tick, what they get genuinely excited about, what they deeply care 

about.  

“To flourish, motivation needs supportive conditions,” write O’Donnell et al (2012, p. 

342). With a learner who seems unmotivated, it’s never fair to throw our arms up and complain: 

“They just don’t want it bad enough!” We have to create the conditions to be so supportive, so 

engaging, and so challenging that we help the students find what it is that they really want. The 

projects our learners are employed to develop must be truly valuable to the community and 

exciting to be part of. The journal prompts and group conversations must be rich and 

provocative. The week 3 experiences must be creative and fun.  

Some extrinsic motivation can help create such a positive environment. The scholarship 

paid for participating in 33-6-3 can increase or decrease in real time. This incentivizes full 
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participation (again, participation is the evidence we seek, not so much GPA’s or high vs. low 

grades/scores). And upon completion, participants can earn a promotion with more pay, a nice 

certification, public praise, and a new color hat indicating successful completion and greater 

levels of responsibility.   

Intrinsic motivation is more powerful. Intrinsic motivation outlives the short-term highs 

of extrinsic rewards. O’Donnell et al (2012) even warn of ways in which extrinsic motivation can 

interfere with learning and reduce “autonomous self-regulation.” (p. 343) Supporting students in 

their quest to become more autonomous in their learning is stated and re-stated as the longer-

term goal. Extrinsic rewards should come along with more autonomy over time so as to ensure 

this evolution from extrinsic to intrinsic inspiration. The professional work-tasks assigned to 

learners are to become gradually more difficult over the course of their time with us. For the 

personal development goals, these are designed to also gradually increase in difficulty. Starting 

out with highly difficult goals, or goals that are too long-term, can demoralize the students, so 

pacing is very important.  

O’Donnell et al (2012) affirm the need for “psychological nutriments” needed for 

positive outcomes and good experiences. (p. 356) Autonomy is a key element of ensuring 

student’s psychological needs are met. Certain decisions are made only by supervisors, but the 

more students can be part of decision-making, the better. Week 3 experiences should be based on 

student ideas and preferences. They should be thoughtfully designed to spark curiosity and 

interest. And Council Day is always an important platform for real student involvement in real 

and timely decision-making and problem-solving. Big decisions emanate from the democratic 

processes of Council Day: pay raises, unionization, new policies etc.  
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Patience is coached to supervisors repeatedly; we celebrate progress more than specific 

outcomes. This includes being willing to acknowledge and honor negative expressions from our 

students. If negative expressions escalate, the supervisors are coached to lead a one-on-one 

discussion to better understand where the student is coming from. If this is ineffective, then a 

member of the Human Development team is brought in to help. Counseling services outside the 

organization are also provided through an “Employee Assistance Program,” which can be called 

upon 24/7.  

Responding to crises is only the beginning. Eventually, we want our crew members 

finding fulfillment and purpose. We want positives affects, which O’Donnell et al define as the 

“mild, subtle, everyday experience of feeling good.” (p. 359) They explain how, “a small and 

unexpected event can have such a substantial and constructive effect on students’ thinking, 

engagement, and sociability.” (p. 359) Supervisors are encouraged to create such happenings, 

and Celebration Breaks help to enhance the overall feeling. Importantly, finding excuses to catch 

people doing good vs. doing bad is part of the culture. But a tricky balance is not letting the 

desire to praise make a struggling learner feel pitied. Again, praising effort and participation is 

much more important than praising certain scores or grades or outcomes. Our job-sites are much 

more failure-tolerant than a typical work-place, and as long as participants are learning and 

growing (and doing so safely) we remain patient with mistakes.  

Participant disengagement is a major challenge, especially early in the process. 

O’Donnell et al (2012) sum up well a common situation we encounter: 

“Students in secondary education often possess complex personal histories and problems. 

Some have accepted failure, and some suffer motivational deficits such as learned 

helplessness. Others seek to avoid challenge and the possibility of failure and a harsh 



 

400 
 

negative evaluation if they perform poorly. So disengagement is sometimes an intentional 

decision. Sometimes students become so fearful of the social and emotional 

consequences of failure and public shame that they would rather not take the risks 

involved in trying to succeed. Learning, success, achievement are worthwhile, but in 

many students’ minds, they are not worth the risk of opening the door to experiences such 

as shame criticism, embarrassment, and loss of respect. When students decide that 

preserving their self-worth is more important than learning and achievement, withholding 

engagement becomes an intentional, even strategic, way of coping with academic 

challenges.” (p. 360)  

A defining element of learned helplessness is that learners believe most outcomes are 

outside their control. So we must slowly and steadily and carefully build our crew member’s 

‘sense of self efficacy, defined by O’Donnell et al (2012) as “one’s judgement of how well one 

will cope with a situation, given the skills one possesses and the circumstances one faces.” (p. 

376) This is essentially achieved by steadily accumulating “wins” which increase in 

difficulty/autonomy over time. This is true personally and professionally. A person in recovery 

and who is justice-involved may well have the ability to become a college graduate, but staying 

clean, getting housing, earning back a drivers license, and completing court-requirements should 

probably come first. And these are major accomplishments to be celebrated. And smaller, 

shorter-term training and certificates can be earned along the way.  

To change pessimistic mental models to more optimistic ones, we must support 

constructive thinking patterns in our crew members. To do so, we have to support our team in 

becoming more hopeful. Snyder et al (2002) define academic hope as “the process of thinking 

about one’s goals, along with the motivation to move toward those goals (agency), and the ways 
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to achieve those goals (pathways).” (p. 820) A unique personal and professional development 

“pathway” is established for each participant. Monthly check-ins assess progress on these 

pathways. The milestones start out easy and get more difficult; self-confidence and, yes, hope 

grow the further a student moves along their pathway. There are avenues for caring and 

supportive (but accountable) on-ramps and off-ramps along this pathway, should they be needed. 

For we know learning and growing is a rarely a linear process. But it is a process, and we support 

it ultimately moving in a good, healthy direction.  

3.3.16 Learning to Learn  

While the community college component, the “6” is not rushed, it is a vital aspect of our 

model over the long-run. However, many crew members cite the higher education component as 

the hardest piece of the program, the aspect with which they struggle the most. Often, we are 

teaching our crew members how to learn. We need to support our student’s in developing 

learning systems which work well for them (this looks different for each individual). This means 

students will need to grow in their ability to self-regulate their learning (rather than looking to 

supervisors or the Human Development Team for constant guidance). Paris and Paris (2001) 

establish the following as evidence of self-regulation: “identifying the problem, focusing on the 

task, applying the strategies, evaluating performance, coping with anxiety and maintaining self-

control, self-reinforcement, goal-setting, self-assessment, and self-monitoring.” (p. 93)   

In order to inspire such outcomes, instructors must structure tasks in a way that: “elicit[s] 

the intrinsic interests of students, permit a sense of ownership, relate to life outside of school, 

allow for collaboration, communicate high expectations, and offer consistent support for students 

to meet those expectations.” (p. 93) We achieve this by sometimes assigning open-ended tasks, 

commonly setting up project-based learning, and building up portfolios over the course of a 
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semester. Through such tasks, students are able to self-select content and subjects which speak to 

their true intrinsic motivations. This will sometimes entail the allowance of a participant to 

change job-sites or academic programs if serious planning towards a viable milestone can be 

demonstrated. Certainly, the goals set as part of the “Care for Self” unit are entirely relevant to 

the wishes and interests of the individual. We don’t set their goals for them; they set their own 

goals and must develop the self-regulation needed to achieve them. 

3.3.17 Creating a Positive Learning Environment   

Our learning environment is particularly well suited for such tasks. Since this is an on-

the-job training and learning model, our participants are also our employees. As with any 

successful business, each employee activity cannot be micro-managed. Rather, effective systems 

need established within which employees can feel ownership over the outcomes of the business. 

Moreover, the structure of our work week allows three hours of fairly flexible time to focus on 

individual life-goals and six hours for higher education, plus weekly Study Hall. A new iteration 

of the model also allocates four hours of the “33” paid hours for “milestone time” during which 

crew members can take care of life-matters like finding housing, getting a drivers license back, 

opening a bank account etc. (note: this is only available to trainees during their first six months 

and not full 33-6-3 crew members). So overall, our model creates enough structure to ensure 

accountability but enough flexibility to allow space for idiosyncratic differences, interests, and 

passions. This intention is for this environment to trigger the kinds of self-regulated learning 

strategies enumerated above.  

Paris and Paris (2001) explain that desires to be perceived as a “particular ‘possible self’” 

and “identity strivings” are the most important drivers of self-regulated learning. “Desire is not 

enough, however, because identity strivings must be accompanied by feelings that the identity is 
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possible and valuable to achieve.” (p. 97) Teaching principles which support students in realizing 

their empowered self include enabling self-appraisal and self-management. Our monthly 

personal reflections do just that. As do our private journaling practices. This journal, along with 

certificates earned and documentation of experience gained, becomes a portfolio for the student. 

In this way, our participants gain an “autobiographical perspective” on their learning and 

growing and development. This creates a “narrative framework that deepens personal awareness 

of self-regulation.” While this work is individual, it is completed as part of a cohort. This is 

important because, “participation in a reflective community enhances the frequency and depth of 

examination of one’s self-regulation habits.” (p. 98) Seeing and experiencing their portfolio fill 

up and improve, and doing so as part of a caring community, only serves to increase motivation 

and effort within the learner. 

3.3.18 Pros and Cons of Approach 

 What has been presented here is a deep, lengthy, extremely thorough approach to 

personal, professional, and academic development. Of course this is not the only way to do 

personal, professional, and academic development. It’s important to remain aware of the pros 

and cons of our approach:  

Table 22 Pros and Cons of Human Development Approach 

Pros  Cons  

More impactful for individuals served, as 

compared to shorter term training programs. 

More expensive.  

Holistic and long term intervention.  Less people reached.  

Direct income to participants builds assets.  Direct income to participants could create 

dependency.  

Opportunities for higher education 

completion.  

The program takes longer than most other 

approaches.  

Reaching more vulnerable workers; no 

“creaming of the crop.”  

The approach might distort labor dynamics 

and reduces productivity for employers.  

Human centric.  Less employer-centric.  

Real work experience as opposed to simulated Higher risk/higher low-skills workers.  
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learning environments.  

Patient and flexible, as compared to shorter-

term or private-sector based programs  

 

Intentionally geared for highly marginalized 

workers; equity lens  

 

 

3.4 Program Evaluation – Summation and Analysis of New Data Gathered   

3.4.1 Evaluation Approach and Structure  

Although there are both formative and summative assessment elements to this unit, the 

formative elements are the more important ones. Participants complete journals each morning, 

and mentors review these alongside participants periodically. The tone of these conversations is 

very supportive and informal. As O’Donnell (2012) advises, it’s important our trainees and crew 

members know the purpose of the evaluation is to support their learning more so than to grade 

them. The goal is certainly not to judge them. We genuinely hope our trainees and crew members 

look forward to their formative discussions and reflections. Supervisors often do these self-

assessments alongside our students to demonstrate the fact that all of us can continually learn and 

grow at all stages of life. Participants do an in-depth, written self-assessment each month based 

on all 12 personal development themes. And there are peer-reviewed “well-being” surveys 

conducted at the beginning of the unit and at the end. They relate directly to the learning goals 

established above.  

Failure to clearly document a participant’s advancement on these themes would indicate 

the learning goals are not being achieved. If the learning goals are not being achieved then a one-

on-one mentorship session needs to occur. This can start with the direct supervisor, but if serious 

issues arise supervisors are coached to pull-in a social worker or counselor from the Human 

Development Team.  
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If the one-on-one intervention does not create progress on the learning outcomes, then the 

Human Development Team must assess if another program might be better for the student, if the 

student should take a break (an “off-ramp”) and then start the unit over, or if the trainee or crew 

member needs more individualized support before moving to the next lesson.   

Assessments are collected by direct supervisors (usually the “Crew Chief”) and submitted 

to the Human Development Team (staffed by social workers and counselors). The purpose of 

these instruments is not punishment, but rather to contribute to the positive formation of the 

trainee or crew member’s development. The evidence desired to guide the next lesson’s 

instruction includes: 

• Increased fluency in the new vocabulary and concepts introduced.  

• Ability to cite specific examples of applying these concepts in actual lives.  

• Greater depth and connection-making in journals.  

• Greater depth and connection-making in group reflections.  

• Improved well-being as measured by the peer-reviewed surveys. 

There are summative assessments as well. These include a weekly “scorecard” which 

supervisors conduct on a 100 point scale. This is a fast and simple tool to measure the level of 

participation by the student. A score of 80 or less raises a “red flag” and triggers a one-on-one 

intervention. Three low scorecards can result in a suspension or termination, though the goal is to 

intervene before this must occur. The supervisor also completes a monthly written evaluation 

based on the 12 professional development themes. The professional evaluation is more 

prescriptive and does inform compensation, unlike the personal reflection. Scholarship levels and 

compensation levels are based on the professional assessment (which is submitted monthly to the 

Human Development Team).  
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Evidence desired to guide the next lesson’s instruction from the summative evaluations 

include: 

• Participant is on time to work 

• Completes work tasks with positive attitude  

• Attends all classes on time  

• Completes coursework on time  

• Fully participates in all personal development activities, reflections, and 

programming  

• Is achieving individualized life-goals and milestones as agreed upon with mentors  

These relate to the learning goals in that a failure to demonstrate these outcomes would indicate 

the student is not in position to fully benefit from the opportunity. If a student is not doing well 

in the “Care for Self” unit then it is highly unlikely they would do well in the “Care for Others” 

unit to follow. A recalibration of short-term goals is needed. If this is not successful, then a new 

pathway must be identified for the student. We use “on-ramps and off-ramps,” so if a major 

mistake is made, then there is accountability but then there is also opportunity for trying again or 

accessing other needed resources.  

Fairness, validity, reliability, and freedom from bias are important in all evaluations. 

(O’Donnell et al, 2012, p. 490) These instruments have validity because they are directly linked 

to the learning goals. Each participant is evaluated on the same themes (with exception of their 

unique life-goals). The evaluations are highly consistent occurring either a) every six months, b) 

once a month or c) weekly. This does not change from participant to participant but is consistent 

across them all. Freedom from bias is the hardest threat to fairness for us to combat. Supervisors 

do tend to have favorite participants, or “soft spots” for certain students. If a participant disagrees 
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with an evaluative finding (they have access to all results) there are anonymous avenues to raise 

these concerns. Importantly, human resource professionals are reviewing the evals submitted by 

supervisors and are trained to screen for bias.  

As Wiggins and McTighe (2011) advise, we want to see our participants “demonstrating 

their understanding through real-world application.” (p. 10) In addition to purely formative or 

purely summative evaluations, O’Donnell, Reeve, and Smith (2012) identify alternative 

“production” assessments. (p. 497) This includes “portfolios,” which the authors define as “A 

collection of students’ work over time that allows for assessment of the development of their 

skills.” (p. 499) This personal and professional development curriculum, combined with 

technical and on-job training, results in a full and impressive portfolio for participants including 

multiple professional certifications, improved resumes, and examples of work completed and 

training undertaken. Supervisors and mentors review this portfolio with participants at least once 

a month. It becomes the primary source of qualitative and quantitative data with which to assess 

the effectiveness of the program for that learner. The portfolio also enables participants to 

compare their current work to work completed earlier in the program. The same goes for their 

journals and reflections, which illustrate their internal growth (which is hard to measure but is 

essential to improved well-being).  

3.4.2 Trainee and Crew Member Evaluation Topics  

Every 6 months, we assess whether the Crew Member achieved:  

• 80 or above on participation scorecard? 

• Active discussion in PD Journal? 

• Working Knowledge of Themes and Financial Literacy 

• Week 3 fully engaged 
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• Coalfield Council Day fully engaged 

• Evals trending positive; not about the high numbers so much as a positive trend 

• Well-Being Surveys Are Trending Positive Well-being surveys are trending 

positive (to indicate impact) 

• Well-Being Surveys Are Trending 

• Personal Milestone Goals are On-Track and regularly referenced back to 

plan updated as needed 

• Resources Are Known and Utilized Open and honest communication about needs 

resource connection and engagement happens quickly 

• Needs are noticed 

• Needs are met 

• Resources Are Known and Utilized 

• Developing as Leader Evals advancing 

• Effect on morale of fellow crew is positive 

• Promoted to green hat 

• Engaged with school; extracurriculars; 

• Leadership and assistance with Study Hall 

• Innovation/Creativity Exhibited Contributing new ideas 

• Contributing to problem solving 

• Adding Financial Value to Crew 

• Increasing speed of work tasks 

• Increasing skill-sets 

• Helping with sales 
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• Decisions Made with Long-Term Interests in Mind 

• Savings Account Opened  

• Other assets acquired (car, home etc.)  

3.4.3 Evaluation Rubrics  

Each month, Crew Members are evaluated on the following89:  

Table 23 Evaluation Rubrics 

Safety  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes takes 

measures to avoid 

physical harm to self 

and others  

Usually takes 

measures to avoid 

physical harm to self 

and others  

Always takes 

measures to avoid 

physical harm to self 

and others  

Always takes 

measures to avoid 

physical harm and 

leads others to do the 

same 

 

Safety is a fundamental and essential aspect of professional success, without exception. 

We expect Crew Members to take measures to avoid physical harm to self & others. We must 

take precautions to prevent injury, danger, and loss. We must avoid safety violations & incidents 

and regularly ask safety-related questions. 

Respect  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes 

recognizes value of 

Usually recognizes 

value of others; 

Always recognizes 

value of others; 

Always recognizes 

value in others, acts 

 
8 I would like to thank the following Coalfield Development employees and partners who helped develop and justify 

this list, which is the result of years of learning, iterating, and debating what should be on the list: Judy Hayes, 

Marilyn Wrenn, Ryan Stoner, Dylan Jones, Kelli Crabtree, Josiah Hannah and others.  
9 For surveys or scoring rubrics ranging “from positive to negative,” Qualtrics (Webster, 2021 – Qualtrics) 

recommends values from 1-7. This allows enough nuance for a supervisor to express variances at the margins. But 

1-7 is contained enough to avoid overly biased evaluations as a scale of 1-10 might. Note: the highest score of “7” 

stands alone and is meant to be reserved for uniquely excellent, undeniably strong performance. 7’s should be rarely 

granted. 

 



 

410 
 

others; Sometimes 

treats peers and 

managers with 

kindness and dignity; 

sometimes values 

diversity and 

inclusion   

Sometimes treats 

peers and managers 

with kindness and 

dignity; usually 

values diversity and 

inclusion  

Sometimes treats 

peers and managers 

with kindness and 

dignity; always 

values diversity and 

inclusion  

with kindness and 

dignity, and leads 

others to do the same; 

leads others in 

understanding 

importance of 

inclusion  

 

Basic respect goes a long way in the workplace, yet we find this to be a real challenge for 

many. It is especially challenging when our workplace is diverse and there are many other who 

differ from us. There will always be some team-mates we naturally click with and other we 

don’t, but all deserve respect and dignity.    

Follows Instructions  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes follows 

instructions. 

Sometimes asks 

clarifying questions 

when unsure 

Usually follows 

instructions. Usually 

asks clarifying 

questions when 

unsure 

Always follows 

instructions. Always 

asks clarifying 

questions when 

unsure 

Always follows 

instructions and leads 

others to do the same.  

 

This is, again, foundational and basic for employment. Sometimes, crew members resent 

not being in charge, especially if they’ve had work experience. But following instructions, so 

long as they are legal and safe, is a must.  

Attitude  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes brings 

energy & enthusiasm 

to work; stays calm & 

clear-headed under 

stress; takes 

responsibility for own 

actions. 

Usually brings energy 

& enthusiasm to 

the work; stays calm 

& clear-headed under 

stress; takes 

responsibility for own 

actions.  

Always brings energy 

& enthusiasm to 

work; stays calm & 

clear-headed under 

stress; takes 

responsibility for own 

actions. 

Always brings energy 

& enthusiasm to 

work and leads others 

to do the same.  
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 Our attitude shapes our actions. It is also infectious to those around us. In addition to 

being a basic must for employment, it also holds the key to becoming excellent at what we do. 

See the segment on “Optimism” below regarding self-fulfilling prophecies. At a minimum, for 

employment, you’ll have to keep a positive attitude and not become a drag on team morale.  

Promptness and Presence  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes alert; 

quick to act as the 

occasion demands; 

on-time; does not 

procrastinate; rarely 

absent or late without 

significant cause 

Usually alert; quick 

to act as the occasion 

demands; on-time; 

does not 

procrastinate; rarely 

absent or late without 

significant cause 

 

Always alert; quick 

to act as the occasion 

demands; on-time; 

does not 

procrastinate; rarely 

absent or late without 

significant cause 

Always alert; quick 

to act as the occasion 

demands; on-time; 

does not 

procrastinate; leads 

other to do the same 

 

 

Promptness is about being on time and acting quickly. Work should get done or delivered 

at once and without delay. Presence is about alertness and bringing our best effort to the job. It is 

a basic requirement of any job.  

Work Quality  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes avoids 

consistent or major 

errors; sometimes 

acts professionally; 

sometimes iterates for 

improvement 

Usually avoids 

consistent or major 

mistakes; usually acts 

professionally; 

usually iterates for 

improvement 

Always avoids 

consistent or major 

mistakes; always acts 

professionally; 

always iterates for 

improvement 

Always avoids 

mistakes, is 

professional, and 

iterates for 

improvement; leads 

others to do the same 

 

 

A basic level of work quality is needed for initial employment, and avoiding mistakes is 

always important. This theme then begins building to the next unit, which is “Mandatory for 

Excellence.” Aside from not making mistakes, it’s important we strive for excellence and iterate 
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processes and products towards perfection. 

Planning  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes thinking 

about and organizing 

the steps & actions 

necessary to achieve 

the desired 

goal or outcome; 

thinks ahead; gathers 

the information & 

supplies necessary to 

complete the task 

Usually thinking 

about and organizing 

the steps & actions 

necessary to achieve 

the desired 

goal or outcome; 

thinks ahead; gathers 

the information & 

supplies necessary to 

complete the task 

 

Always thinking 

about and organizing 

the steps & actions 

necessary to achieve 

the desired 

goal or outcome; 

thinks ahead; gathers 

the information & 

supplies necessary to 

complete the task 

Always thinking 

about and organizing 

the steps & actions 

necessary to achieve 

the desired 

goal or outcome; 

thinks ahead; gathers 

the information; 

supports Crew Chief 

in planning; leads 

others to plan as well 

 

Planning is when we set an intention or decision about what we are going to do. In the 

“Mandatory for Employment” section we show up on time, with a good attitude, and work to 

advance others’ plans for us. To become excellent, we must learn to plan ourselves. We must 

contribute to team planning processes. We cannot “wing it.”  

Initiative  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes proactive 

rather than reactive; 

takes charge of one's 

own productivity; 

looks for 

opportunities to go 

beyond expectations 

 

Usually proactive 

rather than reactive; 

takes charge of one's 

own productivity; 

looks for 

opportunities to go 

beyond expectations 

Always proactive 

rather than reactive; 

takes charge of one's 

own productivity; 

looks for 

opportunities to go 

beyond expectations 

 

Always proactive, 

always owns 

productivity; leads 

others in staying 

motivated and 

improving 

efficiencies  

 

 

Those with initiative recognize new opportunities for their team and take responsibility to 

make things happen. When we have initiative, we do not wait for others telling us what to do 

next. We know the plan, and we keep producing towards achievement of the plan. We share new 
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ideas (at the appropriate time). We work with enthusiasm.  

Focus 

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes 

concentrates on the 

task assigned; 

eliminates 

distractions that are 

within one's control 

Usually concentrates 

on the task assigned; 

eliminates 

distractions that are 

within one's control 

Always concentrates 

on the task assigned; 

eliminates 

distractions that are 

within one's control 

 

Always concentrates 

on the task assigned; 

eliminates 

distractions; leads 

others to do the same 

 

In addition to basic concentration, those with good focus manage their time and do not 

procrastinate. They pay attention during meetings. They do not just show up, but they fully 

participate. When we focus, we challenge ourselves minute-by-minute to keep engaged and 

productive. The likelihood of doing so is enhanced when we experience good rhythm and flow in 

our work. (Csikszentimihalyi, 1990). 

Communication  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes listens 

attentively; relays 

ideas/thoughts 

kindly; 

gives & receives 

feedback well; relays 

information in a 

timely, clear & 

respectful manner 

 

Usually listens 

attentively; relays 

ideas/thoughts 

kindly; 

gives & receives 

feedback well; relays 

information in a 

timely, clear & 

respectful manner 

Always listens 

attentively; relays 

ideas/thoughts 

kindly; 

gives & receives 

feedback well; relays 

information in a 

timely, clear & 

respectful manner 

 

Always listens 

attentively; relays 

ideas/thoughts 

kindly; supports 

Crew Chief in 

identifying 

communication 

break-downs and 

mitigating issues  

 

Communication is the act of process of using words, sounds, signs, behaviors to express 

or exchange information. Many are quick to assume they communicate just fine. But so much 

more goes into communication than we often realize. Communication is verbal and non-verbal. 

Our body language, our eye contact, our tone are all ways we affect communication (often 
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without realizing it). That communication is essential to team success and project effectiveness is 

widely agreed. Effective communication with one person likely looks different from effective 

communication with another. So it requires continuous refinement, reflection, and improvement. 

It is the beginning of building trust and relationships; it is required for maintaining that trust and 

relationship, once established.   

Teamwork  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes works 

well with others; 

looks for ways to 

help; looks for ways 

to support and 

accomplish as a 

group 

 

Usually works well 

with others; looks for 

ways to help; looks 

for ways to support 

and accomplish as a 

group 

Always works well 

with others; looks for 

ways to help; looks 

for ways to support 

and accomplish as a 

group 

Always works well 

with others; actively 

supports others in 

learning and growing; 

creates opportunities 

for others to step up 

and lead  

 

 

Teamwork is the willingness of a group of people to work together to achieve a common 

goal. It is the combined effective & efficient action of a group of people. Great teamwork leads 

to great performance. (Martens, 2004)  

Problem Solving  

1-2 3-4 5-6 7 

Sometimes unpacks 

problems into 

manageable parts and 

works to address each 

part; sometimes 

identifies alternatives 

 

Usually unpacks 

problems into 

manageable parts and 

works to address each 

part; usually 

identifies alternatives  

Always unpacks 

problems into 

manageable parts and 

works to address each 

part; always identifies 

alternatives  

 

Always contributes to 

problem solving and 

includes others in the 

process; leads 

creative problem 

solving.  

 

 

Problem solving is the process of finding solutions to troublesome issues. Problem solving is the 

essence of good business. Design thinking advises us not to obsess on our favored solution but 
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rather to fall in love with the problem, deeply empathizing with the customers, and iterating 

alternative solutions until resolution is found. In becoming good problem solvers, we do not 

become paralyzed in the face of a challenge but rather move quickly to gather information and 

construct several alternatives from which to choose. Einsenhardt (2010), an expert on 

management and entrepreneurship, cautions against two big myths about fast decision-makers: 1) 

that they prefer less data and 2) that they prefer less alternatives. “But, in fact, fast decision 

makers do the reverse. They explicitly search for and debate multiple alternatives, often working 

several options at once. . . . In contrast, slow decision makers work with fewer, not more 

alternatives. They typically develop and analyze a single alternative, and only seriously consider 

other alternatives if the first becomes infeasible.” (pp. 85-86) Fast decision-makers see conflict 

as “natural, valuable, and almost always inevitable. . . . In contrast, slow decision makers are 

stymied by conflict. They delay in the hopes that uncertainty will magically become certain.” (p. 

90) Finally, a haunting warning: “A slow strategy is as ineffective as the wrong strategy. So, fast 

strategic decision-making has emerged as a crucial competitive weapon.” (p. 93)   

A concern is that solving problems fast will leave some feeling left behind. It’s really 

important to not only move fast, but to also communicate fast. Don’t over-complicate 

communication. If more people need pulled into a discussion, do it sooner rather than later. 

Instead of scheduling more and long meetings, seize opportunities for quick, open 

communication. And remember, few decisions must remain permanent. Rather than big decisions 

which can’t be reversed, we advise a series small and iterative decisions which build up enough 

data and evidence to guide the big decisions. 

Personal Development Themes  

 Rather than scoring these, we encourage self-reflection and journaling towards intrinsic 
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motivation for improvement. After each of the prompts below, we then ask the Crew Member to 

note: This month I had excellent [fill in the blank for all 12 criteria], good [fill in the blank for all 

12 criteria], decent [fill in the blank], or poor [fill in the blank]. Looking ahead, I would like to 

improve on this theme by: [fill in with journaling].  

Physical Health   

This is the health of one’s body. It is the ability to be fully engaged, on a regular basis, in 

all developmentally appropriate activities. Health is about physical activity, proper nutrition and 

water intake, restful sleep, preventative care (physical exams, dental care, vision care), 

relaxation, absence of toxic substances, safe sex, minimizing physical hazards. Physical exercise 

is encouraged. While we are not a sports team, it is important to have good energy in the 

workplace. Martens (2004) recommends variety, occasional overload, and progression principles 

for physical training. Plan your exercises ahead of time by selecting the kinds of exercise, the 

order they will go in, the intensity of the exercises, the volume, the frequency, and the length of 

rest period. (p. 280-283)  

Mental and Emotional Health  

Having a clear mind and a happy soul is the goal of this theme. Equally as important as 

physical health yet harder to measure, this theme is getting at emotional, psychological, and 

social wellbeing. Mental and emotional health affects how you think, feel and act. It determines 

coping with stress & challenges, relating to others, and making good choices. Kross (2022) 

explains how “we use our minds to write the story of our lives, with us as the main character.” In 

doing so, we can subject ourselves to internal “Chatter in the form of repetitive anxious thought” 

becomes “a marvelous saboteur. . . . “ (p. 15 and p. 29) We are all always talking to ourselves. 

They key is making sure we are telling ourselves a positive, healthy, productive, ethical story. 
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And that we are living out that story with integrity. I am a big believer in self-fulfilling 

prophecies. Martens (2004) describes a process whereby athletes us “attributes” to set certain 

expectations for themselves. They then might act in ways to fulfill the expectations set for 

themselves. This can be positive: the athlete sees what success looks like and executes. Or it can 

be negative: the athlete keeps replaying what failure looks like over and over until it actually 

happens on the field. Even more concerning is the potential for coaches, teachers, or mentors to 

create self-fulfilling prophecies for their own athletes, learners, or workers. It’s vital we set 

challenging yet attainable goals for our crews, helping them visualize for themselves what 

success looks like, and encouraging them to achieve it while backed by our sincere faith in their 

ability to do so.  

Regulation of Emotion 

  Regulation of emotion is about understanding and accepting one’s emotions then one’s 

attempts to influence their own emotion, when it is experienced, and how it is expressed. This is 

the ability to manage emotional experiences or expressions to achieve individual goals &/or 

social norms. Notice how we are not asking anyone to change their emotions or stop their 

emotions. Emotions are normal and healthy. However, we must regulate them to our benefit 

rather than allow them to control us to our detriment. Outbursts and irrational, rushed, or 

panicked decision-making are signs of an inability to regulate our emotions. And doing so can 

lead to mistakes we wish we could take back but never can. In his book Chatter Kross (2022) 

provides tools for getting out of our own negative echo chambers: “Distanced self-talk, imagine 

advising a friend, broaden your perspective, reframe your experience as a challenge, reinterpret 

your body’s chatter responses, normalize your experience, engage in mental time travel, change 

the view, write expressively, adopt the perspective of a neutral third party, clutch a lucky charm 
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or embrace a superstition, or perform a ritual.” (p. 163-165) 

Life Management  

This might be the least sexy theme. It’s also one of the most important. Life management 

involves the necessary management of day-to-day activities & tasks that help sustain an 

independent lifestyle (financial, home, relationship, stress, & time management; goal setting; 

personal growth). Are we taking care of what we need to take care of in order to live a good life, 

meet our commitments, and achieve long-term realization of our goals?   

Volition  

Volition is one’s power of choosing or making their own decisions. When we have 

volition we don’t just set goals, we achieve them. When we have volition, we can say and 

believe, “I have the power to make and stick to my own decisions. I am effective at choosing, 

making, & sticking to good decisions. I have a positive mental state of hopefulness & confidence 

of a successful outcome.” To achieve volition we often must overcome mental barriers or 

hurdles. We have to breakthrough apathy and weariness to make our ideas become reality.  Kwon 

(2019) finds volition as a primary predictor in sustained quality employment for college 

graduates.  

Perseverance  

Tough (2012) also identifies grit as the defining characteristic of long-term success. Grit 

is the continued effort to do or achieve something despite difficulties, failure, or opposition. Do 

we give up easily when minor challenges arise? Are we undeterred by, or do we fold when the 

going gets tough? Grist is about having consistent high level of effort to achieve goals, even in 

the face of significant obstacles.  

Optimism 
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 Again, we find validity in the notion of self-fulfilling prophecies. We often get out of a 

situation exactly what we expect to get out of it. Each of us is genetically predisposed to a certain 

personality. (Hamer and Copeland, 1998) Life is not about changing our basic nature, but it is 

about developing self-awareness and then managing those predispositions in a way that creates 

health and well-being for ourselves and those around us rather than causing harm or 

discouragement. Our attitude is contagious and greatly affects those around us in addition to 

ourselves.  

 It’s very hard to achieve something new or challenging if we don’t believe it’s possible. 

That’s why optimism is so important. Optimism is not blind happiness despite reality. Optimism 

is anticipating that good outcomes will result from good work, and knowing that set-backs are an 

inevitable part of the process towards realizing a goal or a vision. It can be learned, just the same 

as pessimism is learned. Learning optimism begins with observing our thought patterns. 

(Seligman, 2006)   

Integrity and Honesty  

Are we doing the right thing even when it is not acknowledged/known by others or 

convenient? Do we live ethically and do we stay true to our convictions? Are we consistent? Do 

we treat all people with respect, regardless of their station in life? Nobody likes to think of 

themselves as dishonest, but we must reflect deeply and continually commit to integrity and 

honesty in all dealings.   

Long-Range View Decision Making  

This is the process of planning & making decisions for actions that will occur over a long 

period of time or will not occur until a time in the future. Saving for retirement, engaging in 

higher education, and committing to a health-plan are examples. Examples of lacking LRVDM 
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would be living for today with little or no regard for future consequence; we lack LRVDM when 

we fail to save money, when we eat and drink unhealthy items which make us feel good in the 

moment but hurt our body over time, or when we cut-corners to get work done cheap and easy 

rather than quality and lasting. We must make decisions today based upon their future 

consequences. Tough (2012) identifies delayed gratification, self-discipline, and long-range view 

decision making as the crucial elements to building character and succeeding over a life-time 

(and not just a semester). Sometimes, cheating or lying can be tempting. Short term gratification 

(a high, a rest, a little help) is tempting. But cheating or taking the easy path only reduces our 

own strength and ability over time. Sometimes we must do what we have to do to survive, but if 

we are to achieve stability and happiness for ourselves and our families, then we must act with 

the long-term in mind.     

Lifelong Learning and Contributing   

  Lifelong learning is ongoing, voluntary, self-motivated pursuit of knowledge or skills for 

personal & professional purposes. It means we don’t contain learning to classrooms or job-sites, 

but rather delight in a continuously, life-long quest for understanding. Lifelong learning means 

we engage in new challenges and develop new skills continuously. Lifelong learning enhances 

adaptability, an important trait in today's rapidly changing environment. Learning new skills and 

incorporating new information into what we already know enables us to navigate complexity and 

realize emerging opportunities. (Laal, 2012) Finally, it’s not only important we keep learning 

over the course of our lives, but also that we keep sharing that learning with others and using it to 

find new ways of contributing to our community.    

Commitment to Inclusion  

 All people deserve safe, supportive spaces in which to learn and grow. We are all 
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responsible for creating such spaces. We must be intentional in creating safety for those 

experiencing multiple, intersecting layers of oppression (including race, gender, sexual 

orientation/identity etc.) At Coalfield we often look to nature in explaining the tremendous value 

of diversity: the most vibrant, healthy ecosystems are the most diverse: coral reefs, rainforests, 

and even our Appalachian deciduous hardwood forests. The more life, the more color, the more 

variety the stronger we become. But it takes intentionality, owning implicit bias, and continuous 

commitment to achieve true diversity and inclusion. Robinson (2020) identifies key elements to 

creating safe, anti-racist spaces: 1) proximity and representativeness to and from communities of 

color; 2) comfort and flexibility; 3) facilitation of hard conversations; 4) sincere community 

engagement.  

Community Leadership and Citizenship  

This theme is comprised of actions & attitudes associated with one’s participation in their 

community, state, nation, world. Citizenship is the ultimate goal of our entire personal and 

professional development curriculum. We want individuals to flourish, yes. But then we want 

those individuals to live with purpose and serve others. At a minimum, vote. But more than that, 

volunteer, engage, support causes you care about. An aspect of community in a more 

professional sense is networking, or, the cultivation of productive relationships or the exchange 

of information or services to the betterment of oneself or that which one is involved in. 

3.4.4 Values of Assessment for Evaluation  

In 2021, I along with Ryan Lang and Nancy Mullens conducted a performance 

assessment on Coalfield Development. Here I provide a summary of those results, as well as an 

update on those initial results, and the results of more recent focus groups conducted by myself 

and Coalfield Development staff. This establishes the outline for ongoing evaluation of the 
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program moving forward. The performance values focused on were: does the 33-6-3 Model meet 

the needs of the impactees and make a noticeable positive impact on the participants? In order to 

answer this question I used the Kappa Statistic exercise as well as additional team-discussion and 

debate to narrow down the themes under assessment from more than 35 to three: 1) economic 

mobility, 2) family assets grown, and 3) sense of agency and self-confidence. (Lam, 2013) 

1. Economic mobility:  

• Pre-program Employment Stats: 

o Yearly Income? 

o Benefits? 

o Hourly Wage? 

o Debt Burden? 

• Post-program Employment Stats: 

o Yearly Income? 

o Benefits? 

o Hourly Wage? 

o Debt Burden? 

• Has the participant or alumnus received a promotion or raise recently?  

1. Family Assets Grown  

• Has the participant or alumnus opened and/or grown a savings account?  

• Has the participant or alumnus recently purchased a vehicle?  

• Has the participant or alumnus recently purchased a home?  

• Has the participant or alumnus involvement with Coalfield Development helped 

another family member increase their education/income?  
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1. Sense of Agency and Self-Confidence  

• Has the participant or alumnus achieved a meaningful boost in self-confidence? 

• Does the participant or alumnus feel they have more control over their life than before 

they started the program? 

• Has the participant or alumnus achieved the goals they set for themselves at the start of 

the program? Importantly, the authors will try to account for concerns raised by Davidson 

(2005) regarding goal difficulty, goal importance, and side effects. (p. 5)  

 This evaluation focuses on the organization’s Personal, Professional, and Academic 

Development capability (primarily achieved through WRAPS and 33-6-3 model). However, as 

the graph below illustrates, there is more to the organization than just its job-training activities. 

In the following graph: 90 and above signifies “Very Important,” 80 and above signifies 

“Important.” 70 and above signifies “Somewhat Important.” 60 and above signifies “Less 

Important.” 50 and below signifies “Not very important.” and 50 and below signifies “Not 

Important to this evaluation.”   

 

  

 Nevertheless, our evaluation decided the most important components of the organization 

were those which focused on supporting and empowering low-income individuals through the 

33-6-3 model. We did find strong organizational performance on the highest scored values. In 

summary, the evaluand’s performance on key components is summarized below: 90 and above 

signifies “Very Strong,” 80 and above signifies “Strong.” 70 and above signifies “Decent.” 60 

and above signifies “Adequate.” 50 and above signifies “Poor.” and 50 or below signifies “Very 

Poor.”   

Table 24 Relative Importance of Evaluand Components 
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At the time of the evaluation, the program had approximately 30 participants and more 

than 250 alumni. The evaluation was completed over a 45 day period. The first 15 days consisted 

of background research and project planning. Next, qualitative data was gathered via interviews 

and focus groups (existing recordings were reviewed). Then, existing quantitative spreadsheets 

were shared by the organization and synthesized. Finally, a survey was sent out to alumni of the 

program. With all this data in hand, the evaluation team then convened on multiple occasions to 

analyze the data and agree on recommendations.  

The organization's service population was not large enough to justify a randomized 

controlled trial. In fact, a discussion was had with a nationally-recognized program evaluator 

which uses the randomized controlled trial process, and this practitioner reported the 

organization’s sample size was just too small for an effective randomized evaluation to occur. 

The organization was able to provide statistics on completion rates and training outcomes. This 



 

425 
 

data was presented in the form of spreadsheets aggregated by Coalfield Development staff at the 

end of each calendar year. Our team then synthesized the data and analyzed it according to the 

values and relative importances established above.   

Data was available on professional evaluations completed on participants and initial 

income improvements among participants, but this data was not well organized; the data was 

inconsistent from one file to the next. The evaluators requested that monthly evaluation results be 

shared for a random selection of 30 names; however, the organization was not able to provide all 

30 samples.  

A survey was developed for alumni of the program to complete. Only four alumni 

returned the surveys. Although the response rate was low, this survey can still serve as a valuable 

tool for the organization to use as it grows the alumni network in the near future. Those surveys 

that were completed, submitted and returned provided overwhelming positive results on the 

impact of the program in terms of the alumni. All of the alumni stated a solid growth in their 

confidence - not just personal, but professional, and financial as well. 

 Quantitative data on existing crew members was more available and helpful. Qualitative 

data was more promising. The organization was able to provide a series of pre-recorded 

interviews with both current and past participants. These were in-depth interviews, and the 

questions asked were directly relevant to the focus of this evaluation.  

3.4.5 Existing Data 

 The organization takes data collection seriously, however staff admit they have not yet 

been able to refine a system that adequately synthesizes the data collected. Each week, 

supervisors complete a “scorecard,” measuring on a 100 points scale how fully trainees have 

participated in the 33-6-3 model. Each month, participant’s supervisors conduct a written 
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evaluation which includes a 1-10 score on 12 professional development competencies. The 

organization has selected peer-reviewed surveys for trainees to complete every six months that 

measure self-confidence and agency; however, these surveys have not yet been implemented. 

Data for alumni of the program is much less robust. The organization has not been able to stay in 

touch with alumni as well as it has hoped. Doing so is a stated organizational goal for 2021.  

3.4.6 Collected Data 

The following data collection methods were utilized:  

 

• Analysis and synthesis of internal Coalfield Development data 

o Interview with first two graduates of the program (2020) 

o Interviews with supervisors (2020)  

o Existing participant evaluations (2021)   

o Existing participant “scorecards” (2021)  

• Reviews of existing participant scorecards (a weekly score of 1-100 relating to level of 

participation), monthly professional evaluations completed by the program supervisors, 

and programmatic files to search for  “tell-tale patterns” and “signature traces” such as 

GPA, high morale, and comparison to other similar experiences by the participants and 

similar programs in the community.  

• A survey developed to be completed by alumni of the program (a key component of this 

survey was questions designed to ascertain the relative importance of the various 

components making up the 33-6-3 model; the authors were not able to reach unanimous 

agreement on importance weighting).  

• A qualitative review of a recorded focus group with current participants (five 

participants)  
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• A qualitative focus group with alumni (4 participants)   

• This dissertation now adds a series of qualitative focus groups to the evaluation structure, 

as well.  

3.4.7 Results  

The data collected for this evaluation was collected using statistical data available from 

Coalfield Development, interviews with past participants, and existing evaluations for the 30 

participants current at that point in time (2021). The statistical data provided by the program was 

quantitatively analyzed using applied mathematics to illustrate key patterns and outcomes. The 

years 2017, 2018, and 2019 were chosen for the quantitative portion of the evaluation because 

they had the best recordkeeping and 2020 was removed due variations caused by the Covid-19 

pandemic. In the years 2017-2019 Coalfield Development had 216 participants with 81.5% or 

176 of those coming from low-income situations, 177 or 81.9% were placed in full time 

employment. During this time there were 112 graduates of the program, this constitutes 51.9% of 

participants, but it is important to remember that some participants were offered jobs before 

graduation and decided to seize the opportunity of achieving gainful employment before it was 

lost. Only 65 or 30.1% did not complete the program. Among all the participants 421 

certifications were earned and the average number of certificates earned was two. 

The program maintains a very high graduation rate when compared to local community 

college graduation rates. Community colleges in West Virginia had an average on time 

graduation rate of 11.8% in 2018 and Coalfield Development’s Graduation rate is 51.9% (West 

Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission, 2021). We helped an average of 72.2% of 

participants earn gainful employment during and after the program.  
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In compiling qualitative results from participant interviews, I was encouraged by this 

quote from my classmate Ryan Lang (2021): “Despite facing many barriers, the participants do 

not seem to speak as recipients of a charitable program but rather as contributors to their 

community. All interviewees expressed pride in how their jobs improve their communities.” 

After interviewing another crew member, Lang (2021) remarked:  

“He clearly demonstrates an increased sense of agency as part of his enterprise, a strong 

pride in his work. Along with this he was able to self-reflect and grow from his past 

mistakes, going on to become the first person in his family to earn a degree of higher 

education. Interestingly, in reflecting on the personal development curriculum (the “3” in 

the 33-6-3 model) The Crew Member reports at first, ‘It was not really something I 

enjoyed . . . it was a requirement I did, it was like ‘Why would I care about this? But then 

a month later, at an unexpected random time I would find myself thinking about one of 

the words I read in that journal. Without realizing it, the journals really start to work. It 

makes you think about things you never thought you would think about.’ The “3” has 

been an important part of the Crew Member’s personal development.”   

 Both quantitative and qualitative data showed strong performance on the main research 

questions raised in this study: 1) The economic mobility of a majority of participants had clearly 

risen, 2) Family assets had certainly grown (although data was not as overwhelmingly clear on 

this item), and 3) Participants did, in fact, demonstrate a stronger sense of agency and self-

confidence (as mostly illustrated through the qualitative assessment). Yet the data available was 

too scattered, inconsistent, and incomplete. Moving forward our organization (and others we 

support) must invest in better data tracking, data analysis, and data-informed decision making. 
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The data can stay on our own terms, rather than being dictated from outside our community, but 

the data must become more robust and better integrated into our decision-making.   

3.4.8 Logic Model Tool  

 

 Using the data collected, we are now able to establish a beginning logic model:  

  
Table 25 Logic Model for Human Development 

 

Program Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Long-Term 

Impacts 

Professional, 

Personal, and 

Academic 

Development 

for People 

Facing Barriers 

to 

Employment* 

-50% of the 

organization’s 

budget is 

devoted to this 

program 

-Original 

Curriculum 

-Recruitment 

partnerships 

-CTC 

partnerships 

-Direct 

employment 

-Credentialing 

courses 

  

-WRAPS 

(first 6 

months) 

-33-6-3 (3 

year 

contract) 

-On-the-job 

training 

-Evaluation 

and 

reflection 

-Support 

network 

-College 

coursework 

-Unique 

scheduling 

-Transitional 

employment 

(6 months) 

-Hours of 

work 

experience 

gained 

-Hours of 

mentorship 

received 

-

Certifications 

earned 

-Life plans 

created 

-# of 

graduates 

-# of 

placements 

-# of jobs 

created 

-Life plans 

achieved (or 

on track) 

-Wellbeing 

improvements 

-Income 

increases 

-Sense of 

agency 

-Poverty 

reduction 

-Labor 

participation 

rate 

increases 

-

Community-

wide 

optimism 

-Increase in 

rate of 

higher 

education 

-Increase in 

population 

  

*note: the organization has two other major programs (community revitalization and social 

enterprise incubation), however this evaluation is focused on only one of the three main 

programs.  

Our evaluation found that after 10 years of operation, the organization has achieved the 

following baseline:  
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Program – 

2010 to 2020 

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Long-Term 

Impacts 

Professional, 

Personal, and 

Academic 

Development 

for People 

Facing 

Barriers to 

Employment: 

84% served 

by the 

program 

have been 

low-income 

(defined as 

less than 50% 

Area Median 

Income) 

-39% of the 

organization’s 

budget is 

devoted to this 

program 

-Original 

Curriculum 

is self-

published 

-Recruitment 

partnerships 

-CTC 

partnerships 

-Direct 

employment 

-Credentialing 

courses 

  

-WRAPS 

(first 6 

months) 

-33-6-3 (3 

year 

contract) 

-On-the-job 

training 

-Evaluation 

and 

reflection 

-Support 

network 

-College 

coursework 

-Unique 

scheduling 

-Transitional 

employment: 

212 jobs 

created   

-Hours of 

work 

experience 

gained: 

167,904 

-Hours of 

mentorship 

received: 

91,584 

-

Certifications 

earned: 576* 

-Life plans 

created: 42 

-# of 

graduates: 114 

-# of 

placements: 

167 

-# of jobs 

created: 212 

-Life plans 

achieved (or 

on track): 

unknown 

-Wellbeing 

improvements: 

unknown 

-Income 

increases: 233 

-Poverty 

reduction 

-Labor 

participation 

rate increases 

-Community-

wide 

optimism 

-Increase in 

rate of higher 

education 

-Increase in 

population 

-Sense of 

agency 

among 

community 

members, 

especially 

low-income 

people 

*note: both this and the jobs-created metric are only captured for the Professional, Personal, and 

Academic program for this study; additional jobs and trainings have been provided through other 

organizational programming in addition to this program.  

This summation of 10 years of data gives the organization a good baseline from which to 

build out future planning. In 2021 the organization has established a new strategic plan with very 

ambitious goals, seeking to create 1,200 jobs per year by 2030. This will take a dramatic increase 

in efficiency and (most likely) a dramatic decrease in cost-per-participant. Nevertheless, the 
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organization has made a clear positive impact for a majority of those it has served, and it has 

done so measurably.  

3.4.9 Recommendations  

Finally, my classmates and I made some final recommendations:  

• The organization needs a better system for collecting data, retaining data, and analyzing 

data. While a variety of data collection methods are undertaken, the data is not all held in 

one accessible place. The formatting is not consistent. The data is therefore not well used 

for decision making. 

• A better alumni network is needed, in support of tracking outcomes for participating over 

the longer-term.  

• The survey developed for alumni was not completed in large numbers. It is recommended 

that this survey be used to collect a larger sample size among alumni and therefore gather 

better feedback for improved analysis and decision making.   

• The organization would benefit from a larger scale, third party program evaluation which 

had more time and budget to gather more qualitative and quantitative data from larger 

sample sizes. Note: this is currently underway by the Ohio University Voinovich School 

of Public Policy.   

• A more holistic approach to program evaluation would benefit the organization; the 

positive impacts on the community at large may, in fact, far outweigh the individual 

person-by-person impacts focused upon for this study. For example, the organization has 

started entire new businesses and revitalized hundreds of thousands of square feet of 

formerly dilapidated property. These outcomes have potentially profoundly positive 

impacts on the community which should be more thoroughly evaluated.  
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• A cost-benefit-analysis is recommended for the program. Note: Section 2 provides just 

such an analysis.  

• Use of the logic model framework provided above will be an important planning tool for 

the organization. Annualized data should be more regularly aggregated and synthesized, 

then compared to the logic model framework; doing so will be a helpful strategic 

planning guide 

3.4.10 Focus Group  

Richer quantitative processes within program evaluation for Coalfield Development 

programs are needed. Still, qualitative narrative processes have great value no matter how robust 

the quantitative evaluations become. Given the interiority of the work Coalfield is motivating 

within its participants, narrative storytelling and conversation become potent data collection tools 

necessary for understanding what’s happening inside a participant’s head and heart. Mills and 

Gay (2016) describe narrative research as  

“. . . the study of how different humans experience the world around them, and it involves 

a methodology that allows people to tell the stories of their ‘storied lives.’ Narrative 

researchers collect data about people’s lives and, with the participants, collaboratively 

construct a narrative (i.e., written account) about the experiences and the meanings they 

attribute to the experiences.” (p. 366)  

They site a growing trend in research which emphasizes participant involvement, 

reflection, action research, and self-study. Such approaches are more likely to catch complexity 

and nuance, according to the authors. They conclude: “It simply is not always possible, nor 

desirable, to reduce our understanding of teaching and learning to numbers.” (p. 366) Same goes 

for any evaluation of the Coalfield Development on-the-job training model. Which is why a 
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focus group approach has been designed to enhance program evaluation within the organization. 

Initial results of this model are shared in this section.  

Nyumba et al (2018) define focus groups this way: “Focus group discussion is frequently 

used as a qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of social issues. The method 

aims to obtain data from a purposely selected group of individuals rather than from a statistically 

representative sample of a broader population.” (p. 20) They note a growing popularity of the 

tactic in conservation research, with many finding it particularly effective to capture local 

knowledge in indigenous or rural settings.   

As with any research tactic, focus groups have plusses and minuses. Kitzinger and 

Barbour (1999) warn the approach can become lazy, inconsistent, and potentially even 

inaccurate. Focus groups are fairly easy to organize, and thus are an accessible tool for 

researchers. However, great care and intentionality is necessary to distinguish a focus group from 

simply becoming an informal conversation and making invalid conclusions based on such 

conversations.  Nyumba et al (2018) establish very helpful guidance for effective focus group 

designs. Which informed this project design. Most valuable among these is their emphasis on 

facilitation skills:  

1) Ability to build rapport by creating a warm, supportive and comfortable 

environment to foster open and honest dialogue among diverse groups and 

individuals. 

2) Have good and active listening skills to help engage with the respondent by 

paraphrasing or summarising their responses and using gestures to 

encourage conversation. 
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3) Have good observation skills, pay attention to participants’ body language or 

demeanour and recognise group dynamics. 

4) Have good speaking, communication skills and knowledge of the topic of 

discussion including some basic information on the subject to help in probing 

different answers for more in-depth discussion but should demonstrate some 

degree of “naïveté” to encourage participants’ responses. 

5) Flexibility to adapt to the flow of the discussion, remain open to changes in 

the discussion guide, adjust to participants’ requests during the group and 

adjust physical behaviours and activity around the room. 

6) Ability to remain impartial by getting involved while maintaining verbal and 

non-verbal objectivity. 

7) Should have a sense of humour to keep the discussion relaxed, encourage 

sharing of information and maintain a human connection. (p. 31)  

My role as founder of Coalfield Development, and my familiarity with each of the enterprise 

project sites, did help position me as an effective participant-facilitator. Perhaps an external 

facilitator could have less bias and fresher insights. However, given the amount of time allotted 

to complete this research project, and considering the considerable expense of third party 

research projects, I was able to rigorously research focus group design and ensure as accurate a 

process as possible.   

3.4.11 Research Design  

Over three months in late 2022, I conducted focus groups at each and every Coalfield 

Development social enterprise site. This involved eight different physical locations spread out 

across five different mostly rural counties in southern West Virginia. The size of groups ranged 
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from four participants to 13. The average size was roughly 5-6. There were five listeners for each 

site, with me as the lead the facilitator. The goal of these focus groups has been the construction 

of an accurate and insightful narrative about participants’ collective experience as a Coalfield 

Trainee or Crew Member. I led a group of 3-5 Coalfield staff to each enterprise site out in the 

field. Multiple staff were included so as to compare notes and ensure accuracy. The tone of the 

focus groups was casual. By locating on the crew’s normal work site, the hope was to keep 

everyone comfortable and open to sharing honestly.  

 

(Photo: taken by author; focus group meeting at training farm site in Mingo County, WV 

– “Highwall” is a former mountaintop removal site)  

I developed standard key questions (see attached in Appendix B), but allowed space for 

the conversation to veer from these, so long as each question did eventually get answered. I and 

each listener kept extensive field notes. I then typed up my field notes and asked the other 

listeners to compare my findings to theirs, ensuring accuracy, and helping fill gaps I might have 

missed. I vacillated on whether or not to record the interviews, ultimately deciding against. Time 
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and again, I’ve experienced crew members becoming nervous or agitated when being recorded or 

filmed. Something about recording the conversation changes the tone and tenor, making 

participants much less comfortable.  

 

(photo: taken by author; focus group site in Ft. Gay, WV at training construction site)  

The questions asked were designed to honor agency in each participant. Coalfield 

Development does not take credit for all the progress, or learning, or growing a person is 

achieving. Causality is a challenge for any research findings. The narrative/focus-group approach 

can help ascertain causality in ways a more straightforward quantitative survey may not. 

Selection bias is another significant challenge, especially in qualitative research. What’s to stop 

me, the founder of the organization under evaluation, from simply selecting the highest 

performing trainees for evaluation, thus making the organization look as good as possible? To 

abate this concern, I simply decided to complete a focus group with each and every participant at 
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each and every enterprise site. While time consuming, this exhaustive approach helped ensure 

impartiality and completeness of the narrative then created. I did not screen in our out which data 

got included in the report.  

Importantly, there is already ample and rich narrative data available on Coalfield 

participants, given the nature of the reflective curriculum we use. Each participant completes 

hundreds of journal prompts and personal reflections. They participate in a weekly Celebration 

Break highlighting personal and professional successes. There is Council Day during which 

group discussion and collective problem-solving processes are facilitated. All of this can and 

should factor into program evaluation. But this more formal focus group format does offer a new 

and unique research tool for the organization. The focus groups are longer in duration. They have 

standardized key questions. They are on site. There is heavier emphasis on deep listening, rather 

than quickly jumping into problem solving or improvement plans.  

Shenton (2004) was an extremely helpful guide in developing the focus group questions. 

In their articled entitled “Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research projects” 

they establish the following tactics to ensure internal validity:  

• The adoption of research methods well established  

• The development of an early familiarity with the culture of participating 

organizations  

• Random sampling  

• Triangulation  

• Tactics to help ensure honesty in informants  

• Iterative questioning  

• Negative case analysis  
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• Frequent debriefing sessions  

• Peer scrutiny of the research project  

• The researcher’s reflective commentary  

• Background, qualifications, and experience of the investigator  

• Member checks  

• Thick description of the phenomenon under scrutiny  

• Examination of previous research findings  

Nearly all of this advice was taken up as part of this research process in the following 

ways: 

• The adoption of research methods well established  

I utilized processes already created by previous researchers, as learned about in multiple graduate 

level research courses.  

• The development of an early familiarity with the culture of participating 

organizations  

Here is an advantage of being an active participant-observer. I am deeply engrained in the 

organizational culture. Some of the participants I’ve known for several years and with whom I 

have developed deep trust.   

• Random sampling  

This concern was eliminated by interviewing all the participants at each site.  

• Triangulation  

As mentioned, much existing data is already available on each participant (surveys, evaluations, 

reflections etc.) My findings were not complete until triangulating against this existing data. The 

other observers reviewed my data and made corrections and additions.  
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• Tactics to help ensure honesty in informants  

Active listening was utilized. If hints or clues in the responses from participants exposed 

potential gaps or inconsistencies, each listener was encouraged to ask follow-up “probes” in 

order to ensure the complete story was told. Frankness and honesty were strongly and repeatedly 

encouraged.  

• Iterative questioning  

Listeners were encouraged to observe closely for inconsistencies or discrepancies, and I 

committed to share these, should any get uncovered, in my final analysis.  

• Negative case analysis  

N/A 

• Frequent debriefing sessions  

Each focus group included a debrief session amongst the listeners. Doing this immediately 

following the session enabled valuable note-sharing and discussion while the materials were 

fresh in our minds.  

• Peer scrutiny of the research project  

As part of my dissertation, this material will get assessed by my doctoral committee. Before 

future publication, I will seek additional scrutiny from outside my institution, and possibly from 

peer job-training organizations as well.  

• The researcher’s reflective commentary  

Included herein.  

• Background, qualifications, and experience of the investigator  

As a Ph.D. student, I have been engrossed in extensive research training and coursework. As a 

practitioner, I have more than a decade of in-field experience.  
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• Member checks  

At least a quarter of focus group participants will have the opportunity to review the drafts and 

catch inaccuracies before further publication.  

• Thick description of the phenomenon under scrutiny  

At times, throughout this study, I fear I am repeating myself. However, comprehensiveness and 

attention to detail are key tenants of a credible study. Therefore, I go to great lengths ensuring 

complete descriptions and thorough analysis.  

• Examination of previous research findings  

Previous pages provide extensive literature reviews and additional research related to the 

phenomenon’s under assessment in these focus groups.  

3.4.12 Case Study Results  

Overall, the focus group results reflect a highly impactful experience by a large majority 

of participants. But the program, from a participant perspective, is certainly not perfect and can 

improve in important ways.  

There was a great deal of commonality in the kinds or personal life barriers trainees were 

working to overcome. Several which were repeated more than three times include:  

• On-going recovery from substance use disorder. 

• Justice-system involvement (especially fines; one trainee celebrated Coalfield HD 

staff helping him reduce fines from $12,000 to $3,000).  

• Lack of familiarity with higher education systems and processes. 

• Having a hard time really trusting staff and fellow crew; “Getting use to my 

supervisor actually caring about me as a person.”  
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• Sticking with a long-term commitment (“This is the longest I’ve ever worked a 

legit job.”)  

• “Being my true authentic self.”  

• “Motivating myself from within.”  

• Housing.  

• Child care.  

• Transportation (one crew member had to drive 1.5 hours both ways to get to 

work).  

Overwhelmingly, the crews reported a positive experience, and listeners made note of the 

following themes and patterns emerging from the focus groups:  

• The single most common phrase was various versions of, “I’ve never worked 

anywhere like this before.” Similar quotes include: “I just really appreciate this 

opportunity” and “This is the best job I’ve ever had.”    

• The most commonly cited new personal skill being developed was “empathy.” 

We did not expect this. Other similar quotes include: “You’ll meet every type of 

person there is here,” and “I understand what it’s like to walk in somebody else’s 

shoes much better,” and “I am more patient with people.”  

• A deep sense of camaraderie was clearly present at each site. Many described 

their crew as “like a family.” During debrief, we discussed the risk of unhealthy 

boundaries, but overall celebrated that several formerly (in some cases, 

incarcerated) isolated people felt re-connected with society.  

• A majority of trainees and crew members reported they were hitting their life-

milestones, as agreed to with Human Development staff.  
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• A majority of trainees and crew members could cite tangible ways their lives had 

improved as a direct result of their experience with Coalfield Development. For 

example: “I used to talk way too much, and not listen. Now I listen much better,” 

or “I have a bank-account,” or “I can actually hold down a job, which, this is the 

first time that’s ever happened.”  

• Interestingly, several crew members cited an actual improvement in their work 

ethic. “My actual work-ethic has improved…I have more desire to show up and 

work hard,” and “I actually look forward to coming to work, and to trying to learn 

new things. That’s a first in my life.” Deeper insights on this finding, in particular, 

could have important implications for improving Appalachia’s labor-force 

participation levels. Another trainee reported: “I’m actually excited to come to 

work for the first time in my life, and I actually want to learn things; before, I 

never really tried to learn anything, I just wanted to get through the day.”  

• A majority of trainees and crew members felt strongly their life is much more 

stable since becoming employed with Coalfield Development  

• A majority of trainees and crew members felt they are now able to help others and 

contribute to their community far more so than before their time with Coalfield 

Development.  

• Several crew members stated things like, “I’m finding what I really love to do 

here,” or “This is more than just a job; this is a career.”   

• Several crew members had benefited from the Emergency Loan program  

• All crew members and trainees expressed being pleased with increased flexibility 

compared to traditional employers, but still expressed the need for more.  
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• The support provided by HD was regularly referenced as “helpful,” “life-

changing,” and “couldn’t do it without them.”  

• Week 3 experiences were the most commonly cited “favorite” part of the 

Coalfield personal development model; Council Day ranked second.  

The trainee’s candor and willingness to openly discuss concerns was encouraging. 

Common concerns cited were:  

• Lack of healthy lunch options at remote sites. 

• Curriculum becoming “stale.”  

• Company issued tablets don’t work very well; related concerns about 

connectivity and value of hot-spots.  

• Not knowing the plan from week-to-week. 

• Role clarity.  

• Need for more flexibility in the work week.  

• Higher pay. 

• More hours. 

• Inadequate staffing. 

• Attendance.   

• Balancing the various requirements of the program (personal, professional, and 

academic).  

• Fear about what happens when the program is completed and they graduate out.  

3.4.13 Recurring Themes and Patterns  

 Certain recurring themes and patterns emerged from the site visits and focus groups. I 

have grouped quotes and phrases that are like one another and then present graphically which 
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groupings were most heard. A version of the quote or theme had to occur more than once in 

order to make this list. There are four lists. First is “Outcomes From Program Participation,” 

which tracks the positive outcomes resulting from program participation as reported by the focus 

groups. Second is “Most Helpful Program Elements,” which tracks the parts of the Coalfield 

program participants found most helpful. Third is “Specific Examples of Personal 

Improvement,” which groups participant responses to requests for examples of specific and 

tangible improvements in their lives as a result of their Coalfield experience. Finally comes 

“Challenges/Additional Support Needed” which summarizes participant responses to questions 

about ways Coalfield could create a better experience for them or provide additional support 

which they are not currently getting (or getting enough of).   

Table 26 Outcomes from Program Participation 

 
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

Improved Work Ethic

Greater Empathy

Best Job Ever Had

Now Contributing, and Not Just Needing/Taking

Like a Family

Hitting Milestones

Getting Out of Comfort Zone/Speaking Up

Greater Commitment To Employment

Decreasing Fines and Getting Drivers License

Understanding Sustainability

Stability in Life

Learning About Myself/Learning Styles

Maintaining Recovery

More Connected to Community Resources

Involved in Problem Solving

Outcomes From Program Participation
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Table 27 Most Helpful Program Elements 

  

Table 28 Specific Examples of Personal Improvement 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Caring Supervisors

Human Dev. Staff ("Josiah")

Week 3 Experiences

Hands-on Work

Milestone Setting

Emergency Loans

Recovery Counseling

Financial Literacy

Going to School and Still Being Employed

Feeling I Can Be Myself

Flexibility

Having So Much PTO

Learning About West Virginians

Connecting Me to Resources I Didn't Know About

Council Day

Most Helpful Program Elements

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

New Technical Skills

Drivers License

Longest Job Ever Held

Improved Relationship with Children

Taking on Leadership Roles

Financial Literacy

Communicating/Speaking Up

Better friends

More Financially Secure

Happier

Specific Examples of Personal Improvement
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Table 29 Challenges and Additional Supports Needed 

 

3.4.14 Concluding Analysis   

Keep in mind, the focus groups were facilitated in a conversational format. Therefore, 

participants were not given a list of topics to pick from. They were not prompted by facilitators. 

Responses listed here are what came to mind for participants in that moment. A positive effect of 

this approach is that the answers are most likely honest and not anchored in the bias of the 

facilitators or a finite list created by the facilitators. A drawback is that the answers are most 

likely incomplete and not comprehensive. Crew Members likely forgot certain answers which a 

pre-provided list might have prompted. Moreover, it is possible that respondents withheld some 

opinions and perspectives for fear of being in a group setting with supervisors present. This 

concern is mitigated by the fact each focus group was held separate from one another and in 

separate locations, thus helping avoid a “herding” effect. Additionally, the phase of evaluation, 

in conjunction with third-party providers from Ohio University, will introduce survey 

instruments which are completed in private and confidentially, and thus can be used to 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Lack of Key Infastructure at Worksites

Balancing It All

Better Planning

More Clear Post-Graduation Plans

More Paid Hours

Concernd About Maintaining Progress, Sustaining…

Wanting More Advanced Training

Transportation/Gas Prices

Nutrition

Running Out of PTO

Child Care

Faster Responses From Main Office

Journals Are Getting Stale

School Is Too Hard

Dental Health

Challenges/Additional Support Needed
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triangulate against these group-based focus group findings alongside the survey instrument 

introduce earlier in this section.  

 Another benefit of the conversational focus group (as opposed to a regimented survey 

process) is that of unexpected findings. In some ways, the format of these focus groups aligned 

with Younker’s (2013) “goal-free” approach to program evaluation. This means not considering 

the established goals of the evaluand until the very end of the evaluation process. Doing so helps 

prevent tunnel vision on just the original static goals of the program. This also enables the 

evaluator to assess unintended consequences, both positive and negative. I and my colleagues on 

Coalfield’s leadership team were not at all expecting “empathy” as the most commonly cited 

positive outcomes of the trainee experience. Greater empathy is not exactly an outcome our 

programs are designed for causing (although versions of it are embedded in our 24 themes 

explored in an earlier chapter). Yet a few outcomes could prove more important for the country 

during these divisive times. Konrath et al (2011) find a sharp decline in empathy among college 

students from 1979 to 2009. (see also Twenge et al, 2012) Persson and Kajonius (2016) have 

similar findings and further articulate altruistic values associated with greater empathy. Wachs et 

al (2022) directly correlate a decline in empathy with a rise in hate-speech. Few can deny the 

deep divisions in our country at present, nor diminish the need for interventions to inspire greater 

empathy.  

More analysis is needed for understanding exactly why greater empathy was cited as a 

primary result of participation in Coalfield Development training. Potential causes could equal: 

the organization’s intentional commitment to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI), the 

reflective nature of the personal development curriculum, or the unique team-based experiences 

created by “Weeks 3 experiences” or “Council Days.” Additional research will shed more light, 
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but what’s important for now is the fact these new research questions would not have emerged 

through a more rigid, goals-based approach.  

 Just as the goal-free approach can yield unexpected positive consequences of a program, 

it can also uncover unexpected negative ones. For example, we were not expecting so many sites 

to report a lack of basic infrastructure as a key impediment to progress. Nor did we expect a need 

for on-site nutrition and food-access arising as such a significant need. A pre-set survey would 

not have accounted for these issues. Additional areas for improvement (such as better planning, 

more advanced training, and updated journal prompts) will result from this incisive process. 

Ultimately, that is the point of program evaluation: to improve the performance of the program. I 

thank each site and focus group for helping us do just that.   

3.4.15 Synthesized Recommendations  

 Researchers and Practitioners outside Coalfield Development can benefit from several 

clear recommendations which emerge from this process. As opposed to the previous portions of 

this section, these recommendations include feedback from both trainees and supervisory staff 

(as opposed to above, which is entirely from the trainee perspective):  

• Focused and well-trained staff (what we call our Human Development team) are a crucial 

component if consistent, quality support is to be provided. The model is possible without 

such dedicated staff but only at a small scale. Coalfield Development did not have such 

staff until 2015, starting with one and then only becoming two as recent as 2020. When 

trained staff are not available, leveraging and leaning on a robust network of providers is 

crucial.  

• Providing structure and accountability is important. A certain degree of flexibility is 

needed for people facing so many barriers to employment and well-being. However, it is 
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ultimately the structure and compassionate accountability which facilitates the most 

growth.  

• When the model is working best, the physical/technical work of the jobs created 

(economic development) reinforces and complements the internal/personal work of 

human development. This strongly validates research put forward by Hartman (2014) on 

the connections between economic and human development. Initially, many technical 

professionals perceive the two as contradictory, and vice versa. However, in time a 

synergy between the two emerges. Several supervisors shared similar versions of this 

quote: “When we have a good workday, the crews usually have good personal 

development days, and do better in their home-life. But when we’re lazy and grumpy, 

that carries over too.” 

• Good scheduling and planning, while basic functions, are easily overlooked elements of 

success. There is a lot to balance (work, higher education, personal development, project 

timelines/funder demands etc.). A failure to plan (and communicate the plan) can set a 

crew back in dramatic fashion.  

3.5 Additional Research Needed and Conclusion   

• Comparison of urban versus rural models for personal, professional, and academic 

analysis  

• More in-depth quantitative analysis of existing Coalfield data as well as more data 

collection overall.  

• Deeper analysis of why and how “empathy” was the most commonly cited skill 

developed as a Coalfield crew member. Importantly, Coalfield is intentional about 

cultivating diversity on its work crews, which may impact this dynamic.  
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• More statistical analysis to properly weight the value of each criteria put forward in the 

evaluation rubrics.  

• Assessment and testing of the exact blend between personal, professional, and academic 

development needed for individual to realize maximum efficiency in the program.  

• Comparative analysis of on-job-training via social enterprises versus short-term, more 

targeted job training programs.  

• Broader quantitative and qualitative analysis of the labor-force participation issue. 

Exactly what is causing it to lag national averages here in West Virginia and what 

interventions could make statistically significant differences on it? 

While it is true that we can’t change people, people do change. We create the conditions, 

pose the challenges, curate the supports for good change to take root. Although invisible, 

although internal to the trainee or crew member, learning and change can be documented and 

assessed. This section has provided a framework for how.  

We are all always changing all the time. The question is are we changing in good ways or 

bad? Are we changing in ways that make ours and others lives better or worse? In our on-the-job 

training program, there are weekly scorecards and monthly evaluations to measure learning and 

growing which demonstrate whether our students have learned or not.  

An example of good learning for a young adult from my community college program is a 

fellow they call “Catman.” Catman struggled in high school. His grades were mostly Cs. His 

reading level was only that of a 7th grader at graduation. However, he really liked Carpentry, 

over in the vocational wing of the building. He was not in the top half of his Carpentry class, 

performance wise, but he wasn’t in the bottom half either. He was right in the middle. He lived 

in poor quality, crowded housing. He had no interest in a four-year degree. Of seven brothers and 



 

451 
 

sisters he was the first to complete high school. He really didn’t know what he would do after 

high school except that he liked carpentry. He was very shy and could not keep even the simplest 

of conversations going because of social anxiety and discomfort.  

Catman was referred by his Carpentry Instructor to our non-profit on-the-job training 

program. The program executes lesson plans which train carpenters on actual construction sites, 

while also enrolling them in local community college programs, as well as providing three hours 

each week of personal supports. Customized lesson plans were designed for Catman, with an 

emphasis on increasing his self-confidence and social networking skills. One way his Crew Chief 

achieved this was to have Catman memorize all 24 personal and professional development 

themes, and then recite the themes for the entire organization. Upon his successful completion of 

this task, the entire crew cheered loudly, hooting and whistling, which made Catman feel 

affirmed and part of the team.      

Despite the naturalness, the unavoidableness, of learning educators and mentors can 

create certain conditions that cultivate good, positive learning. We can curate space for learning 

to flourish. Relationships are often the most powerful influence on our learning. We believe 

information that comes from people we trust. We follow the examples of those closest to us. A 

community is a network of relationships, and the more educators and mentors set up 

communities to cultivate positive peer pressure, genuine support, and patient accountability the 

more a community can create space for good learning to take root. As one Coalfield trainee 

recently mentioned, “I’ve never been around a group of people who pushed me so hard in the 

right direction.”10 Books and lessons and lectures create some learning (and cannot be ignored as 

 
10 Coalfield Council Day. July 22, 2022. Trainee “Danny.”  
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important tools), but teams and congregations and tribes to which we are deeply loyal create 

even more learning.  
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questions  

 

 

1) What has been the hardest part of fulfilling your current role with Coalfield 

Development?  

2) What has been the most fun part of your Coalfield Development Experience?  

3) In what specific ways have you grown professionally during your time with 

Coalfield Development?  

4) In what specific ways have you grown personally during your time with Coalfield 

Development?  

5) How has Coalfield Development helped create conditions for that growth to 

occur? In other words, we know not all the growth you have experienced recently 

is directly related to Coalfield Development, nor should it be, but we are most 

interested in your growth as it relates to your time engaging in Coalfield 

Development activities.  

6) Are there any ways in which you have regressed personal?  

7) Are there any ways in which you have regressed professionally?  

8) Could Coalfield Development have done anything differently to better support 

you personally and professionally (and potentially help prevent any regressions?)  

9) What has surprised you about your experience with Coalfield Development?  

10) What would you change about how your experience with Coalfield Development 

is structured? 

11) What do you think we would be most surprised to hear about your experience 

with Coalfield Development? 

12) How have your experiences at Coalfield Development affected your family, if at 

all?  

13) How have your experiences at Coalfield Development affected your friends, if at 

all?  

14) In what specific ways have you and your crew benefitted the community in which 

you are working?  

15) Monthly, your supervisor completes an assessment of your professional 

performance. Since we are in a group setting, we want to assess how your entire 

group performs on these themes, collectively. See attached, and we will work 

through this evaluation together. Note: this is about how your entire unit performs 

collectively, not any one individual.  
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Appendix B: Sample Unit Lesson  

 

Unit objective: To stabilize the lives of low-income participants and empower them to begin 

setting longer-term goals for themselves. The objective is not to approach participants as if 

something is wrong with them, but rather to build off the many assets and strengths they already 

have (with deep respect for the life-skills required to navigate poverty and survive). There is no 

clear-cut formula to achieve “Care for Self.” So multiple opportunities to apply these themes and 

concepts are given so that students can begin to apply the concepts in their own contexts and in 

their own unique styles.  

 

 

Course Goals: Below are goals for this unit. All the goals relate to one another. The sequencing 

of the material is designed facilitate a student’s learning from basic knowledge-building to 

deeper understanding. The ultimate goal is actual, tangible improvement in the well-being and 

quality-of-life for the participants, so each of the specific goals is building toward this big goal. 

The goals are all grounded in the same big ideas, which include: 1) Eliminating generational 

poverty in Appalachia, 2) Believing that everybody has it within them to realize their full 

potential, power, and purpose, 3) Placing high value on learning and growing (including higher 

education), and 4) Providing paid employment and training, and 5) establishing and achieving 

personal, professional, and academic goals.   

 

The six lessons making up this “Care for Self” unit make up 6 of a total of 12 themes focused on 

“personal development.” The next six themes are “Care for Others.” The flow of the focus on 

themes is meant to drive this message: we can’t care for others if we don’t first care for 

ourselves, but ultimately our greatest joy will come from serving others as engaged citizens in 

our community.  

 

The goals of the “Care for Self” unit are as follows:  

Acquisition of Skills:  

• Improving physical health (nutrition and exercise)  

• Improving mental health (counseling, meditation, reflection)  

• Improving financial health (savings accounts, asset development, planning)  

• Increased volition (beginning and completing tasks of their own accord)  

• Improved optimism  

• More oriented towards long-term view decision-making  

• Increased vocabulary related to these themes  

• Self reflection  

• Become enrolled in Community College and have learned how they learn, with study 

plans in place 

• Establishing healthy habits and routines  

• Establish personal, professional, and academic goals  

 

Acquisition of Knowledge:  

• The six personal development themes of the unit: physical health, mental/emotional 

health, financial health, volition, optimism, and long-term view decision-making  

• The social determinants of health  
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• The value of goal-setting  

• The concept of “wellness”  

• How the community college system works; how to enroll, and how to access support 

systems 

 

Understanding Goals:  

• Identify positive patterns in their life, signaling they are doing well, learning, growing, 

and advancing toward their goals; understand conditions and relationships which support 

such patterns and seek these out 

• Identify negative patterns in their life, signaling they are not doing well, not learning, not 

growing, and not advancing toward their goals; avoid such conditions and seek help when 

such patterns begin to set in 

• Will seek out support and resources as needed in an on-going manner  

• Will regularly establish goals and self-reflect on progress towards those goals 

• There are connections between short-term decisions and long-term consequences 

Meaning-Making Goals:  

• The social determinants of health are as important as physical health checkups  

• We have agency and power to affect outcomes in their lives, both short-term and long-

term 

• But also that we can’t always overcome obstacles alone; we need community and 

networks and resources 

• How our story fits into the broader Appalachian region’s transformation  

• How our story fits into this innovation organization’s evolution  

• How our learning connects to triple-bottom-line businesses (people, planet, profit)  

• How we can unlock our full potential, power, and purpose 

 

Outline of Entire Unit (6 total lessons): 

 

There are six total lessons in the “Care for Self” unit. The first three lessons are focused on 

stabilizing the participants life. These include:  

1) Physical Wellbeing (two weeks )  

-Learning Goal: To develop the skills to live a healthier life and self-regulate well-being; this 

includes access to health-care, nutrition, and physical activity. 

-Activities:  

Week 1 – Learn about community members (both throughout history and living today) who 

embody this theme, assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion  

Week 2 – Group participation in a shared experience (followed by facilitated group reflection) 

which relates to the theme; cohorts have some say in what this experience is, but examples 

include: yoga, karate, hiking. This is always followed by group discussion and reflection.   

2) Mental/Emotional Wellbeing  (two weeks)  

-Learning Goal: To develop the skills to have a more balanced, peaceful, and joyful mental and 

emotional state.  

-Activities:  
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Week 1 – Learn about community members who embody this theme (both throughout history 

and living today), assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion  

Week 2 – Group participation (followed by facilitated group reflection) in a shared experience 

which relates to the theme; cohorts have some say in what this experience is, but examples 

include: meditation, counseling, deep breathing exercises, and poetry writing.   

3) Financial Wellbeing (two weeks)  

-Learning Goal: To develop the skills to become more financially secure and on a pathway to 

building wealth and assets (including savings accounts, home ownership, and retirement 

savings).  

-Activities:  

Week 1 – Learn about community members (both throughout history and living today) who 

embody this theme, assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion 

Week 2 – Group participation (followed by facilitated group reflection) in a shared experience 

which relates to the theme; cohorts have some say in what this experience is, but examples 

include: financial planning sessions, budgeting sessions, playing monopoly.  

The next three lessons are designed to shift the participant’s thinking from short-term 

stabilization to longer-term goals that connect to what they really want out of life and what they 

believe they can, in return, offer to life:  

1) Regulation of Emotion (two weeks)  

-Learning Goal: To become familiar with the concept of what regulation of emotions is and to 

identify areas in life where we can exhibit more volition.  

-Activities:  

Week 1 - Learn about community members (both throughout history and living today) who 

embody this theme, assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion 

Week 2 - Group participation in a shared experience which relates to the theme; cohorts have 

some say in what this experience is, but examples include: agreeing to a community project and 

then planning and executing the project  

2) Optimism (two weeks)  

-Learning Goal: To become familiar with what optimism is, how it connects to Care for Self, and 

begin to develop skills in increasing it within ourselves.  

-Activities:  

Week 1 - Learn about community members (both throughout history and living today) who 

embody this theme, assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion 

Week 2 - Group participation in a shared experience which relates to the theme; cohorts have 

some say in what this experience is, but examples include: group ropes course, visualization 

activities, golf lessons, basketball shooting contest.  

3) Long-Term View Decision-Making (two weeks)  

-Learning Goal: To become familiar with what long-term view decision-making is, how it can 

benefit our lives, and become familiar with strategies to implement in our unique contexts.  

-Activities:  
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Week 1 - Learn about community members (both throughout history and living today) who 

embody this theme, assess current condition as it relates to this theme, set goals related to the 

theme, journal and reflect, group discussion 

Week 2 - Group participation in a shared experience which relates to the theme; cohorts have 

some say in what this experience is, but examples include: chess tournament, other games that 

require thinking several moves ahead, watch “Beautiful Mind” and learn about game theory.   

 

Important note: each third week of the month is reserved for a fun and creative “Week 3 

Experience” during which the entire crew partakes in a fun, but challenging “shared experience” 

designed to deepen the understanding of and engagement with one of the themes. There is 

flexibility allowed for the specifics of what each Week 3 entails so as to stay responsive to 

student experience and need.  
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Lesson 1 Plan 

Grade: Coalfield 

Development 

“Trainee”  

Subject: (young adult 

On-the-Job training 

participant)  

Unit Topic: Care for Self  

Lesson 1 of 6 in the unit Time-frame: 150 minutes over two weeks 

Trainee Member Learning Goals (LESSON): 

Identify 1-2 learning goals for this lesson.  

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to… 

1. Become familiarized and begin to understand regulation of emotion  

-this will be communicated to the student as an explicit goal verbally by their facilitator as well 

as in writing in their portfolio/journal.  

2. Identify specific applications of the concept in their personal and professional lives; 

student can begin to document progress in these specific applications, and is willing to 

share these “wins” with her or his cohort crew.  

-this will be communicated to the student as an explicit goal verbally by their facilitator as well 

as in writing in their portfolio/journal.  

 

Evidence and Assessment of Learning: 

How will you know whether students are making progress toward your learning goal(s)? 

 

• Trainees journal in detail about both challenges and improvements with regulating 

their emotions  

• Trainees can cite specific examples in their lives of doing  

• Supervisors observe improvements on the job site in regard to the student’s ability 

to regulate their emotions  

• The trainee self-assess higher in this regard on their person/independent “personal 

reflection”  

 

Evidence that such progress is being achieved is obtained through the following means:  

• Review of trainee journals by Human Development Team (confidentiality strictly 

maintained)  

• Review of self-assessments completely monthly by each participant during Council Day 

• Observation of deeper meaning-making and connections getting made on the topic during 

group discussion   

Resources and Materials:  

• Coalfield Development Personal and Professional Development Journal Packet  

• Clean space on the work site to “circle up” together and discuss  
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Procedures 

For each portion of the lesson, describe how you will differentiate the lesson based on the 

needs of particular students, teach or require students to use academic language, and 

challenge students to revise, extend, elaborate their thinking.  

*** You will want to include transitions from one “phase” of the lesson to the next. *** 

Opening: 

Also known as launch/hook/exploration: How will you begin the lesson?  What questions, 

texts, inquiry, modeling, and/or other techniques will you use to engage students and activate 

relevant prior knowledge?  

Estimated time: 5 minutes  

Crew Chief Talk: 

Good morning. Congratulations again on becoming a Coalfield Development Trainee. As you 

know from your recruitment and orientation, three hours each week are committed to personal 

development. Personal development basically means the ways in which we are learning and 

growing not just as an employee here are work, but as a personal more generally, both at work 

but also at home too. There are 12 personal development themes. The first six are organized as 

“Care for Self” and the next six are “Care for Others.” The big idea is that we cannot care for 

others if we are not taking care of ourselves. But ultimately , life is better when we give more 

than we take. So all of our work will culminate with “Citizenship,” which means becoming 

engaged with you community and an active part of problem solving within your community.  

 

This week we dive into “Regulation of Emotion.” Anybody willing to share ideas on what I 

mean by regulation of emotion?  

 

Regulation of emotions essentially means our ability to make sure what we’re feeling does not 

negatively affect our actions. Notice I didn’t say Elimination of Emotions. I did not even say 

Control of Emotions. We usually can’t stop ourselves from feeling one way or another. But we 

do need to learn how to regulate our feelings so that we don’t lose our cool, say things we don’t 

mean, or make bad decisions we can’t take back.   

 

Activation of prior learning: 

 

Now, I want you to reflect on this concept. What is a time in your life when you were able to 

exhibit good regulation of emotion, and why did that help you out? Also, what was a time in 

your life when you were not able to have good regulation of emotion, and how did that hurt you 

or others around you? Now, some of your answers might be private, but if some of you could 

share examples then that would really help us understand what this is all about as a crew. Any 

volunteers? For the example of when you did well with this, what helped you to regulate your 

emotions? Were there certain resources available to you in that moment? What kind of things 

were you telling yourself in your own mind then? Do the same for the negative examples. 

(Teacher potentially shares personal example as well) How can we draw on our past experiences 
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to better regulate our emotions? Who are other community members we know of in our lives 

who exhibit this really well? 

  

Development: 

How will students engage with ideas/text to develop understandings? What questions will you 

ask? How will you facilitate discussion and promote the exploration of multiple perspectives? 

How will you address the academic language demands? Provide details. 

Estimated time: 30 minutes  

Crew Chief Talk: 

For each of our themes, we like to introduce you to a West Virginian from throughout history 

who really exemplified this theme. We cite these reports so you know they are well researched 

and also to begin familiarizing you with best practices to ensure academic integrity. This is a fun 

history activity for those of you that like history. But this also reminds us that great people have 

come from here and can still come from here. Later in the year you’ll be helping us identify 

current-day community members who also embody the themes; then you’ll have the chance to 

interview these folks and share what you learn with the rest of the organization.  

 

For Regulation of Emotion, we have selected General Chuck Yeager. Chuck Yeager is decorated 

pilot and retired United States Air Force brigadier general whose record-setting 60-year flying 

career included being the first man to break the sound barrier. Yeager is especially revered for 

his calm demeanor and ability to regulate his emotions under intense mental and physical 

pressure. 

Yeager was born in Myra, West Virginia in 1923 to Albert and Susie Yeager. The future general 

had his first military training experiences during the summers of 1939 and 1940 at Citizens 

Military Training Camp in Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indianapolis, prior to graduating from 

Hamlin High School in 1941. 

Fresh out of high school and able to serve his country, an 18-year-old Yeager enlisted in the 

Army Air Corps as an airplane mechanic before enrolling in the flying sergeant program. His 

natural talent as a pilot and sharp visual acuity (he once shot a deer at 600 yards) allowed him to 

earn his wings and become assigned to the 357th Fighter Group in Nevada. The squadron trained 

in the new Bell P-39 Airacobra, in which many pilots had a hard time adjusting. “But not 

Yeager,” recalled his squadron mate, “Chuck became the yardstick by which we could measure 

the rest as they joined us, several each month. Yeager could fly. Right from the start, he was 

pretty impressive.” Yeager’s initial training acrobatics in the P-39 included buzzing a farmer’s 

field and pruning a tree on his property—the stunt earned him a seven-day grounding order.  

Yeager was shipped overseas to the 363d Fighter Squadron for duty in World War II on 

November 23, 1943, where he was victorious in his P-51 Mustang fighter, named Glamorous 

Glen after his girlfriend and future wife, Glennis Faye Dickhouse. During his eighth combat 

mission on March 5, 1944, Yeager was shot down over France. He was able to regulate his 

emotions as he parachuted safely into German-occupied France and focus his efforts into 

formulating his escape plan. After escaping to Spain with the help of the French Resistance, 

Yeager helped the guerillas construct bombs to further their cause and ensure the chances of 

return to his squadron. To reunite with his unit in England, Yeager had to cross the French 
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Pyrenees mountain range—he did so while carrying another airman who had lost part of his leg, 

for which he was awarded the Bronze Star in May of 1944.  

Yeager was so committed to the cause that he spoke directly to General Dwight D. Eisenhower 

about a regulation banning escaped pilots from returning to combat missions over enemy 

territory. Eisenhower complied with the request, and Yeager was reinstated—he credits his 

postwar success as a test pilot in the Air Force to Eisenhower’s agreement on this decision.  

During his tenure testing high-speed aircraft, Yeager solidified his place in history by setting 

numerous flight records. He achieved his most notable and historic accolade on October 14, 

1947, when he exceeded 700 miles per hour and broke the sound barrier in a Bell X-1 rocket 

airplane that was dropped from the payload bay of a B-29 bomber. The X-1, similarly named 

Glamorous Glennis, is on display in the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum. On 

December 12, 1953, Yeager went two-and-a-half times the speed of sound, or just under 2,000 

miles per hour, in a Bell X-1A rocket craft, earning him the nickname “fastest man alive.” 

Yeager became part of Charleston folklore in 1948 when re reportedly flew a Lockheed P-80 

Shooting Star jet down the Kanawha River and under the South Side Bridge during a boat racing 

event. Although many visitors, boaters and media folks witnessed the event, it was never 

officially reported and thus remains one of the Charleston’s greatest legends.  

Yeager’s illustrious military career as a “double ace” included 13 confirmed kills and the 

destruction of five German planes in a single 1944 mission, over 19,000 total flight hours, and 

his historic sound barrier accomplishments. While his accomplishments and accolades speak for 

themselves, his nicknames of “guy with the right stuff” and “Mr. Supersonic” add to the aura 

surrounding his legacy.  

Yeager became well-known in the aerospace world for his calm demeanor and relaxed, 

monotone voice during his combat missions and test flights. Whether dodging bullets in a 

dogfight or going faster than the speed of sound, Yeager was able to self-regulate his internal 

state in the face of external chaos. During his X-1 training flights, Yeager’s controls went out as 

he approached .94 Mach, just under the speed of sound. According to the account by Shannon 

White, Yeager, “always cool-headed in such situations, turned off the plane’s rockets to slow 

down and jettisoned the remaining fuel. He glided back in to the lakebed and explained what had 

happened.” Pilots to this day study and attempt to emulate his distinct voice and calm intonation 

when they communicate over airspace.  

In his later years, his aviation adventures continued when he became the commander of the 

Aerospace Research Pilot School at Edwards Air Force Base, California, in 1962. In 1968, he 

became a brigadier general and in 1971 was assigned as U.S. defense representative to Pakistan 

before retiring from the military in 1975. 

  The swift hand of time did little to slow Yeager down—on the 50th anniversary of his 

historic X-1 flight, he broke the sound barrier again in an F-15D Eagle fighter jet. On the 65th 

anniversary in 2012, in an even more unbelievable display, Yeager did it one more time in an F-

15 Eagle at 89 years of age. Yeager remains in high demand as a public event speaker and as an 

advisor on military and aeronautic interests.  

Yeager achieved international fame as one of the central topics in Tom Wolfe’s famous 1979 

aviation book The Right Stuff, to which a movie of the same name was adapted. He is honored 

by the Yeager Airport in Charleston and the nearby Yeager Bridge on the West Virginia 

Turnpike, along with the Yeager Scholars, an academic program for outstanding students at 

Marshall University. 
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Engaging Students with this text:  

 

Now, having learned a bit about General Yeager, let’s start to apply these concepts to our own 

lives. (note: these journal prompts are done independently over the course of the week)  

 

Also note: supervisors are instructed that, if students are not really engaging with the materials 

independently, it’s better to shift to a group discussion setting and to adapt and post questions 

that connect with the student’s unique interests and perspectives. The goal is not so much to 

answer the questions as to spark deeper inner reflection and change.  

 

Write down your thoughts to the following questions and discuss this West Virginian with your 

crew. React, respond, and share.  

What about Chuck Yeager inspires you? 

 

Yeager had only a high school education and no engineering or scientific background. Why do 

you think he was chosen as the test pilot to break the sound barrier in the X-1? 

 

 

 

Do you think bravery is a component of regulating emotions? Do you think being able to control 

the response to fear was a piece of his success? 

 

Why do you think modern pilots try to emulate Yeager’s calm voice?  
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Emotion regulation refers to attempts individuals make to influence which emotions they have, 

when they have them, and how these emotions are experienced and expressed. Such efforts may 

be relatively automatic or controlled, conscious or unconscious. (Gross, Richards, John) 

 

Our emotions are linked to our thoughts, physiological processes, and behavior. 

(1) Feel the emotion 

(2) Thoughts regarding the situation 

(3) Physiological processes – body response - heart rate, hormones, sweat, etc. 

(4) Behavioral response 

 

Think of one example from the past week or so where you had a strong emotion.  Think through 

the four parts.   

1) What was the situation. 

 

 

2) What emotion(s) did you notice? 

 

 

2) What thoughts did you have about the situation? 

 

 

3) What were your physiological responses, did you notice your body responding in any way? 

 

 

4) What was your responding behavior? 

 

After reviewing, do you think you handled the situation well? Should you have done anything 

differently?   

 

Work environments can be stressful, challenging, and can bring up emotions like frustration or 

anger that need to be regulated—especially in a professional environment. Think about how you 

respond to emotions at work for the following questions.  

 

Do you experience a lot of emotions at work? Describe a few of them.  

 

Do you think that you do a good job of regulating your emotions at work?   

 

Do those emotions ever ‘get the best of you,’ resulting in an unregulated response?  
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Do you ever become preoccupied with emotions at work, such as stressing or worrying about 

things? This tendency can lead to anxiety and depression.  

 

Have you ever had to walk away from a situation in an attempt to calm yourself or control a 

response? 

 

Emotional Regulation versus Emotional Suppression: 

One important thing to keep in mind is that regulating and suppressing emotions are very 

different things. Emotional suppression is the intentional covering up of emotions through 

avoidance.  Emotional regulation involves identifying, accepting and managing emotions 

through controlled responses.   Emotions themselves are not bad, what matters is your behavioral 

response and how difficult emotions impact you.   

 

Do you think it is better for mental health to suppress or regulate emotions? Explain your 

answer.  

 

 

 

Have you ever suppressed an emotion? Describe (1) the emotion, (2) how you suppressed it, and 

(3) any responses or effects it had on your mind or body. 

1) 

 

2) 

 

3) 

 

What are some positive ways to cope with difficult emotions without suppressing them?  

 

During difficult times in our lives, we need resources for assistance. Think about the people or 

institutions you turn to for support during difficult social, emotional, or financial times. The 

people you identify here are your resources. Connections to people and resources are an integral 

part of a healthy support system. 

 

When you are angry, upset, depressed or anxious, who can help provide relief? 

 

Who can provide financial relief? Family? A friend? Are you aware of financial resources 

available in your area (DHHR, TANF, SNAP food stamps, Medicaid) in challenging times of 

need?  

 

Who can help you when you need assistance with transportation (if you need a ride somewhere, 

if your vehicle is in the shop, or if you need transportation in an emergency)? 



 

472 
 

 

When you lack information, knowledge, or a particular skill-set, who do you turn to for 

assistance? 

 

Sometimes people have trouble in their professional lives as well. Who can you turn to when you 

experience difficulties with a work task or a coworker? 

 

The people you’ve identified here are your support system and can help you with resources. 

Either make a list of your resources for quick reference in a time of need, or hold on to this page. 

Consider writing down addresses, phones numbers, and email addresses for a comprehensive 

contact list.  

 

Use this space for personal reflection. What activities or events this week have inspired you? Has 

anything struck you as important, bizarre, positive, or negative? Hash it out here. Think notes, 

ideas, to-do lists, and sketches. 

 

Week 3 Experience:  

 

The third week of each month is reserved for a group shared experience that connects to one of 

our themes. Notice we don’t call this an “activity.” Activity is defined by Websters as “the 

condition in which things are happening or being done.” Whereas experience is defined as 

“practical contact with and observation of facts or events.” Activities don’t always have 

meaning, whereas experiences connect to a higher purpose and are designed to have impactful 

meaning.    

 

Potential Week-3 experiences for this theme:  

-watch the movie The Right Stuff 

-go to a flight simulator  

-try meditation  

-try yoga (especially forms designed to facilitate quiet and peace)  

-take a hike; journal or sketch observations  

 

Closing: 

How will you bring closure to the lesson, determine the understandings that have been 

constructed, and provide time for reflection and self-assessment? 

Estimated time: 10 minutes  

Crew Chief Talk: 

Thank you for engaging with this material. These lessons are really only as good as we make 

them for ourselves. And the better we make them for ourselves, the better is the experience of 

other participants around you.  
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You should now have an understanding, not just knowledge, but a deeper understanding of 

Regulation of Emotion. You should have several examples in mind from your life of when 

you’ve shown strong regulation of emotion and other times when you think you could have done 

better. You should have a sense of patterns and triggers which might make Regulation of 

Emotion difficult for you. And you should have a list practices and resources to draw on to 

respond and regulation as well as you possibly can moving forward.   

 

Please take time now to complete the last page of this lessons journal, an opportunity to self-

reflection and open space to make sense and meaning of what you’ve experienced through this 

lesson. Also, remember, each month you will complete a Personal Development Reflection. 

Regulation of Emotion is one of the themes on that assessment and I encourage you to use this 

new understanding to really make the most of that reflection, to go deeper with the concept, and 

to challenge yourself to think about it new or different ways. As you’ll hear us say many times, 

Care for Self is never really “achieved” it’s an ongoing process that all of us, no matter what 

station in life, can continually improve upon.   
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Lesson 2 Plan 

Grade: Coalfield 

Development 

“trainee”  

Subject: (young adult 

On-the-Job training 

participant) 

Unit Topic: Optimism  

Lesson 2 of 6 in the unit Time-frame: two weeks  

Student Learning Goals (LESSON): 

Identify 1-2 learning goals for this lesson.  

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to… 

1. Become familiarized and begin to understand optimism   

-this will be communicated to the student as an explicit goal verbally by their facilitator as well 

as in writing in their portfolio/journal.  

2. Identify specific applications of the concept in their personal and professional lives; 

student can begin to document progress in these specific applications, and is willing to share 

these “wins” with her or his cohort crew.  

-this will be communicated to the student as an explicit goal verbally by their facilitator as well 

as in writing in their portfolio/journal. 

 

Evidence and Assessment of Student Learning: 

How will you know whether students are making progress toward your learning goal(s)? 

• Students journal in detail about both challenges and improvements with optimism  

• Students can cite specific examples in their lives of doing so  

• Supervisors observe improvements on the job site in regard to the student’s ability to 

work with optimism   

• The student self-assess higher in this regard on their personal/independent “personal 

reflection”  

 

Evidence that such progress is being achieved is obtained through the following means:  

• Review of student journals by Human Development Team (confidentiality strictly 

maintained)  

• Review of self-assessments completely monthly by each participant during Council Day 

• Observation of deeper meaning-making and connections getting made on the topic during 

group discussion   

 

Resources and Materials:  

• Coalfield Development Personal and Professional Development Journal Packet  

• Clean space on the work site to “circle up” together and discuss 
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Procedures 

For each portion of the lesson, describe how you will differentiate the lesson based on the 

needs of particular students, teach or require students to use academic language, and 

challenge students to revise, extend, elaborate their thinking.  

*** You will want to include transitions from one “phase” of the lesson to the next. *** 

Opening: 

Also known as launch/hook/exploration: How will you begin the lesson?  What questions, 

texts, inquiry, modeling, and/or other techniques will you use to engage students and activate 

relevant prior knowledge?  

Estimated time: 5 minutes  

Teacher Talk: 

 

Good morning, and congrats on advancing to the mid-way point of your trainee experience! I’m 

really proud of how much you’ve learned. I can really tell that each one of your is growing and 

developing and I commend you. 

 

This week’s theme is one of my favorite: optimism. Many think they know what this word 

means, but I want to challenge you to think harder about the full extent of its meaning, and why 

it’s so important to caring for ourselves.  

 

Optimism is not so much about being happy all the time as it is about believing in our own 

ability to  decide what our days and weeks and years and lives end up looking like. It’s faith in 

our ability to achieve the outcomes we set out to achieve. This means setting goals and expecting 

we can and will achieve them. Even when days aren’t happy or our goals aren’t getting achieved 

as fast as we want them to, if we’re optimistic we keep trying. We talk ourselves up instead of 

talking ourselves down. We define optimism as a positive mental state of hopefulness and 

confidence about a successful outcome or the future. 

 

Some say optimism is a personality trait, something we’re born with. But at Coalfield 

Development, we believe we can grow in optimism. Sometimes, if we’ve had a hard time, we 

give into something called learned helplessness. This means, we sort of default to thinking we 

can’t do something. But we’ve also read a lot of research about learned optimism, meaning we 

can learn how to become more optimistic in our lives and face failure with a more optimistic 

view.  

 

Personally, I’m a big believer in self-fulfilling-prophecies, that we often get out of life exactly 

what we expect to get out of life. If any of you have ever played sports or been in a band or made 

art, then you know what this is all about. We visualize with our mind where we want the ball to 

go, what we want the song to sound like, what we want to unfold on a blank canvas. Incredibly, 
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our mind can make our bodies bring these visions into reality. That’s really incredible to ponder! 

And of course, the more we practice, the better we get at these things.  

 

Throughout this unit, you’ve been setting personal goals for yourself. I hope you really believe 

you will achieve them. I believe you will. Your community believes you will. And we’re here to 

support you along the way.  

 

Development: 

How will students engage with ideas/text to develop understandings? What questions will you 

ask? How will you facilitate discussion and promote the exploration of multiple perspectives? 

How will you address the academic language demands? Provide details. 

Estimated time: 30 minutes  

 

Teacher Talk: 

 

For each of our themes, we like to introduce you to a West Virginian from throughout history 

who really exemplified this theme. We cite these reports so you know they are well researched 

and also to begin familiarizing you with best practices to ensure academic integrity. This is a fun 

history activity for those of you that like history. But this also reminds us that great people have 

come from here and can still come from here. Later in the year you’ll be helping us identify 

current-day community members who also embody the themes; then you’ll have the chance to 

interview these folks and share what you learn with the rest of the organization. 

 

This week, for the theme of optimism, we’ve selected a great West Virginian (and person of 

color) named Leon Sullivan. If you’ve ever been through Charleston, it’s likely you’ve driven on 

a major road named in his honor.  

 

Leon Sullivan was a Baptist minister and civil activist who focused his efforts on developing 

career opportunities for African Americans. He believed in disenfranchised people’s value and 

encouraged them to actively contribute to their communities despite great adversity. He spoke to 

people’s agency rather than their sense of frustration and exclusion. And he tirelessly modeled 

this relentless optimism in the face of oppression himself.  His faith and courage in his pursuit of 

racial equality highlight his unshakable optimism.  

 

Sullivan was born in Charleston, West Virginia, the only child to poverty-stricken parents who 

would divorce three years later. His childhood home sat in a dirt alley in one of the poorest 

sections of the state capitol. At the age of twelve, Sullivan attempted to purchase a soda from a 

store on Capitol Street, was denied the sale, and was told by the store owner to “stand on your 
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feet, boy. You can’t sit here.” Sullivan credits this event in setting the course for the remainder of 

his extraordinary life.  

  

Following the faith-based lifestyle encouraged by his grandmother, Sullivan became a Baptist 

minister at 18. He went on to obtain degrees from West Virginia State College and the Columbia 

University Union Theological Seminary in New York City. 

  

When Sullivan began his 38-year tenure as pastor of Philadelphia’s Zion Baptist Church in 1950, 

he was able to see the needs of his community. From the view of his pulpit, he saw thousands of 

African Americans without jobs struggling to put food on the table in a city where thousands of 

jobs sat waiting to be filled. Rather than encourage the disenfranchised to pursue public 

assistance, Sullivan wished to empower his congregation through jobs training and economic 

development.  

  

Sullivan was optimistic from the beginning – he encouraged Philadelphia’s largest companies to 

interview young black men. When only two employers answered the call, he organized with 400 

ministers to launch a boycott targeting the city’s businesses unwilling to practice equal 

opportunity employment. The campaign opened up more than 4,000 jobs to African Americans.  

  

While many young blacks were hired, many more still needed to be trained. Sullivan used 

donations from his supports to found the Opportunities Industrial Centers in 1964 – the Center 

provided job and life skills training and matched graduates with the needs of Philadelphia-based 

employers. The initial success of the original OIC saw its replication around America, resulting 

in job creation for blacks in 70 U.S. cities and 15 African countries.   

  

In 1971, Sullivan’s optimism and economic vision saw him appointed to the board of directors 

for General Motors, becoming the first African American to hold such a seat at the auto giant. 

His Global Sullivan Principles, originally aimed at multinational companies, were embraced by 

GM and soon after adopted by the United Nations in 1999 as an international code of corporate 

conduct. 

  

Among other collaborative efforts and international successes, Sullivan was nominated for the 

Nobel Peace Prize, awarded the 1991 Presidential Medal of Freedom, and received honorary 

degrees from 50 higher education institutions. Prior to his death in 2001, his hometown of 

Charleston honored him by renaming a major thoroughfare Leon Sullivan Way. 

  

Sullivan’s optimism in the face of racial discrimination served as a beam, illuminating hope in 

thousands of struggling black men. He operated by the mantra of “Build Brother Build” – a 

philosophy that governed all aspects of his remarkable life. From the dirt streets of Charleston to 
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the board room of America’s largest auto company, Sullivan built his legacy on the foundation of 

optimism.  

________________________________________ 
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Now, let’s turn to our journals for deeper reflection.  

 

Is your glass half empty or half full? 

Optimism is usually the product of having a strong and positive mental mindset. On the flipside, 

pessimism is a mental attitude defined by hopelessness or a lack of confidence about the 

outcome of an event. It tends to be paired with a negative attitude. Think about your worldview – 

are you hopeful or doubtful? Why?  

 

Do you know someone who is always optimistic? What do you think allows them to have such a 

positive outlook? Do you think it’s just the way they’re wired, or is it a choice? 

 

How can you be optimistic about this week?  

Write down 3 opportunities this week to practice optimism. 

1) 

2) 

3) 

 

Complete the Optimism Scale. When everyone is finished, discuss the results with the crew.  
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Capability 4: Advancing, Completing, and/or Managing Community-Based Real-Estate 

Revitalization Projects 

4.1.1 Introduction 

4.1.1 Background and Context  

For the Coalfield Development model, tangibility is crucial given that many extraction 

communities have extremely low trust in institutions and “outsider” promises. Community 

members often crave experiences more than conferences, hammers swinging more than plans 

designed. Few projects are more tangible than a construction project. Built infrastructure projects 

done well can generate substantial multiplier effects for the local economy and earn local 

community excitement. Such projects are also a good opportunity for genuine community 

engagement. (Jamal, 2018) 

Coalfield Development is a licensed general contractor, a property developer, and a 

property manager. These capacities enable us to design and execute innovative capital projects 

throughout our footprint. Some of the properties we develop are former mine sites. Most are 

dilapidated historic buildings. Good paying jobs are available in reclamation, remediation and 

reconstruction of such sites, and additional jobs are created through long-term developments 

including eco-tourism, renewable energy production, or sustainable agriculture. Quite literally, 

we are converting severe community liabilities into revitalized community assets, and it’s local 

people who lead the way and earn employment through the process.  

We also take on projects off the mountain-top and down in old coal towns. These 

communities used to bustle back when coal boomed but have fallen into a state of dilapidation 

since the industry’s bust. This creates many eyesores which also attract crime and suppress 
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adjacent property values. We convert these structures into modern, energy efficient hubs for 

social enterprise, affordable housing, and CED outcomes.  

Revitalizing historic buildings into mixed-used, mixed-income properties (meaning they 

have both commercial and residential uses and that they attract families with a variety of 

incomes ranging from lower-income to middle-income) can serve as an important strategy for 

community and economic development in distressed rural communities. (Burayidi, 2015; 

Robertson, 1999; Sturtevant and McClain, 2010) New ideas for CED often begin with a building 

(WV Community Development Hub, 2021). Local community groups, Community Development 

Corporations, and social entrepreneurs are organizing and galvanizing around visions for 

economic renewal, often with historic buildings at the core of the vision. People have memories 

in these buildings as well as emotional attachments to their cultural significance. They are 

symbols. They drive by them every day. Community-based construction projects are a tangible, 

galvanizing strategy for economic revitalization in coal communities.      

A 2021 survey of rural residents throughout the United States found the top three 

challenges identified as:  

• “not enough good housing” (58%)  

• “downtown is dead” (54%)  

• “losing young people” (49%)  

This dissertation argues such issues are interrelated and, therefore, a comprehensive approach to 

CED is necessary. A decaying built environment is a common challenge for rural communities, 

especially for rural business owners, which ranked the “need for usable buildings” in the top 

three business challenges they face; 30% of respondents identified this challenge behind “lack of 



 

481 
 

good workers” at 47% and “lack of support from government or organizations” at 33%. (Survey 

of Rural Challenges, 2021)   

4.2 Summation and Analysis of the Existing Literature  

4.2.1 The Importance of the Topic 

Nearly every rural community has one. People have meaningful memories there, but they 

lament its current condition. It has distinctive features, unique aesthetics. It’s an old, empty, but 

beautiful building, probably on Main Street. “It’s got good bones,” many will say of the place. 

“It’s such a shame to see it waste away. Somebody should do something to save that building.” 

Despite local attachments to the place, however, more pragmatic citizens lament, “You’ll have to 

tear that one down. It’s too far gone now. Which is a shame.” Revitalizing these historic 

buildings into mixed-used, mixed-income properties is a vitally important strategy for 

community and economic development to occur in distressed, rural downtowns. (Burayidi, 2015; 

Robertson, 1999; Sturtevant and McClain, 2010) However, funding and/or financing to preserve 

and revitalize such architectural, social, and economic assets is extremely difficult to procure, 

especially in West Virginia. Improved support for and improved systems towards the 

revitalization of rural downtown properties as mixed-use, mixed income community assets 

would improve upon current community development practices and improve social and 

environmental outcomes for rural extractive economies.  

4.2.2 Background and Context  

Since traditionally, most historic structures (especially in small towns) had apartments 

upstairs and commercial business space downstairs, a logical assumption made by many 

community groups is that public affordable housing programs might be a good option to finance 



 

482 
 

renovation of such structures. Yet a thorough report on mixed-use development by the Regional 

Plan Association (2013) finds: “. . . agency rules and practices . . . greatly restrict the amount of 

non-residential space that can be included and still remain eligible for such programs . . . .” (p. 1) 

This same report cites efforts made during the Obama Administration to “break down the 

bureaucratic silos between federal programs with complimentary missions,” and “meet the dual 

goals of housing policies and comprehensive mixed-use development.” (p. 1) However, such 

progress has been limited. 71% of respondents to a survey developed for this 2013 study reported 

“significant barriers” to mixed-use development. (p. 6) My experience here in West Virginia 

affirms a multitude of such barriers.  

This same Regional Plan Association document reports a strong preference among many 

community members and community-planning professionals for downtown, mixed-use 

development. But the report laments common zoning practices which strictly segment residential 

uses from commercial, critiquing such approaches as being grounded in the unsustainable 

automobile-dominated landscape of the past and having roots in the “white flight” which 

occurred in response to racial integration during the 1970’s. (p. 2) Negative incentives for mixed-

use development from the government (at all three levels: federal, state, and local) have shaped 

increasingly negative attitudes in the private sector as well, especially in banking where “. . . the 

entire financial system continues to favor single-use projects near single-use projects (residential 

with only a very small amount of retail) at the expense of truly integrated mixed-use projects.” 

(p. 2) Another similar report from the Oram Foundation concurs with these findings and 

concludes: “Single purpose, narrowly focused funding criteria are a deeply entrenched norm 

across the board in HUD programs, in Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) criteria, in the 

secondary mortgage market, and in mortgage insurance.” (Talen, 2011, p. 5)     
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Van Leuven (2021) and Judd et al (2006) explain how, from a nationwide perspective, 

downtown vibrancy peaked in the 1920’s and then subsequently declined because of economic 

agglomeration, automobile usage, road networks, and television. The authors explain the origin 

of many federal housing programs being born out of the post-World War II era when the primary 

focus was on expanding affordable housing supply, without a broader focus on Community and 

Economic Development (CED). A great example is provided:  

“The regulatory structures for housing finance that have been designed to limit risk are 

built on the assumption of single-use assets with different risk profiles. They also are 

intended to shield housing from riskier commercial investments. This approach is 

difficult to reconcile with the financing needs of projects that mix asset classes in unique 

ways depending on context. Risk can be more difficult to assess for mixed-use projects, 

even if a case can be made for managing risk with a diverse product that can respond to 

market demand.” (p. 2)  

For areas with broken and/or dysfunctional markets, such as southern West Virginia coal-

country, the appropriate role of public programs must be to support broader Community and 

Economic Development. Narrower focuses lack the holistic designs needed for meaningful 

impact in the face of generational extraction and generational poverty. Greater risk-taking is 

needed, because the status quo is only serving to support current negative trends towards 

dilapidation. Doing so should help develop new markets, as well as spur renewed investment and 

business activity for surviving businesses. Otherwise, affordable housing tenants in these 

communities will only find themselves permanently cemented in poverty rather than on a 

pathway of upward economic mobility.  
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Yet single-use designs get preference from state and federal policy-makers. The Planning 

Association report cited above (2013) found “. . . the biggest challenges to mixed-use 

development is in smaller cities and suburban environments where there is stricter segregation of 

uses and less government capacity to process and permit complicated projects.” (p. 8) Housing 

programs often operate in silos, separate from other agencies and other goals beyond creating 

more units of affordable housing. Housing programs tend to be complex and heavily regulated, 

and that’s before layering on broader goals. Broader purposes (such as economic and community 

development) are often not considered in decisions made by housing funders. Yet these 

dynamics have tremendous influence on the lives of tenants housed by these same programs.     

The very kinds of projects that could revitalize our small communities are also the very 

hardest to complete, and they face extreme skepticism from state and local officials. In rejecting 

mixed-use ideas, many government officials argue they are more expensive. To which the 2013 

report responds: “ . .  .the higher cost could also be indicative of the higher value the projects 

bring to both owner and community.” (p. 9) Mixed-use projects, then, could well have the 

greatest “reward-risk ratios.” (p. 10) Moreover, “If economically integrated neighborhoods are a 

legitimate policy goal, then a singular focus on limited risk by building single-purpose housing 

creates different kinds of risks,” including poorer schools, less jobs, reduced business 

investment, and worse services.  

  While mixed-use revitalization projects are important to the future of rural America, 

research is limited on the subject (Jayne et al, 2010; Bell and Jayne, 2006; Garrett-Petts, 2005, 

Ofori-Amoah, 2007). Despite a lack of strong research on them, there is a growing academic and 

practitioner argument for more and smarter holistic revitalization in small towns. Increasing both 

residential and commercial population is a major focus of this growing literature. (Jamal, 2018; 
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Burayidi, 2015) Specifically, Burayidi cites “securing a residential population base” as a top-10 

most important strategy for small towns, explaining: “Resilient downtowns are multifunctional 

districts with a mix of residential, retail, office, entertainment, and civic and cultural amenities.” 

(p. 7)  

Population growth in the United States has primarily occurred in large urban centers. 

(U.S. Census, 2019) Population decline has been a defining trend for rural communities. 

(Johnson and Lichter, 2019) Residents of rural communities face many disadvantages compared 

to cities: access to transportation, isolation from services, long distances to quality employment 

opportunities, and the experience of food deserts just to name a few. The well-being of an 

individual community member is inextricably tied to the well-being of the community overall. 

As these small rural communities have suffered, so too have many of their residents. The opioid 

epidemic, high rates of other health problems, and high rates of poverty are clear evidence of this 

suffering (in numbers well above national averages). (DHHS, 2020)   

If these struggling rural communities are to survive, then downtown revitalization is 

desperately needed. Yet many in these overwhelmed communities have no idea where to turn, 

where to even begin. Despite such daunting challenges, in my community development work I 

am observing something of a movement of community leaders and social entrepreneurs rising up 

to face these challenges. Quite often, the idea begins with a building (WV Community 

Development Hub, 2021). Local community groups, Community Development Corporations, 

and social entrepreneurs are organizing and galvanizing around visions for economic renewal, 

often with historic buildings at the core of the vision.   
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Government officials forcing these community problem-solvers to choose between 

housing or new businesses in such buildings is asinine. Because, as Schoenmaker and Vlist have 

found empirically:  

“. . . employees want to live in places with many good choices of work, while firms like 

to locate where many good potential employees live. So firms will locate near people and 

people will locate near firms, creating a complimentary effect in the relationship between 

commercial and residential real estate developments, and thus where people live and 

work.” (p. 221)       

To be fair, some government policies have, over the years, tried to incentivize mixed-

income (if not mixed-use) purposes in distressed neighborhoods. Varady et al (2005) detail 

efforts by HUD to use the Hope VI program to encourage middle class residents to move to areas 

largely populated by low-income individuals. These efforts, the authors find, have mostly failed. 

One big reason for this failure is the lack of quality schools. (p. 150) Another is the lack of 

quality, well-paid employment opportunities in such distressed areas. (p. 161) A third major 

barrier to this program’s success was the “perceived lack of safety.” (p. 159)   

There is some academic debate about whether commercial development and residential 

development compete with or complement one another. The answer will largely depend on local 

dynamics (which vary widely). Most of the research I have found on the subject favors the 

complementary view (Green, 1997; Coulson and Kim, 2002; Hoogstra, 2013) 

Related to the zoning issues cited above, affordable housing has proven difficult to 

develop in many communities, not just rural ones. This is largely due a NIMBY phenomenon: 

“not in my back yard.” Many perceive affordable housing as a crime-attractor. And these 
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assumptions are not always wrong. (Glaeser, 2019) NIMBY dynamics have led to many 

affordable housing properties getting isolated from downtowns, from essential services, and from 

good paying jobs. Food desserts, tech desserts, and investment desserts have resulted. People 

become trapped in poverty. (Miller, 2017; Glaeser, 2019)   

4.2.3 Convincing Decision-Makers of the Benefits of Mixed-Use Development  

Examples of the positive benefits and positive externalities of downtown mixed-use 

development are growing in number. Many communities have identified these types of projects 

as their top priority. Yet most funding agencies still frown upon mixed-use approaches. The vast 

majority of affordable housing dollars in West Virginia go to relatively large Low Income 

Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) projects of at least 30 units or more. Even more surprising, greater 

than 80% of all projects funded in 2021 were owned and managed by out-of-state entities. 

(WVHDF, 2021) Part of the reason affordable housing projects are often very large, are often 

part of multi-state corporations, and are often built through new construction (as opposed to 

renovation and revitalization of existing structures) is economies of scale. For cash to flow, and 

for maintenance costs to not outstrip profits and management fees, more units are needed. But 

are large projects in suburban areas really best for the tenants or the communities in which they 

live? Is more always better? And is the goal of affordable housing programs simply to produce as 

many units as possible? Or is the goal to support systems and structures which reduce poverty 

and increase opportunity? 

By far, the largest source of funding nationwide and in West Virginia for affordable 

housing is the LIHTC program. (Vidal, 2002) In some states, especially West Virginia, for-profit 

developers have dominated the program. This is problematic for a variety of reasons. Vidal 

(2002) argues:  
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“Thus for-profit developers deal with neighborhood influences by building in the best 

locations where they can identify development opportunities and by building at a large 

enough scale to create the type of neighborhood they seek to market. If they build rental 

housing, they typically limit their attention to maintaining their own properties. In 

contrast CDCs [Community Development Corporations] commonly serve communities 

plagued by disinvestment. Housing development is, for them, part of a broader 

community development agenda. They tend to take a broad view of ‘community’ and to 

be concerned about the full spectrum of community issues and needs. This inclination is 

reinforced by their organizational investments in housing, which create an incentive for 

them to be concerned about the behavior of residents and conditions in the surrounding 

neighborhood.” (p. 226) 

4.2.4 The Built Environment and Quality of Life 

At its best, affordable housing development should help ensure broader improvements in 

conditions surrounding future residents. This would include supporting new businesses and 

services which generate opportunity and well-being. At a minimum, we should have a 

commitment to improving the quality of life for people. Aside from the moral imperative for a 

more holistic approach to affordable housing, Weinstein et al (2021) establish an economic 

imperative. They find that improved quality of life helps cause economic prosperity. This runs 

counter to a long-held assumption that improved quality of life is merely a positive externality of 

economic development.     

The built environment in which we live has major influence on our quality of life. (De 

Botton, 2008; Manning, 1965; Jackson and Kochtitzky, 2010) Beyond our physical well-being, 

the buildings we inhabit contribute (for better or worse) to our sense of identity. This is a 
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particularly important point here in Appalachia, at this particular moment in history. Many 

Appalachian communities have long been identified (and self-identified) as “coal communities.” 

But several decades of decline in the industry have sparked an identity crisis. Cook Marshall 

(2018) explains of the region:  

“From the latter quarter of the nineteenth century, the whole ‘built” environment, from 

the employ of people to the railroad to the movie theater to the churches, was constructed 

as an extension of people as technology to service the coal industry: nature and people as 

industrial laboratory. Nature and people as technology, serving up coal. Coal as the 

institutional force – the power of the king; the regional panopticon, King Coal, sees you 

everywhere you go; even if you don’t work for the king, you rally to his defense.” (p. 43)  

The power of the coal industry certainly extends to both the commercial and the 

residential built environment. Company stores are defining features of many towns, still today. 

Old company houses still dot hillsides. Many of these board and batten dwellings are the cheaply 

constructed, culturally significant “Jenny Lind” houses from more than 100 years ago. Much of 

the built infrastructure is in visible states of decay. Such dilapidation harms local morale. Some 

wonder, “If we’re not coal country anymore, then what are we?” Some say, “Because coal jobs 

aren’t here anymore, we’re nothing, we’re done.”   

Those of us who know the assets and potential of Appalachia and Appalachian people 

know this isn’t true. Yet an approach to economic development which gives up on old coal 

communities because development there is perhaps a bit more expensive or difficult, gives in to 

the very same fatalism. If those residents remaining in the coal industry’s wake are to have a 

fighting chance (and if their dangerous work to power so much of this country’s development is 

to be honored) then both commercial and residential developers should be finding creative 
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solutions to development challenges in these places. For in spite of the many challenges, there 

are also opportunities to help shape the new identity just beginning to emerge throughout the 

hills and hollows of Appalachia. From formerly dilapidated buildings and former mine sites 

Coalfield has now incubated or invested in more than 70 social enterprises including solar 

companies, agriculture companies, and green manufacturers. This is possible in this place.    

4.2.5 The Importance of “Place,” and Challenges for Small Places    

Housing is part and parcel of a community’s construction of and communal sense of 

place. National Geographic (2021) defines “place” on three different levels:  

“One of the oldest tenets of geography is the concept of place. As a result, place has 

numerous definitions, from the simple “a space or location with meaning” to the more 

complex “an area having unique physical and human characteristics interconnected with 

other places.” There are three key components of place: location, locale, and a sense of 

place. Location is the position of a particular point on the surface of the Earth. Locale is 

the physical setting for relationships between people, such as the South of France or the 

Smoky Mountains. Finally, a sense of place is the emotions someone attaches to an area 

based on their experiences. Place can be applied at any scale and does not necessarily 

have to be fixed in either time or space. Additionally, due to globalization, place can 

change over time as its physical setting and cultures are influenced by new ideas or 

technologies.” (National Geographic, 2021)  

 Place is more than just a locale on a map. Place is about our sense of our selves: of why 

we matter, of what’s possible (or not possible) “here”. As the new, post-coal Appalachian 

“place” emerges, much creativity is needed if the goal is more just, sustainable communities than 
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before (which it must be). Truly creative development projects will likely not fit neatly into 

bureaucratic silos. Indeed, if all we ever are in our Appalachian “here” is dying “coal country” 

with declining population and increasing poverty then what’s the point of building new housing, 

even if it is quality and affordable? Disconnected from community and economic development 

strategy, affordable housing can become a subsidized poverty trap out of which people can never 

escape. (Chetty et al, 2016; Miller, 2017)  

In addition to being creative and multi-purpose, rural projects are typically of smaller 

scale than the average size of a standard American real estate development project. This is a 

financial challenge because certain economies of scale are not achieved. I recently participated in 

a national webinar which advised that any multifamily development with less than 1,000 units 

was not financially viable, and therefore not worth pursuing. That mindset effectively seeks to 

cast off the need for smaller scale projects in rural communities. The cost of building materials is 

sometimes more expensive in rural areas and the logistics of transporting unavailable materials 

can further complicate a project (as explained further by HUD’s “Difficult to Develop” criteria, 

2021). It is important to account for these inconvenient truths when designing a project budget 

and seeking funding. But “smallness” can also be an asset, especially when it comes to 

placemaking.   

Given the many daunting challenges, community engagement may be challenging in 

areas where previous development projects have failed and the overall community attitude 

toward development is jaded. When locals perceive there is no chance at success, that perception 

becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Community development agencies and organizations need to 

interact with communities early and often in ways that help local people become aware of local 
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perceptions and beliefs. Attitudes towards the community and its future often determine action, 

rather than the reality of what is possible. (Cavaye, 2001)  

In run-down built environments shaped by declining industries, perceptions of what’s 

possible may well be limited. Development, then, cannot work if it is purely market-based. 

Patient, nonprofit developers are needed to create demand, build local confidence, and get the 

gears of a local economy churning again. Vidal (2002) explains:  

“In many lower-income communities, public sector investments – in streets and 

sidewalks, schools, and other public amenities – have not kept pace with the deterioration 

that comes with use. Hence the value of these assets – their ability to produce good 

services – has declined. This has made community development as important a part of the 

improvement of living conditions as the development of physical housing itself.” (p. 223) 

In other words, for mission-driven developers, it’s not enough to just produce new units 

of housing. A broader view of success is necessary. Viable small-town revitalization (both in the 

short-term and the long-term) depends on multiple-functional revitalization master-plans and 

historic preservation. (Robertson, 1999)  

4.2.6 Historic Preservation  

Perhaps surprisingly, Sneed et al (2011) find, “The most important sense-of-place 

characteristic for the downtowns studied included the asset of historic preservation.” (p. 125) 

Heiar (2011) conducts a case study of a catalytic downtown revitalization project in Dubuque, 

Iowa which ultimately created 1,300 new jobs in a formerly economically distressed district. The 

renewal started with “the largest white elephant the community had ever known” – a vacant 

250,000 square foot commercial space which formerly served as a Department Store. (p. 25) In 
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time, this revitalization effort attracted the IBM corporation to locate directly downtown. In 

addition to cultural benefits, historic preservation often has economic benefits as well. These 

include leveraged new investment, increased entrepreneurship, new jobs, increased property 

values and increased social capital. (National Park Service, 2015; Rypkema, Cheong, and 

Mason, 2013; Buckley and Graves, 2016)  

Historic preservation also achieves important environmentally sustainable outcomes. 

Estimates vary, but most articles on the subject find that 15 to 30 times as much energy is used in 

the construction of a new building than is used in annual operation of buildings. (Dixit et al, 

2013; Vukotic, 2010) Existing buildings have “embodied energy” which, if preserved, can help 

reduce pollution and carbon emissions. Additionally, historic preservation can help curtail sprawl 

and thus conserve precious and rare green spaces still left on the planet. (Rypkema et al, 2013) 

Some have argued older buildings are less energy efficient, but this is addressed with modern 

retrofit and renovation practices.  

National Trust for Historic Preservation asks us to consider an existing 50,000 square 

foot building, the typical size on an average Main Street building. Such a structure represents 80 

million BTUs of embodied energy, equivalent to 640,000 gallons of gasoline. Demolition of such 

a building would result in 4,000 tons of waste. If only 40% of materials are retained, it would 

take 65 years for a new green, energy efficient building to recover the embodied energy lost. 

Many new buildings have a life cycle of far less than 65 years (whereas older buildings are built 

more durable). And the construction of a new 50,000 sq. ft. commercial building would release 

about the same amount of carbon into the atmosphere as driving a car 2.8 million miles, or 

around the globe 112 times. (National Trust for Historic Preservation, 2011)  
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In addition to reducing construction waste, preserving existing structures can also lead to 

enhanced living quality for tenants (both residential and commercial alike). The quality of 

buildings certainly has a measurable impact on the well-being of its occupants. (Haddox, 2013; 

Heerwagen, 2000; Manning, 1965) Miller et al (2009) find, “Healthier buildings reduce sick time 

and increase productivity.” Moreover, “Healthier space need not be new space. In fact, some new 

buildings are extremely unhealthy as chemicals leach into the air from glues, carpets, concrete, 

and paint.” (p. 87) 

4.2.7 Importance of Good Design  

Buildings, whether new or old, impact us beyond utilitarian measures such as shelter and 

warmth. This makes the design of community development projects extremely important. Alain 

de Botton, in a fascinating book called The Architecture of Happiness, asserts: “Belief in the 

significance of architecture is premised on the notion that we are, for better or worse, different 

people in different places – and on the conviction that it is architecture’s task to render vivid to 

us who we might ideally be.” (p. 13) Trusting design of a community development project to a 

disengaged architect far removed from the community risks damaging community buy-in and 

minimizing impact. Designing only for cheapness does a disserve to those who will live and/or 

work in the building. And poor design risks diminishing the positive change able to be affected 

by the project. On the other hand, de Botton goes on: “. . . buildings are not simply visual objects 

without any connection to concepts which we can analyze and then evaluate. Buildings speak – 

and on topics which can readily be discerned. They speak of democracy or aristocracy, openness 

or arrogance, welcome or threat, a sympathy for the future or a hankering for the past.” (p. 71)  

Unfortunately, affordable housing projects are often designed and built in a manner 

wholly disrespectful of the tenant’s ability to contribute meaningfully to the community, 
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conveying a low value placed on the residents by society. Publicly funded and managed 

“projects,” in far too many instances, are run down as exhibited by broken windows, peeling 

paint, uninspired landscaping, and broken appendages. In even worse cases, public housing is 

riddled with lead-based paint, mold, or other environmental and safety hazards. Facilities are 

often placed at the edges of a community and have an institutional look and feel, as if tenants are 

a problem to be mitigated, to be “housed,” rather than a citizen to be engaged. de Botton argues:  

“Any object of design will give off an impression of the psychological and moral 

attitudes it supports. . . . In essence, what works of design and architecture talk to us 

about is the kind of life that would most appropriately unfold within and around them. 

They tell us of certain moods that they seek to encourage and sustain in their inhabitants. 

While keeping us warm and helping us in mechanical ways, they simultaneously hold out 

an invitation for us to be specific sorts of people. They speak of visions of happiness.” (p. 

72)  

In advancing community development, are we merely trying to “house” low-income people or 

are we trying to engage with valuable community members, cultivate opportunity, support 

upward mobility, and contribute to well-being?  

Consider de Botton’s argument with an average Low Income Housing Tax Credit 

Property in mind, at least here in West Virginia. Most are new-builds in suburban areas 

(suburban by West Virginia standards, at least, where our largest town has a population of 

48,000), built in formerly open or forested space. Most have a modern suburban “feel” defined 

by a red brick base and a vinyl siding-covered upper level. These are not ugly structures, and at 

least they are not dilapidated like much of our public housing. But rarely do these new structures 
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have anything unique about them. Nothing about these buildings invites deeper reflection or 

meaning-making in the way an historic structure almost always does.   

4.2.8 The Importance of CBOs  

Taking on slow, expensive, complex projects in broken markets is very difficult work. 

Private developers shy away from such challenging conditions unless government incentives can 

lure them there. There is one kind of nonprofit, however, which seeks out such conditions 

because it is their mission to do so. Community Development Corporations (CDC’s) are a 

prominent organizational structure developed in direct response to the need for such holistic 

approaches. Judd and Swanstrom (2006) define these unique entities as “. . . nonprofit 

corporations run by boards composed of area residents, formed for the purpose of delivering 

services and building infrastructure in neighborhoods or in somewhat larger areas.” (p. 413) 

They are sometimes incorporated into local government structures but, for the most part, “. . . 

exercise considerable autonomy in deciding how to spend the funds they receive.” (p. 413) These 

same authors argue for the high value of CDC’s in disinvested areas, explaining how they fill the 

vacuum often left by the lack of private sector investment. CDC’s offer a broad array of services 

including housing, job-training, health-care, social work, and more. Given their holistic nature, 

CDC’s make for good mixed-use, mixed-income developers. However, most rural communities 

lack such entities; establishing new ones or building the capacity of existing organizations to be 

more like CDC’s could be a good strategy for renewed rural development efforts.   

Bhatt and Dubb (2015) call for “place-based visions for vibrancy and equity.” (p. 66) 

They affirm the need for comprehensive approaches to real-estate development, including 

“housing, job creation, social services, and community organizing.” (p. 66) CDCs are 

specifically identified as the best vehicles through which to achieve such a vision. Their research 
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shows high-rises and condensed poverty as detrimental to economic mobility and even 

democracy. Instead, they call for combining residential space with commercial space while 

incorporating quality-of-life assets such as parks and health services.   

Gronbjerg (2001) observes distinct idiosyncrasies for development nonprofits as 

compared to most other social service or charitable organizations. Nonprofits “change market 

structures. . . .” What a profound statement, something not to be underestimated! Nonprofits “. . . 

serve specialized economic functions by compensating for imperfections in the market economy 

associated with inadequate demand or hidden producer exploitation.” (p. 217) Despite such 

importance, Gronbjerg is clear that nonprofits still lack the political clout of the private and 

public sectors. Identifying the decline of physical infrastructure (especially in “rust belt” cities) 

as a classic market failure, Gronbjerg then identifies CDCs and other similar nonprofits as the 

appropriate agents for rebuilding, given the lack of demand for market driven real-estate 

investment and the fact “. . . nonprofits have no incentives to exploit customer ignorance” and 

therefore are “. . . more likely to deliver high quality services and warrant customer trust. . . .” (p. 

218) Crucially, Gronbjerg finds:  

“These commercial explorations by nonprofits are part of a dynamic, iterative process so 

that over time, the availability of commercial services and products from nonprofits helps 

change consumer tastes and stimulate demand. At some point, the demand increases 

sufficiently to entice entrepreneurs or profit-making organizations into the newly created 

market niche.” (p. 220) 

Such has been our experience with real-estate revitalization in central Appalachia. Since the 

Urlings project (see case study below) was completed, several adjacent private businesses have 

redeveloped their properties. After revitalization an abandoned factory in Huntington, WV (now 
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called WestEdge Factory) the local Police Department reports a 42% drop in calls to the 

neighborhood. A survey of local banks indicated between 8-12% property value increases for 

nearby properties, and multiple new businesses have opened and flourished. But all of this 

private investment followed our subsidized projects, not the other way around.  

Surprisingly, Gronbjerg finds much less political interference from elites in the work of 

development nonprofits and CDCs as opposed to more traditional social service charities:  

“Only a narrow range of community institutions are likely to want to influence or control 

a community development organization to the point of co-optation. Factories, hospitals, 

universities, major commercial establishments, leading banks, and large corporate 

headquarters all exercise direct control over sizable portions of local real estate holdings 

if they are located in a small community. They cannot avoid having a major impact on 

local communities in managing these holdings. They also have vested interests in many 

of the arenas in which community development organizations are active: decisions on 

land use patterns, enforcement of building codes, and crime control. These types of 

community institutions therefore have major incentives to define their interests in the 

community broadly and to pursue them actively by collaborating with or co-opting 

community development organizations.” (p. 221)  

In short, CDCs have great utility to local power players.  

Just because CDCs have less political interference doesn’t mean they aren’t involved in 

local politics, just that their work is less harmed by powerful interests. Because of their project’s 

importance to so many powerful stakeholders, Gronbjerg finds CDCs often play a mediating role 

between community members and power-players. Awareness of local politics and strategies for 
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operating in and around them is an important best-practice for any CDC. As Smith and Lipsky 

profoundly put it: “Nonprofit organizations . . . are tangible, significant manifestations of 

community.”  

4.2.9 Creative Placemaking  

CDC’s are place-based, meaning they have their origin in a defined geography, are 

governed by people from that geography, and are committed to honoring the identity of that 

place while also working to improve it. NeighborWorks emphasizes the importance of fostering 

distinctive, proud senses of place among community members. As mentioned above, “creative 

placemaking” is becoming a common strategy for community and economic renewal in 

distressed areas. With a focus on creative and engaging design of public spaces (beginning with 

deep engagement with artists and creatives), creative placemaking is focused not just on housing 

people and creative businesses, but also developing social capital, building civic connections, 

and nurturing community. (Sillerberg, et al, 2013) Markuson and Gadwa (2010) define the 

practice this way in a report commissioned by the National Endowment for the Arts:  

In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, non-profit, and community sectors 

strategically shape the physical and social character of a neighborhood, town, city, or 

region around arts and cultural activities. Creative placemaking animates public and 

private spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improve local business viability 

and public safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, inspire, and be 

inspired.” (p. 3)   

These same authors find direct linkages between creative placemaking strategies and new 

job creation, improved quality of life, greater economic investment, and even renewed domestic 
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leadership in globally competitive markets such as design, media, coding, and technology. 

Creative placemaking begins with arts and creativity but by no means ends there. It is a practice 

proposed for both rural and urban areas, big cities and small towns. However, it is not as 

common in more suburban, sprawled-out areas.  

If creative placemaking is the chosen strategy of a certain community, then it’s likely 

mixed-use development will help execute the strategy. The National Association of 

Homebuilders (2008) argues from a for-profit, practitioner perspective: “In distressed 

communities, mixed use developments with careful planning of layouts can improve safety and 

create a sense of community.” (p. 116)  

In taking on development goals, NeighborWorks recommends directing “development 

towards existing communities,” rather than trying to build whole new ones far removed from 

services. (p. 14) NeighborWorks (2012) reviews the mistakes affordable housing developers and 

agencies have made in terms of “spatial inequality.” (p. 14-16) By segmenting low-income 

tenants away from the cores of communities, affordable housing programs have too often moved 

these tenants further away from the job opportunities, services, and good schools they need to 

achieve any semblance of economic mobility. (Lens, 2019; Wilson, 1987) While this research is 

primarily centered on urban areas, the potential application in rural settings is clear: by forcing 

residents to live where it’s easiest and cheapest to develop LIHTC units, the West Virginia 

affordable housing community has too often cemented poverty rather than change it by isolating 

tenants from opportunity. Sampson (2019) finds similar shortcomings related to spatial 

inequalities, citing the “spatial foundations of compounded deprivation.” (p. 243) He goes on: 

“Although community-level or place-based interventions have a mixed record of success, the 

data on persistent inequality point to the need for new thinking on sustained interventions at the 
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neighborhood level. It is surprising how few neighborhood policies take the long view; most 

interventions are single-site or time-constrained.” (p. 244)  

4.2.10 Cost Considerations  

It is completely rational to push back on de Botton’s arguments for incorporating as much 

beauty into every project as possible. “These are tax-payer dollars,” a public official might 

reasonably exhort. But de Botton has a good response: “Money can be no excuse either. Though 

Bath’s crescents and Edinburgh’s New Town were not cheap to build, we would be unfairly 

blaming a lack of inspiration on poverty by proposing that a tight budget ever condemned a 

building to ugliness – as a visit to the wealthy suburbs of Riyadh and the shopkeepers’ houses of 

old Siena will rapidly and poignantly attest.” (p. 259) 

Of course, utility and beauty are sometimes in tension. Cost and comfort must compete 

for space in the budget. Or must they? World renowned architect Buckminster Fuller once 

remarked, “When I am working on a problem I never think about beauty. I only think about how 

to solve the problem. But when I have finished, if the solution is not beautiful, I know it is 

wrong.” A typical defense from government officials of conservative, un-inspiring, siloed, anti-

community-development approaches to affordable housing is something along the lines of, “We 

care about the community too, but our job is housing. If we get outside of housing then our 

mission is creeping and we’re stretching too far. We can’t fix every problem.” Except the 

mission of U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) from which these funds 

are usually flowing reads exactly: “To create strong, sustainable, inclusive communities and 

quality affordable homes for all. HUD’s vision is to improve lives and strengthen communities to 

deliver on America’s dreams.” (HUD, 2021)    
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 Strong and sustainable communities are not possible without strong and sustainable local 

businesses. Sutton (2010) notes that, historically in the community development movement, 

businesses were “revered” not only for their economic importance but also their civic and 

communal importance. (p. 353) As an example, local grocery stores have traditionally served as 

“community institutions.” (p. 353). Yet this same author also laments the decline of such respect 

among community developers and decision-makers for the business community in more recent 

years. As a result, community revitalization efforts often fail to gain traction without the 

economic core afforded by locally owned businesses. Without local employers, there is no 

economic basis upon which affordable housing tenants can improve their lives. There is little 

hope for dignity and agency.   

True revitalization and true opportunity creation for distressed areas, then, cannot be just 

housing or just economic development on their own. It must be both. And one reinforces the 

other. (Sutton, 2010) Rural America has been slower to recover since the 2008 Great Recession. 

In fact, the net difference between firm startups and firm closures in rural areas of the country 

has not been positive for a single year since 2008. (Fikri, 2021) A holistic approach to 

community AND economic development can begin to solve the vexing, compounding problems 

in rural areas. Mixed-use revitalization is a specific strategy which does just that. 

NeighborWorks America, a leading affordable housing organization in the country which is 

Congressionally chartered, defines Community and Economic Development this way (2010, p. 

5): 

“Community: people living in the same geographic area or sharing common characteristics. 

   Economic: relating to material goods and resources. 
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 Development: process of change for the better.”  

The development piece is most crucial. Mixed-use revitalization is a years-long process. 

Development is slow at first. It requires deep commitment and strong perseverance. Mixed-use 

revitalization, if successful, will long outlive the publicity and the press conferences. It will feel 

stalled out and impossible, at times. Remember the Urlings project, which took six years from 

visioning to ribbon-cutting. But it’s worth it, because it will tangibly model what a new economy 

and a new built environment can look like. This modeling, then, catalyzes new investment and 

new development.   

When done well, downtown revitalization generates significant multiplier effects for the 

local economy (NeighborWorks, 2010; Coulson and Kim, 2002; Green, 1997). Positive spill-

overs multiply as neighbors emulate property improvements to their own properties and new 

neighbors move in. Multiplier effects are direct, indirect, and induced. Outcomes are important, 

but the way in which this development is undertaken matters much. Again, development is a 

process, and an often slow one at that. Genuine community engagement is essential. Good design 

is important. And a holistic vision for more than just “new units” is crucial. Although housing 

funders prefer to only fund housing projects, and economic development funders prefer to fund 

only economic development projects, it is more holistic approaches which generate the greatest 

returns (both financially and socially). Mixed-use projects drive symbiotic outcomes. Andrews 

and Rinzler (2019) summarize that:  

“. . . current best practices emphasize comprehensive approaches that combine and 

coordinate sustained, long-term investments in multiple areas – such as affordable 

housing, early childhood education, quality schools, access to primary medical care, and 

a range of social supports . . . . “ (p. 234) 
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4.2.11 Regulatory Barriers to Mixed-Use Development  

The regulatory preference for single-site development has proven especially true in West 

Virginia where nearly all Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) projects approved by the 

state’s official “housing finance agency”, West Virginia Housing Development Fund, have been 

single site housing projects. I have personally had multiple conversations with this agency (2010-

2021) and have encountered strong preference against adaptive reuse and mixed-used projects in 

the following ways:  

• Perceived higher cost per square foot 

• Extreme skepticism of the demand for downtown housing  

• Extreme skepticism of the viability of new businesses in southern West Virginia  

• Concern over the legal complexities of combining commercial and residential 

purposes  

• Disdain for phased projects 

• Assumption that parking would be limited (and that all low-income tenants have 

vehicles)  

• Assumption that environmental remediation costs will prove prohibitive  

• Skepticism on whether smaller downtown projects can cash-flow  

The literature yields skeptics too. Filion and Hammond (2008) find a nearly complete 

failure for “downtown mall” strategies to actually achieve promised results. They strongly 

critique “. . . an elite-driven planning process centered on growth coalitions with a stake in 

downtown mall development.” Others critique the efficiency of historic preservation, green 

construction, and downtown revitalization. (Millsap, 2019) 
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Certainly, it’s easier and more straightforward for housing funders to simply worry about 

housing alone. But this narrow view inhibits actual achievement of the mission. Gordon (2019) 

argues, “It is time to better ensure that LIHTC builds not just homes, but also opportunity.” (p. 

264) He explains how states have broad authority to choose how to allocate their credits (granted 

by the U.S. Treasury) and how they have nonetheless largely failed to connect LIHTC’s to any 

kind of cogent revitalization efforts. Even in those states which have tried to incorporate 

“revitalization” goals into their competitive applications, the results have been mostly 

unimpressive because the program’s mostly private developers have not been held to account for 

long-term outcomes. Gordon advises: “. . . the federal government should set standards so that 

comprehensive community revitalization means something beyond just a box that developers 

check.” (p. 267)    

Safe, decent, affordable housing is crucial to survival and well-being. But housing, in and 

of itself, does not necessarily ensure economic mobility. At worst, some affordable housing 

programs have sometimes deepened poverty for recipients. Chetty et al (2016) actually find that 

children between the ages of 13 and 18 who were part of families receiving federally subsidized 

housing vouchers actually ended up worse off, economically, than people in families who did not 

get such vouchers. Now, one reaction to this startling fact could be to say the entire program 

should be scrapped. Another, more nuanced reaction, would be to examine how to better use 

existing public resources. Lander (2019) calls for “more durable mixed-use development” in 

low-income areas. (p. 333) And I strongly agree.  

4.2.12 Dealing with Sprawling Legacies  

The history of “white flight,” preferential treatment to single family lots, and subsequent 

“suburbanization” has led to astounding degrees of “sprawl” in this country (Ewing, 1994; Yin 
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and Sun, 2007) Negative externalities of sprawl include poor infrastructure and traffic congestion 

as well as uneven public school access and economic opportunities. (Cinyabuguma and 

McConnell; Brueckner, 2001; Yin and Sun, 2007) The preferential treatment given to new 

construction and sprawl has serious environmental ramifications, too, including increased 

pollution, deforestation, and lost natural habitats. (Wu, 2006; Ewing, 1994) Here in West 

Virginia, we might think of our rural state as being immune from the negative effects of sprawl. 

Yet Yin and Sun (2007) rank the Charleston, WV Metropolitan Area as the second “most 

sprawled” area in the entire United States. A different approach to real estate development, one 

which incentivizes downtown revitalization through mixed-use development (as opposed to the 

disincentives in place now) could reverse this alarming trend. Current approaches simply are not 

sustainable.   

4.3 Summation and Analysis of New Data Gathered  

4.3.1 Case Study: Urlings General Store Building in Wayne, West Virginia11  

As is often the case with revitalization projects, the Urlings Building is steeped in rich 

history and generational change—the building has hosted many occupants and has changed 

hands between several owners. The story and success of the project would be incomplete without 

the story of the building itself.  

The Urlings building sits in the downtown of Wayne, West Virginia, affectionally 

referred to locally as “Out Wayne” or “OW” for short. Wayne is the county seat of Wayne 

County, the western-most county in West Virginia. When construction began in 2014, the United 

 
11 In 2014, I worked with a private consultant, Dylan Jones, to record the history of the Urlings project and begin 
compiling lessons learned. This case study draws heavily on the final report we co-authored. See Appendix A for 
interviews with other non-profit developers of similar projects.  
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States Census Bureau estimated the population of Wayne County at 41,122, and a 2013 median 

household income of $36,964. Today these numbers have dropped to 37,998 (median income is 

roughly the same, when accounting for inflation). (U.S. Census, 2023) When Coalfield 

Development was launched (partially using abandoned office and storage space in the Urlings 

Building, no less) there were three active coal mines in the county, which combined accounted 

for the largest non-governmental employer in the county. By 2016, all three mines had closed.    

The primary employers then and now are county government, the Board of Education, 

and Wal-Mart. Wayne County is primarily rural—Wayne has one of the few downtown 

districts—and is comprised of small businesses, the county courthouse, the county Board of 

Education, three churches, and single family residences. The town of Wayne had a population of 

1,413 as of the 2010 census. As of 2021, somewhat remarkably, this number has increased to 

1,441. (U.S. Census, 2021) The extent to which this project has contributed to a population 

increase is hard to precisely understand. Further research is needed to help do so. It warrants 

pointing out how remarkable this population increase is given the broader county has lost more 

than 3,000 people since 2015.   

The land on which the Urlings building sits was donated by Abraham Trout, overseer of 

the county “Poor Farm,” for use as the county seat. The downtown district is historically dubbed 

as Trout’s Hill, and today is widely referred to as “The Hill,” where most services reside; these 

include the library, post office, a drug store, a community center, and a small park with walking 

trails and fishing spots along Twelvepole Creek.  

The building was constructed in 1920. Samuel J. Vinson first used the building as a car 

dealership. Using cutting-edge technology of the era, Vinson sold Model T motor cars through 

the Wayne Ford Motor Company. The iconic Model T vehicles were shipped on crates in several 
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large pieces, then assembled in the basement of the three-story building. They were finally 

brought up top for display on the ground floor showroom. 

In October of 1921, a fire destroyed the Wayne County Courthouse, which sat adjacent 

from Vinson’s dealership. This left county employees without a place to work. The Wayne 

County Commission, Circuit Judge, County Clerk, and Circuit Clerk moved in with Vinson and 

continued conducting administrative functions and court hearings while the current-day Wayne 

County Courthouse was built. Vinson eventually closed the Wayne Ford Motor Company, and 

the space changed hands as was leased to several businesses for retail space. 

Robert Urling purchased the building from Vinson in 1952, converting it to the Urlings 

Department Store and hosting ten rental units on the third floor. It’s been know as “Urlings” ever 

since. Interestingly, during renovations, these ten rooms were uncovered, revealing their original 

design. Each room was very small (barely larger than a closet). Each had its own fireplace. None 

had a bathroom. The quality of the units was questionable, most likely built for transitory 

workers. But it’s notable that the original building design was, in fact, mixed-use.   

Urlings Department Store was very popular with the people of Wayne County—many of 

Wayne’s senior residents still hold fond memories of shopping its aisles. “I remember Christmas 

shopping there,” is a common refrain. Or, “I bought my first pair of shoes there.” Or, “We used 

to get sodas there every day after school.” The store served a wide-variety of local shopping 

needs: clothes, groceries, medicines, hygiene care, cleaning products etc. The basement, where 

Model T’s once were assembled, served as storage space.  

Urlings Department Store closed its doors in 1982, trading spaces with a Dollar General 

store, which stayed in business until relocating to the Wayne Wal-Mart Plaza in 2006. What once 
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was a proud staple of a vibrant downtown as now an eye-sore, a safety hazard, and a drain on the 

community. Following decades of retail use, the building was donated to the Catholic Charities 

of West Virginia and served as food and clothing pantry. This final reincarnation was short 

lived—the building soon became vacant and began its decay. Like so many other locally owned 

businesses throughout rural America, big-box stores were a death knell. In short order, the 

building was broken in to, it’s copper wires and pipes stripped, it’s façade graffitied. A building 

that had been utilized and loved by the community for over 90 years was now a major liability. 

Most assumed the only recourse was complete demolition.   

In 2009, the Wayne County Commission formed a brand-new housing authority. This 

was in response to citizen concern with the quality of local housing, the unavailability of 

affordable housing for low-income people, and frustration with having to drive more than 90 

minutes for housing voucher applications in another county. The housing authority was very, 

very small compared to an urban agency. However, one of its first major projects was taking on 

the redevelopment of the Old Urlings General Store. The group’s board decided to do so because 

of the building’s strategic location on the courthouse square, in honor of local resident’s 

attachment to the historic structure, and (more simply) because it was for sale (at a price of only 

$40,000). Coalfield Development, which was only in its infancy at the time, was named Project 

Developer.   

 The first move was to genuinely engage the local community in the planning and 

visioning process. We facilitated a community “charrette.” This proved a seminal point in the 

predevelopment process. Charrettes provide project participants, stakeholders and community 

members with the opportunity to be involved in project design and to have their voices heard. 

Coalfield was awarded a $5,000 grant through Enterprise Community Partners to hold a design 
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charrette. During the charrette held at the Wayne United Methodist Church, key stakeholders 

gathered with the project architects to produce a conceptual sketch of the revitalization design. 

Community members literally drew on blueprints alongside architects. According to project 

architect Michael Mills, “These stakeholders included community members, funders and 

politicians whose opinions shaped the early design and showcased what was important to the 

community.” (Jones and Dennison, 2015) Charrettes also buy participants into the project and 

help to maintain their support as development continues. This is not a design handed to them for 

a big firm from out of town. This is a project community members have literally helped design.  

During the Urlings charrette, architect Mills Group used criteria set forth by Enterprise 

Green Communities (EGC) to have the project certified under its Green Communities Criteria. 

EGC is a national nonprofit housing advocate whose mission is to “to create opportunity for low- 

and moderate-income people through affordable housing in diverse, thriving communities” 

(EGC, 2016). To achieve Enterprise Green Communities Certification, all projects must achieve 

compliance with the Criteria’s mandatory measures applicable to that construction type. 

Preserving an existing structure (as Urlings was) and locating in walkable locales (remember all 

the services already present on “The Hill”) are two strengths of the project, according to EGC 

criteria. Increasingly, preservation is celebrated by environmental interests, in large part because 

of the significant “embodied energy” present in existing structures and the high cost of waste 

associated with removing all of that energy to a landfill. As Frey et al (2012) find: “Building 

reuse almost always yields fewer environmental impacts than new construction when comparing 

buildings of similar size and functionality.” (p. 1)   

Here is a more detailed summary of events and impact emanating from the charrette as 

reported by Jones and Dennison (2015):  
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“More than twenty local residents attended. Participants were asked, “What’s missing in 

town? What could fill a community need, a community gap that’s not currently filled?” 

Many good ideas were shared, but a strong consensus emerged that a coffee shop would 

be highly valuable. “There’s no place to sit down and have a meeting or work on your 

laptop,” said one local citizen.” Another younger participant explained, “there’s really 

nowhere to just hangout.” It was decided then and there that a coffee shop would be part 

of the redevelopment plans.  

Because of the depth of genuine community engagement of this project, there was 

not the kind of NIMBYism (“Not In My Back Yard”) that often comes with affordable 

housing development. In fact, it was the opposite. The project became a rallying point for 

the community, a tangible sign of hope for a better future. Also, and importantly, this 

project was part of broader revitalization plans initiated by the county commission and 

including 8 other community or economic development entities. The Urlings General 

Store Project represents the fruition of several goals and visions that were put forward in 

strategic planning organized by the Wayne County Commission. Urlings was not a stand-

alone project, but rather the foundation for the broader vision of revitalization in Wayne 

County.” (p. 11) 

Unfortunately, some resentment of the project would emerge over time. Some of the 

tenants eventually occupying the housing units would struggle with addiction and mental health, 

causing nuisances for neighbors from time to time. One of the businesses in the project would 

fail. And some of the “green” components would not perform as promised. Still, on balance, the 

project has produced enormously positive outcomes for the community and support amongst the 

citizenry has remained mostly positive.  
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Throughout the development, and as a result of this project, strong community 

partnerships were established that remain active and continue to benefit CED in the town to this 

day. Four local organizations call the Urlings Building headquarters: Wayne County Family 

Resource Network, Wayne County Economic Development Authority, Housing Authority of 

Wayne County, and the local 4H club (which uses the basement to 

practice competitive target shooting). The building has become a 

true community resource hub, which would not have been possible 

without such in-depth community engagement.     

Perhaps the greatest benefit of all is the fact the project was 

constructed using entirely local crews. Particular emphasis was placed allowing inexperienced or 

low-income workers to learn new skills on the project. This was achieved through the 

organization’s 33-6-3 on-the-job training model. Coalfield Development’s former Chief 

Operations Officer Chase Thomas explains:  

“The building became like a learning lab for our 

construction trainees. They were able to learn modern, green insulation techniques, solar 

water heater insulation, learned how to plumb, learned sustainable deconstruction on the 

front end, and learned how to do elaborate structural work. Those are skills that have 

produced something wonderful for the community but yet they’ve picked up skills that 

will help them for the rest of their lives, and they’ll always be proud. It’s not just some 

classroom exam they took; they can show their grandkids and say “I built that,” so there’s 

value in that. They’re learning, but they’re not just learning in the classroom. That was 

really the best moment at the ribbon cutting, when all the crew members came up. 

Everyone realized “wow, these are local young adults.” It’s also changed the game in 

33-6-3 Crew Member Josh 

Napier works on Urlings - 2013 
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green construction [in Wayne]. Just those solar water heaters on the roof have generated 

conversation about green construction.” (Thomas interview, 2017)   

Again, the project had many green design elements. Construction on the Urlings building 

marked the first time Wayne County had seen a construction project so dedicated to green design 

and sustainable construction practices. By choosing a deconstruction strategy instead of a 

demolition strategy for the interior “gutting” of the dilapidated building, Coalfield crews 

deconstructed the interior piece by piece, then re-selling the materials to an interior designer 

from Brooklyn. Coalfield was able to pioneer a new commercial market for the community, a 

market which has only grown since. Resale of deconstructed materials from various Wayne 

County structures continues, contributing to job creation and economic growth. More than a 

dozen new green construction technologies were introduced to the community for the first time 

including solar water heaters, blown-in insulation, and bamboo flooring. The Urlings project was 

able to facilitate community conversation about environmental sustainability and modernization 

of construction skill-sets. In the end, the project achieved full compliance with the nationally 

recognized Enterprise Green Communities Criteria. (Enterprise Community Partners, 2020)   

Another important outcome of the Urlings General Store project was economic 

development. The project attracted just over $800,000 in financing and funding (from seven 

different sources). Using the U.S. Economic Development Administration’s standard multiplier 

effect for construction projects (1.2498) would mean the project generated a $999,840 overall 

economic effect for the Town of Wayne. The new jobs created, according to the wages multiplier 

accepted by U.S. EDA of 1.4229, would mean the local economy realized an additional positive 

impact of at least 17 new jobs supported in the community. Crew Chief Larry Endicott reports a 
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sincere commitment to sourcing locally: “We were at Kenny Queen Hardware weekly,” he says. 

“And all sub-contractors were from the area.” (Endicott Interview, 2023)   

Raising funds for such a complex project was challenging. Sometimes the various 

sources of funding seemed in tension or at odds with one another. By sticking with the process 

and coming through successfully, Coalfield increased its capacity considerably, leading to 

dozens of future developments. Coalfield was even able to expand its financing options via non-

traditional fundraising 

approaches, completing its 

first-ever successful 

crowdfunding campaign that 

raised $12,000 for Trout’s Hill 

Coffee Shop through the 

online “Kickstarter” crowd-funding platform.   

The commercial component of the project was qualitatively reported by local residents to 

be the more transformational aspect as compared to housing. As improvements were made to the 

Urlings building, several adjacent property owners began reinvesting in their properties as well.  

Because of its key location right on the courthouse square, this project became a catalyst for 

additional redevelopment around its corners. Since the completion of the renovation, three other 

buildings within 200 yards of Urlings have reinvested in major property improvements. A fourth 

dilapidated building has been demolished. And three new small businesses have opened.  

Of course, the project encountered many challenges and set-backs, too. From the date of 

that first important charrette, it took Coalfield Development five years to get the project funded 

and complete construction. This caused many community members to lose faith in the project, 
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worrying it was “yet another broken promise.” Several state agencies that could have (and should 

have) been allies actually worked against the project by withholding funding and throwing up 

regulatory hurdles. Sure enough, one cause for withholding funds was the ineligibility of 

commercial development.  

The initial project budget was just over $740,000. The total project budget, after four 

years of development, topped $1.3 million. Seven different funding sources were needed to get 

the project across the finish line. Project financials are attached for review.  

Worst of all, a 33-6-3 crew member was seriously injured on the site (he went on to have 

a full recovery). But Coalfield Development and its partners persevered. The result, still today, is 

a highly visible and important community asset. As of November 29, 2021 the housing units 

were fully occupied, two paying commercial tenants were in the office space, and a new coffee 

shop is prospering.    

The success of the Urlings Project prompted great interest from other nearby towns. We 

have now completed a mixed-use, downtown revitalization project in Hamlin, Lincoln County 

with a USDA housing property and an old doctor’s office serving as the anchor. Many residents 

were born in the building or know family who were born there. In Matewan, we’re leveraging 

tourism potential to revitalize three buildings in the historic district. In Logan, we’re converting 

an historic supplies and grocery store (and, more recently, coal mining academy) into a business 

development center. In early 2022, construction began on the restoration of the old Fort Gay 

High School in the Town of Ft. Gay. This will include eight units of affordable housing upstairs 

and a new town government center downstairs, as well as additional commercial space. The 

mixed-use, mixed-income nature of these projects is key to their effectiveness generating 

opportunity for rural people and supporting new markets for the region. Our projects are always 
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part of a deep and genuine community engagement process, and they are designed to fit into and 

leverage broader community development plans. Combined, these projects have directly created 

at least $6 million in local economic activity. Upon full completion, that number will rise to $22 

million. This is before even applying multiplier effects.   

    

 

Final case study note: find a full project budget in Appendix B.   

4.3.2 Summarizing the Pros and Cons of Mixed-Used Development (and re-development) in 

Rural Appalachia  

Table 30 Pros and Cons of Community Revitalization Approach 

Pros Cons 

Greater multiplier effects  More expensive, upfront 

Broader community revitalization – 

connection to broader planning processes  

Environmental contaminants  

Deeper sense of place and meaning Regulatory complexity   

Increased civic involvement  Unproven market demand (greater financial 

risk)  

Walkability (better land-use integration)  Greater construction costs, per square foot 

Proximity to services  May not fit neatly into existing regulatory 

structures (less efficient to regulate) 

Proximity to jobs and opportunity  May not fit neatly into existing 

funding/financing structures (less efficient to 

fund/finance) 

Urlings in dilapidated state upon 

acquisition - 2010 

Urlings design charrette sketch- 

2011 

Urlings upon completion of 

renovation- 2014 
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Preservation of embodied energy   

Less construction waste   

Lower carbon footprint   

Less stigma  

Greater leveraged investment   

Attraction of new businesses and new 

investment  

 

Increased local tax revenue   

 

4.4 A New Program Design for Rural Real Estate Revitalization in Central Appalachia  

Program Design  

4.4.1 Several Key Program-Design Principles Defining Our Approach 

Genuine Community Engagement  

We place great value on the engagement process. It begins early, and it continues even past 

the end of construction. This keeps us in touch with community needs, avails us to many insights 

from community perspectives, and protects us from potentially detrimental local politics and 

NIMBY dynamics.  

Good Design  

 Granted, we have never had as much money as we actually needed to fulfill the full 

visions jointly developed with the community. Nevertheless, we do not cut corners or dishonor 

our communities, tenants, and partners with shoddy or cheap designs. We push ourselves to be 

creative and innovative in our designs and developments to the point communities can point to 

our properties as top assets and icons in their place.  

Creative Placemaking  
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 We honor the distinctiveness of place, and we put local people in the lead of shaping that 

distinctiveness. To do so, we often incorporate the arts as a tool for bringing conversations alive, 

illustrating community vision, and enhancing designs.  

Mixed-Use 

 As discussed extensively above, we view mixed-use approaches as doing more to spur 

broad CED outcomes, as opposed to siloed, single-use developments. While this sometimes 

complicates the project in the short-term, we find it almost always improves the community 

impact in the long-run.   

Mixed-Income 

 Similarly, we value bringing a diverse array of people together in community. Diversity 

in income levels is an often taboo subject, but an important one. It is not fair for low-income 

people to get isolated away from services, jobs, and recreation. An intentional effort to welcome 

mixed-incomes is necessary for equitable project outcomes.  

Social Enterprise 

Incubating and investing in social enterprises is a core capability of this organization. 

Remember, as Gronbjerg (2001) finds, development organizations in distressed communities 

often must create demand, not just supply to meet it. Social enterprises are a unique way for 

achieving such a difficult task.   

Phasing 

 Rarely do these projects have all the funding needed for total renovation. Nearly every 

project Coalfield Development has taken on required multiples phases of completion. This is 

stressful for code enforcement officers, tenants, and funders alike. But it’s what it takes to get the 

job done.  
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Patience  

 Building off the need for phasing, these projects take years, not months. The fastest 

we’ve completed a project greater than 5,000 square feet is six years. We’re working to 

accelerate that pace, but the delays are usually tied to a lack of funding. Extreme patience is 

needed for successfully completing these ambition, impactful projects.   

Stacking and Blending Multiple Funding Sources 

 In service mixed-use, mixed-income purposes, these projects almost always require a mix 

of various funding and financing sources. While it’s rare our projects can become viable on only 

borrowed financing (which require monthly payments with interest), we also avoid projects 

which are 100%-grant depending as we find them to lack any degree of viability. As the program 

design will exhibit, it’s crucial development teams have or develop robust financial analysis 

skill-sets to assemble Source and Uses, Pro-Formas, and other crucial analyses to inform 

decision making.  

Embracing Environmental Sustainability 

Relating to vision for a new Appalachian economy, embracing environmental 

sustainability is important for several reasons. These projects are more than just construction 

projects, they are economic development catalysts. They are opportunities for modeling a more 

just post-coal economy in the region. And they are opportunities for introducing new climate-

resilient technologies and approaches. In addition to the market-shaping opportunities, good 

design and energy efficiency can help reduce utility-costs for low-income tenants.   

Embracing of Historic Preservation  

Historic preservation and creative placemaking often compliment one another. Honoring 

community culture and identity is a value of this organization and a means of building trust and 
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relationships in places. Often resulting in unique and inspiring aesthetics, historic preservation is 

a way of creating compelling spaces which foster learning, growing, convening and attract 

additional investment.  

Being Willing to Create Demand (not just try and meet it)  

 This means we are not doing the easy project in the thriving, growing markets. We are 

purposefully contributing to CED in areas that need it most. Extreme creativity and persistence is 

needed for this approach. It’s inherently, necessarily risky. But it’s what is needed for renewal in 

disinvested, extracted places.  

Non-Profit Developer Role  

Working with private developers is not out of the question. However, as a non-profit 

ourselves, we much prefer working with non-profits developers. Ideally, they are locally led. 

Often we play the role of non-profit developer, but not always. Developer fees (usually 10-15%) 

are an important source of earned revenue for CDCs.  

In-House General Contracting Opportunities  

 In many instances, these projects are the biggest economic activity in a town for quite 

some time. It’s important such opportunities create value for local, marginalized people first 

before benefits other outside interests. One of the most unique aspects of Coalfield 

Development’s real estate approach is the fact we are a licensed General Contractor (GC) and 

use our 33-6-3 model to hire local people for the projects we create. This is enormously valuable 

to the local economy and helps build a new workforce for the future. If this component of our 

model cannot be included in a certain project, it reduces the value of that project to our 

organization. 
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 This “in house” GC approach is incentivized in some places and dis-incentivized in 

others. For example, U.S. EDA explicitly disallows it on projects EDA funds. HUD’s “Section 

3” program is supposed to do just this, but has largely failed at doing so. Included in the law 

which created HUD as an agency in 1968, Section 3 was enacted to:  

“Ensure that economic opportunities generated by Federal financial assistance for 

housing and community development programs are, to the greatest extent feasible, 

directed toward low- and very low-income persons, particularly those who receive 

government assistance for housing.  Section 3 applies to training or employment arising 

in connection with HUD-funded housing rehabilitation, housing construction, or other 

public construction projects, and any contracting opportunities arising in connection with 

both public housing and other Section 3 projects.  These opportunities are, to the greatest 

extent feasible, required to be given to low- and very low-income persons and business 

concerns that provide economic opportunities to low- or very low-income persons.” 

(HUD, Section 3, 2023)  

 Austin and Gerent (2009) find only 20% of HUD-funded projects even report on Section 

3 at all (despite technically being required to do so). And of these 20% many submitted lists of 

activities which are not actually compliant. While under-utilized (or un-utilized, more 

commonly), they still find great potential in the spirit of the program. They find that President 

Obama’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) alone could have created more 

than 67,000 jobs for low-income people had Section 3 been fully implemented. Reforming, 

improving, and enforcing Section 3 is a long-term policy and advocacy goal. But non-profit 

developers, in the meantime, can and must do more to create opportunities for low-income 

people in the place where these projects are under-taken.  
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4.4.2 Real Estate Project Selection 

Many project opportunities present themselves. It is probably not an overreaction to say 

every single Appalachian community has buildings or properties needing revitalized. Therefore, 

it’s important we remain judicious in selecting when and where to proceed. In doing so, the 

following rubric helps guide our decisions:  

Table 31 Real Estate Project Selection Criteria 

Criteria Rubric Weight 

Project Financial Viability  • Project has pre-leases 

signed  

• Robust market 

analysis completed 

(including community 

partners)  

• 15 year pro-forma 

shows profitability  

20 

Potential for Advancing 

P2AD Success with 

employees (both for 

construction crews and 

enterprises occupying 

completed space)   

• Project is part of 

broader community 

revitalization plan  

• Multiple local 

partners who share 

P2AD values 

• Connects to on-the-

job training goals of 

Coalfield  

20 

Need Capacity Gap • Community has 

suffered from 

disinvestment  

• Community suffers 

from dilapidation and 

vacancy  

15 

Key Partnerships in Place • Strong buy-in 

exhibited through 

active partnership 

• Proximity to 

community services 

(especially health and 

transportation) 

• Volunteers involved 

• Community meeting 

attendance strong  

10 
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Systems Change Potential  • Project fits in to 

region-wide systems 

change  

• Project fits goals of 

region-wide partners 

and funders  

10 

Innovation/Creativity of Idea  • Project is truly new 

and different 

• Project brings various 

components together 

in new ways 

• Project introduces 

new approach, 

technology, or service 

not currently present  

10 

Potential for Leverage/Joint 

Fundraising and Leasing   
• Clear funding 

pathway 

• Ability to “stack” 

funding sources 

• Ability to carry 

traditional 

debt/financing  

10 

Longevity Potential of 

Idea/Commitment of Team 
• Resilience of the 

Project (according to 

triple bottom line)  

• Physical resilience of 

the property 

(according to Capital 

Needs Assessments)  

5 

TOTAL SCORE  Out of 100 Possible Points  
 

4.4.3 Justification for Selection Criteria  

Project Financial Viability  

 This involves the short-term ability of the project to raise funding but also the long-term 

revenue-generating and operational potential of the building. Sources and Uses as well as a 15-

20 year pro-forma the vital financials tools for making such judgements. Another reason this 

scores higher here than for other capabilities is the shear size and magnitude of funding involved. 

A risky implementation of a $25,000 grant might fail, but the costs of $25,000 of cash and 
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opportunity. The stakes get much bigger on a $10 million capital project. Thorough inspections 

of the building’s conditions are important too. Historic preservation is important, and/but some 

buildings really are too far gone for safe, reasonable affordable revitalization.  

Potential for Advancing P2AD Success with Employees (both for construction crews and 

enterprises occupying completed space)   

Again, in the full spirit of HUD Section 3, and in alignment with Coalfield’s vision and 

mission, these projects need to generate economic opportunities for those most in need of them. 

While this in-house “GC” approach is fairly unique (though not exclusively) to Coalfield, it has 

merit for any project, even if not in our exact 33-6-3 form.  

Need/Capacity Gap 

Need is not weighted quite as heavily as in the previous two sections (relating to non-

profit capacity building, social enterprise investment, and job training). This is because the scale 

of cash required for real estate projects is quite high, and almost always necessitates debt. Failure 

to cover debt service can sink an entire project (and thus all of the enterprise and training 

happening at that site). Therefore, financial viability is of the utmost importance. And yet, having 

shared that cautionary note, it is not the only important factor. Need stills scores high. Indeed, the 

mission of community revitalization would be entirely lost if it wasn’t.  

Key Partnerships in Place 

 In the spirit of developing truly community-based projects, this factor ranks highly. In 

some ways, it’s tempting to take on projects alone and not complicate them with multiple 

partners. For a time, this approach moves quicker and easier. But over time, using construction 
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project to build local capacity and improve local conditions is more impactful. Moreover, 

creative placemaking requires local leadership and ownership.  

Systems Change Potential  

 One building in one small town means a lot to that community, but it can also mean a lot 

to the broader region if it is linked with broader systems-change movements. Again, these are 

more than just construction projects. Revitalization efforts are opportunities for sparking broader 

changes in the community and beyond. Because they are so visible, construction projects create 

lots of buzz. Leveraging this excitement to drive deeper conversations about economic 

diversification, environmental sustainability, equity, and community identity is a profound 

opening for potentially huge long-term impact.  

Innovation/Creativity of Idea  

 In creating new demand, better approaches and true innovations are highly valuable. In 

the disinvested communities we serve, a purely market-based, traditional concept is unlikely to 

succeed. Creativity amongst local partners, developers, contractors, tenants, and community 

members is a must. There is also intrinsic value to creativity in these projects. A scan of 

WVHDF LIHTC projects reveals many of them to look very similar, nearly identical in some 

instances. Localized variety and character is important for larger CED goals.   

Potential for Leverage/Joint Fundraising and Leasing   

 Ideally, our one organization is not taking on all the risk of the project. It’s almost always 

the case that multiple funders and financiers are needed for the project to succeed. If local 

partners are actively fundraising to fill these gaps, then that increases the attractiveness of the 
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project for us (or whomever the lead developer is). If a project is incapable of carrying any debt, 

that then raises serious questions about the viability of it.  

Longevity Potential of Idea/Commitment of Team 

 Local, proximate leaders need heavily, genuinely invested in the project. Otherwise, 

millions can get spent for a building that will fall back into disrepair for lack of good 

management. We do not do project to communities. We do not do projects for communities. We 

do project with communities.   

4.4.4. Development Process  

The Urlings Case Study helps establish a model process. The events comprising the entirety 

of the Urlings General Store Project have been spread out, at times intermittently, over a 12-year 

period of successes and failures. While events specific to the property itself happened over a span 

of about six years, it is important to include the complete history in order to put the full scope of 

the project into perspective.  

 

▪ July 2010 – Housing Authority of Wayne County (HAWC) begins site assessment; 

Brandon Dennison begins as Intern  

▪ Aug 2010 – West Virginia Affordable (WVAHTF) predevelopment grant awarded - 

$10,000 

▪ Aug 2010 – Marshall University Brownfields Assistance Center assists Coalfield to 

complete Phase 1  

Environmental Review and Asbestos Test of Urlings Building property 

▪ Nov 2010 – HAWC purchases Urlings Building 

▪ December 2010 – HAWC receives American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

funding for Neighborhood Stabilization, sets aside program income towards Urlings 

project (approx. $200,000) – funds held by state Development Office 

▪ April 2011 - $700,000 grant written to HUD Rural Innovation Program denied 

▪ July 2011 – Building cleanout by volunteers 

▪ Sept 2011 – Charrette grant approved by Enterprise Community Partners Green 

Communities for $15,000  

▪ Oct 2011 – Charrette held at Wayne United Methodist Church – highly successful  

▪ Nov 2011 – Conceptual design released to public 

▪ Dec 2011 – FHLB awards $250,000 to project 
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▪ Jan 2022 – State pass-through agency for Neighborhood Stabilization Program 

(NSP), WV Development Office, disapproves use of NSP program income dollars for 

Urlings   

▪ Mar 2012 – Coalfield becomes registered “Community Housing Development 

Organization” (CHDO) with HUD  

▪ April 2012 – Coalfield launches 33-6-3 On-Job-Training program  

▪ July 2012 – HUD HOME $ committed in the amount of $236,000 

▪ Nov 2012 – Entire interior of building is deconstructed by QJI crews using single 30 

yard dumpster, salvaged material is sold to NYC designer   

▪ April 2013 – $150,000 awarded by WVAHTF 

▪ June 2013 – HAWC acquires loan to fill funding gap, commercial portion of project 

put on hold 

▪ July 2013 – Construction bidding process begins; bids come in WAY OVER 

projected budgets   

▪ Aug 2013 – Construction on Urlings Building begins  

▪ Sept 2013 – Additional funding sought for electrical overruns  

▪ Dec 2013 – Harsh winter causes major delays 

▪ Jan 2014 – Additional $50,000 awarded by HOME; United Bank provides 

construction financing  

▪ May 2014 – 33-6-3 trainees realize plumbing needs entirely redone 

▪ June 2014 – 33-6-3 crew member severely injured on site; Coalfield loses workers 

comp policy and forced to enter very expensive “high risk” pool with new out-of-

state provider   

▪ Sept 2104 – Rooftop solar water heaters installed, sparks community interest  

▪ Nov 20, 2014 – Ribbon cutting ceremony for housing portion of project  

▪ Jan, 2015 – Community Works in West Virginia makes a low-interest loan for the 

commercial portion of the building  

▪ Marsh 2015 – renovation on three adjacent properties begin  

▪ May 2015 – Successful Kickstarter campaign for $12,000 to fund commercial portion 

of project  

▪ Oct 2015 – Full residential occupancy  

▪ March 2015 – HAWC closes on CWWV loan to complete commercial portion 

▪ April 2016 – Coalfield begins buildout of Trout’s Hill Coffee Shop 

▪ Summer 2016 – Trout’s Hill Coffee Shop opens to public 

▪ Summer 2016 – Housing Authority, Economic Development Authority, Family 

Resource Network, and 4H club all begin leasing space; Urlings established as 

community development hub 

▪ Fall 2018 – Coffee Shop fails; closes doors  

▪ 2020 – COVID causes property finances to run in deficit  

▪ 2021 – HAWC becomes insolvent  

▪ 2022 – Coalfield acquire Urlings, begins emergency repairs  

▪ 2022 – local entrepreneurs open Twelvepole Trading Post Coffee and Retail Shop 

▪ 2023 – full occupancy again achieved; finances stabilize   
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Before any physical site or construction work is initiated, a significant amount of work is 

needed. This is the “predevelopment” phase. This includes and may not be limited to assessing 

the building site, designating development team members, seeking out and taking bids from 

architects and general/subcontractors, community charrettes and other community events, and 

financial analysis.  

To show the importance of conceptual processes throughout the various phases of a project, 

the following is presented as an aid in the design of a comprehensive development framework for 

other community revitalization projects. Your project may not require all of these phases, and the 

examples provided may not satisfy all project needs.  

Property Assessment 

 

• Location and Previous Uses 

• Property Size and On-site Structures 

• Existing Ownership and Financing 

• Mapping and Legal Issues 

• Public Permits and Regulations 

• Existing zoning vs. needed zoning (other needed approvals)  

• Environmental Assessment (Phase 1 and 2) 

• Utility Services 

• Site Access and Transportation 

• Public Services and Amenities in Relation to Site 

• Other Features and Issues 

 

Land Assessment 

 

• Topography 

• Drainage 

• Floodplains, wetlands, marshes 

• Soils 

 

Building Assessment  

 

• Site and Exterior Storage Space 
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• On- and off-site parking 

• Recreation and play space 

• Building Size and Layout 

• Adaptability of space: can be reconfigured if desired 

• Building Public Spaces and Accessibility 

• Overall Interior Quality and Conditions 

• Mechanical, Plumbing and Electrical Systems (MEP) 

• Environmental Issues 

-Sources of environmental issues: lead paint, asbestos, underground storage tanks, etc. 

• Building Exterior and Envelope 

• Public Permits and Regulations 

• Considerations for Occupied Buildings 

-Number, household size, incomes of existing residents, need for special adaptions 

(wheelchair access, other Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliant measures) 

-Existing rent roll 

-Number of occupied and vacant units 

-If non-residential tenants: identify lease terms, rent 

 

 

Development Team Members 

Pulling off projects of this magnitude takes many committed, creative minds and hearts. 

A strong team with complementary skills and persistent spirits is needed. Some team-members 

are on the payroll of the developer organization. Others are contracted. But all must work 

together. This list is comprised of team members potentially required to initiate, guide and 

complete a real estate development project. Not every project will utilize all of these members, 

and one person/firm can play more than one role: 

 

Design and Engineering 

• Architect 

• Engineers: structural, electrical, civil, landscape traffic, HVAC 

• Surveyor 

• Appraiser  

• Environmental specialists: environmental consultant, tester (lead paint, asbestos, etc.) 

• Sub-surface specialists: geotechnical engineer, geologist, soils tester, archeologist 

• Historic consultant 
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• Green building consultant 

• Utility analyst 

• Conservation consultant, wetlands analyst 

• Code consultant 

• Interior Designer  

 

Construction  

• Cost estimator 

• Owner’s construction representative, Clerk of the Works  

• Construction manager 

• General contractor 

• Abatement or remediation expert 

• Adaptive Reuse specialist  

• Safety Coordinator  

• Trainer  

 

Financing and Financial Analysis  

• Financial analyst  

• Grant writer 

• Development Consultant 

• Business Partners, Including Limited Partners 

• Project accountant 

• Insurance consultant, insurance specialist 

• Financiers: tax credit syndicators, investors 

 

Legal  

• Project attorney 

• Tax credit attorney 

• Public permitting attorney 

• Title analyst 

 

Market and Marketing 

• Market analyst 

• Rent-up specialist 

• Residential real estate broker 

• Commercial real estate broker 

• Graphic / web designer, marketing materials 

 

Community / Resident Relations and Support 
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• Community organizer, community liaison 

• Relocation specialist 

• Resident services specialist / coordinator 

• Service providers 

 

Property and Asset Management 

• Property manager 

• Asset manager 

• Maintenance crew 

 

Selecting an Architect 

Building projects are complex, expensive and time consuming undertakings where success 

depends on critical decision making. Mistakes are costly and hold potential for lengthy delays. The 

development process matters—the hiring of an architect is strongly encouraged and is typically an 

investment in project success. Architects provide third-party guidance, verifications, and 

inspections. They use their comprehensive project analysis to design a building that meets current 

and future needs. Architects use their expertise to balance several building factors: function (what 

the building provides); aesthetics (how the building looks); economics (budget); technology 

(building construction / service provision). For the Urlings Project, we selected Mills Group, PLLC 

out of Morgantown, WV. Importantly, architects and engineers are selected through and RFQ 

(Request for Qualifications) as opposed to an RFP (Request for Proposals) process. Therefore, cost 

is not the main consideration, but rather the quality of work.  

Design Charrette Agenda 
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Charrettes provide an exciting opportunity for involvement from and with stakeholders and 

community members. Coalfield was awarded a $15,000 grant through Enterprise Community 

Partners to hold a design charrette— a pivotal event which several project partners discuss as a 

“real turning point” for the project. 

During the charrette held at Wayne 

United Methodist Church, key 

stakeholders gathered with the project 

architects in order to produce a 

conceptual sketch of the final design. 

According to Mills Group’s Michael Mills, 

“These stakeholders included community members, funders and politicians whose opinions 

shaped the early design and showcased what was important to the community.”  

Charrettes also buy participants into the project and help to maintain their support as 

development continues. Following the charrette, a conceptual drawing of the building was 

presented. Participants had requested affordable housing space, commercial space and had insisted 

that a coffee shop be included in the building, as there was no place in Wayne to congregate and 

grab a cup of coffee. The initial drawings included five affordable housing units and space for a 

coffee shop and offices.  

Sources and Uses Spreadsheet  

Usually, in completing the conceptual drawing, the A/E team also prepares initial cost 

estimates. From these estimates, the development team can then begin building out a financial 

model for the project including potential sources of funding for the initial designs and the 

corresponding uses of those funds. Grant-writers then build their applications around these 

Urlings General Store Design Charrette Conceptual  
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projects. Ideally, this analysis will specifically list which parts of the work are funded by which 

sources.  

Pro Forma 

The most commonly reviewed and discussed piece of financial analysis is the pro-forma. 

Without a realistic and thorough pro-forma funding is unlikely to earn approval for your project. 

This spreadsheet takes the longest view of any project planning tool. It spreads the operating cost 

of the completed project over a 15 – 30 year period. Pro forma is a key decision-making tool—if 

a project is not legitimately viable over a 15 year period, than it is not responsible to move forward 

with that project.  

Lease Agreements 

Lease agreements should be thorough, well-thought out, and mutually agreeable between 

lessor and lessee. Ideally, pre-lease agreements will be in place prior to completion of construction 

to avoid lag time which gives funders and investors much confidence in the viability of the project. 

Subsidized housing complicates leasing arrangements since annual reporting on tenant incomes 

and economic conditions are required.  

 

4.5 Evaluation Design for Real Estate Revitalization Projects  

As opposed to the first three sections of this dissertation, I propose for this section a 

summative evaluation rather than a formative one. As opposed to human or workforce 

development (which is on-going over the course of a career) or even business/social-enterprise 

development (which is ongoing over the course of a business’s growth trajectory), a construction 

project has a fairly clear beginning and end. With much higher capital outlays, and all at once, a 

formative assessment is needed to justify the large expenses. Here, I propose a two-step 
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evaluation process. In an additional variance from the other sections, I recommend a third-party 

quantitative evaluation of real estate projects.    

Both as a go/no-go pre-project decision-making tool and as a post-project evaluator of 

impact, a cost-benefit analysis (CBA) is a helpful tool. As step one of the real-estate evaluation 

process, I recommend a full CBA tableau. The exact numbers will differ by project, but I 

recommend the following stakeholders, benefits, transfers, and costs:  

Table 32 Cost Benefit Framework for Real Estate Projects 

   

Training 

Participants 

Nonprofit 

Developer  Tenants  

State of 

WV 

Local 

Community 

Federal 

Govt.   TOTALS  

Benefits                

Social Benefit          

Site 

Productivity             

Economic 

Multiplier             

Environmental 

Benefit         

New Business 

Activity         

Increased 

Visitors        

Transfers              

Wages            

Business 

Taxes             
Property Taxes            

Income Taxes            

Worker Public 

Assistance            
Costs               

Worker 

Leisure             

Construction 

Expenses         
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Direct 

Expenditures           
Admin. Costs             
Environmental 

Impact         

Tenant Rents         

Maintenance         

TOTAL       TOTAL  

 

Step 2: Evaluating How Well our Project is Doing and Weighing if We’ll Continue Investing or 

Cut Losses:  

Table 33 Evaluation Criteria for Real Estate Projects 

Criteria Weight 

Trending Toward Profit 15 

33-6-3 Compliance and 

Retention 

15 

SROI Proven (multiplier)  15 

Promises to Partners Kept 15 

Systems Change 

Contributions Made/Market 

Shaping 

10 

Innovation/Creativity 

Exhibited  

10 

New Businesses and/or 

Partnerships Started or 

Strengthened   

10 

Decisions Made with Long-

Term Interests of Community 

at Core 

5 

Environmental Sustainability  5 

TOTAL SCORE  

 

Trending Toward Profit 

After a project has been completed and occupied for a full year is a good time to begin 

full and thorough assessment. It’s also enough time to gauge the financial performance of a 

property. It’s expected lease-up can take several months after construction is completed. 

Remember, as compared to other capabilities of Coalfield Development and organizations like it, 

there is less room for error in real-estate development finance. Some patience is usually 
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warranted, especially when projects are undertaken in highly distressed communities. However, 

debt serve must get covered, and health maintenance reserve must get built-up.12   

P2AD Compliance and Retention 

 Construction project can be, and should be, more than just construction projects. They 

should be hitched with broader empowerment efforts. These efforts can start locally with 

workforce development, on-site training, and small-business development. Local, unionized sub-

contracting deserves priority. Local people deserve first rights of refusal on available positions, 

assuming they are qualified. This has been the spirit of HUD’s Section 3 program for decades, 

but this spirit has not been lived up to. Coalfield’s 33-6-3 model is strong and proven effective. 

However, there are other models. The specifics are less important than the genuine commitment 

and intentionality of using construction projects for the benefits of local community members 

and local workers.  

SROI Proven (multiplier)  

 In addition to purely financial analyses, evaluators should assess other forms of value. 

Similar to the social enterprise section, these real estate projects may well show a strong social 

return on investment (SROI) in addition to a financial return. For example, Coalfield 

Development has been able to verify drops in crime rates, rises in property values, and new 

business activity as a result of its projects. Again, a third-party, quantitative multiplier 

assessment is recommended.  

 
12 Another approach could use the “8 Forms of Community Wealth” described in the Preface of this dissertation. 
That would involve less clear-cut calculations, but would capture broader “profits” generated. If a group takes this 
approach, I would recommend doing it in addition to a purely financial analysis, and not in stead of. This is because 
of the high financial risks o real-estate projects.  
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Promises to Partners Kept 

 CED is first and foremost about trust and relationships. This trust (and these projects) 

takes a long time to build up. They can get torn down much quicker. Constant attention to 

community perspective and input is needed. If a firm commitment is made to the community, 

accountability to those promises is a must. Throughout the development process, developers 

indeed make many promises. Each promise needs written down and tracked. And it should go 

without saying that making a promise should be done with judiciousness and caution.  

Systems Change Contributions Made/Market Shaping  

 One project in one town only affects so many people. It’s impact, in this sense, is capped. 

If the project can tie into and advance a bigger, systematic purpose, then a greater impact 

becomes possible. The Urlings project, for example, tied in the “just transition” movement and 

advocated for more federal resources in coal communities. It advanced workforce development 

by using 33-6-3. Urlings advanced economic diversification through its support and incubation 

of a new businesses. It achieved greater collective community impact by incorporating other 

local community organizations and becoming a resource hub. It was used as an argument for 

more mixed-use, mixed-income development to visiting state officials. And it became a green 

construction lab, introducing new environmentally sustainable technology to the community for 

the first time.  

Innovation/Creativity Exhibited  

 To many, real-estate and construction are traditional and straightforward industries. But it 

is an industry in need of innovation, especially in the rural areas under consideration here. The 

designs are not so straightforward when dealing with historic structures. The financials are not so 
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clear when having to create new demand. The financing quickly gets complicated when multiple 

purposes are planned. Creativity is needed.  

 Innovation is needed, too. Cost curves, zoning, building codes, and many other aspects of 

real estate are, in many instances, outdated or ineffective. Designs are stale. Quality of life is not 

prioritized. New approaches can hopefully transform the industry.  

 Finally, it’s important to incorporate creative placemaking wherever possible. This helps 

improve quality of life and strengthen CED outcomes. Creative placemaking also helps honor 

local culture and incorporate cultural assets which establish not only shelter, but a sense of home 

and a sense of place.  

New Businesses and/or Partnerships Started or Strengthened   

 A mixed-use project isn’t mixed use if there aren’t businesses involved. Successful 

projects, according to this model, require private capital and business involvement. Otherwise, 

low-income people living in the housing portion of the property are cut off from economic 

opportunity.  

 Similarly, CED isn’t CED without genuine community involvement. Process matters a 

great deal in these types of projects. And community engagement is not something to take 

lightly. And yet community engagement is only the beginning; it should lead to new, improved, 

or strengthened local partnerships. For the partnerships outlast the project itself.  

Decisions Made with Long-Term Interests of Community at Core 

 The overall point of these projects is improving the well-being of community members 

and affecting the long-term trajectory of the community for good. This is the “north star” 
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objective. Contributions to community well-being are the ultimate bottom-line for whether the 

project was a success or not. Whether such benefits are long-term or transitory is an additional 

layer of analysis that’s needed. Sometimes, a rushed project seems great in the short-term but 

becomes a liability over the long-term (if, for example, corners are cut or the quality of the 

building deteriorates rapidly or the design does not enhance local quality of life or business 

development). Most financial pro-formas in real estate stretch out at least 20 years. Community 

developers must prepare for their impact analyses to stretch out over similar decades-long 

periods of time.   

Environmental Sustainability  

 As a triple-bottom-line initiative, an evaluation is incomplete until it assesses the 

environmental impact along side the social and financial impact. Carbon off-sets, reuse, and 

embodied energy preserved are several key metrics warranting consideration.  

Final Scoring  

 As part of this summative evaluation process, projects are finally assessed as such:  

Project Score  Assessment  

>90 Meets expectations  

80-89 Needs improvement  

70-79 Fails to meet expectations  

<70 Failed project  
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4.5 Additional Research Needed and Conclusion  

Barasch (2020) powerfully explains, “When taking stock of an abandoned building, we 

are given a chance to make things right, to fix the injustices of the past – if only on a single site, 

in a particular location. We are given the chance to redefine who decides what a space should 

and can be. And if the stars align, we might just reclaim it as our own.” (p. 11) He goes on to 

argue: “Buildings, be they grand or weird or beautiful or innovative, tell us about who we are 

and what we value, as a society and as community.” (p. 15) He goes on to articulate the energy, 

vitality, spirit, and beauty imbued in such structures. He defines a “natural impulse” to preserve 

such buildings, but is also realistic about how difficult this preservation will inevitably prove:  

 “But sometimes, an individual, an organization, or a government entity turns an inspired 

transformational idea into a viable proposal. This step is not easily taken. It requires 

considerable curiosity and focus, and a profound understanding of the original structure, 

its history, and current contextual constraints. It requires comprehensive insight into any 

local, political perspectives on the structure, and on the intended purpose of the 

reimagined space. It necessitates building a community of supporters, slowly growing a 

circle of key stakeholders who firmly believe that the project should move ahead.” (p. 67)  

“What matters most,” Barasch feels, “. . . is an indescribable, and perhaps entirely 

subjective, sense of magic and nostalgia.” (p. 107) He makes a surprising tie to military history: 

“When a band of invaders conquered a new territory, it transformed old temples in its own 

image. So it goes today, even when developers would not consider themselves invaders.” (p. 

107) Community development is an opportunity to tap a unique place’s magic. It is an 

opportunity to makes things right, or, at least, more right than they have been. Few places in 

North America have experienced as much injustice as the coalfields of West Virginia. Mixed-
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used, mixed-income revitalization is one viable pathway towards restoring justice in this broken 

yet beautiful and resilient place.  

4.5.2 Additional research needed  

 Much of the existing literature deals with for-profit real-estate development. There is a 

growing body of work on affordable housing development. But research on mixed-use, mixed-

income development (especially in rural settings) is rare. Much more is needed. Specifically, 

more research is needed in the following realms:  

• Quantitative cost-benefit-analyses of mixed-use, mixed-income projects.  

• Multiplier effect studies on mixed-use, mixed-income developments.  

• Comparing real-estate development challenges in rural versus urban areas.  

• Regression analysis of factors contributing to project success versus project failure.  

• Regression analysis of community conditions potentially making these type projects more 

or less likely to succeed.  

• Critique of existing real-estate related policies, and recommendations for improvements 

to enhance mixed-use, mixed-income development.  

• Comparisons of non-profit versus for-profit developed properties over both the short, 

medium, and long-term.  

• Additional case studies of these type projects.  
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Appendix A  

(from “Urlings General Store project: case study and project workbook” by Dylan Jones and 

Brandon Dennison, 2015)  

Urlings is not the only project in West Virginia of this scale and magnitude—other nonprofit 

community and real estate developers have accomplished similar and successful revitalization 

projects in other small, rural communities. While these projects are similar in many ways, they 

contain lessons unique to each case. The following projects have been included to showcase the 

revitalization movement. 

 

 
 

Delmonte Marketplace | Woodlands Redevelopment Group 

 

The Delmonte Marketplace building in downtown Elkins, West Virginia, recently enjoyed a highly 

successful revitalization under the vision of Woodlands Redevelopment Group. Dave Clark led 

the initiative to transform Delmonte from an eyesore into a thriving market for the local 

community.  

 

While Woodlands borrowed money for installation of basic infrastructure, it also leveraged its own 

assets to make the initial investment for the project’s buildout. Recognizing the importance of 

community support, Clark and Woodlands worked to partner up with other organizations and local 

businesses in Elkins.  

 

Like the Urlings building, the dilapidated Delmonte building sat vacant in downtown Elkins.  

Speaking to the structure before Woodlands brought it back to life, Clark said, “It’s been a big, 

vacant eye sore in the middle of town.” Also similar to Urlings, Woodlands made an effort to build 

community buy-in with a charrette and ribbon cutting ceremony.  

 

An eye sore no more, the revitalized market has been so successful that the local woman who now 

runs it is ready to expand. “Everybody raves about it,” Clark said. “She’s already ready to expand, 

so I think we hit a nerve there. It’s something people locally are looking at and we see more interest 

in reinvestment for these properties in the future.” 
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Interview with Dave Clark 

Woodlands Development Group 

 

Coalfield sat down with Dave Clark, executive director of Woodlands Development Group 

(Woodlands) based in Elkins, West Virginia. With Clark at the helm, Woodlands recently 

completed a successful revitalization of the Delmonte Market (DM) building in downtown Elkins. 

At the time of publication, Woodlands was also in the midst of revitalizing the Sunshine Building 

(SB) in downtown Philippi, West Virginia. Similar to the Urlings General Store Project, the 

Delmonte project involved the renovation of a dilapidated prominent downtown building. This 

success of this project was contingent upon securing funding, community buy-in, and maintaining 

occupancy upon project completion.  

 
 

Why is this project significant? 

 

“[DM] is significant because it’s a very prominent building right in the center of downtown Elkins; 

it’s adjacent to tourist destinations; it’s really the lynch pin between tourist developments in 

downtown. It’s been a big, vacant eye sore in the middle of town.” 

 

What elements contributed to the project’s success? 

 

“There was a lot of excitement to see something go in there, and we took advantage of the 

AmeriCorps program we have here; we had member who was able to devote resources to the 

project. Woodlands rehabbed the first floor and put in a seasonal market and staffed it until a local 

woman took over, so having a key local partner who was willing to push it forward. With 

Woodlands, by virtue of the fact that we’ve been around, we have property and assets and equity 

and were able to leverage them. Trying to do this as a start up without anything to leverage would 

be very tough.” 

 

What elements, if any, contributed to hold ups? 

 

“Funding. These projects are always really tight. We need some type of subsidy to make it work 

with the build out, even a small layer is critical. [West Virginia] doesn’t offer much, and tax 

assessments don’t really work in our favor a lot of times, so it’s a challenge. That’s why we’re 

very excited about the Historic Tax Credit. It’s small scale, but it’s enough to make the numbers 

come together. We’ll barely break even, but we will break even at the end. Any time you’re 

rehabbing a building, you can’t anticipate all the problems that pop up. [DM] was nice as a blank 

slate, it was already completely gutted and ready to rehab. With [SB], we’re still discovering new 

things every day.” 
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What were the biggest barriers to project completion? 

 

“Funding, by far. That’s why all these empty buildings are sitting around, they’re not viable in a 

traditional or conventional sense. We have to figure out creative financing to make investors 

comfortable going forward.” 

 

How were those barriers overcome? 

 

“We simply used our own equity with [DM]. We were able to utilize some of our money to get 

things launched, as a result we have success in place, and the next stages of financing are easier 

with more people to invest. Initially, we came up with our own money, and worked with a strong 

local partner who really wanted to make it work and was very accommodating during the process.”  

 

What was the biggest success? 

 

“A functioning market—everybody raves about it. She’s already ready to expand, so I think we 

hit a nerve there. It’s something people locally are looking at and we see more interest in 

reinvestment for these properties in the future. There’s so much enthusiasm about rehabbing these 

old buildings. Getting support has been easy and we work closely with Mainstreet programs.” 

 

Biggest lesson learned? 

 

“A small investment can make a significant difference. In the grand scheme, our investment was 

relatively small; it’s shown me there are many different ways to approach these projects. The 

approach to the development, the risk tolerance, and your goals really drive how you approach 

projects.” 

 

What was the development timeline? 

 

“[DM] was vacant… up to 2014. Our build was building out the first floor, a basic build with a 

thirty-day construction process. The initial seasonal market took about another four months. The 

whole thing has taken close to 20 years while changing hands between nonprofits.” 

 

How did you involve the community? 

 

“[With DM], we did traditional ribbon cutting and outreach. We had advisory groups put together; 

hosted an open charrette. An essential idea for the marketing team was the charrette. There was 

enthusiasm there; this is one out of ten different charrettes we’ve had around public buildings. The 

charrette is important, but having the foundation pieces involved from the very beginning is also 

important.” 
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Did you have community buy-in? 

 

“Absolutely, in both cases [with DM and SB]. I’ve learned it’s good to share the ideas, but not 

always good to talk about the financial realities. What people want to see in the building and what 

they’re willing to pay for are often two different things. The lesson learned is that it’s more about 

getting support for overall redevelopment and not asking specific questions about commercial 

uses.” 

 

What were public perceptions of the project? 

 

We’ve received nothing but rave reviews for the most part, but there are always some naysayers 

who don’t believe in historical revitalization, although we’ve had a huge amount of public support. 

I think the biggest flack we’re getting is not being able to move fast enough. It’s been so successful 

that people want to see more of it.” 

 

How was your project funded? 

 

“[With DM], the initial steps were funded through the State Historic Preservation Office and 

Department of Transportation funding. Non-traditional lending was involved prior to our 

involvement, but we just used our own assets to make investment in the minimal buildout.” 

 

Biggest funding lesson learned? 

 

“Understanding that redevelopment of old buildings can take a couple paths: it can be a piecemeal 

approach or an all-at-once approach, which gets the building renovated quickly, but both paths can 

really work.” 

 

What advice would you give to organizations looking to fund similar projects? 

 

“It’s crucial understanding the whole financial assessment of the project. It’s critical in 

communicating to whoever the funder is… you have to demonstrate that you understand what 

you’re talking about. Having a compelling vision is critical, but it’s not enough. You also have to 

be able to communicate the financial plan.” 

 

 

 

 

What advice would you give to organizations doing similar projects? 
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“Talk to other people for sure. Go out there and get down in the weeds and figure it out. Talk to 

other groups that are doing this. We’re eager to share and see more of this going on. If we had had 

another group to help us understand the basics, we could have moved this thing along a lot faster. 

I think the biggest thing is that people need to recognize that there is a significant amount of risk 

involved… someone’s gonna be signing for a loan. Who in your community is willing to take on 

that risk? Many groups are in no position to take on a loan; I think the days of 100% grant-funded 

projects are pretty much gone. It’s all gonna involve some kind of financing or loan in the end, 

and this should be part of the discussion early on. West Virginia is doing a great job organizing 

communities and identifying goals, but hasn’t been able to take that next leap into 

implementation.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

553 
 

McDowell County Teacher’s Village | Warrior Creek Development Corporation 

 

The McDowell County Teacher’s Village is a unique project undertaken by Craig Snow and Jack 

Schreiner of Warrior Creek Development Corporation. The Teacher’s Village, which began 

conceptually in May of 2015, is designed to be a haven for teachers to live in a supportive, 

communal environment while they embark on the difficult task of reforming McDowell County’s 

broken education system. 

 

Snow arrived in McDowell County nearly six years ago, where he was originally focused on 

helping low income families improve basic housing with critical weatherization needs. At the time, 

Snow was utilizing teams of volunteers from outside McDowell, and found himself pondering if 

what they were doing was really helping people. “That’s our desire,” Snow said, “but are we 

helping? Or, could we possibly be hurting?”  

 

While the families they served had safer, dryer homes, Snow wondered if there had been any actual 

change in those lives.  Snow found that he didn’t see that change. “I don’t wanna keep doing this; 

I’m not minimizing the value of providing safe homes, but I didn’t wanna contribute to building a 

society of entitlement,” he said.  

 

When Snow came across Coalfield’s QJI program and 3-6-33 model, he saw value and wanted to 

replicate it in McDowell County. Warrior Creek developed its own version of the QJI, and hired 

its first two crew members. He started listening to the community to find the greatest needs so 

Warrior Creek could engage in the best project to bring about social impact. Snow continually 

heard about difficulties in recruiting and retention of quality teachers. He found his answer when 

the link was made between the teacher drought and the lack of quality housing available to those 

essential educators. 

 

“We decided we would create housing for teachers,” Snow said. “My background has allowed me 

to live in communities of like-minded people, it’s something dynamic and when it’s done in a 

healthy way, it can be supportive.” The concept of a grouping of buildings only rented to teachers 

began with the acquisition of two abandoned homes that were barely salvageable. “If they hadn’t 

been rescued, they would have been beyond the feasibility of rehabbing them,” Snow said. 

 

The Teacher’s Village is now acquiring additional land to build a duplex, and Snow’s enthusiasm 

continues. “If we can deliver these homes, it starts contributing to the revenue stream; this puts us 

on the map,” he said. “If we can demonstrate we can create housing that can be rented, we can 

measure the growth, hopefully we can continue to be around in the future.”  
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Interview with Craig Snow 

Warrior Creek Development Corporation 

 

Coalfield spoke with Craig Snow, executive director of Warrior Creek Development Corpoation, 

who spearheaded the development of the McDowell County Teacher’s Village project alongside 

partner Jack Schriener. This project is similar to the Urlings project in its use community 

engagement and OJT trainees, modeled after Coalfield’s QJI program. 

 
 

Describe your involvement in your organization’s project. 

“As with starting a new initiative, it started with ideas on a whiteboard, and then I started running 

those ideas by people in conversation to see what stuck. I’ve been involved with every aspect of 

it. I started with [Jack Schriener] from New Hampshire who’s been working with me. It was great 

to have partner in this, like Chase [Thomas] with Brandon [Dennison], to bounce ideas and 

strategize together. When we launched it, I went ahead and asked for a contractor’s license, so I’ve 

been on a steep learning curve learning how to develop a social enterprise and how to learn the 

language. It’s intimidating to come into place where systems have been in place and you’re trying 

to understand them.” 

Why is this project significant?  

“I want to come into a community that I’ve grown to love and just be a small piece of looking at 

new possibilities. I have never touched a community that has been so illed and intoxicated by 

hopelessness. I would like to contribute to bringing fresh eyes and fresh ideas and see what 

possibilities exist. The reason why I chose the name Warrior Creek; before the towns like Welch, 

there was a story of two Indian tribes that used the area for hunting grounds; they got into a fight 

and that fight was so bloody that creek ran red with blood; they named it warrior creek. When the 

coal companies came in, they named the cities as miners cities, but the locals kept calling it Warrior 

Creek. For me, it was reaching back to before the beginning before coal; hopefully that name and 

image can stimulate a fresh beginning in the area.” 

To whom is the project significant, and who does it serve? 

“The QJI foundation is beginning to building hope within the emerging generation. We have two 

men, who are young, but married; we’re starting the impact. The impact right off the bat extends 

even though we only have two employees. With the teachers, every teacher represents the touching 

of 100 children’s lives. Putting six teachers in, we’re impacting 600 students with first two phases 

of the Teacher’s Village.” 
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What elements contributed to the project’s success? 

“I think it starts with our staff attitude. That sets the environment of possibility.  Then, it goes to 

crew member attitudes and the willingness to participate. We haven’t even gotten into 

construction, and there are no less than five to seven people that drop by the job site every week 

who are curious, who are looking for a job, or who are thanking us for what we’re doing.” 

What was the biggest success? 

“I think the biggest success has been the two individuals who are participating in our QJI-style 

program. We’re sharing the idea with community leaders, leaders who didn’t think there would be 

anybody who would be willing to work or be part of the program. [The leader’s] experience has 

been so jaded that not one person encouraged me until I met the principal of the vocational school, 

he was the first encouraging person. They all said “It won’t work in Mcdowell; they’re lazy, on 

drugs, the good ones leave us.” The success has been finding that’s not true; that builds hope in 

us.” 

What was the biggest design challenge? 

“When you want to rehab an abandoned building, it’s always worse than you see when you first 

look at structure. Layers are covering up the true expanse in what needs to happen. In the time that 

it’s taken to save two buildings, we could have framed five new houses. The social payoff is 

enormous. So much has been destroyed by fire and decay here, so people are sentimental. When 

they see a building being restored; when they grew up and saw it was healthy, that means a lot to 

the community. We will continue to go the long road ad rebuild as many structures as we can for 

the social and communal benefit.” 

What is the biggest lesson gleaned from the project? 

“The one that comes quickest to my mind is that if I’m met with obstacles or nay sayers, I’ll just 

do it; that also has developed in me a ‘lone ranger’ mindset. The biggest lesson that I’m learning 

with this social enterprise is that the sustainability of the organization of what we’re doing only 

can be achieved by not going it alone. To my credit, we started without a lot of support; but what 

I’m seeing now, the critical point is that I’ve gotta invest myself in building community 

conversations that will hopefully develop into community support.” 

What one piece of advice would you give to organizations doing similar projects? 

“First thing is to me, the best decision I made was trying to find somebody that was doing 

something that was in my heart, and finding Brandon, who is willing to help me, was to find an 

organization doing something similar. The second part of advice is yes, I can replicate programs, 

but my environment may have different impact forces that I need to listen to. When we replicate 

something, if I use a certain terminology, I won’t be effective. I’ve got to come with ideas and 

concepts, but as we execute, also be mindful of the different cultural and environmental forces that 
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exist between McDowell and Wayne. Find an organization you can learn from and replicate, but 

in execution, don’t just copy it; it may need modification unique to the area that you’re doing it 

in” 

Describe any events to involve the community. 

“What we’ve done is within the first 60 days of starting reconstruction, we invited existing teachers 

to have a teacher’s work day. Some of them said we’d like to help so we created a work day to 

help the project and to strengthen the teacher core.” 

What were public perceptions of the project? 

“Very good. Because we started so quickly after we made our declaration of intention, that really 

helped us because now there’s been a discussion from another very well-known organization doing 

housing. People close to the project understand why there are delays, but people in the street aren’t 

as informed, so when I first started talking about a teacher’s house, they didn’t believe it. Now 

that’s it’s started so quickly, it’s created a lot of good will. I’m very happy and kind of surprised 

by it.” 

What were the biggest issues during the development phase? 

“I would say the development issues of Warrior Creek were too many bold ideas. I communicating 

all my ideas; with the Teacher’s Village, it was securing funding. Local banks didn’t wanna have 

anything to do with me; regional banks even went to private donors to get loan partnerships. That 

was tough, finally it was the last person that said yes. We came close to not being able to do it.” 

How was your project funded? 

“Funding for the Teacher’s Village is with a loan from [Federation of Appalachian Housing 

Enterprises], a non-traditional lender, who raised donations to purchase the property. [FAHE] 

came in and is funding the renovations. Warrior Creek started Warrior Creek Holdings, a for profit 

corporation that is gonna own the real estate and rent it out, if there any profits after servicing the 

loan, that’s gonna help to go back into the nonprofit to fund the salaries of our crew members. 

Renting out the first six units will provide the salary for one crew member.” 

What were the biggest funding barriers faced? 

“The biggest funding barrier was that we are a new organization, so we didn’t have funding history; 

just like an individual going to get a loan if you haven’t established yourself. That was the biggest 

problem.”  
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Biggest funding lesson learned? 

“The lessons I’m learning of trying to fund the nonprofit are I should have never tried to do the 

grant proposals myself because you have to speak a language that resonates with the funders.  I 

think there was one where I came very close to being successful. If I had an experienced grant 

writer, we might have been successful. Grant writing is huge.” 

What advice would you give to organizations looking to fund similar projects? 

“Advice for a funder is if they have the luxury, to allow for more conversation. If funders can enter 

into conversation, I think it will enlarge the amount of viable projects that do get created, because 

I think there are people with good ideas; people with the right timing and the right place to 

implement the ideas who just don’t have a clue on certain key things. Conversation is huge instead 

of just a rejection; to be turning projects on to other possible funders or organizations since we’re 

all trying to do the same thing but we’re playing different roles.” 
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Appendix B – Urlings Financial Pro-Forma (15 years, 4% cost escalator)  

  

Revenue  

  Year 1 Year 5 Year 10 Year 15 

Gross Rental Income 30,000 33,765 39,143 45,378 

Rental Vacancy 2,100 2364 2740 3177 

Effective Gross 

Income 

27,900 31,401 36,403 42,201 

Expenses 

Management Fee 2700 3,159 3,843 4,676 

Administration 2,300 2,691 3,274 3,983 

Utilities 1,300 1,521 1,850 2,251 

Payroll 2,800 3,276 3,985 4,849 

Taxes 0 0 0 0 

Insurance 1,700 1,989 2,420 2,944 

Replacement Reserve 1,500 1,755 2,135 2,598 

Supportive Services 0 0 0 0 

Total Expenses 12,300 14,391 17,507 21,301 

Net Operating Income 15,600 17,010 18,896 20,900 

Debt Service 10,704 10,704 10,704 10,704 

Operating Reserve 

Beginning Balance 

3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 

Operating Reserve 

Deposits 

n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Cumulative Operating 

Reserve 

3,000 3,000 3,000 3,000 
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Conclusion and Next Steps  

C1 Returning to the Research Question 

How can practitioners achieve better community and economic development outcomes in 

central Appalachia, what is the optimal organizational program design for achieving those 

outcomes, and how can we best measure organizational success? This is the guiding research 

question I began with. The answers I have formulated begin and end with community-based 

organizations (CBOs). Moving forward, my hope is other rural practitioners will use this 

dissertation to shape and guide their efforts to build organizational capacity, invest in sustainable 

social enterprises, support workers or prospective workers who face significant barriers to well-

being, and complete community revitalization projects. No one organization alone can achieve 

the kind of large-scale, systemic changes needed in fossil-fuel communities which have been 

extracted from, disinvested and disadvantaged for generations. All three pillars of our economy 

(private, public, and non-profit) are needed for an entire rural region to revitalize and thrive. But 

a robust network of innovative, persistent, and effective CBOs can achieve a greater collective 

impact, and such a network can coordinate and collaborate towards the kinds of systemic 

changes which can change the trajectory of these struggling communities. My greatest hope is 

the research included herein contributes to exactly this kind of work across many different rural 

settings. Additionally, it is my intention to influence public policy around rural development with 

the findings presented. And I hope my small efforts at building knowledge in this space can 

inspire further focus and research on the topics I raise.   

In this dissertation, I have argued CBOs are a crucial vehicle through which effective 

community and economic development (CED) outcomes can materialize for distressed rural 

communities. Yet CBOs do not receive nearly enough funding, policy-focus, or high-level 
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partnership. Technical assistance provided to CBOs is often ineffective, especially in rural 

settings. And systems for measuring CBO effectiveness are inadequate. Despite resource 

constraints, however, it’s more important than ever for rural CBOs to survive, innovate and 

perform. Economic, environmental and cultural disruptions threaten well-being for extractive 

areas in serious, multi-faceted ways. Failure to address the negative effects of these disruptions 

will only deepen the pain and suffering experienced by these communities, potentially accelerate 

the climate change crisis, and worsen the extreme political divides threatening democracy in our 

time.     

Responding to these challenges, I have proposed four organizational capabilities for rural 

CBOs to develop, funders to fund, and policy-makers to incentivize. For each capability I have 

proposed a program design with corresponding program evaluation processes and rubrics. 

Finally, I have proposed additional research related to each of the four organizational capabilities 

put forward. Importantly, an organization serves as the unit of analysis throughout this entire 

dissertation. The units of analysis could have been individuals served, entire communities, or 

entire regions. Given my emphasis on the importance of CBOs, however, it makes sense to focus 

on the organization as the unit of analysis. Organizations can mobilize resources and bridge local 

assets to advance innovative CED strategies. The four organizational capabilities are:  

1) Capacity building for CBOs in Central Appalachia.  

2) Incubating and Investing in Well-Paying Social Enterprises.  

3) Facilitating Personal, Professional and Academic Development for People Facing 

Barriers to Employment.   

4) Advancing, Completing, and/or Managing Community-Based Real-Estate Revitalization 

Projects. 
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C2 Struggling to Define Success  

Throughout the entire dissertation, I wrestle with the definition of success. Often non-

profit “success” is judged by the size and scale of impact, size and scale usually being measured 

by metrics like people served, businesses started, or dollars invested. Given scarce resources 

from funders and demand for philanthropic dollars outstripping supply, there is a clear need for 

evaluative structures which can guide decision-making processes. Of course, successful projects 

deserve funding. Failing projects need re-designed or ended. Yet ensuring fairness in these 

structures is an elusive goal, especially for small rural communities. Defining “success” or 

“failure” is not clear-cut.  

Philanthropy is now heavily influenced by an evaluative construct which emphasizes the 

importance of “impact,” usually defined in numerical terms – “the bigger the better” is the 

underlying assumption. The truth is rural communities can rarely (if ever) win a pure numbers 

argument. A town of 1,400 (such as Wayne, WV) cannot run a job-training program serving 

10,000 people as can an urban program (sometimes in just a single neighborhood). Yet many 

philanthropies have explicit goals of training tens of thousands of people, and therefore never 

give smaller rural programs even initial consideration. Moreover, the kinds of change most 

needed in rural extractive areas are often much less tangible than a total number of people 

trained. Rather, a narrative change or systems change might be needed in the face of extractive 

industry’s domination. Or, perhaps tangible pilot projects, even if small, are most needed in order 

to begin modeling what a more just and sustainable economy can even look like.  

 Concerns about the “numbers game” in rural settings also bring up questions about the 

proper role of the non-profit sector (or “civil society”) to begin with. Non-profits, collectively, 

will never have the financial firepower of the for-profit sector nor the regulatory and taxing 



 

562 
 

power of the governmental sector. Still, most funders define “success” based on numerical 

metrics. Having now spent years embedded in CED work, I have come to find this emphasis on 

numbers misguided. Numbers are important. Answering the question, “How many?” is a rational 

starting point. From there, deeper questions need asked and answered: “What (if anything) has 

changed? And for whom? How lasting or sustainable is that change? Why does that change 

matter? Does the change connect to broader systems or strategic issues?”    

A normative, ideal-type of a “good” non-profit organization seems to have emerged 

amongst funders. These “good” organizations love data and capture a lot of it. They have highly 

educated, professional staff. They embrace aggressive expansion and replication strategies, 

making bold claims about world-changing programs which impact thousands or even millions 

for only a few dollars of cost per participant. This constructed ideal-type needs re-evaluated. It 

needs deconstructed. In its place shouldn’t be one ideal type of organization, but rather an 

openness to the uniqueness of different places, and the need for different kinds of organizations 

in different settings to achieve different versions of success depending on the unique needs of the 

place and its people. Rural, extracted communities should also get a chance to help define 

organizational success.      

Because of the resource constraints which will always exist in the non-profit sector, the 

greatest value created by non-profits will often come in the form of new research and 

development (“r and d”) tested and iterated, new models piloted or old models improved, new 

narratives shaped or old narratives transformed, or new capacity formed in particularly 

disinvested or under-resourced areas not well served by government or business. One non-profit 

is unlikely to impact millions of individuals like a national agency can. At the same time, a 

national agency can’t go deep with an individual in ways a place-based CBO can. The 
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individuals impacted by non-profits are important, even if not great in number. And the value of 

impact on individuals (especially when that impact is deep, long-lasting and benefitting those 

most marginalized by current systems) should get fully measured. But the impact almost always 

extends beyond the individual. And individuals will define success for themselves differently 

from one another. The individuals making up communities will define collective success 

differently as well. This shouldn’t mean we give up trying to measure success in non-profit work. 

It doesn’t mean all interventions are equally valuable just because “Well, we tried.” It should 

mean we look beyond the numbers, understand context, define and capture the change we’re 

seeking to affect, and involve the people getting analyzed as much as possible in the analyzing 

processes.   

When it comes to measuring CBO impact, I find what’s most important is community 

members and participants having the opportunity to define for themselves what success is or is 

not. This is why the program designs and evaluative rubrics put forward herein prioritize unique 

milestones which are set by individuals and communities for themselves by themselves. This 

milestone-setting process is then reinforced with rubrics which I have heavily researched and 

justified. Rubrics create structure and compassionate accountability but are ultimately designed 

as encouraging and supportive rather than punitive or penalizing. Guidance based on research is 

given to participants, but the ultimate definition of success is defined mostly by the individual or 

community, not by the organization, and certainly not by the funder. Staff help navigate 

resources and networks for help, but decision-making belongs to participants for themselves. 

This is important because improvements in well-being, agency and dignity are the definition of 

success we’re seeking. Quantitative data is a good start for understanding if such improvements 

are happening in participant’s lives: jobs created, income increases garnered, new credentials or 
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promotions earned. But qualitative data is vital for getting at the deeper changes we hope to 

support: increased efficacy, improved optimism, empowered vocations.  

C3 Overall Recommendations Moving Forward  

1) Each year, several organizations, entrepreneurs or leaders in other coal communities 

(including some overseas) reach out to Coalfield with an interest in replicating the 

Coalfield model. As Coalfield Development (my primary research “lab” and vehicle for 

applied learning) continues growing and expanding, it should do so in a way which 

remains true to its bottom up, collaborative history and approach. Rather than opening 

offices and launching franchises in other coal communities, Coalfield should use the 

program designs proposed herein to invest in a broad and deep ecosystem of many 

organizations, enterprises, and leaders sharing similar values and approaches. This will 

increase effectiveness for individuals and communities served while also strengthening 

the platform for shaping new narratives, creating better rural policies, and achieving 

greater collective impact towards a truly new and just economy. Important note: while I 

have designed the four capabilities to be synergistic and reinforcing of one another, it is 

not necessarily the case that all four are needed in all instances; it’s important that the 

unique needs and opportunities of each community are addressed and leveraged rather 

than all four capabilities getting exactly replicated in all instances.    

2) Creation of a federal Fossil-Fuel Transition Office to given greater focus to economic 

issues in rural communities disrupted by transitions away from fossil-fuels. Rather than 

becoming a top-heavy traditional agency, this entity should prioritize capacity building 

for CBOs in the affected communities. Capacity building should include operating funds 

for CBOs, as well as in-depth technical assistance modeled after NeighborWorks America 
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out of the affordable housing industry. NeighborWorks is a congressionally charted 

national non-profit which could be the appropriate model for this new Fossil-Fuel 

Transition Office as well.  

3) An examination across all federal programs supposedly involved in capacity building for 

rural communities, and subsequent re-organization. Multiple agencies claim to support 

rural capacity building, but none fully own the issue. Results are therefore diminished. In 

particular, I propose pulling the Rural Development agency out of the United States 

Department of Agriculture and putting it in a more relevant economic development 

department (such as U.S. Economic Development Administration under the Department 

of Commerce). 

4) Greater philanthropic support for CBOs in rural, extractive area, especially including 

general operating grants.  

5) Improved technical assistance for CBOs in rural, extractive area, more aligned with the 

capacity-building program designs put forward in this dissertation. This would be 

towards the goal of dramatically increased capacity amongst rural CBOs. This 

recommendation includes a call for increased resources and funding for such efforts.  

6) Expanded organizational capacity for and execution of social enterprise incubation, 

investment, and scale-up in rural, extractive areas. This recommendation includes a call 

for increased resources and funding for such efforts. 

7) Expanded organizational capacity for and execution of human development (personal, 

professional, and academic) for people in rural, extractive communities. This 

recommendation includes a call for increased resources and funding for such efforts.  
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8) Expanded organizational capacity for and execution of community-based real estate 

development amongst CBOs in rural, extractive communities. This recommendation 

includes a call for increased resources and fundings for such efforts.  

9) For all four capabilities discussed in this dissertation, more research is needed which 

compares and contrasts urban vs. rural dynamics and variables.  

10) For all four capability program designs, greater statistical analysis of the 24 criteria put 

forward in each section of this dissertation is needed. Properly weighting the criteria 

against one another, better measuring their values, and better correlating their relevance 

to performance will improve utilization and effectiveness of the tool. The criteria I’ve 

established are a starting point to be improved upon and iterated. They are meant to be 

dynamic, evolving as organizations and participants learn and develop.  

In addition to shaping future program designs and evaluation by Coalfield Development 

and other rural practitioners, it is also my hope this dissertation will lead to additional research in 

several important areas. Having established comprehensive recommendations, I will now 

summarize the highlights of my findings and program designs in each of the four sections as well 

as the need for additional research illuminated by each section. 

C4 Summary of Findings and Additional Research Needed: Capacity building for CBOs in 

Central Appalachia  

In Section One, I compare and contrast my experience with 11 different capacity building 

and technical assistance programs. I then analyze the unique needs of rural organizations. As 

much of the literature recommends, I do design a logic model upon which future evaluations can 

build. However, in wrestling with what “success” really means for CBOs in rural extractive 

settings, I express appreciation for the value of a “goals-free” evaluation in which surprise 
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variables (both good and bad) can factor in. The logic model can actually constrain the kind of 

participatory, multi-directional learning envisioned by a de-colonized approach to CED.   

New approaches to capacity building are indeed needed in Appalachia and in other rural 

settings. These approaches should be:  

• Long-term in nature. 

• Multi-directional, meaning both the capacity building provider and the capacity building 

organization learn from one another and contribute meaningfully. 

• Including general operating funds for the organization.  

• Flexible and responsive to the actual needs of the organization.  

• Transparent. 

• Participatory and multi-directional. 

• Equitable and accessible for marginalized communities and people of color.   

• Broad and multi-layered (rather than overly technical and narrowly focused). 

• Tailored to the unique needs, circumstances, and external environment of the 

organization.  

• Deep (but flexible) commitment to accountability (in both directions of the capacity-

building relationship).  

• Respecting and leveraging organizational and community culture.  

• Agreed on tangible outcomes to result from the process. 

• Achieving the agreed upon outcomes. 

I propose a program and corresponding evaluation structure for capacity building 

amongst CBOs in central Appalachia. This structure is flexible and tailored to each unique 

community. Success and scale are largely defined by the organization itself, however coaching is 
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provided on the following criteria which are grounded in empirical research and review. The 

criteria begin with what’s necessary to survive, especially in the early days of an organization. 

The criteria then build to what it takes for achieving scale and excellence (allowing for much 

variation in how various organizations or communities might define “scale” or “excellence”):  

Mandatory for Existence  Essential for Excellence and Scale  

Fundraising Acumen/Networking  Diversified Revenue Streams  

Legal Compliance/Grant Management   Risk Mitigation/Audit-Ready  

Financial Accounting/Management and 

Planning  

Staff Performance/Well-being  

Real-time Problem Solving/Conflict 

Resolution 

Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and 

Expectations  

Team/leader Performance and Well-being Adaptability  

Board of Directors Performance   IT Capabilities/Technology  

Strategy/Planning  Strategic Communications/Marketing 

Program Design  Program Improvement/Human-Centered 

Design 

Human Resources/Management Systems  Advanced Data Management  

Storytelling  Succession Planning  

Initial Data Management  Plan for Scale  

Community Engagement/Partnerships  Systems Leadership/Networks  

 

Deeper insights into effective capacity building for rural nonprofits are much needed. 

Specifically, I recommend further research on:  

• A statewide survey of all CBOs, similar to what Wrenn completed in 1998.  

• Comparing the effectiveness of philanthropically-led capacity building versus public-

agency-led efforts.  

• Assessment of which environments (social, political, economic etc.) support capacity 

building and which make it more difficult. 

• Regulatory changes needed to support better capacity building.  

• Financial analysis of the return on investment to foundations and agencies for investing 

in capacity building according to this model (perhaps an SROI analysis, as well).  
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 Today, new federal resources are creating historic opportunities for CED work in  

C5 Summary of Findings and Additional Research Needed: Incubating and Investing in Well-

Paying Social Enterprises  

 In this dissertation, I create a cost-benefit-analysis tableau for comparing the costs and 

benefits of employment social enterprises (ESEs) to state-run workforce development programs. 

Additional research, valuation and analysis is needed for conclusive findings. But enough 

information is gathered to make a strong case for the value of the social enterprise approach.    

I propose a program and corresponding evaluation structure for development amongst 

social enterprises in central Appalachia. The criteria are similar to the CBO themes provided 

above in some ways, but different in other important ways. Some CBOs are social enterprises, 

but not all. Some social enterprises are CBOs, but other are for-profit. Regardless of legal 

structure, social enterprises need market-based revenue strategies for financial sustainability. 

This structure is flexible and tailored to each individual enterprise. Success and scale are largely 

defined by the enterprise itself, however coaching is provided on these criteria which are 

grounded in empirical research and review. The criteria begin with what’s necessary to survive 

as a startup. The criteria then build to what it takes for achieving scale and excellence (allowing 

for much variation in how various enterprises or communities might define “scale” or 

“excellence”): 

Mandatory for Existence  Essential for Excellence and Scale  

Entrepreneurial Mind-Set Operations  

Fundraising Acumen/ Networking  Earned Revenue Streams  

Legal Compliance/Grant or Loan 

Management   

Risk Mitigation / Audit-ready  

Human Resources Development/Management  Team performance / Well-being  

Real-time Problem Solving  Staff Roles, Responsibilities, and 

Expectations  

Leader Performance and Well-being Adaptability (opportunity recognition) 

Conflict Resolution  IT/Technology Capabilities  
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Strategy/Planning  Strategic Communications/Public Relations  

Product Design/Technical Capabilities  Process Improvement/Human-Centered 

Design Thinking  

Pricing and Margin Analysis  Advanced Data Management - SROI 

Storytelling/PR  Succession Planning  

Initial Data Management  Collaboration/ Systems Leadership and 

Market Shaping 

 

Much more research is needed for a better understanding of dynamics affecting and 

affected by social enterprise in rural, extractive settings. Social enterprise is not nearly as 

common in rural areas as urban ones, but it is growing in popularity. As federal resources likely 

ebb from their historic highs during President Biden’s first term, it’s likely social enterprises 

becomes even more prominent as a financial sustainability strategy. Additional research could 

include topics such as:    

• Conditions and environments making successful social entrepreneurship more or less 

likely to succeed.  

• Certain economic sectors where social enterprise might work better than others.  

• Social enterprise contributions to broader systems change. 

• The value of small, locally-based social enterprises versus larger national ones.  

• More precise valuation for well-being of employees staffing social enterprises.  

• The potential for a Prahalad-inspired “bottom-of-the-pyramid” approach in central 

Appalachia; deeper analysis of the pros and cons of such an approach.  

• The effect of social enterprise on local economic competitiveness.  

• The effect of social enterprise on competitiveness between firms.   

• Deeper statistical analysis of labor force participation in central Appalachia: what causes 

it, and what is the true size of the problem, and what interventions can truly make an 

impact on it?  
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C6 Summary of Findings and Additional Research Needed: Facilitating Personal, Professional 

and Academic Development  

 An in-depth case study was completed at multiple Coalfield Development sites where the 

WRAPS and 33-6-3 model is utilized. Overall, the program is found to be remarkably effective, 

albeit it with several opportunities for improvement. This capability, too, involves 24 themes:  

Personal Development 

Themes  

Professional Development 

Themes  

Physical Health  Safety  

Mental/Emotional Health  Respect  

Regulation of Emotion  Follows Instructions  

Life Management  Attitude  

Volition  Promptness and Presence  

Perseverance  Work Quality  

Optimism  Planning  

Integrity and Honesty  Initiative  

Long-Range View Decision 

Making  

Focus  

Life-Long Learning and 

Contributing  

Communication  

Commitment to Inclusion  Teamwork  

Community Leadership and 

Citizenship  

Problem Solving  

 

Additional research is needed to advancing learning in this realm:  

• More in-depth quantitative analysis of existing Coalfield data as well as more data 

collection overall.  

• Deeper analysis of why and how “empathy” was the most commonly cited skill 

developed as a Coalfield crew member. Importantly, Coalfield is intentional about 

cultivating diversity on its work crews, which may impact this dynamic.  

• Assessment and testing of the exact blend between personal, professional, and academic 

development needed for individual to realize maximum efficiency in the program.  
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• Comparative analysis of on-job-training via social enterprises versus short-term, more 

targeted job training programs.  

C7 Summary of Findings and Additional Research Needed: Advancing, Completing, and/or 

Managing Community-Based Real-Estate Revitalization Projects 

 A primary benefit of a real-estate revitalization project is the tangibility of such an 

approach. Community members can physically experience an economic transition through the 

actual space being transformed. In designing such projects, I propose several key aspects of 

program design to consider:  

• Genuine Community Engagement.  

• Good Design.  

• Creative Placemaking.  

• Mixed-Use. 

• Mixed-Income. 

• Social Enterprise. 

• Phasing. 

• Patience. 

• Stacking and Blending Multiple Funding Sources. 

• Embracing Environmental Sustainability.  

• Embracing Historic Preservation.  

• Being Willing to Create Demand (not just try and meet it).  

• Non-profit Developer Role.  

• In-house General Contractor.  
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Much of the existing literature deals with for-profit real-estate development. There is a 

growing body of work on affordable housing development. But research on mixed-use, mixed-

income development (especially in rural settings and when undertaken by non-profit developers) 

is rare. Much more is needed. Specifically, more research is needed in the following realms:  

• Quantitative cost-benefit-analyses of mixed-use, mixed-income projects.  

• Multiplier effect studies on mixed-use, mixed-income developments.  

• Regression analysis of factors contributing to project success versus project failure.  

• Regression analysis of community conditions potentially making these type projects more 

or less likely to succeed.  

• Critique of existing real-estate related policies, and recommendations for improvements 

to enhance mixed-use, mixed-income development.  

• Comparisons of non-profit versus for-profit developed properties over both the short, 

medium, and long-term.  

• Additional case studies of these type projects.  

C8 Looking Ahead  

 People living in rural extractive areas deserve investment and opportunity. Such 

communities have assets which can support a new, more just economy and a more climate 

resilient environment. Unfortunately, these communities are often under-resourced, under-

valued, and under-appreciated. Hopefully, this dissertation can contribute to a better way of 

analyzing programs in rural communities, a more holistic approach to research related to fossil 

fuel and economic transitions, and a more effective strategy for investing in these communities. 

Collectively these efforts build a pathway towards better outcomes driven by CBOs committed 

to the betterment of rural extractive areas. My research has begun and ended with the CBO as the 
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unit of analysis. Of course, there are many other tools and tactics and strategies needed for 

positive change in rural communities. But I find CBOs as both the most under-valued and the 

most effective instruments for effective development in rural, extractive areas. And I remain 

impressed and inspired by the scrappy leaders of these often under-resourced entities. They give 

me great hope for the future of rural development. And they deserve much greater investment 

and support. Community-based problem solvers, working from the ground up, can build the new 

economy in Appalachia and beyond.     
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