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Preface
The Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project was initiated by the Forest Service
and the Bureau of Land Management to respond to several critical issues including, but not limited
to, forest and rangeland health, anadromous fish concerns, terrestrial species viability concerns, and
the recent decline in traditional commodity flows. The charter given to the project was to develop a
scientifically sound, ecosystem-based strategy for managing the lands of the interior Columbia River
basin administered by the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management. The Science Integra-
tion Team was organized to develop a framework for ecosystem management, an assessment of the
socioeconomic and biophysical systems in the basin, and an evaluation of alternative management
strategies. This paper is one in a series of papers developed as background material for the framework,
assessment, or evaluation of alternatives. It provides more detail than was possible to disclose directly
in the primary documents.

The Science Integration Team, although organized functionally, worked hard at integrating the ap-
proaches, analyses, and conclusions. It is the collective effort of team members that provides depth
and understanding to the work of the project. The Science Integration Team leadership included deputy
team leaders Russel Graham and Sylvia Arbelbide; landscape ecology—Wendel Hann, Paul Hessburg,
and Mark Jensen; aquatic—Jim Sedell, Kris Lee, Danny Lee, Jack Williams, Lynn Decker; economic—
Richard Haynes, Amy Horne, and Nick Reyna; social science—Jim Burchfield, Steve McCool, Jon
Bumstead, and Stewart Allen; terrestrial—Bruce Marcot, Kurt Nelson, John Lehmkuhl, Richard
Holthausen, and Randy Hickenbottom; spatial analysis—Becky Gravenmier, John Steffenson, and
Andy Wilson.

Thomas M. Quigley
Editor
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Abstract
Harris, Charles C.; McLaughlin, William; Brown, Greg; Becker, Dennis R. 2000. Rural com-

munities in the inland Northwest: an assessment of small communities in the interior and upper
Columbia River basins. Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-477. Portland, OR: U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station. 120 p. (Quigley, Thomas M., ed.;
Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project: scientific assessment).

An assessment of small rural communities in the interior and upper Columbia River basin was con-
ducted for the Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project (ICBEMP). The characteristics
and conditions of the rural communities in this region, which are complex and constantly changing,
were examined. The research also assessed the resilience of the region’s communities, which was de-
fined as a community’s ability to respond and adapt to change in the most positive, constructive ways
possible for mitigating the impacts of change on the community. The study found that a town’s pop-
ulation size, autonomy, economic diversity, quality of life, and experience with change were all factors
related to the town’s resiliency and the extent to which it was changing and preparing for change.

Keywords: Rural communities, forest communities, resource dependence, community assessment,
ecosystem assessment, social impact assessment, resiliency, Columbia basin.



Research Goal and Premises
The goal of the research described here was to assess the characteristics and conditions of small, rural
communities in the interior and upper Columbia River basin (henceforth, the basin); the basin includes
a lower basin in eastern Washington and Oregon and an upper basin that spans all of Idaho, western
Montana, and western Wyoming. This research was based on several premises:

• The small, rural community is an important scale for social assessment. For most residents of rural
regions such as the study area—even those people living outside the borders of incorporated towns
and cities—the community where they socialize, shop, and perhaps work or go to church becomes
the focus of their social lives.

Social sciences recognize the significance of this scale of social organization. Those sciences  include
sociology, which focuses on social groups, organizations, and communities as primary units of analy-
sis, and for which conflict and cohesion are key forces underlying social change; and anthropology,
which is centered on social groups, communities, subcultures, and sometimes entire cultures, with a
focus on tradition (Machlis and Force 1988; Machlis et al., n.d.). Rural towns are too small to have
neighborhoods, and the only other definable social grouping between individuals and communities is
the sociocultural groups and organizations that often exist within communities. These groups can be
influential in making things happen where they are located, but most of the governmental, civic,
social, and in-frastructure mechanisms function at the community level.

The next highest level of social organization is one of polity: county government. Most data collected
by Federal and state agencies are reported at the county level. Unfortunately, in many places, condi-
tions and changes in conditions at this broader level mask the differences across communities and thus
the impacts of change on their residents; this aggregation problem reflects the reality of the county as
a political entity that, for many residents, may not be a meaningful social grouping and thus a relevant
unit of analysis.

• The characteristics and conditions of small, rural communities in the region are complex and con-
stantly changing. The present study examined the characteristics and conditions of the 387 small,
rural, incorporated communities in the study area, in part with 1990 U.S. census data on those com-
munities and, in part, with indepth, detailed data from a first-quarter 1995 survey of a systematic
random sample of 198 communities. The data from the community self-assessments provide only a
snapshot in time, and the indepth case studies of communities experiencing significant change since
1980 provide information on communities in transition.

• The research also examined the resilience of the region’s communities, which was defined as a
community’s ability to respond and adapt to change in the most positive, constructive ways possible
for mitigating the impacts of change on the community. This concept was developed by the Science
Integration Team of the Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project (ICBEMP).

The resilience of a community is relative, so the study focused on degrees of resilience—the com-
munities can be thought of as representing a continuum from low to high resilience. Also, a
community’s resilience can change over time, depending on changing community conditions. Com-
munities can undergo different stages in their development, and different stages of development can
reoccur, as reflected by the ongoing boom-and-bust cycles of the American West, which results in
different economic mixes and shifts in dominant industries at different times.



• The results on resilience presented here represent two kinds of information: residents’ perceptions
of their communities in 1995, and factual, documented information about community characteris-
tics, such as their population size, actual response to change, and their actual economic structure in
the first quarter of 1995. Both kinds of information are important: both the ways people see and
know their community and believe it to be, and the ways the community actually is, can be impor-
tant factors underlying a community’s development and its responses to change.

Research Methods
Several sets of data were collected for assessing community characteristics and conditions: First, em-
pirical data were gathered for all 387 small, rural, incorporated communities in the interior and upper
Columbia River basin (data available from the Bureau of the Census). Secondly, a random sample of 198
communities was selected (about half of all small rural communities in the region), and 1,350 residents
of these communities completed a community self-assessment workbook. These residents then partici-
pated in community self-assessment workshops to provide data on their community’s current character-
istics and conditions (i.e., community character and attractiveness, social cohesion, civic leadership,
quality of life, business attractiveness, economic diversity and resource dependence, and the commun-
ity’s preparedness for the future). Second, community officials were contacted to provide other docu-
mented or recorded details about each community’s character and conditions (e.g., rate of population
growth, economic changes, school and utility capacities, distance from major transportation routes or
nodes).

A third set of data consisted of profiles of the economic structure of each of the 476 communities
(towns and cities) and census designated places (CDPs) in the basin, based on estimates of the pro-
portion of a town’s total employment attributable to each industrial sector contributing to that town’s
economy. These data, which were developed in collaboration with University of Idaho researchers
specializing in community economics, provided a profile of each community’s economy in terms of
employment and earnings for industries, businesses, and agencies, which were aggregated into 21 major
industrial sectors.

A component of the research also assessed and analyzed the characteristics and experiences of 145
communities in the regions identified as “significant change communities.”  These communities were
indicated as undergoing major change by (1) state economic development officials, agricultural exten-
sion experts, USDA Forest Service forest planners, or economic development coordinators; or (2) U.S.
census population estimates indicating changes of +20 percent since 1980. Collection of data on these
communities focused on identifying the kinds of changes occurring in them, the kinds of community
responses resulting, and the effects or characteristics of all these factors in terms of community condi-
tions, activities, and lifestyles. A sample of 80 of these 145 communities was surveyed, with initial
contacts made with city clerks, who were asked to suggest the name of the person who would have the
greatest knowledge of the changes the town had experienced and its response to them. A structured
telephone interview was then conducted with this representative of the town.

Of these communities, 10 were identified as having already undergone major changes of the kinds most
prevalent in the study area since 1980, and indepth case studies of these communities were conducted to
better understand the major changes influencing them, the impacts of these changes and the community
responses to them.



Finally, a representative survey of residents of Chelan County, in central Washington, was conducted
to assess the opinions and attitudes of one county’s residents about growth and resource management
issues in a rapidly growing county. From 700 questionnaires sent to a sample of residents randomly
selected from local phone books, 222 completed questionnaires were returned, for a response rate of
32 percent. These data provided useful insights into the preferences and concerns of residents in a
county typical of those in the interior West experiencing significant population growth and community
development.

Major Findings
Initial analysis of these data indicated that:

• Small rural communities represent an important scale for gathering and analyzing social data on
human populations. Analysis of the data collected from Chelan County residents confirmed that,
although 38 percent of the county residents lived outside any community, most residents of the
county (79 percent) reported that the city or town where they collect their mail was somewhat or
very important in their lives (Harris 1996a).

• The economies of communities are complex, and citizen perceptions of them differ in accuracy.
When the importance of industries in rural communities were assessed in terms of proportion of
total employment, a complex picture of the economy of the Columbia River basin emerged: har-
vesting and processing (agriculture, timber) were important employers, especially in the smaller
rural towns across the region, with government (Federal and state or local) and travel and tourism
also among the region’s largest employers. The majority (62 percent) of jobs in the average rural
community is in service sectors: not counting government, which provides an average of 21 percent
of all the jobs, they account for 41 percent of all employment in rural towns. A difference is found,
however, between large and small towns in their employment in traditional economic base indus-
tries: the largest towns (over 3,000 in population) had a total of 18 percent of jobs, on average, in
those sectors, and in the smallest towns, those sectors accounted for an average 34 percent of all
jobs.

• The vast majority of rural communities are small (less than 1,500 in population), and a communi-
ty’s population size is significant. Generally, the larger communities in the region tended to be more
resilient; not unexpectedly, those with larger populations tended to have a more developed, exten-
sive infrastructure and workforce to build on. Also, the largest towns tended to have more diversi-
fied economies. These results support the 1993 analysis of the Forest Ecosystem Management
Assessment Team (FEMAT 1993) community assessment, which suggested that communities with
high capacity to adapt tend to be larger communities, and communities less able to adapt tend to
have more limited infrastructure, less economic diversity, less active leadership, more dependence
on nearby communities, and weaker links to centers of political and economic influence.

• The community resilience index indicates the ability of small rural towns to manage change. The
current study found that a small town’s population size is, in fact, the single best characteristic for
predicting its current conditions and likely response to change: larger towns tended to be more eco-
nomically diverse and thus stable. The smaller and less developed a town is, the less vital, attrac-
tive, friendly, and attractive for business it is likely to be perceived to be by its residents. Overall,
the communities perceived to be more vital, attractive, and healthy generally were the larger ones.
The  conclusion here is consistent with the basic premise of the plethora of community develop-
ment handbooks and workshops provided in the 1970s and 1980s: if members of a small rural com-
munity want to “develop” their town, they should work to attract new industries and expand its
economic base (which will indirectly lead to an increase in population).



• Significantly, the findings of both the self-assessment study and the community economic profiles
suggested that the impacts of this improvement extend beyond the economic aspects of community
development, whose significance has long been recognized and is reaffirmed here, to its social ele-
ments as well. More autonomous rural communities and ones larger in population typically repre-
sent a more advanced stage of social and civic development than small ones. The importance for
community vitality of active social groups and civic organizations, increased educational infrastruc-
ture, availability of services, success in obtaining development grants, and greater preparedness for
the future—all of which increase with a town’s size—reflects the benefits that towns with a critical
mass of social capital and infrastructure were more likely to realize. An interesting question for
future research, however, is at what size and level of community development the net benefits of
growth are maximized, beyond which the social costs of further growth begin to exceed its benefits.

• Finally, our assessments of resilience and significant change in communities make clear that change
and resilience to it were found across the various economic types of communities. Interestingly,
towns perceived as timber dominant tended to be farther from an interstate highway and relatively
isolated, but they also tended to be relatively resilient compared to towns in which other industries
were perceived to be dominant. The least resilient communities were those in which farming and
ranching were perceived to be dominant. A complementary finding was that communities that have
changed the most in the last 5 years tended to be more resilient, which was likely due to their
greater experience in coping with change.

Also supporting these results were the findings on population changes in towns smaller than 10,000
where mills manufacturing wood or paper products have closed since 1980: although 52 percent of
these towns declined in population, the populations of an almost equally large proportion (48 percent)
increased. In total, the change in population of small towns in which mills closed was a net increase of
8 percent since 1980.

Communities, nonetheless, were unique in their characteristics and conditions, their experiences of
change, and thus their responses to it. Given that the details of their situations differed, they must be
assessed case by case to understand those details and their role in community change.

• The rates of growth of small rural communities differ across the region, and they are changing in
other diverse ways. The population in the region is continually changing, but with a clear trend
toward growth: U.S. census figures indicate that the population growth between 1988 and 1994 was
12 percent in Idaho, 7 percent in Montana, 8 percent in Oregon, and 9 percent in Washington; the
U.S. population grew only 4 percent during that period. A large majority (70 percent) of the com-
munities across the region reported that they had experienced a moderate to high degree of change
since 1990. The kind of change reported by the largest proportion of Chelan County residents sur-
veyed was growth and population increases, by a 2 to 1 margin (68 percent). Other important
changes included the conversion of agricultural lands to residential and commercial development
(32 percent), an increase in retail stores (26 percent), increased traffic (23 percent) and increased
crime (22 percent). A majority, over 55 percent, was somewhat to extremely concerned about the
overall changes in their community.

• Growth in employment in the region also far exceeded the national rate: employment increased
8 percent nationwide between 1988 and 1994, but it increased 28 percent in Idaho in that same
period and around 17 percent in the other states in the region. Recent changes in communities were
due to a variety of broader economic influences, such as global economic forces, economic diversi-
fication, plant modernization, and industrial downsizing (such as laying off company loggers and
hiring independent loggers, or “gypos,” to reduce the costs of benefit payments).



Some Preliminary Conclusions
• Small rural communities in the Columbia River basin have always been in a process of change and

will continue to be; the idea of community stability is a myth belying such influences as the vola-
tility of markets for timber, mining, and other traditional extractive industries; the actions of private
companies in modernizing or closing plants and periodically laying off or terminating workers; the
decreased supply of timber from National Forests, sometimes due to past inaccuracies in estimates
of existing timber supply, current regeneration, and future sustainability; decreasing employment in
the industries as a result of all these changes; and the rapidly increasing in-migration of new kinds
of workers and residents (retirees, new ethnic groups, etc.) into many of these communities.

• Although closures of mills, mines, and other resource-processing plants can have significant im-
pacts in some communities, past closures have had few effects on other communities. Many mills,
for example, have closed, been sold, been reopened, and been closed again in a series of changes
over past decades that have not always been related to public land management. Community
growth, as indicated by population increases, occurred in many communities that lost mills, but
not in others.

• Rural communities tend to be more resilient (i.e., adaptive to change) than commonly assumed.
Small towns in the Columbia River basin are unique and complex, though, and generalizing about
the kinds of towns that are resilient to change is always contingent on the situation of each. For ex-
ample, many “timber communities” are fairly highly resilient and healthy, especially in comparison
to small ranching and farming communities. With their development of amenities, diversifying eco-
nomies, and population growth, the face of these timber towns already is changing.

Importantly, even though a community’s resources, including its amenities and attractiveness, can be
factors influencing development, a decisive, major determinant of a community’s resilience clearly is its
residents—in particular, the willingness of  residents to take leadership roles, organize, and realize their
community’s potential. Community residents are a central defining element in creating the future of
rural communities.

• New policy initiatives could help small communities cope with the changes facing them, and public
policy analysts could view the role of resilience in one of two alternative ways. The first view is
that, if government resources are to be expended on rural communities, those lowest in resilience—
ranching and farming communities, in particular—are the ones most needing support. An alterna-
tive view is that, in the name of economic efficiency and equity, America should “cut its losses” in
terms of communities that are “on the skids” and losing their human capital. According to this view,
expending any more societal resources on these communities would not be worth the benefits
derived. Rather, government resources would be more effectively used on communities at risk but
that have the potential to benefit from those resources.

• The history of Forest Service commitments and impacts on rural communities has been a contin-
ually evolving process. The nature of this process, changing societal values, the changing Agency
workforce reflecting those values, and the learning occurring within the Agency underscore the
importance of sound forest planning; information such as this research can be important for revising
Forest plans and planning individual projects. It also can be useful for the planning and manage-
ment efforts of the towns themselves and those of the counties and states in which they are located.
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Introduction
The management of natural resources in the
Pacific Northwest has been changing direction in
recent decades. Small rural communities in the
region, many significantly affected by changes in
resource management, also have been changing
dramatically.

Recent signs of change in resource management
have been most evident in renewed efforts to plan
for the region’s spotted owl forests west of the
Cascade Range—a planning process that began
with President Clinton convening a “forest sum-
mit” in 1993 and continued with the preparation
of a scientific assessment for the west-side forests
(Forest Ecosystem Management Assessment
Team [FEMAT] 1993). Based on this scientific
assessment, the USDA Forest Service selected
option 9 as the preferred alternative of its plan
for the Northwest’s forests, and the Agency pre-
sented an analysis of that option in the environ-
mental impact statement (EIS) it conducted for
future forest management for the region’s forests
(USDA Forest Service 1994). A key objective of
the west-side forest plan was to establish and
implement ecosystem management as a dominant
strategy for future management of the region’s
forest resources.

Fundamental to an ecosystem approach are
several assumptions:

• Management priorities will include the pro-
tection and restoration of deteriorated ecosys-
tems, as well as the traditional focus on pro-
viding multiple benefits for people (i.e., a
variety of resource values, products, and ser-
vices) within the capabilities of ecosystems.

• Any analysis of the uses of natural resources,
the relation of these uses with local communi-
ties, and the effects of resource uses on the
natural environment will be conducted at a
landscape scale adequately accounting for the
broad geographic, place-based nature of these
relations and impacts.

• The management process will be an inclusive,
collaborative one having grass-roots support
and build on input from different communities
of place and interest, rather than be a process
that is exclusive and divisive.

• Management decisions will be based on
sound science to ensure that management
activities make use of the best available
scientific data.

Other changes also have had major impacts on
management of the Pacific Northwest’s natural
resources. Forest Service activities increasingly
have focused on noncommodity resource man-
agement (Farnham 1995, Farnham et al. 1995), at
the same time that the amount of timber offered,
sold, and harvested from National Forests has
significantly decreased since the late 1980s
(Farnham and Mohai 1995). Most recently, the
Forest Service has declared a moratorium on road
building in National Forests while it reconsiders
its forest harvesting and road-building policies.
At the same time, heated debate over necessary
steps to restore the region’s wild salmon runs
escalated in the late 1990s, mainly as a result of
an evaluation by the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers on the impacts of breaching four dams on
the Lower Snake River to aid in that restoration
effort. In addition, the in-migration of large num-
bers of people, many of whom are ex-urbanites

Context for the Assessment



2

building homes in forested areas, is increasing the
region’s population and the likelihood of con-
flicts. In light of these changes, a major concern
of affected Federal managers, as well as other
resource managers, industries, and local publics,
has been with the impacts of changing resource
outputs and management priorities on people
living in the region and the small rural communi-
ties located there.

The scope of these impacts and concerns about
them expanded scientifically as well as geo-
graphically when the Interior Columbia Basin
Ecosystem Management Project (ICBEMP), a
multiagency resource-management planning ef-
fort being led by the USDA Forest Service, began
in 1993. This project, unlike the abbreviated
FEMAT assessment, was more comprehensive
and thorough in its assessment of the natural re-
sources and socioeconomic conditions in the
interior and upper Columbia River basin (or the
basin). This region of the interior West, which is
the size of Texas, is comprised of two basins: the
interior Columbia River basin, which extends east
from the Cascade crest across Washington and
Oregon, and the upper Columbia River basin,
which extends east from Idaho’s western border
to the Continental Divide and includes all of
Idaho plus western Montana and Wyoming.

The ICBEMP has produced a broad management
strategy for the region’s public lands, as pre-
scribed in the EIS for that strategy (USDA-FS
and USDI-BLM 1997a, 1997b). That project was
designed to:

• Develop “big-picture” ecosystem management
strategies for restoring forest and rangeland
health while providing sustainable resources
and jobs for people.

• Address broad-scale problems crossing
jurisdictional lines, including providing for
species viability with an ecosystem approach
rather than a species-by-species approach.

• Better protect fish and other species and pro-
vide management needed to reduce ecological
risks in riparian and upland areas.

• Reduce polarization over concerns about
conservation and public land management by
providing a process that encourages interested
and affected parties to cooperate with one
another.

As part of the ICBEMP assessment, the project’s
Social Science Assessment Team recognized the
need to look beyond the characteristics and con-
ditions of ecosystems and natural resources to
consider the situations of people and communi-
ties that are a part of those ecosystems and using
those resources. Accordingly, as part of the social
science assessment, research was started in 1994
to better understand the characteristics and con-
ditions of small, rural communities in the region.

Why the Community
Assessment?

Throughout history, communities and
their residents have been shaped by the
interplay of the forces that cause social
change. The American West, for ex-
ample, is sprinkled with ghost towns
standing as monuments to the power
such forces can exert on communities
and their residents. In the United States,
such changes have traditionally been
viewed as part of the natural course of
things, with the outcomes interpreted as
demonstrations of economic forces that
were beyond anyone’s responsibility to
control.

Branch et al. 1982:5

America’s interior West has experienced changes
that began with the region’s settlement by immi-
grants from the Nation’s coasts and continue
today with a diversity of economic, cultural, and
human migration trends unfolding in the Western
United States. Changes in Federal land manage-
ment practices, such as those being proposed by
the ICBEMP, can affect the physical, cultural,
social, political, legal, economic, and psycholog-
ical nature of the human environment (Gramling
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and Freudenberg 1992). These effects are espe-
cially pronounced in a region—such as the
basin—having a large percentage of Federal land.
Practitioners of social assessment presume that
local, state, and Federal governments have a re-
sponsibility to help minimize the negative effects
of the changes set in motion by social forces and
shifts in land management policy, or at the least,
to assist their citizens in preparing for those
effects.

This report seeks to provide a better understand-
ing of small rural communities in the basin faced
with current and future changes in natural re-
source management. The assessment research ad-
dressed a variety of questions: What is the current
character of communities in the inland Northwest
and northern Rocky Mountains? What are their
most notable attributes and characteristics, and
what are the interrelations among the attributes of
these towns? Do the region’s communities want
to remain largely as they are, or do they seek to
change? What is the capability of communities to
deal with change and prepare themselves for the
future? What makes a community more or less
resilient or adaptive to change? How might the
communities be impacted by changes in the pol-
icy direction of the Forest Service and Bureau of
Land Management (BLM)? How can government
entities ease the transition for these communities
and for the social, political, and cultural groups
that are important components of them?

The Social Impact Assessment
Process in FEMAT
The current assessment was built from the
research conducted for the social science
component of FEMAT (1993). The objectives
of the FEMAT social impact assessment were to:

1. Describe the nature and distribution of the
social values and uses found in the range of
the northern spotted owl (Strix caurina
occidentalis).

2. Describe how these values and uses would be
affected by various management options.

3. Identify how different constituents could be
affected by changes stemming from the
options.

4. Identify opportunities or strategies for dealing
with impacts of these consequences on people
and their communities (FEMAT 1993:5).

The social assessment process conducted by the
FEMAT team included the following components
(1993:6-8):

1. Commissioned papers to obtain expert opin-
ions on various issues having to do with the
potential social impact of the range of Federal
options for the spotted owl forests.

2. An examination of Forest Service and BLM
public involvement records.

3. A survey of county extension agents through-
out the region.

4. Two workshops with government employees
and extension agents from around the region
to assess the relative ability of communities to
deal with possible management options and
other changes in the region.

5. An assessment of the nature and value of
the region’s recreation, scenic, and sub-
sistence values by conducting a number
of information-gathering efforts:

• A survey of BLM and Forest Service offices
to see what information was available on
these values. Recreational opportunities and
visual quality objectives also were assessed,
based on forest and district land-use
allocations.

• A case study of agency representatives from
selected areas, including 2 days spent by
BLM and Forest Service representatives to
map the location and extent of various social
values, with the purpose of assessing how
management options could affect these
values.

• A nominal group exercise, the purpose of
which was to identify barriers and impedi-
ments to integrated resource management
as well as opportunities to overcome those
impediments (FEMAT 1993).

Although the FEMAT team was severely con-
strained by time (only a few months were avail-
able to complete a full impact assessment of the
extensive spotted owl forests), the team later
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wrote, “While acknowledging the limits imposed
by the above constraints, we also want to assert
that this social assessment represents one of the
most significant efforts ever undertaken to ex-
amine the social consequences of federal forest
management”  (FEMAT 1993:5). The present re-
search, which expands on the FEMAT study of
west-side communities, provides a start in gain-
ing greater knowledge in the science and practice
of social assessment.

Why the Focus on Smaller
Communities?
A key premise of a regionwide, landscape-based
assessment, such as that conducted for the
ICBEMP, is that future resource management
should be based on an integrated, multiresource
analysis for promoting management of sustain-
able ecosystems. To realize sustainable manage-
ment, the management region must be large
enough to account for species interdependence,
allow for long-term adaptation and catastrophic
change, and assure the healthy functioning of the
ecosystem at all levels. However, while nature
knows no borders, humans do.

Human activities are conducted at various levels
of scale: units of analysis can be based on dif-
ferent levels of social organization, and everyday
human activities can be based on collectivities,
geography, and political boundaries. Commonly
recognized levels of social organization based
on geography and human activities range from
households to neighborhoods, communities
(towns and cities), counties, multicounty regions,
and states. Historically, bureaucratic, administra-
tive, and political boundaries have been a com-
mon hindrance to confronting the challenges
posed by achieving species conservation and
healthy ecosystems. Regionwide, cross-agency
coordination is critical for providing a consistent
overall direction to communities that reflects
changing priorities and approaches to resource
management.

Although larger scale areas such as watersheds,
ecological provinces, or whole regions may be
important as a basis for ecosystem management,
they may not be the most appropriate level for

conducting social assessment (Krannich et al.
1994). People experience the majority of their
ties to other people, their work, the services they
are provided, and their network of friends and
family at the level of community. Local commu-
nities are more than just a place where people
happen to live; they essentially and fundament-
ally “constitute the fabric of day-to-day life”
(Krannich et al. 1994:48-49). Some analysts sug-
gest that, indeed, the slower pace in rural commu-
nities provides their residents with a fundamental
tie to social norms and traditions. As Branch and
associates write, “The linkages between commu-
nity resources, social organization, and well-
being and the important role communities play
as administrative and participatory units make it
essential that social assessments utilize an ana-
lytic framework that effectively focuses attention
on the community” (Branch et al. 1982:25-26).

The social sciences have long recognized the
significance of the community as a key scale of
social organization: included are sociology’s
focus on social groups, organizations, and com-
munities as primary units of analysis, and on
conflict and cohesion as major forces of change;
and anthropology’s attention to social groups,
communities, subcultures, and sometimes entire
cultures, with a focus on tradition (Machlis and
Force 1988; Machlis et al., n.d.). Given that rural
towns are too small to have neighborhoods, the
only other definable social grouping between
individuals and communities is the sociocultural
groups and organizations that often exist within
communities. Although these groups can be
influential in making things happen where they
are located, most of the governmental, civic,
social, and infrastructure mechanisms function at
the community level. The next highest level of
social organization is one of polity: county gov-
ernment. But the concerns, activities, and impacts
at this level primarily have to do with land-use
regulation and provision of rural services that
lack a social or cultural dimension.

The guidelines and principles for social assess-
ment (hereafter, “guidelines and principles;”
Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and
Principles for Social Impact Assessment 1994)
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make the point that, “just as the biological sec-
tions of EIS’s devote particular attention to
threatened or endangered plant and wildlife spe-
cies, the socioeconomic sections of EIS’s must
devote particular attention to the impacts on
vulnerable segments of the human population”
(1994:4). In the case of analyzing the effects of
Federal land management actions and direction,
the most critical impacts may be to small, rural
communities.

In addition to the centrality of small communities
in the lives of people living in rural areas, rural
communities may be especially vulnerable when
they lack the leadership necessary to weather a
complex set of changes (Israel and Beaulieu
1990). As conditions worsen and resources be-
come more limited, local governments often are
forced to transfer their decisionmaking and be-
come more reliant on state and Federal govern-
ments (Weeks 1990). This may further limit local
initiative and creativity, especially in the face of
economic downturns. In addition, small towns
often lack the economic capacity to outlast down-
turns in a particular industry. They may not have
enough skilled labor available to attract new busi-
ness and compete (Malecki 1988, Power 1994).
Rural communities also often lack adequate basic
infrastructure (e.g., water, sewage), much less the
communications and information infrastructure
important for economic growth (Dillman et al.
1989). As a consequence of all these factors,
the communities also may lack the financial
resources and economic diversity to withstand
changes impacting their economic base.

For all these reasons, rural communities are espe-
cially vulnerable to change. Consequently, the
community of place is an especially important
and relevant level for social assessment. Not all
social scientists agree, however, that the geogra-
phically based community, or community of
place, is always the appropriate level of analysis.
Carroll, for instance, makes the point in FEMAT
(1993) that a community is more than a munic-
ipality; when he refers to community, Carroll
focuses on communities of interest:

groups of people such as Tar Heel shake
and shingle workers, loggers, rural en-
vironmentalists, Native Americans and
ethnic/cultural groups who gather spe-
cial forest products. In many ways, the
attachment these people have to each
other, the land, special places and their
life in common constitutes more of a
sociologically definable community than
the artificial boundaries of many towns.1

In the light of his and other similar concerns, the
FEMAT social scientists suggested a compromise
position (Clark and Stankey 1994:33):

A definition of community has long
troubled scholars, who recognize that
even in specific locations shifting con-
stellations of people comprise different
communities with different purposes (for
example, occupational communities such
as loggers). However, geographic com-
munities are important from an economic
and policy standpoint, especially for
isolated areas whose fortunes are linked
to their location. They also embrace oc-
cupational communities; thus, programs
directed at geographic communities
likely will reach members of occupa-
tional communities and their families
where they live.

In one sense, the present research deals with
some of Carroll’s concerns over the importance
of communities of interest by providing an inclu-
sive process that sought to represent the diversity
of perspectives and subcultures that potentially
can exist within a community. It is not a complete
solution to the problem. Other analyses con-
ducted for the basin assessment focused on the
level of stakeholders and special interest groups.

1 Some early reviews of this process reflected a misunder-
standing of it; they raised the concern that (1) by basing the
assessment on a small sample of a community’s most in-
formed residents, its results would be biased by those who
believed participating would influence the results, and (2)
the snowball sample would result in people “inviting” like-
minded associates to participate.  These concerns were found
to be unfounded, as reflected in the diversity of participants
and their perceptions of their community in each town.
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Nonetheless, the community focus detailed here
represents a wealth of information on the status,
vulnerability, needs, and aspirations of local
communities: the locus of everyday life and the
fabric of our society.

Recent Research Relating to
Communities Dependent on
Forest and Rangeland
Resources
Other studies assessing the social and economic
situations of human populations and addressing
their relation with forests and rangelands have
recently been conducted. They include the work
of Machlis and others (Force and Machlis, n.d.;
Machlis and Force 1988; Machlis et al. n.d.) on
resource-dependent towns and the use of county-
based social indicators for mapping social condi-
tions in the Pacific Northwest, Tarrant’s (1995,
1996) social assessment research for the Appa-
lachian Ecosystem Management Project, and the
focus of Doak and Kusel (1996) on understanding
human populations for the Sierra Ecosystem
Management Project. Although some of these re-
searchers suggest the need for an emphasis on hu-
man conditions at a community level, most have
followed the lead of the FEMAT process and
used secondary data, sometimes from the level of
community groupings and sometimes from the
county level: levels of scale that ironically do not
allow for the kind of indepth analysis of the com-
munity as the unit of analysis that their concep-
tual frameworks call for.

In contrast, Beckley (1998) notes the importance
of the community scale in research that provides
a conceptual framework for understanding the
components of forest dependence that need to be
considered in resource management. The ongoing
work of Carr et al. (1998a, 1998b) is building on
assessments such as Beckley’s and that presented
here, which focus on the importance of communi-
ties and networks among them, with projects that
seek to advance the substantive integration and
consideration of community conditions and
changes in resource management and planning.

Research Goal and Premises
The primary goal of our research was to assess the
characteristics and conditions of small, rural,
geographically based communities in the basin.
Specifically, the communities to be studied were
defined as incorporated towns in the region with
less than 10,000 in population.

The intent of the research was not to assess the
residents’ preferences and attitudes concerning
their community and issues affecting it. These
feelings could well differ among different groups
of residents, including those active, knowledge-
able citizens who are highly involved in the activ-
ities of their community. The research did not
focus on personal feelings and values (as in the
case of preferences and attitudes about various
sides of various issues). Rather, the research
focused on residents’ beliefs about the character-
istics and conditions of their community, and on
providing knowledgeable community residents
with an opportunity to share their information
and perspective on their communities. By obtain-
ing a group assessment of the community’s cur-
rent situation from people representing a variety
of perspectives (via sharing information in the
workshop as described in the chapter, “Method-
ology for Assessing Communities”), the research
process sought to provide a neutral, balanced, and
objective assessment of each community’s char-
acteristics and conditions by those most qualified
to provide it.

The research was based on several other
premises, as well:

• The small, rural community is an important
scale for social assessment.

As noted above, for most residents of rural re-
gions such as the study area (including those
people living well outside the borders of incor-
porated towns and cities), the community where
they pick up their mail, socialize, shop, and per-
haps work or go to church is an important social
and economic focus of their lives. Despite this
reality, most data collected and reported at a local
level are from Federal and state agencies and for
entire counties. Consequently, in many places,
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efforts at the county level to track changing con-
ditions only mask the differences in those condi-
tions in individual communities; thus, the kinds
and degrees of impacts that changing policies
have on local residents are muted. This aggrega-
tion problem reflects the reality of the county as a
political entity that, for many residents, may not
be a meaningful social grouping and thus a rel-
evant unit of analysis.

• The characteristics and conditions of small,
rural communities in the region are complex
and constantly changing and need to be ex-
amined over time.

Our study examined the characteristics and con-
ditions of the 387 small, rural, incorporated com-
munities in the study area, in part with U.S. cen-
sus data for all communities (U.S. Department of
Commerce, Bureau of the Census 1995a, 1995b),
and in part with indepth, 1995 first-quarter data
from a systematic random sample of 198 com-
munities that was collected by the authors. The
census data from past decades provided a basis
for longitudinal analysis of community change
over time, while the community data we collected
provided a unique baseline for future efforts to
track the sociocultural and economic impacts of
the complex forces, both internal and external,
shaping the region’s communities.

• Along with objective, documented, and re-
corded data (e.g., as collected and reported by
the U.S. Bureau of the Census), a process of
community self-assessment is critical.

The assessment of rural communities designed
and conducted for ICBEMP, which collected
these data, followed the recommendations of the
west-side team (e.g., FEMAT 1993, Krannich et
al. 1994): first, that an on-the-ground assessment
of the situation of rural communities across the
region be conducted and, second, that these com-
munities conduct their own self-assessments of
their conditions and characteristics. Accordingly,
the major primary-data collection effort for the
research was a community self-assessment study
that examined a random sample of half of the
region’s 387 rural communities. The results pre-

sented here thus represent two kinds of informa-
tion: residents’ perceptions of their communities
in 1995, and factual, documented information
about community characteristics, such as their
population size, actual response to change, and
their actual economic structure in the first quarter
of 1995. Both kinds of information are important:
both the ways people see and know their commu-
nity and believe it to be, and the ways the com-
munity actually is, are important factors underly-
ing a community’s development and its responses
to change.

Because every community is unique, each needs
to be studied and understood on its own terms, in
light of its unique history and current situation.
The resulting data were a set of ratings of peo-
ple’s perceptions based on the levels of attributes
in comparison with other small towns. Having
communities compare themselves to others on the
community dimensions assessed in the research
also provided a basis for exploring patterns in
these comparative data. The patterns, in turn, en-
abled researchers to generalize about different
kinds or categories of towns.

• In addition to describing community char-
acteristics and conditions, the research also
assessed the resilience of the region’s
communities.

Resilience was defined as a community’s ability
to respond and adapt to change in the most posi-
tive, constructive ways possible for mitigating the
impacts of change on the community. The con-
cept of resilience was developed by the Science
Integration Team of ICBEMP. A community’s
resilience is relative, so the study focused on
degrees of resilience; the communities can be
thought of as representing a continuum from low
to high resilience. Also, a community’s resilience
can change over time, depending on changing
community conditions. Communities undergo dif-
ferent stages in their development, and different
stages of development can reoccur, as reflected
by the ongoing boom-and-bust cycles of the
American West that have resulted in changes in
different economic mixes and shifts in dominant
industries at different times.
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Introduction
Two surveys of recent research were completed
for the assessment. One was a telephone survey
of researchers currently studying topics relevant
to the assessment. Its purpose was to ascertain the
most current state of knowledge on rural commu-
nities, and particularly on resource-based com-
munities. The second survey was a literature
search that reviewed published research on com-
munities, their key characteristics, and their as-
sessment. The results of the telephone survey
provided much of the background and discussion
found elsewhere in this report, and the results of
the literature review are the focus of this section,
which is divided into discussions of findings on
key community attributes and assessment re-
search. The various articles, books, and other
research cited here provide recent findings on the
characteristics of communities in general and the
characteristics of rural communities in particular.
Although the literature review was not exhaus-
tive, it provided a solid theoretical and empirical
basis for understanding the key community con-
structs (ones representing key dimensions of
community characteristics) assessed with the
research.

Critical Dimensions of
Community Characteristics
and Conditions
Community Character
Every community is unique: each community has
its own character and ambiance. A community’s
attractiveness, a key component of its character,
is a combination of many factors that are often
highly subjective, ranging from the community’s

visual appearance (or attractiveness) to the places
outside the community that contribute to its at-
tractiveness. The attractiveness of a community
has generally been couched in terms of the areas
surrounding the community. The “appropriately
aesthetic setting” (Pulver 1989:6) or “environ-
mental integrity, and physical beauty” (Johnson
1993:7) of the surrounding areas have been iden-
tified as an important draw for new residents and
businesses. Castle (1991:47) states that “an im-
portant part of rural development strategy is to
make the rural areas attractive as places to live.”
Power (1994:9) asserts that “attractive qualities
associated with the social and natural environ-
ments become both important determinants
of local economic well-being and important
source[s] of local economic vitality.”  Thus, the
attractiveness of a community’s surroundings is
viewed as a potentially important factor in that
community’s economic well-being.

Another important aspect of community character
is the level of attachment that residents have for a
community. Attachment to place is an important
component in how people feel about the character
of their community and is generally characterized
as having several different components. Recent
literature on community attachment has empha-
sized its multidimensional nature (e.g., Stinner et
al. 1990). Indicators used by O’Brien et al. (1991)
to measure residents’ attachment to their commu-
nity include their perceptions that a community is
an ideal place to live, satisfaction with the com-
munity as a place to live, having a lot in common
with other people living in the community, and
feelings that they fit in the community. Brown
(1993) distinguishes between community satis-
faction and community attachment. Community

Review of the Literature
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satisfaction can be measured by evaluation of a
community as an ideal place to live, the desir-
ability of the community as a place to live, and
satisfaction with life in the community. Commu-
nity attachment can be measured by social inter-
action, the degree to which residents feel they fit
in the community, and how much residents have
in common. Brown also includes length of resi-
dence and organizational involvement and mem-
bership as variables. Goudy (1990) uses local
bonds (i.e., friend and relative networks and
organizational memberships) and local sentiment,
which referred to feeling at home in the commu-
nity, interest in knowing what’s going on in the
community, and response to the possibility of
moving away, as indicators of community
attachment.

Community Cohesiveness
The ability of a community to manage ongoing
changes in society can be greatly affected by the
capacity of its residents to work together to
accomplish projects and take action (Johnson
1993). This capacity to work together is referred
to as the “cohesiveness of a community” or, more
generally, as a “sense of community.”  Communi-
ties with greater cohesiveness are more willing
and able to work together to achieve goals, com-
plete projects, and particularly important today,
manage change.

The cohesiveness of a community, as defined
above, has been addressed by several authors in
the literature and consists of several components.
One component focuses on residents’ ability to
organize and cooperate to take action (Howell
and Bentley 1986, Johnson 1993, Lackey et al.
1987, Poplin 1979). A second component is the
capacity to actually move to completion, achieve
goals, or complete projects (Lackey et al. 1987,
Shaffer 1990). The availability and quality of
local leadership also are cited as important fac-
tors in the ability of communities to get things
done (Lackey et al. 1987, O’Brien et al. 1991).
Shaffer cites a “positive attitude toward experi-
mentation” (1990:76) as being important, assert-
ing that “the greatest asset communities have in
their struggle to maintain economic viability is

not distance, natural resource base, or current
economic structure but their own creativity and
insight” (p. 85). Thus, a willingness by commun-
ity residents to take chances and try new things
also has been recognized as an important factor in
promoting community well-being.

An additional insight reported in the literature
merits special attention. Communities that have
successfully engaged in community action in the
past will be more likely (and more capable) to do
so in the future (O’Brien et al. 1991, Shaffer
1990). The idea here is that with community ac-
tion, as with many other things, practice makes
perfect. This conclusion received support from
the findings of the rural community assessment
for the ICBEMP, as will be discussed later in this
paper.

Community Services
Community services are those things, whether
businesses, nonprofit or government institutions,
facilities, or programs, that are provided by either
the private or public sectors and that contribute to
the livability and desirability of a community by
helping meet people’s needs. Community services
include fire and police protection, schools, medi-
cal facilities and personnel, retail facilities, rec-
reational facilities, and churches. The presence or
absence of these various kinds of services com-
bine to make a community more or less livable
in the minds of current or potential community
residents.

A search of the literature showed that others did
not use the same comprehensive operational
definition of community services as we used in
our study. The majority of the literature referring
to community services focuses on medical ser-
vices, in general, and on mental health services,
in particular.

There were exceptions to this focus, however,
including that of Pulver (1989:6), who describes
a “high-quality living environment [as including]
access to good schools, excellent health care,
physical security, recreational and cultural op-
portunities, [and] satisfactory housing and public
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amenities.”  Christenson (1976) includes libraries,
education, law enforcement, medical services,
state parks, cultural activities, public parks, recrea-
tion, childcare, food stamps, industry, apartments,
and family doctors in his research on the quality of
community services. In a study of satisfaction with
local services, Rojek et al. (1975) performed a
factor analysis yielding four clusters of service
types: medical services, including hospital-medical
facilities, medical doctors, and dentists; public
services, including streets and roads, water supply,
fire protection, and police protection; educational
services, including elementary and high schools;
and commercial services, including shopping
facilities, recreational facilities, job opportunities,
and educational services for the physically and
mentally handicapped.

Two important points about services appeared in
the literature. One was that the availability of
services can play an important role in attracting
retirees to an area, and retirees can have a signifi-
cant, positive effect on economic stability (Cook
1990). It is likely that services play a role in at-
tracting other types of individuals (“urban re-
fugees,” for example) to an area, as well. The
second important point was that “the evaluation
of whether a service is adequate or not is clearly
a value judgment based upon the preferences and
expectations of the person making the evalua-
tion” (Williams 1976:204). In our research, the
section of the workbook on community services
simply asked if each of a variety of kinds of ser-
vices were available in the community, and if not,
the distance (in miles) to the service of each kind
most typically used by the community. A final
question in that section then asked respondents
to rate their community based on the overall ad-
equacy of the services available in it.

Community Autonomy
A concept related to the availability of local ser-
vices is that of community autonomy, which has
been defined as the extent to which a community
is economically, socially, and physically linked to
neighboring communities and to the region. The
more self-reliant and independent a community is
in relation to other communities, the more auton-

omous that community is. Community autonomy,
then, refers to the control that a community has
over “events and activities that occur within [its]
boundaries” (Poplin 1979:150). In the past, rural
communities had great control over their own
destinies, but now these communities—and
particularly their economies—are being affected
by forces “far broader than those that originate
within or can be controlled by the communities
themselves” (Freudenburg 1992:328). Today’s
small rural communities frequently can be at the
mercy of decisions made in boardrooms in distant
cities.

This situation means that the concept of commu-
nity autonomy is not without a certain duality. On
the one hand, autonomy can be viewed as a posi-
tive and necessary community characteristic.
Warren states (1972:16) that a “barrier to effec-
tive community action is the loss of community
autonomy over specific institutions or organiza-
tions located within it and closely intermeshed
with the community’s welfare.” He asserts that
the increase in bureaucratic policymaking has
further eroded the ability of communities to
determine their own destinies and stresses the
importance of autonomy as a positive attribute.

On the other hand, a high degree of community
autonomy also has been portrayed negatively.
Castle states (1991:41) that the “rural areas that
are the most prosperous are those that have close
economic links with more densely populated
areas, frequently large urban centers.” Wilkinson
asserts (1986:8) that “what most small towns and
rural areas need is to become somewhat more
urban and less isolated from resources and insti-
tutions of our essentially urban society.” In each
of these cases, autonomy as the lack of connec-
tions to the larger, more urban society is con-
ceived as being detrimental to the well being of
a community.

A recent Forest Service report (USDA 1998),
which used some of the data on communities in
the inland West described here, focuses on com-
munity autonomy in terms of the concept of the
isolation of a town. Forest Service analysts assert
that (p. 10):
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Economic development specialists gen-
erally agree that smaller communities
geographically isolated from larger pop-
ulation centers have fewer economic
choices than more populated areas. They
are less likely to be economically diverse
and more likely to depend on a few
major industries for their economic
prosperity.

For its report, the Forest Service differentiates
among communities differing in their size and
degree of isolation (p. 10-11):

Rules were developed to determine…
[whether] a community is…geographi-
cally isolated. Distance from larger
cities, measured by a circle drawn around
each city, was the primary factor used.
The circle size was chosen to represent a
reasonable commuting distance. The
logic of the “city circle” approach is that
proximity to larger towns conveys some
advantages to social and economic op-
portunity. These advantages include job
choices, access to air and surface trans-
portation, access to education opportuni-
ties, and access to cultural amenities and
higher order goods and services....

The Forest Service analysis designates towns not
in a circle of a certain number of miles as being
isolated, except where they had “a relatively lar-
ger population (above 1,900 people).”  These
larger isolated towns were designated as “isolated
‘trade center’ towns” (p. 11):

The idea is that some larger isolated
“small towns” take the form of small
trade centers that serve many of the
shopping and business needs of rural
residents who live long distances from
larger cities. These towns may exhibit
different characteristics than other
isolated towns.

Our assessment examined the condition of geo-
graphic isolation in the larger context of com-
munity autonomy. Although geographic isolation
may be an important factor for some rural com-
munities, many are being affected by other kinds
of forces not controllable by the communities
themselves. The definition of autonomy as ap-

plied here focused on those communities perceiv-
ing themselves to be less autonomous; i.e., more
closely linked socially, economically, and polit-
ically to other communities and the region as a
whole. Thus, they have less control over activi-
ties and events affecting them. Community auton-
omy therefore refers here to the control that a
community has over events and activities influ-
encing its development and ability to respond
positively to societal and local changes. Some
isolated communities could be autonomous, vital,
and resilient communities, and the significance
of the issue of isolation was addressed in this
research.

Economic Diversity
The economic diversity of a community is the
mix of types of industries and businesses in a
community, the variety of those kinds of indus-
tries and businesses, and the number and variety
of employment opportunities that the mix repre-
sents (Belzer and Kroll 1986). In the past, rural
communities had economies dependent on a
particular industry (often an extractive one), with
the economic well-being of those communities
subject to local, national, and global changes in
that industry (Freudenburg 1992, Gramling and
Freudenburg 1992, Johnson 1993). Economic
diversity in small rural communities thus is
closely related to the concept of natural re-
source dependence, which is discussed as a key
construct in the following section.

Gramling and Freudenburg (1992) suggest the
concept of “economic overadaptation” as an in-
dicator of a lack of economic diversity, where “a
straightforward measure of economic overadapta-
tion involves the degree to which a region’s
economic fortunes have become tied to a single
industry” (1992:229). Many of the industries to
which communities have overadapted have been
subject to national and global policy and econo-
mic fluctuations, with these communities less
able to maintain control over their local econo-
mies. Freudenburg (1992) uses the metaphor of
an “addictive economy” to describe communities
unable to break the habit of dependence on indus-
tries that have been the traditional mainstays of
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the local economy. As Johnson notes (1993:3), “in
recent years, rural communities have sought to
diversify their economies to avoid excessive
reliance on a single resource such as timber.”

All these researchers emphasize the value of a
variety of industries and employment opportuni-
ties in a community. Regardless of whether a
community’s economy is centered on a natural
resource, such as timber, or on a large industrial
plant, the lack of economic diversity is viewed as
problematic for the community. Diversifying its
economy can help a community minimize the
damage caused by a downturn in any particular
industry.

Resource Dependence
Many small rural communities depend on natu-
ral resources found on the land surrounding their
communities. The resources can include forest
products, mining and minerals, grazing and
ranching, farming and agriculture, outdoor rec-
reation and tourism, and commercial fisheries and
aquaculture. Some communities depend on two
or more natural resources. As noted above, the
concept of resource dependence is closely related
to the concept of economic diversity. In many
communities dependent on a single industry, that
industry is natural resource related.

Most of the definitions used for resource depen-
dency are presented in economic terms (Machlis
and Force 1988). The revised Economic Research
Service (ERS) county typology (Cook and Mizer
1994) places counties in categories of resource
dependency by percentages of total labor and
proprietor incomes in those counties. (Although
the ERS typology is a county typology, the defini-
tions used are relevant for communities, as well.)
An emphasis on economic definitions of resource
dependency can result in the failure to adequately
recognize and consider the social and cultural im-
plications of resource dependence, as well as the
noneconomic meanings that people attach to
natural resource occupations (Machlis and Force
1988). Dependence, on single industries in gen-

eral and on natural resource industries in particu-
lar, has been linked with economic instability
(Power 1994, 1996), and resource-dependent
communities face the same problems as any com-
munity lacking economic diversity.

Many of the natural resources that communities
in the Western United States depend on are as-
sociated with Federal lands. Changes in Federal
natural resource policy therefore can have impor-
tant implications for those resource-dependent
communities. Given that the values of the larger
society are changing, the public’s interest in how
the public lands are managed is increasing, and
concerns over ecological issues raised by re-
source production are growing. Changes in at-
titudes toward resource extraction, which is
increasingly perceived as being ecologically
undesirable, “is foreign to [the] traditions [of
rural communities]; their jobs and businesses
have depended on natural resources extraction
and use” (Castle 1991:49). As a result, along with
being subject to national and global economic
changes, resource-dependent communities are
now subject to the effects of significant changes
in how the public views the management of
public lands.

Attractiveness for Business
As the role of computers has increased and the
communications infrastructure has been im-
proved and extended into rural areas, businesses
increasingly are relocating to areas where they
want to be, as opposed to where they have to be.
The physical beauty and other characteristics of
many rural locations are a large major draw for
businesses wishing to relocate, often from large
cities (Barkley et al. 1991, Johnson 1993, Pulver
1989). In addition to scenery and small-town
congeniality, these areas must provide the kinds
of other services that companies need to do
business and prosper. The greater the availability
of a variety of amenities and services, the greater
the attractiveness of rural communities.
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The literature describes several needs and con-
siderations important to firms wishing to relocate
or to people interested in starting new firms in
rural communities. Although access to transporta-
tion has long been deemed important for certain
kinds of businesses (Pulver 1989), new kinds of
business services, such as overnight delivery ser-
vice (Malecki 1988), are increasingly considered
a necessity. The availability of capital, of bankers
willing to lend it to new ventures, and of tax
breaks provided to attract new business also are
key considerations (Fendley and Christenson
1989, Pulver 1989). Access to knowledge (Pulver
1989) and to technical personnel (Malecki 1988)
traditionally has been a draw for new businesses
wishing to relocate, and a well-developed com-
munications and information infrastructure also
is now cited as a critical business need (Dillman
et al. 1989, Pulver 1989). Communications in-
frastructure, increasingly viewed as a necessity
in the computer age, is linking businesses to their
head offices, clients, and customers via fax, the
Internet, and email.

Quality of Life
Quality of life refers to those factors that make a
community either a safe, comfortable place to
live or a tense, dangerous place. Quality of life is
a catchall phrase of sorts that encompasses fac-
tors ranging from environmental features (clean
air and water) to social support networks (the
presence of friends and family) (Campbell and
Converse 1972, U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency 1973). For some time now, the concept of
quality of life has been viewed as having many
aspects that relate to a wide range of factors. As
Campbell and Converse noted (1972:441) several
decades ago,

The meaning of [quality of life]
obviously differs a good deal as it is
variously used but, in general, it is
intended to refer either to the conditions
in which people live or to some attribute
of people themselves. The first case
includes concern with pollution of the air
and water, overcrowding in the cities,
poor housing, the inadequacy of rec-
reation areas, and similar aspects of

living. The second typically includes
references to health, family stability,
educational achievement, artistic and
cultural concerns, and other such
dimensions on which people differ.

Taking a similarly broad approach, the U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agency (1973) defined
quality of life with six categories of environ-
mental qualities contributing to it. These include
a region’s economic, political, physical, social,
health, and natural environments (the last re-
ferring to pollution and toxic wastes). Included
under these main categories are 31 component
parts ranging from work satisfaction to toxicity
and noise.

Pulver more recently focused on quality of life
as it applied to local communities. He defined
a high-quality living environment as (1989:6)
“includ[ing] access to good schools, excellent
health care, physical security, recreational and
cultural opportunities, satisfactory housing and
public amenities, clean air and an appropriately
aesthetic setting.”

Community Leadership and
Effectiveness of Community
Government
The assessment research distinguished between
local government leadership and a more generic
concept of community leadership. Local govern-
ment leadership focused on the ability of local
government to make plans and bring them to
completion, to act according to the community’s
wishes, and to have the trust of community resi-
dents. The more generic “community leadership”
referred to considerations of  the effectiveness
and leadership of nongovernmental organizations
(e.g., the business community, service clubs, local
unions) and nonlocal governmental agencies
(e.g., the USDA Forest Service, Natural Resource
Conservation Service), as well as of local elected
officials. The availability and strength of local
leadership significantly influences a community’s
ability to meet the demands of a changing world
(Fendley and Christenson 1989, O’Brien et al.
1991). Effective leadership is more than simply
electing a mayor, however, and it is important to
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look at both the quantity and the quality of local
leaders in determining how effective the leadership
is likely to be in a given situation.

One major feature of effective community leader-
ship is that it is broad based, including a number
of different types of leaders (Lackey et al. 1987).
Lackey and others assert that “healthy communi-
ties are characterized by broad based leadership
in which many people have opportunities to
perform leadership roles” (1987:10). Likewise,
Poplin (1979) notes that leadership does not
come from a single source (although elected of-
ficials often are in key positions of information
gathering and decisionmaking). Rather, different
people often lead in different situations. Poplin
identified three types of leaders: institutional
leaders, who hold a formal leadership position
within the community (e.g., elected officials);
grassroots leaders, who rise up to lead in some
particular situations; and the power elite, who
lead based on positions of wealth and influence
(Poplin 1979).

A second important aspect of leadership concerns
its quality and effectiveness. Walzer (1991:113)
defines rural leaders as those who “attempt to
influence or motivate others, to build problem-
solving capabilities, in order to bring about social
or economic change in a democratic environ-
ment.”  It is important for people to feel as if their
leaders are paying attention to what they have to
say. Ayres and Potter (1984:14) state that “the
more residents felt that town leaders listened to
them, the more confidence they felt regarding the
ability of community decision makers to deal
with change effectively.”  Effective leaders are
ones who involve the community’s residents,
listen to and respond to them, and work toward
meeting the needs of all residents, rather than the
needs of a powerful few.

Israel and Beaulieu (1990:182) also emphasize
the importance of placing the community’s well
being over that of the individual’s. They note that
communities that act effectively on matters of
local concern are graced with leadership that (1)
involves a diverse set of actors in local decision-
making activities, (2) operates on the basis of
democratic principles, and (3) places the welfare

of the total community above the needs of any
given special interest. Interestingly, O’Brien and
others (1991) report that the experience of local
leaders is an important factor: leaders who have
successfully solved problems in the past are more
likely to be able to do so in the future.

Local community governments differ in the
degree to which they are effective. To the extent
that cities and towns depend on processes of
government for their maintenance and growth
(Penn 1993), the effectiveness of local govern-
ment plays an important role in determining
whether a community grows or declines. In cases
where leaders are elected officials, the effective-
ness of these leaders becomes representative of
the effectiveness of the local government. Warren
(1972:231) warns that “delegated governmental
authority...can become extremely insensitive to
the wishes of the electorate, even to the extent of
defeating or debilitating the efforts of newly
elected officials who presumably have a mandate
to change things.”

Community Preparedness for the
Future
Not only are communities changing from within,
but society also is constantly changing, and these
changes can have major effects at the community
level (Poplin 1979). Constant change necessarily
results in a certain amount of uncertainty for
communities trying to plan for their futures. By
assuming a proactive rather than reactive role in
looking at and shaping the future, communities
can better deal with changes taking place locally,
nationally, and internationally.

Most small, rural communities are fairly tradi-
tional socially and economically, reflecting a con-
servatism rooted in the small town way of life.
Inherently, change in this way of life often is not
viewed favorably, and some researchers have
posited that the leaders in rural communities are
generally more open to change than are other
community residents (Ayres and Potter 1989).

It also has been suggested that “those rural areas
that are prepared to evaluate the offering of
nontraditional goods and services are the most
likely to prosper” (Castle 1991:53). Castle notes
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that “this does not mean that the traditional [ex-
tractive] industries will be abandoned” (1991:53),
but it does suggest that a willingness to take
chances and try new things is an important strat-
egy for rural communities faced with change.
Shaffer (1990:76) states that “a positive attitude
toward experimentation” is an essential charac-
teristic of an economically viable community. He
further asserts (p. 85) that “the greatest asset
communities have in their struggle to maintain
economic viability is not distance, natural re-
source base, or current economic structure but
their own creativity and insight.”  In a key ob-
servation, Littrell and Littrell (1991:199-200)
point out that “through a process of envisioning
a future and asking what work needs to be per-
formed or action taken, people can learn to anti-
cipate the future and deal effectively with it.”
Communities need to be proactive in creating the
future they desire, rather than being at the mercy
of changes over which they have little or no
control.

Major Findings From the
Literature on Social Impact
Assessments
The literature review also identified some of the
more important, relevant conclusions found in the
literature on social impact assessments. The fol-
lowing points summarize these conclusions.

• Public participation in social impact
assessments is essential.

In addition to the aggregation of data on the crit-
ical variables from secondary sources, a face-to-
face exchange of information and ideas among
active, involved community members was
achieved with the workshop approach we used
(reasons for this approach are detailed in the
“Methodology for Assessing Communities” sec-
tion, below). A wide body of research suggests
that public participation in social impact assess-
ments is more effective in both the long and short
term than a hands-off, technocratic approach to
collecting data. Taylor and Bryan (1990: 43), for

instance, observed that “the most effective prac-
titioners of SIA [social impact assessments] have
been those who have moved away from estab-
lished work environments to undertake their
work.”

The practical ramifications of the research ap-
proach taken here is that the local population is
treated as truly being a source of expert opinion,
especially in the case of unrecorded, undocu-
mented information for assessing communities
and their current situations. Residents can be lay
experts about their communities. Local percep-
tions and attitudes, the organization of the com-
munity, and how its citizens think, perceive, and
respond can sometimes be as important for under-
standing the potential impacts of a project as the
details of the project itself (Branch and others
1982, Interorganizational Committee on Guide-
lines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment
1994).

The Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines
and Principles for Social Impact Assessment
(1994) point out the tendency to dismiss con-
cerns of the local population as being imagined
or perceived—as if they were irrelevant. Yet the
positions of various interests are all formed by
perceptions. How can officials and managers re-
spond to them if perceptions are summarily dis-
missed? Dismissing a group or individual as
emotional or misinformed only increases the
resistance and conflict in a community over
proposed or unfolding change.

Nonetheless, we realized it would be costly and
of questionable value to sample all individuals in
each of the communities examined. Equally im-
portant, we sought, through the assessment, the
informed understanding of the particular struc-
tures and processes of small communities that
some community residents simply would not
have. Answers to many of the questions about
communities were clearly beyond the knowledge
of residents only superficially involved in their
communities.
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This is not to say that the widely divergent views
of community residents are not valuable and
important for understanding potential impacts:
“Although individuals of different ideological
persuasions can be expected to differ greatly over
what they would prefer, such people can be ex-
pected to arrive at reliable estimates as to what
will happen, regardless of their preferences”
(Freeman and Frey 1986:236). This same point
can be made about perceptions of general recent
conditions in their community. The community
assessment workbook and workshops for our re-
search took advantage of this wealth of knowl-
edge of lay experts and involved a diversity of
community residents with a variety of experi-
ences and perspectives on their communities.

• The extent to which rural economies are
dependent on natural resource extraction is
being questioned.

Changes that shifting demographics, evolving
technologies, clashing values, and conflicts over
resource uses have brought to the rural West are
closely tied to the region’s shifting economic base
and priorities. Traditionally, a common assertion
has been that resource extraction industries are
the economic linchpin of rural economies. Re-
cently, however, some researchers have suggested
that, with changing rural economies and the
growing importance of retirement incomes, this
assertion is no longer true for many economies
(Power 1994, 1996; Rasker 1993, 1995).

Rasker (1993) examined what he calls the two
myths about the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem:
(1) agriculture and the resource extractive indus-
tries are the region’s only basic industries; and
(2) promotion of the extractive sectors is often
deemed to be necessary and desirable, because
all that rural communities have available to them
is the timber, oil, gas, and minerals found on the
land. Rasker concludes that retirement income in
the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem area is a
larger part of the regional economy than grazing,
mining, and timber combined. Furthermore, he
warns that continued emphasis on resource-
dependent and export-oriented development
“places the local economy at the mercy of eco-
nomic forces outside its control” (1993:117).

Johnson (1993) goes so far as to suggest that some
rural Northwest communities resemble “de-
veloping countries,” where resource-management
decisions are made by agencies or corporations
headquartered elsewhere, resources are exported
with little value-added processing, and much of
the generated income flows out of local
communities.

Power’s (1994) conclusions from his study of
the North Cascades Ecosystem were similar to
Rasker’s. He found that, in 1991, retirement-
related income was 11 times as large as in-
come derived from lumber and mining in the
North Cascades. Power argues that healthy
environments result in healthy economies, and
environmental quality is anything but nonecono-
mic: “The primary economic resource should be
seen as the high quality natural environment, and
extractive activities that threaten to degrade the
environment should be assumed to be incompa-
tible with local economic stability” (1994:12).

Power expands on this argument in his 1996
book. Even though the common assertion in the
literature had been that resource-extraction indus-
tries are essential for rural economic survival, he
and other researchers (e.g., Power 1988, 1994;
Rasker 1993, 1995) assert another view: rural
economies have been changing in fundamental
ways, with traditional extractive industries de-
creasing in economic importance. This view pos-
tulates that much of the recent economic activity
in the inland Northwest has been stimulated by
environmental amenities (in particular, increasing
recreation and tourism and in-migration of people
relocating to areas with high amenity values) re-
sulting in additional sales and jobs from outside
the region (Harris and Robison 1993). Taken to
the extreme, the view of some (e.g., Power 1988)
is that the West’s economic prosperity depends on
environmental quality: not only is the region’s
prosperity uncoupled from resource extraction
but it also may suffer when environmental ameni-
ties are reduced by commodity production. Re-
cent analysis to support the validity of this thesis
has focused on a regionwide perspective on eco-
nomic analysis, rather than on the importance of
traditional extractive industries in particular rural
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communities. Importantly, analyses by re-
searchers such as Power and Rasker typically
have characterized only part of the current situa-
tion in the region. By focusing on the region as a
whole and, in particular, on regional data from
the U.S. Bureau of the Census on income and
employment in the aggregate, their findings over-
look significant differences in the varied and
unique economies of small rural communities,
focusing instead on broader trends in a larger re-
gion that includes rapidly growing population
centers such as the Puget Sound, Portland, Boise,
and Spokane.

The focus on this theory of regional economics
to the exclusion of any competing view has been
controversial (see, for example, Miller 1998).
Although past forecasts of economic disaster may
not be occurring on statewide levels,2 the im-
pacts of declining resource supplies in particular
communities and individual industries cannot be
disregarded. Also, some noneconomists have sug-
gested that arguments of minimum impacts on
rural communities are highly questionable (Lee
1991, Lee et al. 1991), especially where social
and cultural disruptions are considered in addi-
tion to economic changes; e.g., some researchers
note that economic changes also bring lifestyle
changes that may be significant. As Krannich
et al. (1994:52) suggest: “In some cases...
alternative economic activities may be incon-
gruent with the social meanings associated with
resource use and the lifeways of some cultural
groups.”  A purely economic analysis overlooks
some impacts on certain occupational groups
and individuals less able to change and adapt
as their circumstances change (Carroll and Lee
1990:152).

• Much of the social impact assessment litera-
ture focuses on social responses to a specific
project and its consequences; FEMAT
focused on the capacity of communities to
adapt to an array of possible changes in forest
management activities.

The FEMAT social science team termed the
ability of a community to weather a change in
Federal land management “community capacity.”
The panel it convened from Washington, Oregon,
and California identified several factors that af-
fected the capacity of a community to adapt to
change, including but not limited to economic
diversity (the most often mentioned), the degree
of timber dependence (including employment
and the availability of private timber), local
leadership, location, history of community-based
improvement efforts, community cohesion and
conflict, civic involvement, local control of re-
sources, community attitude, cultural identity,
population size, and income levels (FEMAT
1993).

Unfortunately, the history of the literature on
risks to communities has focused mainly on eco-
nomic analysis (FEMAT 1993). The current re-
search on the basin presented here acknowledges
the importance of economic studies (this report
includes an economic analysis of the region), but
the community approach taken for this research
reflects the concerns of the FEMAT investigators
that economic analysis alone provides a narrow
definition of how communities depend on natural
resources. Timber dependence or any kind of
economic or industrial dominance in a town, al-
though important for some communities within
the study region, was not the sole focus of the
current assessment. The west-side analysis, it
might be noted, concentrated on forest manage-
ment issues and attempted to transcend simplified
polarizations such as “owls vs. jobs” to explore
how “communities are more than just bedrooms
for wood workers” (FEMAT 1993:66). That as-
sessment stressed that the connection of a rural
community to natural resources is more than just
a paycheck; it often has been the basis of the
community’s customs and culture.

2 Significantly for the thesis proposed by researchers like
these, the economic calamity forecast for the Northwest
following  the imposition of option 9 has never occurred.
Egan (1994) reported in the New York Times  that “three
years into the drastic curtailment of logging in federal for-
ests, Oregon, the top timber-producing state, has posted
its lowest unemployment rate in a generation, just over 5 per-
cent.”  The newspaper article notes that, although Oregon had
lost 15,000 jobs in the forest industry in the previous five years,
the predicted number was 100,000 job losses, and the state
had gained 20,000 jobs in high technology, with workers being
retrained for some of those jobs.
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Exploring these connections means that commun-
ity assessment must move beyond easily measur-
able, objective data to subjective attitudes and
perceptions such as measures of quality of life.
Branch et al. (1982), for instance, recommend
an approach to measuring social well-being that
combines objective and subjective measures, in-
cluding rates of the usual indicator behaviors, the
access to resources by various groups, and the
perceptions of community and individual well-
being. In a similar vein, many of the factors that
the FEMAT panelists identified as affecting com-
munity capacity have to do with the hard-to-
define concept of “quality of life.”  Branch et al.
(1982:7) likewise suggest some factors affecting
quality of life:

Among other things, these factors can
include feeling a part of the community
where you live; knowing where you
stand in relationship to other  people;
having a sense that you and people in
your community have control over the
decisions that affect your future; know-
ing that your government strives to act
in ways that benefit everyone equitably,
rather than benefiting just a privileged
few; living without undue fear of crime,
personal attack, or environmental hazard;
and feeling confident that your children
will get a fair start in life.

Researchers with limited time and money can go
only so far in measuring these factors within a
community, but our assessment reflects concerns
of Krannich et al. (1994) with the well-being and
quality of life experienced by affected indivi-
duals, groups, and populations. Our assessment
research shares their suspicion of reliance on
easily measured social indicators, such as em-
ployment and income levels, crime rates, and
divorce rates.

These kinds of concerns were integrated into our
focus on key dimensions of community condi-
tions (key constructs), the indices developed to

measure them, and the approach used to assess
a community’s capacity to weather change (re-
silience of a community). Also, other kinds of
connection and dependence, such as how com-
munity members value the special places in and
around their communities, were examined, and
the ways they form other components of com-
munity capacity or cohesiveness were considered.
Central to our approach was development of an
assessment process that extended beyond sim-
plistic indicators to measuring key community
constructs—one that reflected and incorporated
the results of the literature review summarized
above.

• Social impact assessments need a temporal
component.

A shortcoming of many social impact assess-
ments is that they are conducted before the start
of a project but not throughout the life of the
project (Geisler 1993, Gramling and Freudenberg
1992). Variables, including Federal policy, chang-
ing regional developments, human populations,
land ownership, land value, and human values
(Geisler 1993), can change over the life of a pro-
ject and in the long term. A change in any one of
the variables can significantly alter the impact of
a project or policy change. Also, the impacts of a
project or policy can begin at the time a project
or policy is initially proposed and at any time
during the actual implementation of the project
or policy (Gramling and Freudenberg 1992).

Our  assessment examined a variety of communi-
ties and provides a snapshot of them at one point
in time. It does not forecast the potential impacts
of any particular policy or project on the com-
munities, but rather provides an overview of the
current situation for those communities. None-
theless, by examining many communities in dif-
ferent stages of development, the temporal issue
raised here could be addressed. Such an analysis,
however, was beyond the scope of this research.
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Introduction
Our assessment of communities, as initially con-
ceived, focused on the sociodemographic, cul-
tural, and civic aspects of the rural towns in the
region. The research also analyzed secondary
data on the total population of 387 rural com-
munities in the region; these data included
estimates of population characteristics from
the 1990 census, as well as 1992-94 state popula-
tion projections.

Economic conditions in these communities were
approximated through resident perceptions of the
economic diversity of their communities and their
dependence on various resource-based industries.
Other kinds of information on the economies of
the individual communities were not initially
available (such as employment or income esti-
mates for particular economic sectors), although
the value and significance of obtaining this infor-
mation at a community level for the entire region
were recognized partway through the research
process.

Details of the methods used for the assessment
can be found in a companion publication.3 It pro-
vides examples of  the materials developed for
the research (i.e., workbooks, other forms, in-
structions), and it describes the procedures de-
veloped and applied in the use of those materials.

The Community Self-
Assessment Study
Developing a  Strategy for Sampling
Communities
Originally, the scope of work outlined for the
rural community assessment was to identify
counties in the region whose populations are
growing the most, along with counties declining
the most. To keep the number of assessed com-
munities to a reasonably small number, the re-
search was to focus on two communities from
each county for study, for a total of 40
communities.

The specified reliance on counties eventually
was abandoned as a frame of analysis with the
recognition that political boundaries have little
to do with sociocultural, economic, or resource-
management factors. The focus was shifted to
the communities themselves, and a list of the 40
fastest growing and fastest declining communi-
ties was generated. This change, however, led to
another consideration: What about communities
whose population remained constant?  A third
category of communities having this kind of min-
imal population change was added. Three catego-
ries of communities would be sampled, 20 com-
munities from each category, for a total of 60
communities.

This approach led to a lopsided selection of com-
munities that could not represent or allow gen-
eralizations about the region. For instance, the

Methodology for Assessing
Communities

3 Harris, C.C.; McLaughlin, M.J.; Brown, G. A detailed
methodology for assessing characteristics and conditions
of small rural communities. Manuscript in preparation.
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declining communities consisted mainly of com-
munities with populations less than 100 people,
where a relatively minor loss of population can
have a significant effect on any percentage of
change in population.

The sampling strategy based on population
change therefore was abandoned. Instead, a re-
search design based on a simple random sample,
without considering population change, was de-
veloped that would yield a representative sample
of communities from across the region, with ran-
dom variation in populations and other character-
istics. This research design required a sufficiently
large sample of communities from which infer-
ences could be drawn and generalizations made
about all communities in the study area.

A final issue considered was the inclusion of
census designated places (or CDPs), which are
unincorporated communities comprising dense-
ly settled concentrations of population that are
identifiable by name but are not legally incor-
porated places; examples are suburbs of cities
or towns within American Indian reservations.
To qualify as a CDP for the 1990 census, an
unincorporated area must have met the following
criteria (in all states except Alaska and Hawaii):
1,000 or more persons if the CDP is outside the
boundaries of an urbanized area delineated for
the 1980 census or a subsequent special census;
2,500 or more persons if it is inside the bound-
aries of an urbanized area; and 250 or more per-
sons if it is outside the boundaries of a urbanized
area delineated for the 1980 census and within
the official boundaries of an American Indian
reservation recognized for the 1990 census. Al-
though the Bureau of the Census has identified
and delineated boundaries for CDPs since 1950,
these boundaries have no legal status, and they
also do not have officials elected to serve tradi-
tional municipal functions. It was decided that
CDPs that were suburbs of cities would not be
sampled in the present assessment, based on the
assumption that the fate of a suburb of a city—
Spokane, for instance—would rise and fall
largely with its city and not, as with a smaller,

isolated community, on its own. Given that CDPs
are unincorporated areas, the only ones included
in the present study were those associated with
towns on reservations.

The sampling element that was finalized for the
study, then, was the community. Thus, the present
research focused on the 387 small rural commu-
nities in the interior and upper Columbia basin
that were incorporated towns with populations
estimated to be less than 10,000 residents in
1995. To ensure statistical significance and an
adequate number of cases to conduct multivariate
analyses, a sample was needed of as many of
those communities in the region as possible. Half,
or about 194 communities, were targeted as a rea-
sonable number given potential budgeting and
logistical constraints. These communities were
selected randomly.

Development of the Community
Self-Assessment Process: What and
Why?

We recommend that further region-
wide assessment should include a com-
munity self-assessment component.
Self assessment is a logical part of any
mitigation measure as it will reflect the
values of people living in the communi-
ties; provide a vehicle for integrating
local knowledge in policy decisions;
and contribute to a sense of community-
level ownership in the resulting
recommendations…self-assessment may
prove beneficial by stimulating dialogue
about local conditions among locals that
can lead to community self-development.

FEMAT (1993:75)

Because of time constraints, the FEMAT social
assessment team was limited in its assessment of
communities to a survey of extension agents to
gather  information about the communities they
worked in and around. For our assessment, we
visited the study communities and learned dir-
ectly from opinion leaders about their communi-
ties: these opinion leaders were lay experts active
and involved in their communities and possessing
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a good knowledge of the workings of their com-
munities and attributes, such as politics, history,
businesses, and social cohesiveness. As an anal-
ogy, it likely would be difficult to hold a meeting
of citizens to obtain specific expert medical or
legal information, as opposed to a meeting with
a group of doctors or lawyers. In our approach,
insider insights and informed judgment counted
for something.

We decided, then, that the most effective and
efficient way to involve the local public was to
organize focus groups comprised of an optimum
number of these community opinion leaders rep-
resenting various backgrounds and viewpoints.
This approach would enable the opinion leaders
to express their views of themselves and where
their communities were going from a broad range
of backgrounds and viewpoints within that com-
munity. The information sought from these
groups, then, was not observable, recorded data,
but the perceptions of community members and
their beliefs about their community’s situation.
As Branch et al. (1982:36) note,

Residents’ perceptions often do not cor-
respond exactly to objective changes, but
perceptions can have a powerful influ-
ence on individual and social action. If
people perceive that they do not have ac-
cess to resources, for example, they can
be as closed off from the resources as if a
formal system blocked their availability.

A community self-assessment workbook was de-
signed to enable community members to dispas-
sionately describe the characteristics of their
communities and the changing conditions in them
in a careful, thoughtful, balanced way. There are
a number of sound reasons for seeking this in-
sider perspective. Common sense suggests that
active, involved community members will know
their community best and are the best source of
information. The researchers, moreover, can have
their own set of outsider’s assumptions and biases
about the functioning of different communities.
As Palinkas et al. (1985:15) caution,

Unless the investigator can take into ac-
count his own culturally constituted set
of theoretical and methodological limita-
tions, he can never hope to understand
the present pattern of social relations
or make projections concerning future
changes in the social, cultural, economic,
and institutional life of the communities.
In order to secure this understanding and
make projections with any confidence, an
insider’s perspective is necessary.

Neutral investigators can play an important role
in gathering a variety of opinions about a com-
munity, facilitating the sharing of information,
and filtering through the various viewpoints
within a community. Although community mem-
bers may, of course, have their own viewpoints
and perceptions, they are the views and under-
standings of insiders, of actively involved com-
munity members who are the most knowledgea-
ble about their communities. As Branch et al.
(1982:8) observe, in addition to knowing what
changes will be occurring, “it is also necessary to
know what those changes will mean to the people
who will be affected by them.”

It is unclear why anyone from the communities
would accept results about local communities if
at least some of the local lay experts weren’t con-
sulted. “People will not support what they don’t
understand,” Clark and Stankey (1994:35) ob-
serve, “and they cannot understand that in which
they are not involved.”  Who could blame a com-
munity for being suspicious about a study con-
ducted from afar that treats them as little more
than demographic data, or where outsiders dis-
cuss with outsiders what must be occurring in
that community?

The Community Self-Assessment
Process: How?
In sum, the community self-assessment study was
the major primary-data collection effort for the
assessment research. For each of the 198 small
towns sampled, we organized a focus group tar-
geted for composition of eight different kinds of
residents. The residents asked to participate were



22

knowledgeable, active opinion leaders identified
by fellow residents in each community as best
representing eight specified categories of inter-
ests, specialties, and perspectives, including local
government, education, health and human serv-
ices, and business.

A modified snowball sampling design was de-
veloped and applied, whereby five people in each
community (including the city or town clerk, an
elected official, the Chamber of Commerce ex-
ecutive or administrative secretary, an officer in
a major civic group, and the superintendent of
schools or a principal of a school in town) were
asked to provide a list of people to fit the spec-
ified categories (some provided more than one
name for each role, and others provided names
for certain roles only). The people whose names
were provided also were contacted and asked to
provide a list of eight, until five names for each
category were identified. The person mentioned
most often for each role was asked to participate
in the assessment.

Although it was not always possible to find some-
one for each category in some of the smaller com-
munities, we included as many of them as pos-
sible. This factor of finding willing participants
was an important one. It was not always easy
to find people identified as being active and in-
volved who were willing to donate the effort and
time needed to participate in the workshop proc-
ess, much less uninvolved, or even apathetic or
otherwise occupied, people. Occasionally, even
some of these involved, committed people would
agree to attend a workshop but then would not do
so. It thus is likely that residents already less in-
volved than others in their community would be
even less likely to agree to participate in a time-
consuming process or even a community work-
shop. Indeed, people less knowledgeable about
their town would likely be much less motivated
to participate in a workshop.

Each workshop was facilitated to gather and syn-
thesize information about a sample community on
the basis of responses to the community self-
assessment workbooks completed before the
workshop. The workbook responses provided

information on the perceptions and insights of
1,350 active and involved community members
across the 198 communities.

Each participant in the assessment was asked,
first, to fill out the community self-assessment
workbook (which took about an hour to com-
plete). The purpose of the workbook was to help
community members describe the characteristics
of their communities and their aspirations for
their towns, providing indepth information on 13
key constructs depicting their town’s situation in
terms of  various dimensions of characteristics
and conditions. The key constructs were:

• Attractiveness of the community

• Attractiveness and amenities of the region
surrounding the community

• Community attachment (personal attachment
to the community)

• Community cohesiveness (sense of
community)

• Adequacy of community services

• Community autonomy

• Economic diversity

• Resource dependence

• Ability to attract business

• Quality of life

• Strength of the community’s civic leadership

• Effectiveness of the community’s government

• The community’s preparedness for the future
(regardless of whether residents wanted their
community to change or remain the same)

The workbook was an instrument to obtain rat-
ings for the key constructs. Its format was a series
of questions for each construct. Each section was
organized in the same general way: Most sections
began by asking an open-ended question related
to the central dimension of a particular construct
to help the respondent start thinking in broad
terms about that dimension of their community.
Then, a series of more specific questions were
asked by using seven-point, bipolar scales to
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elicit quantitative ratings of the community on
specific aspects of that dimension. A more gen-
eral, multiple choice question with descriptions
of alternative options was then asked whose pur-
pose was to help respondents think about how
they would describe their community on that con-
struct in general terms. Finally, a standard seven-
point scale to measure the overall key construct
was presented to obtain an overall rating for it. In
most cases, the question set alluded to the ques-
tions just answered: “Keeping in mind the an-
swers you have given above, how would you
rate the ___ in your community?”

After completing the workbook, the community
participants attended a 2-hour community work-
shop to discuss the answers given individually in
their workbooks. The purpose of the workshops
was to bring together a focus group represent-
ing the diversity of knowledge and perspectives
within each community and explore the depth and
complexity of conditions within the community.
In the workshop, community residents met with
one another to share and discuss the answers.
Comparisons of their comments and the results
were used to aid the group to better describe their
community. After discussing their ideas and in-
formation, they were asked to rate the 13 key
constructs a second time.

Thus, rather than simply aggregating the individ-
ual ratings of community members on the key
constructs for each town, the workshop was con-
ducted so that the members themselves could pro-
vide a group rating after sharing ideas and infor-
mation. Some members of the workshop might
have more information on a variable or know
more about factors affecting it (for instance,
an economic development official might have
greater knowledge about the community’s eco-
nomic diversity). In other cases, a participant
might remind others of something they had not
considered in rating a variable. The role of the
workshop facilitator was to clarify the questions
in the workbook, ask participants to discuss their
individual rating for each construct variable, and
conduct the group rating. The intention in this
process was not to compel the group to reach
consensus, although this sometimes happened.

The goal was to facilitate the sharing of informa-
tion and ideas that might affect an individual’s
rating of a construct variable and ensure a group
rating that was as reliable and valid as possible.

Assessment of Community
Economies
The economics group for the ICBEMP social
assessment team decided early in the assessment
process that regional information on the area’s
economy would be sufficient for its analysis. Al-
though the value of data on the economies of
each of the communities was recognized, the col-
lection of these data was incorporated into the
study only later in the research process. Conse-
quently, the assessment of community economies
that eventually was conducted was somewhat
constrained by time and resources available.

Profiles of the Economic Structure
of Rural Basin Communities
The economic assessment of the region’s com-
munities (cities and towns) provided profiles of
the economic structure of each of the 476 com-
munities and CDPs in the region. These profiles
consisted of estimates of the proportion of total
employment in a community attributable to each
industrial sector contributing to that community’s
economy. The profiles were based on an inven-
tory of all firms, businesses, and agencies in or
otherwise affiliated with each community. For the
purposes of the profiles, all employment in these
job-producing organizations was attributed to a
community if the firm or agency had its address
in the community.

Trade, service and professional businesses, and
government offices typically are located physi-
cally in a given community, and their employees
are likely to reside in that community. Primary
producers, secondary processors, and other man-
ufacturers, however, may have their address in
one town but have a plant located between it and
one or more other towns and employ residents
from all of them. Likewise, farmers and ranchers
may have farms and ranches located some dis-
tance from the town where they get their mail and
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socialize, and most of their economic activity
(i.e., their purchasing of goods and services for
both business and household and their selling
of their produce) takes place in trade centers or
“central places” further up the trade hierarchy
from these “home towns.”

The data in these profiles, therefore, do not repre-
sent the results of economic base or economic im-
pact models. They represent the economic base of
a community only in a very rough way, in that a
town’s economic base depends to varying degrees
on primary producers and secondary processors
located beyond city limits (one could theorize
that the closer a mill or plant is to a town, the
greater its likely contribution to that community’s
economic base, although this was not investigated
here). Given the interconnectedness of industrial
links across communities, and the important role
of central places in trade hierarchies that are
especially relevant in rural regions such as the
study area, the economic importance of primary
producers and secondary processors for a given
town cannot be surmised from our data. The data
also do not indicate what the impact on the town
would be if a plant or mill closed. Different small
towns located in farming country, for example,
might be impacted to various degrees and in var-
ious ways if, say, the multitude of small family
farms and ranches in the area were consolidated
into one or two large ones, as has been the trend
in recent decades. Nonetheless, the data compiled
and reported here provide a rough indicator of
importance of various industries for specific
towns and thus provide a starting point for fur-
ther economic analysis.

The profile of employment for each of the 476
communities (cities and towns) and CDPs in the
region provided a representation of the economic
structure of these communities. These data, (esti-
mates of the proportion of a town’s total employ-
ment attributable to each industrial sector contri-
buting to that town’s economy) were developed
in collaboration with University of Idaho econo-
mists (see, for example, Robison 1998, Robison
and Peterson 1995). These data provide a profile
of each community’s economy in terms of 22
categories of industrial sectors: agriculture,
agricultural services, wood and paper products

manufacturing, food processing, miscellaneous
manufacturing, sand and gravel mining, other
mining, construction, public utilities, communica-
tion, business and personal services, transporta-
tion, wholesale trade, retail trade, food and bever-
age, lodging, amusement and recreation, medical
and social services, Federal Government, state
and local government, and finance, insurance, and
real estate.

These major categories represent an aggregation
of all industrial activities included under the sub-
categories for each standard industrial category
(SIC); e.g, the major category of wood and paper
products manufacturing includes lumber milling,
paper milling, and logging activities among the
various subcategories of industrial activity that
the main category represents.

This data set represents an updating and dis-
aggregation of 1992 employment and earnings
data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
REIS (Regional Economic Information System;
1994) and the Forest Service’s IMPLAN data
(REIS data updated and estimated at the county
level for all counties in the study area; see
Robison 1998). These data were resolved and
allocated to all communities (towns, cities, and
CDPs) in the region. This disaggregation was
completed by using local sources such as phone
listings for businesses (InfoUSA, Inc. 1995) and
recent directories of businesses for the relevant
states. (For a discussion of the methods used and
their theoretical basis, see Robison and Peterson
1995.)

The only addition in the current research to the
methodology described by Robison and Peterson
(1995) was the ground-truthing of the employ-
ment estimates through interviews conducted by
telephone with city clerks, U.S. Postal Service
employees, county extension agents, and repre-
sentatives of major businesses for each town.
This ground-truthing updated the employment
data to the extent possible to the first quarter of
1995, so that it would be temporally consistent
with the period when the community assessments
were conducted. This consistency ensured that
valid comparisons between the results of the two
databases could be made.
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Travel and Tourism Employment
The sectors above did not include estimates of
employment for the travel and tourism industry.
Consequently, although estimates of employment
attributable to other resource-related industries
were available for comparison, this was not the
case for employment related to outdoor recrea-
tion, travel, and tourism. Yet much of the employ-
ment in travel and tourism is directly resource
linked, as in the case of economic activity result-
ing from recreation trips to the natural resources
in the region. Part of this travel and tourism em-
ployment also is indirectly resource linked, as in
the case of business travel by firms in various
resource-linked industries.

In the present analysis, a rough estimate of em-
ployment attributable to travel and tourism was
obtained from an indirect measure based on an
economic base technique applied at the level of
the small community: the minimum requirements
approach (Tiebout 1962; Ullman and Dacey
1960, as cited in Tiebout 1962). This approach
to estimating the economic base of a community
focused on redistributing the proportion of em-
ployment in the communities initially attributed
to other sectors that could be attributed to the
travel and tourism sector.

As Tiebout (1962) explains, this approach as-
sumes that a minimum amount of employment in
a given sector of a community’s economy can
be attributed to local requirements (nonbasic em-
ployment), with the remaining employment attri-
butable to the production of exported goods or
services (i.e., basic employment). In the case of
travel, tourism, and recreation, for which key
sectors include lodging, food and beverage, retail
trade, and amusements, an estimate of the con-
tribution of this industry to a community’s econ-
omy can be derived from estimates of the basic
portion of employment in these travel and tour-
ism subsectors. All lodging employment could be
assumed to be basic (scarcely ever do residents
of a town stay in the motels, hotels, etc., in their
own town), while the contributions of residents

to the other sectors needed to be estimated. Once
the local requirements for consumption of food
and beverages, retail trade, and amusements were
determined in proportion to each town’s total em-
ployment, these proportions for each sector were
subtracted from the proportion of employment for
that sector in each town. The remainder could
then be attributed to either basic employment or
the travel and tourism sector. Thus, the propor-
tion of employment in the travel and tourism sec-
tor was the sum of the proportions attributable to
basic employment for all the travel and tourism
subsectors.

For our research it was assumed, following
Tiebout (1962), that the smallest communities
of the basin might not be typical of either the
location or the economies of the target popula-
tion of rural communities. Accordingly, the
smallest 5 percent of the basin’s communities
were excluded from the analysis of minimum re-
quirements for employment in the sectors under
consideration. Next, to calculate a town’s mini-
mum requirements, the mean proportion of em-
ployment in each of the travel and tourism sub-
sectors for the remaining towns was calculated,
along with a display of these proportions by
quartiles. After the lowest quartile proportions
were compared with the mean proportions for the
subsectors, it was decided that the former propor-
tion (i.e., the cutoff proportion for the 25 percent
of the towns with the smallest proportions of em-
ployment in a given subsector) would provide the
more sound and conservative estimate of non-
basic employment needed to meet local service
needs.

A constant proportion of employment represent-
ing the local requirement for consumption in each
of the food and beverage, retail trade, and amuse-
ment subsectors was determined, and each of
these constants was subtracted from employment
for each sector in each town. As table 1 shows,
these constants included 2 percent for the food
and beverage subsector, 6 percent for the retail
trade subsector, and 1 percent for the amusements
subsector.
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The remainder then could be attributed to basic
employment, or the travel and tourism sector.
The average “excess” proportion of total employ-
ment, or basic employment, across the small rural
towns in the basin included 2 percent for lodging,
4 percent for food and beverage, 5 percent for re-
tail trade, and 1 percent for amusement and rec-
reation (table 1). When these percentages for
basic employment in these subsectors were
totaled, they provided an estimate of an average
of 12.2 percent of total employment attributable
to travel and tourism across all rural communities
in the region.

Because the estimation of travel and tourism em-
ployment lumps both recreational travel (outdoor
recreation, tourism, etc.) and business travel to-
gether, the comparability of the travel and tour-
ism sector with, say, the outdoor recreation and
tourism industry assessed in the community self-
assessment workbooks was somewhat limited.
The travel and tourism sector actually was most
closely related to the workbook question asking
the extent to which an economy centered pri-
marily around retail stores or tourism services.

Surveys of Residents of
Chelan County and Significant
Change Communities
A representative survey of residents of Chelan
County, located in central Washington, was con-
ducted to assess the opinions and attitudes of one
county’s residents about growth and resource

management issues in a rapidly growing county.
Following Dillman’s (1978) survey procedures, a
mail questionnaire was used to collect data from
a population defined as adult representatives of
all households in the county. A total of 700 ques-
tionnaires was sent to a sample of residents ran-
domly selected from local phone books. Eight
were undeliverable. After two questionnaire mail-
ings and a postcard-reminder mailing, 222 com-
pleted questionnaires were returned, for a re-
sponse rate of 32 percent. These data provided
useful insights into the preferences and concerns
of residents in a county typical of those in the
interior West experiencing significant population
growth and community development.

A fourth component of the assessment research
was to examine and analyze the characteristics
and experiences of 145 communities in the re-
gions identified as “significant change communi-
ties.”  These communities were indicated as
undergoing major change by (1) state economic
development officials, agricultural extension
experts, and Forest Service forest planners or
economic development coordinators; or (2) U.S.
census population estimates of changes of + 20
percent since 1980. Data collection on these
communities focused on identifying the kinds of
changes occurring, the kinds of community
responses, and the effects or characteristics of all
these factors in terms of community conditions,
activities, and lifestyles. A random sample of 80
of the 145 communities indicated them to be

Table 1—Estimated mean proportion of total employment in rural Columbia basin communities
that is attributable to the travel and tourism sector, with mean proportions of total employment
attributable to basic and nonbasic employment for subsectors

Sectors of travel
and tourism Total employment Nonbasic employment Basic employment

Percent of jobs

Lodging 2 0 2
Food beverage 6 2 4
Retail trade 11 6 5
Amusement recreation 2 1 1

Total 12
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significant change communities, which were
surveyed about the major changes affecting them
and the impacts of these changes and their re-
sponse to them. Initial contacts were made with
city clerks, who were asked to suggest the name
of the person who would have the greatest knowl-
edge of the changes the town had experienced
and its response to them. The survey was con-
ducted with a structured telephone interview of
this representative of the town.

The primary purpose of collecting these initial
data was to better identify communities to study
as part of the indepth case studies of 10 towns
also conducted as part of the assessment, as well
as to better understand factors or variables to con-
sider in those case studies. The findings for the
10 communities identified as having undergone
major changes in recent decades of the kinds
most prevalent in the study area are reported else-
where (Harris 1996). Harris describes the indepth
case studies of these communities, which focused
on gaining greater understanding of the major
changes influencing a diversity of communities,
the impacts of those changes, and responses by
the community.

Analysis and Presentation
Quantitative data were gathered for the assess-
ment and were analyzed statistically with the
“Statistical Package for the Social Sciences”

software (SPSS, Inc. 1989). Univariate analyses
were performed on the census data, economic
profiles, and data obtained at the community
workshops. Mean values for relevant variables
are presented in the following sections of this
paper.

Where the data analyses presented here were
from the community self-assessment, they repre-
sent a community’s overall response; i.e., the
community is the unit of analysis. In the case of
continuous data collected with numerical scales,
the data reported in the following sections are the
mean values of the workshop responses. Fre-
quencies for the nominal-level data were obtained
from the workbook results for all 198 sampled
communities. Where only one value is reported
for these kinds of data, it represents the mode for
responses from the workshop participants. The
initial results of the survey of significant change
communities also are presented in tabular form.

Multivariate analyses were performed on contin-
uous data with one-way analysis of variance
(with appropriate posthoc tests of difference),
stepwise regression, and cross-tabulations (with
appropriate tests of strength of relationship). The
level of statistical significance used was p<0.05.
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Introduction
This chapter describes some of the initial major
findings of the rural community assessment.
Given the extensiveness of the data collected, this
paper focuses on providing an overview of the
status of small rural communities in the basin and
the influences of public land management on the
region’s rural communities. Further analysis and
reporting will explore the full breadth and depth
of these data and their implications for under-
standing the region’s rural communities.

Gathering and Analyzing
Community Scale Social Data
Various possible levels of scale for studying hu-
man beings and their sociocultural and economic
organizations and processes were considered in
the assessment research. Units for such an analy-
sis can be based on levels of social organization
and everyday human activities—individuals as
well as collectivities, geography, and political
boundaries. Levels of social collectivities include
groups of individuals in service clubs, civic
groups, and special interest groups, and the locus
for each of these groups and their activities can
range from the local level to state, regional, and
national levels. Commonly recognized levels of
social organization based on geography and hu-
man activities range from households to neigh-

borhoods, communities (towns and cities), coun-
ties, multicounty regions, and states.

Communities were selected as the most appro-
priate unit of analysis primarily because towns
and cities typically are the center of daily life for
most people living in rural America. Rural com-
munities are the places where individuals and
groups of individuals carry on much of their
work, play, and civic activities as well as the
places where they go for services important in
their lives (school, church, shopping, health,
sports, and recreation). Because of these impor-
tant factors, social scientists studying social
groups (for instance, sociologists and anthropo-
logists) most often focus on the community as the
primary unit of analysis.

Results of the Chelan County survey are instruc-
tive here. The analysis of that survey confirms
that, although 38 percent of county residents
lived outside a recognized town or city, most
(79 percent) felt that the town or city where they
collect their mail was a somewhat to very im-
portant aspect of their lives. Only 18 percent of
those surveyed rated the community where they
collect their mail as being only slightly important
in their lives. These results affirm that, although
many residents of a county live outside the city
limits of any town or cities, nearby communities
are important elements of rural living for all but a
small segment.

An Overview of the Status
of the Rural Communities
in the Basin
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A secondary reason for choosing the community
as a scale of analysis for an assessment is that
higher levels of scale can always be examined by
aggregation of community data, which them-
selves represent the aggregation of individual and
household data. The primary locus for the rela-
tionship between residents of rural areas and
place is the community. Rural towns are suf-
ficiently small that neighborhoods are not the
meaningful unit of analysis that they are in larger
cities. County-level activities and responses can
be examined by aggregating community-level
data, but county-level aggregation cannot depict
the differences in characteristics of different com-
munities within a given county or the impacts of
Federal, state, and county policies on them. Fur-
ther, communities are composed of both the indi-
vidual residents and the social groups they join or
become a part of, and an accurate understanding
and description of communities requires data on
these elements.

The results of our research confirm that, in many
places, social conditions and key changes in those
conditions, when depicted at the broader level
of counties, mask important differences in those
conditions and changes across communities. For
instance, the population of a county and its
growth may not represent the situation for towns
within that county, as in the example of three
rural communities in Wallowa County, Oregon
(table 2). As table 2 shows, changes in past and
future trends in, say, population clearly differ by
community and are not reflected in county-level
data.

The economic links among communities in
different counties and even different states may
be equally significant. An initial analysis of the
social networks linking communities confirmed
that these networks are as important as political
and economic ties. Thus, the issue of scale under-
scores that the county as a sociocultural reality
may not be meaningful for many residents and
thus not as relevant a unit of analysis.

A final reason for the focus on small towns re-
lates to policy development and its real-world
consequences. Many people are concerned about
the impacts of resource planning on their com-
munities, as well as on individuals, families,
and a region’s customs and cultures. During the
1980s, when significant impacts of changes in
Federal resource management began to be felt in
communities, the focus of resource management
reflected the concerns of communities in transi-
tion and the concept of community stability. Al-
though many people may not want to return to the
kinds of conditions that resulted in the boom-and-
bust cycles once characterizing many communi-
ties in the American West, the reality is that rural
communities will continue to evolve and change.
Accordingly, it is important to remember that any
description of a community’s characteristics and
conditions is a snapshot of its situation at one
point in time and the context in which that partic-
ular situation unfolded. Looking at the recent past
and current conditions surrounding a particular
situation can provide a better understanding of
where a community has been and where it seems
to be heading.

Table 2—Population changes in 3 communities in Wallowa County, Oregon

County and 1980 1990 Population change 1994 Population change
communities population  population (1980-1990)a  population (1990-2000) a

Percent change Percent change
Wallowa County: 7,273 6,911 -5 7,200 10

Enterprise 2,003 1,905 -5 1,935 5
Joseph 999 1,073 7 1,165 21
Wallowa 847 762 -10 755 -2

a Straight-line projections based on 1990 and 1994 population estimates obtained from the Oregon Center for Population
Research and Census (1995).
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Most Rural Communities Are
Small
At the time the research was being conducted in
the region, the 387 small rural communities
ranged from 26 to 9,760 in population (1992-94
population estimates). Differences in the commu-
nities based on their population size were ana-
lyzed for a subsample of 198 towns by categoriz-
ing communities into one of four population size
classes: towns with fewer than 1,500 people;
1,501 to 3,000 people; 3,001 to 5,000 people;
and more than 5,001 people (fig. 1).

As figure 1 displays, the majority of the towns
had fewer than 1,500 residents (68 percent) and
were classified as rural villages by Johansen and
Fuguitt (1984). Within this class, communities
ranged from 22 to 1,500 people with an average
of 520. The second class of towns ranged from
1,501 to 3,000 residents. These communities
comprised 19 percent of all communities in the
basin, with an average size of 2,162. The third
largest class, which ranged from 3,001 to 5,000
people, accounted for 7 percent of the communi-
ties and were on average 3,974 in population. The
remaining 6 percent of the communities were in
the largest class, ranging from 5,001 to 10,000
people, with an average of 7,087.

The Geography of the
Communities
The role of geographic location in characterizing
communities and assessing community resilience
was considered in the analysis of the community
data. The selection and study of a large random
sample of towns across the region ensured an as-
sessment representative of the entire basin. When
analyzed by state boundaries, the survey of 198
communities indicated that the largest proportion
of small rural towns were in Idaho (41 percent,
or 81 towns), with major proportions in eastern
Washington (28 percent, or 55 towns) and Oregon
as well (23 percent, or 46 towns). A much smaller
proportion of small towns were in western
Montana (7 percent, or 14 towns) and Wyoming
(1 percent, or 2 towns).

The Forest Service denotes major geographical
regions based on the ecology of the landscape by
classifying regions into ecological reporting units
(ERUs). These ERUs are aggregations of individ-
ual watersheds within major ecosystem types.
Thirteen ERUs, some spanning parts of two or
more states, were identified for the study area
(fig. 2).

Figure 1—Population size of rural communities across the Columbia basin with size class
proportions.



31

In terms of the largest number of rural communi-
ties within different ERUs, the most significant
unit was the Columbia Plateau ERU, where more
than 32 percent of all the communities were lo-
cated. Another 15 percent of the region’s rural
communities were in the Northern Glaciated
Mountains ERU, 9 percent were in the Owyhee
Uplands ERU, and another 9 percent were in the
Blue Mountains ERU. The Central Idaho Mount-
ains ERU followed closely with 8 percent of rural
communities, and the Upper Snake, Snake Head-
waters, and Lower Clark Fork ERUs had the next
highest numbers of rural communities, with
between 5.1 and 6.1 percent. The Northern and
Southern Cascades, the Upper Clark Fork, and
the Upper Klamath ERUs accounted for the re-
maining communities in the region with between
2.0 and 3.5 percent. Only a few communities
(0.5 percent) were located in the Northern Great
Basin ERU.

Characteristics of
Participants in Community
Self-Assessments
The characteristics of residents who participated
in the community assessment workshops were
analyzed and the results compared with those
from the survey of all Chelan County residents.
This comparison was based on the assumption
that similarities between the characteristics of the
general populace of a randomly selected county
and those of the workshop participants would
minimize concerns about how representative
“opinion leaders” were of other citizens in their
communities. As discussed previously, a concern
of people who reviewed and commented on the
assessment methodology was that the participants
selected may not have adequately represented the
residents of their communities or those residents

Figure 2—Distribution of rural communities across ecological reporting units (ERUs) in the Columbia basin.
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living outside the city limits (many residents live
outside an incorporated town, and they can com-
prise the majority of people living in a county). A
major objective of the survey of Chelan County
residents was to address these concerns and, to
the extent possible, assess their validity (see
Krull 1995).

Data collected on characteristics of the workshop
participants showed that 43 percent of partici-
pants were female and 57 percent were male. The
average age was 51, with ages ranging from 23 to
94 years and a median age of 49 years. Individu-
als aged 40 to 60 years old constituted the largest
age class, with nearly 60 percent of all partici-
pants. In addition, a greater percentage of older
individuals (over 60 years of age) participated in
the study than younger ones (less than 30 years of
age). Similarly, the mean age of Chelan County
respondents was 53 years old, with the proportion
of males and females found to be 53 and 47 per-
cent, respectively.

Consistent with the age of the workshop partici-
pants, about 37 percent of the participants had
lived in their community for 25 years or more.
We targeted relative newcomers to elicit their
perspectives as well. About 21 percent of the
workshop participants had lived in their commu-
nities 5 years or less. In addition, workshop par-
ticipants also represented a number of practical
and philosophical perspectives that differed with
occupation and civic activity within their com-
munity. To identify their ideological perspectives,
workshop participants were asked to rate them-
selves on a scale from 1 (liberal) to 7 (conserva-
tive) that allowed them to define these concepts
themselves. The resulting distribution was
skewed toward the conservative end of the scale
with a median rating of 5 and a mode of 6 (see
fig. 3). Similarly, the same mean and median
were obtained for the Chelan County residents,
affirming the ideological representation by the
workshop participants of other residents.

Workshop participants also were asked to select
the one category that best reflected the role or
position in their community or the perspective

they brought to the workshop. As figure 4 shows,
the two largest segments were elected officials
(272, or 20 percent of all participants) and busi-
ness leaders (271, or 20 percent). Other roles
represented by the participants included educa-
tional leaders (171, or 13 percent), civic group
leaders (117, or 9 percent), retired individuals
(44, or 3 percent), self-identified environmenta-
lists (40, or 3 percent), and individuals involved
in the community health services (38, or 3 per-
cent). The remaining 29 percent of workshop
participants were “other leaders” and people of
miscellaneous backgrounds and perspectives,
including farmers, ranchers, firemen, policemen,
appointed city officials, community volunteers,
and individuals active in church affairs.

The gross household income of workshop partici-
pants ranged from less than $5,000 (0.4 percent)
to more than $100,000 (6.7 percent). Most par-
ticipants’ household incomes fell within the
$25,000 to $34,999 range (21.5 percent), the
$35,000 to $49,999 range (22.0 percent), and
the $50,000 to $74,999 range (22.8 percent).

Perceived Characteristics and
Current Conditions
The geography and ecology of the landscape are
important for describing communities in the basin
and understanding differences and similarities in
their characteristics and experiences. The geogra-
phy of these communities in large part predeter-
mines their economic base and thus their econo-
mic structure. This condition along with location
and interrelations with other communities under-
lies a community’s way of life and subsequently
its social condition. In many cases, this geograph-
ic basis for community characteristics and con-
ditions transcends political boundaries (e.g.,
counties and states) and, in some cases, several
ERUs. Based on geography alone and the attend-
ant uniqueness of each community, the communi-
ty becomes the scale for understanding the varied
characteristics and conditions in the region.
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Current Characteristics and
Conditions of Rural Communities
Primary data were provided on the community’s
current characteristics and conditions by the par-
ticipants in the community assessment work-
shops. These data included responses on the key
community constructs described in “Methodology
for Assessing Communities,” above. The results
discussed below reflect the end points, or anchor-
ing descriptors, used in the seven-point scales for
the overall construct ratings, which helped work-

shop participants rate their community on each
construct. These responses represent the result of
a cumulative assessment for each dimension of
community.

Community attractiveness—A community’s
character was defined as a combination of at-
tributes ranging from a town’s visual appearance
to special places in the region where the town is
located. One key dimension of community char-
acter is a town’s physical attractiveness, as per-
ceived by its residents. As figure 5 shows, the

Figure 3—Ideological perspectives of workshop participants.

Figure 4—Percentage of workshop participants by position held within the community.
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distribution of ratings for community attractive-
ness tended to be on the high end (extremely at-
tractive) of the scale (above the midpoint of 4),
with a mean rating of 4.8 on a seven-point scale
(ranging from 1, extremely unattractive, to 7, ex-
tremely attractive). The distribution of attractive-
ness scores ranged from values of 2.0 to 7.0 with
a bimodal distribution of towns concentrated just

below and above the mean value. These results
confirm that many communities in the region per-
ceived themselves to be as attractive as other
communities, and in some cases, more so.

Regional attractiveness—Another characteristic
contributing to a community’s character was its
regional attractiveness. This characteristic refers

Figure 5—Distribution of mean
ratings for community
attractiveness across rural
Columbia basin communities.

Figure 6—Distribution of mean
ratings for regional attractiveness
across rural Columbia basin
communities.
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to the attractiveness of the area beyond the com-
munity’s city limits for a distance of 100 miles.
Attractiveness in this case referred to a variety of
attributes, including the importance of the sce-
nery and outdoor recreational opportunities in the
region where a community is located.

As figure 6 shows, the distribution of ratings for
community attractiveness tended be very high
(close to the extremely attractive end of the
scale), with a mean rating of 6.1 on a seven-
point scale (ranging from 1, extremely unattrac-
tive, to 7, extremely attractive). This mean was
the highest of any key construct, indicating the
relative abundance of scenery and amenities that
was perceived across the region, regardless of
specific location. Likewise, the distribution of the
regional attractiveness scores ranged from values
of 4.4 to 7.0, with a normal distribution of towns,
except for a concentration of communities around
the mean value, and a standard deviation of 0.76.
These results confirmed that most communities in
the study area perceived the region in which they
were located to be as attractive as that for other
communities, if not more so.

Community cohesion—A community’s social
cohesiveness was defined as “the degree to which
the residents of a community work together to
get things done” and their “sense of community.”

The distribution of mean values for the region’s
social cohesion scores was relatively small
(standard deviation of 0.78), with ratings ranging
from 2.3 to 6.6 and a mean of 4.9 on a seven-
point scale (ranging from 1, an extremely weak
sense of community, to 7, an extremely strong
sense of community) (fig. 7).

Table 3 shows that, in response to a categorical
question on the extent of a strong sense of com-
munity, a very small segment of communities was
so diverse with respect to the values of the com-
munities’ residents that there was no agreement
among those values. Alternatively, in about half
of the remaining communities, residents were not
only in agreement but also held similar values.

Community services—Community services in-
cluded those provided by either the government
or the private sector. The mean rating of the ad-
equacy of services in the sampled communities
was 4.7 on a seven-point scale (ranging from 1,
extremely adequate services and facilities, to 7,
extremely inadequate services and facilities),
with values ranging from 1.7 to 6.4 (fig. 8). The
distribution of responses for satisfaction with
community services was skewed with a dispro-
portionate share of towns between 4.7 and 5.8.

Community autonomy—The autonomy of a
community was defined as “the degree to which a

Figure 7—Distribution of mean ratings for
community cohesiveness across 198
rural Columbia basin communities.
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community is linked economically, socially, and
physically to neighboring communities and to the
region as a whole.”   For instance, a community
that perceived itself as lacking autonomy con-
sidered itself highly linked and dependent on
surrounding towns for its economic and social
well-being. On the other hand, a community per-
ceiving itself as being highly autonomous was
one that considered itself to be very independent,
economically, socially, and physically, of other
communities.

On a seven-point scale (ranging from 1, not at
all autonomous, to 7, extremely autonomous),
the community autonomy construct was compara-
tively low with a mean rating of 3.4. This finding

underscores the relative dependence of small rural
communities on other towns. As figure 9 shows,
however, a comparatively large standard deviation
(1.14) and the rectangular distribution of the
ratings, with a wide range of values from 1.1 to
6.3, indicate a wide spread of means across the
scale for the community autonomy construct. This
result suggests that autonomy may not have been
conceived of strictly in terms of economics or the
supply of goods and services, but in the broader
social context the concept was meant to represent.

In comparison with constructs for other key
dimensions of community characteristics and
conditions, the mean rating for community
autonomy was found to be the lowest: 3.4 on a

Table 3—Extent of a sense of community in 198 Columbia basin study communities

Cumulative
Sense of community Frequency Percentage percentage

Most residents hold similar values and are in
agreement 90 45.5 45.5

The community has diverse values, but
residents have learned to work together 96 48.5 94.0

The community is very diverse and there is
no real agreement in the community 12 6.0 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0

Figure 8—Distribution of mean ratings for
community services across 198 rural
Columbia basin communities.
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seven-point scale, in comparison with means
ranging from the next lowest mean of 3.9 for
attractiveness for business to a high of 6.1 for re-
gional attractiveness. This low mean rating
indicates that the towns in the region have a
relatively low level of autonomy.

Table 4 confirms that the region’s communities
are split between those very dependent on other
towns and those dependent on other towns for
some things but not for others. When workshop
participants were asked to categorize their towns,
those sampled were split between those saying
their community was very dependent on other

towns (43.9 percent), and those saying their com-
munity was dependent on other towns for some
things but independent in terms of other things
(54.5 percent). Only three towns, or 1.5 percent,
reported themselves to be highly autonomous
(i.e., the community stands alone and functions
pretty independently of other communities).
These three towns—St. John, Washington;
Stanley, Idaho; and Sandpoint, Idaho—range in
population from 70 to 5,725 (1992-94 estimates).

Table 5 indicates that a community’s autonomy
was significantly related to a variety of other
characteristics and conditions. It confirms that
various aspects of community life, such as social

Figure 9—Distribution of mean ratings for
community autonomy across rural ICRB
communities.

Table 4—Levels of community autonomy in 198 Columbia basin study communities

Cumulative
Level of community autonomy Frequency Percentage percentage

The community is very dependent on other
communities  87  43.9  43.9

The community depends on other towns for some
things but is independent on other things 108 54.5  98.5

The community stands alone and functions
relatively independently of other communities 3 1.5 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0
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cohesion, community attractiveness, and popula-
tion size were as important as economic con-
structs (e.g., economic diversity and attractive-
ness for business) for understanding a commu-
nity’s sense of self-reliance and independence,
and consequently that autonomy is moderately
related to a community’s quality of life.

Quality of life—The quality of life of a com-
munity refers to a range of physical and social
aspects reflecting how good the good life is with-
in a community and includes air and water qual-
ity, traffic congestion, perceived safety, social
problems, overall friendliness, and the abundance
of stimulating social activities. Most communities
rated themselves as having a high quality of life,
with a mean rating of 5.7 on a seven-point scale
(ranging from 1, extremely poor quality of life, to
7, extremely high quality of life). A small stand-
ard deviation of 0.56 for the mean (half of that
for the community autonomy construct) and the
concentration of mean ratings between 4.0 and
6.5 confirmed this construct’s narrow distribution
and the high quality of life perceived by residents
of most towns in the region (see fig. 10). Addi-
tionally, when asked if their communities were
safe, friendly, and good places to live, more than
80 percent of the respondents felt that few other
rural communities could match their quality of life

(table 6). Together, these results indicate that the
vast majority of towns surveyed perceived their
quality of life to be quite high.

Community leadership—Community leadership
referred to leadership from a variety of sources,
including the business community, government
agencies, other organizations, active individuals,
and elected officials. A relatively normal distribu-
tion was obtained from the mean ratings of the
study communities on the construct effectiveness
of community leaders. On a seven-point scale
(ranging from 1, extremely ineffective leadership,
to 7, extremely effective leadership), the mean
response was 4.8 with a range of 2.4 to 6.4 and a
standard deviation of 0.76 (fig. 11).

Community government—Workshop partici-
pants also rated the effectiveness of their com-
munity government, which referred to their per-
ceptions of their local government’s ability to
make and carry out plans and projects, as well as
its performance in acting in accordance with the
will of the citizens and in ways that earned trust
in the government. The resulting distribution was
characterized by a mean rating of 4.8 on a seven-
point scale (ranging from 1, extremely ineffec-
tive, to 7, extremely effective), with a range of
1.8 to 6.4 and a standard deviation of 0.85
(fig. 12). These results are consistent with the
findings shown in table 7, which indicate that less
than 5 percent of the communities felt that their
government did not know what to do, or that it
did only what influential people wanted it to do.

Not surprisingly, ratings of the effectiveness of
the community’s government were highly cor-
related with ratings of the effectiveness of the
community’s leadership (Pearson correlation
coefficient, r = 0.72). It also was significant that
the perceptions of elected officials about their
performance differed statistically from other par-
ticipants’ perception of the effectiveness of the
community’s government. Analyses comparing
mean values for the two groups revealed a statis-
tically significant difference (p<0.05) of about
0.5 in the scale means for effectiveness of com-
munity government and the community’s leader-
ship. This difference may be explained by the

Table 5—Pearson correlation coefficients of
characteristics of 198 Columbia basin study
communities significantly correlated with
community autonomy

Community
Variable autonomy

Availability of services 0.52**
Attractiveness .52**
Attractiveness for business .40**
Social cohesion .40**
Economic diversity .45**
1992-94 population .35**
Quality of life .32**

** = correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Figure 10—Distribution of mean ratings for quality of life across rural Columbia basin
communities.

Table 6—Levels of quality of life in 198 Columbia basin study communities

Cumulative
Level of quality of life Frequency Percentage percentage

The community is safe, friendly, and a good
place to live; few rural communities can match
its quality of life 159 80.3 80.3

The community is not the best place to live for
health, safety, or social reasons, but it offers a
reasonable quality of life 38 19.2 99.5

The community has serious social problems; most
other communities offer a better quality of life 1 .5 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0
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Figure 11—Distribution of mean ratings for the effectiveness of community leaders
across rural Columbia basin communities.

Figure 12—Distribution of
mean ratings of government
effectiveness across rural
Columbia basin communities.
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fact that the elected officials have a different, but
valid, perspective on the effectiveness of their
leadership than do other workshop participants.
An alternative explanation is that the systematic
differences in ratings on leadership effectiveness
represent a self-interested bias in the perceptions
of elected officials in evaluating their perfor-
mance and the extent to which they represent the
views and desires of their constituents.

Preparedness for the future—Community pre-
paredness for the future is defined in the self-
assessment workbook as the “degree to which a
community is looking towards the future and pre-
paring for its future.”  The section devoted to this
key construct focused on questions about the
ways community members perceived their com-
munities were already changing, the extent of
those changes, and how much residents were
discussing whether or how they wanted their
community to change.

The mean rating of the extent to which communi-
ties perceived being prepared for the future was
relatively low (4.1) on a seven-point scale (rang-
ing from 1, or totally unprepared, to 7, totally
prepared). In fact, only the autonomy construct
had a lower mean rating. The distribution of the
preparedness for the future construct across rural
communities was relatively normal (fig. 13).
More communities fell at the upper end of the
scale, however, and perceived themselves as
being more prepared for the future than others.
Table 8, which looks at the results for a fixed-
response question about a community’s prepared-

ness for the future, indicates that about a third of
the communities (3.5 + 30.8 = 34.3 percent) were
ones where citizens had plans and projects for
realizing some desired future. An additional
39.4 percent of the towns were ones where citi-
zens had begun identifying future directions for
their community, but they were yet to identify any
actions, much less take any. In contrast, more
than one-fourth of the towns (18.2 + 8.1 = 26.3
percent) had little or no discussion about their
future, or about whether or how they wanted to
change. These data reveal that, while nearly 22
percent of the communities in the region had
decided they wanted to stay the same (3.5 + 18.2
= 21.7 percent), more than 38 percent wanted to
change (30.8 + 8.1 = 38.9 percent). Of those
communities already actively making plans and
taking action (34.3 percent), 90 percent had done
so to allow them to change to achieve a desired
future. Conversely, of the little more than a quar-
ter (26.3 percent) of the towns whose citizens had
not as yet made any plans or taken any action,
only 31 percent were open to changing to achieve
a desired future, and 69 percent wanted to stay
the same.

A conclusion from these results is that the
proactive communities were the ones that had
realized change was coming and were readily
moving forward in dealing with that change and
trying to manage it. Communities desiring not to
change tended to be ones that were ignoring their
situation, or at least were not discussing or
considering change.

Table 7—Levels of government effectiveness in 198 Columbia basin study communities

How the community’s Cumulative
government operates Frequency Percentage percentage

Does pretty much what the citizens want  63 31.8 31.8
Does what some influential people want 15 7.6 39.4
Does what it thinks is best for the citizens 117 59.1 98.5
Does not know what to do 3 1.5 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0
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Figure 13—Distribution of mean ratings for community preparedness for the future
across the Columbia basin.

Table 8—Extent of community preparedness for the future in 198 study communities

How prepared for the future Cumulative
is your community? Frequency Percentage  percentage

Citizens have plans and projects identified that
will allow them to stay the same 7 3.5 3.5

Citizens have plans and projects identified that will
allow them to change to achieve a desired future 61 30.8 34.3

Citizens have discussed and identified future
directions for the community, but no actions
identified 78 39.4 73.7

Citizens have not had much discussion about the
town’s future, but they want to stay the same 36 18.2 91.9

Citizens have not had much discussion, about the
town’s future, but they are willing to change 16 8.1 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0
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Economics: Perceptions and
Reality
The perceptions of workshop participants about
the economy of their community were assessed
with a variety of questions. These perceptions
could then be compared to the actual economic
structure of the region’s communities.

Perceptions of Workshop
Participants
Perceptions of community’s dependence on
resource-based industries—In the section of the
workbook on the economy of a community, work-
shop participants first were asked to name the
major businesses and industries in their commu-
nities. The residents then were asked to rate the
extent to which their towns were dependent on
various industries for their economic stability, a
seven-point scale ranging from 1 (extremely in-
dependent) to 7 (extremely dependent). The re-
sults for the major resource-based industries,
which included farming and agriculture, wood
products manufacturing, grazing and ranching,
outdoor recreation and tourism, and minerals and
mining, are reported in table 9 across all 198
communities for each of these industries.

Overall, residents of the rural communities of the
region perceived farming and agriculture as the
most important natural resource industry in terms
of their economic dependence, followed by graz-

ing and ranching and outdoor recreation and tour-
ism. Also significant is the finding that, on average
across the total sample of workshop participants,
the outdoor recreation and tourism sector was
perceived as being more important than wood
products as a contributor to small rural economies.
The validity of these perceptions was assessed
by comparing the industries in terms of the actual
contribution of the different industrial sectors to
rural economies, which was based on
prossportions of total employment, as discussed in
a later section of this paper.

Figure 14 shows that perceptions of overall de-
pendence of the region’s communities on natural
resource industries was rated very highly by the
workshop participants, with a comparatively high
mean rating of 5.8 on a seven-point scale (from
1, extremely independent, to 7, extremely de-
pendent). The distribution of mean ratings was
skewed, with an overall mean of 6.0; only 25 per-
cent of the informants indicated a rating of 5.4
or less.

Classification of communities by dominant
industry—Many people have promoted the idea
of classifying communities on the basis of their
economic structure (Branch et al. 1982, Gale and
Cordray 1991). Here, just one application of the
community typology idea is presented, with com-
munities identified as resource dependent and
classified by the industrial sector that residents
perceived their community was most dependent
on. This sector was termed the “dominant
industry.”

To operationalize this classification, communities
that were highly resource dependent were first
identified. These were communities with a mean
rating of 5.0 or higher on the seven-point scale
rating their perceived resource dependence. Com-
munities meeting this criterion then were clas-
sified in terms of the dominant industry as per-
ceived by residents; this classification was based
on that industry receiving the highest rating on
the economic dependence scale. Table 10 shows
the number and proportion of all communities
that citizens indicated as having economies dom-
inated by particular natural resource industries.

Table 9—Mean ratings of perceived
dependence of rural Columbia basin
communities on resource-based industries

Industry Mean ratinga

Farming and agriculture 5.1

Grazing and ranching 4.4

Outdoor recreation and tourism 4.3

Wood products 3.6

Mining and minerals 1.7
aMean ratings based on results from community self-
assessment workshops in 198 communities in the basin.
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Only 11 towns, or 5.5 percent of all towns in the
region, were perceived as not being significantly
dependent on natural resources. Of the other
communities, residents perceived them to be
most dependent on one of four types of natural
resource-based industries: farming, ranching, tim-
ber, and recreation and tourism. Only four com-
munities were found to be mining dominant;
given this small sample size, any results of
statistical analysis must be viewed as tentative.

Based on residents’ perceptions of their commu-
nities, about 46 percent of all communities in
the region could be labeled as primarily farm-
ing dominated, and another 8 percent perceived
themselves to be primarily ranching communi-
ties. In addition to these farming- and ranching-
dominated communities, another 10 percent of
the region’s communities reported that they were
moderately highly dependent to very highly de-
pendent on agriculture. Many of these communi-
ties also were dependent on wood products, tour-
ism and recreation, and mining.

Figure 14—Distribution of mean
ratings of dependence on natural
resources across rural Columbia
basin communities.
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Table 10—Classification of 198 Columbia basin study communities by perceived industry
dominance

Cumulative
Perceived dominant industrya Frequency Percent percentage

Farming 90 45.5 45.5

Ranching 16 8.1 53.6

Timber 47 23.7 77.3

Travel and tourism 34 17.2 94.5

Not resource dependent 11 5.5 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0
a Because of the small number of communities rated highly dependent on mining and minerals (1 community), it was
not broken out for this analysis.
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Nearly 24 percent of the region’s communities
were perceived by participants as being timber-
dominant communities. Many of these, however,
also perceived themselves to be dependent on
mining and outdoor recreation and tourism. Fully
two-thirds of all communities in the region per-
ceived themselves as being somewhat dependent
to highly dependent on wood products.

Communities perceiving themselves as having
economies dominated primarily by tourism and
recreational activities totaled 17 percent of all
towns in the region. Another 11 percent perceived
themselves as being moderately highly dependent
to very highly dependent on tourism and
recreation.

Yet another 11 percent of the communities de-
scribed their economy as primarily based on
government jobs.

Although the region’s towns were classified in
this way, most had mixed economies that were
perceived as being at least somewhat dependent
on a number of resource-based industries. For
example, only 9 percent of the communities ex-
amined were reported to be highly independent
of farming and ranching, only 13 percent were
reported to be highly independent of outdoor rec-
reation and tourism, and 37 percent of the com-
munities were not dependent on wood products to
a significant extent. Almost one-quarter of all
communities in the region (22 percent) were per-
ceived by workshop participants as having pri-
marily a mixed economy with no particular
dominant industry.

The relation of the ratings of perceived depen-
dence on resource industries to community pop-
ulation size also was examined. As described
above, the towns were classified by four size
classes (i.e., less than 1,500 people, 1,501 to
3,000 people, 3,001 to 5,000 people, and 5,001
to 10,000 people). Statistical differences (p<0.05)
in communities’ ratings of perceived dependence
on timber, mining, or farming in relation to popu-
lation size classes were not found. An analysis of
towns based on their dominant industry classi-
fication, however, indicated that different kinds
of industry-dominated communities did indeed
differ in their population size.

The majority (58 percent) of communities in the
smallest size category (communities under 1,500
in population) were ones in which agriculture
(farming, ranching, and food processing) was
perceived to be the dominant industry. Moreover,
the perceived dominant industry in the largest
segment of towns in every size category also was
farming.

Towns perceived as timber dominant were well
represented across each size category, with pro-
portions ranging from 20 to 38 percent of com-
munities in each class. In contrast, most of the
ranching-dominant communities (87 percent)
were among the smallest towns (under 1,500 in
population); the other ranching-dominant com-
munities fell under the next smallest size class
(1,500 to 3,000 in population).

Interestingly, outdoor recreation and tourism was
particularly dominant in the smallest (under 1,500
in population) and the midsized (3,000 to 5,000
in population) communities with 19 and 29 per-
cent, respectively. Not surprisingly, the largest
communities in the region, which were among the
most economically diverse, were the ones most
likely to be perceived as not being highly natural
resource dependent.

In a related question, communities were asked
which best characterized their economic base:
(1) one centered mainly around the growing,
gathering, or harvesting of raw materials; (2) one
centered around adding value to or processing
raw materials; (3) one centered primarily around
retail stores or tourism services; (4) one centered
primarily around government jobs; or (5) one too
diverse to be described by the preceding cate-
gories of economic activity. As table 11 shows,
nearly 16 percent of the communities identified
themselves as too diverse to classify, and the ma-
jority (58 percent) perceived themselves to be
dominated by traditionally extractive or agri-
culturally based sectors. Only 8 percent reported
themselves to be dominated by manufacturing
industries or ones adding value to or processing
raw or harvested materials. Twelve percent re-
ported themselves to be dominated by retail and
tourism services, much the same proportion as
the average employment in that sector, which is
reported in the next section.
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Perceptions of the economic diversity of
communities—A related focus of the community
self-assessment was on perceptions by the work-
shop participants of their community’s economic
diversity. These perceptions were rated on a
seven-point scale (ranging from 1, extremely non-
diverse, to 7, extremely diverse). As shown in
figure 15, responses were broadly distributed
with a comparatively low mean of 3.91 and a
range of 1.83 to 6.67.

Community’s attractiveness for business—
Perceptions by residents of the attractiveness of
their communities for business were rated on a
seven-point scale (ranging from 1, extremely un-

attractive, to 7, extremely attractive). Responses
were skewed toward the low end of the scale;
with a comparatively low mean of 3.85 and a
range of 1.57 to 6.0 (fig. 16) indicating that a
majority of the communities assessed themselves
as being more unattractive than attractive for
business.

Profiles of the Economies by Actual
Employment
A profile of each community’s actual economic
composition was developed for the assessment
research, based on the estimated proportion of a
town’s total employment in each industrial sector.

Table 11—Types of industries perceived to dominate the economies of 198 Columbia basin study
communities

Cumulative
Industry Frequency Percentage percentage

Growing, gathering, or harvesting of raw
materials 114 58.8 58.8

Adding value to or processing raw materials 15 7.7 66.5

Retail and tourism services 24 12.4 78.9

Government services 11 5.7 84.5

Too diverse to classify 30 15.5 100.0

Total 198 100.0 100.0

Figure 15—Distribution of mean ratings of the
diversity of the economies of rural Columbia
basin communities.
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Figure 16—Distribution of mean
ratings of community
attractiveness for business
across rural Columbia basin
communities.

Table 12—Percentage of total employment across rural Columbia basin communities by
industrial sectora b

Industrial sector Type of sector Total employment

Percent

Agriculture Basic industry and processing 23.1
State and local government Service 15.2
Travel and tourism Service 12.4
Retail trade (nontourism related) Service 11.1
Food and beverage (nontourism
related) Service 5.1

Federal Government Service 4.8
Medical and social services Service 4.7
Mining and minerals Basic industry and processing 3.3
Harvesting and manufacturing
of wood products Basic industry and processing 5.6

Other 14.4

Total 100.0

a Rural communities with 1992-94 population between 20 and 10,000 people (N=387).

b Based on the 1995 disaggregated regional employment (REIS) database.
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These profile data were then used to assess dif-
ferences among communities based on their size
and actual economic diversity. The actual econo-
mic structure of communities also could be com-
pared with perceptions by the residents of their
community’s economy.

Employment profiles of the region’s
communities—Table 12 shows the extent to
which different industrial sectors directly con-
tributed to rural economies in the first quarter
of 1995, as indicated by the average proportion
of total employment in each sector across the re-
gion’s rural communities. These results provide
support for the proposition that both resource-
based industries (i.e., farming, ranching, timber,
and travel and tourism) and various service sec-
tors are important components of rural econo-
mies. Of the industries displayed, agriculture,
manufacturing of wood products, and mining and
minerals are the more traditional, extractive (or
basic) resource-related industries, and the others
listed are service industries.

Agriculture is the region’s top employer (at an
average of 23.1 percent of total employment in
rural communities), and state and local govern-
ment (15.2 percent) is the second largest employ-
er. An average of 12.4 percent for the travel and
tourism industry places it third: This includes
employment attributable to such sectors as lodg-
ing, nonlocal retail trade, and nonlocal food and
beverage. Other significant employers in the re-
gion’s rural communities are a number of service
sectors, including locally based (nontourism re-
lated) retail trade and food and beverage. The
wood manufacturing and timber harvesting sec-
tor, on average, accounts for 5.6 percent of rural
community employment, and the mining and min-
erals sector accounts for 3.3 percent.

In terms of jobs in the average rural community,
the majority (62.1 percent) are ones in the service
sector. Excluding government jobs, which pro-
vide 21.4 percent of all jobs, other service jobs
account for 40.7 percent of all employment in
rural communities. A difference is found, how-
ever, between large and small communities in the
proportion of total employment in traditional eco-
nomic base industries. Those towns having more
than 3,000 people had, on average, 18.4 percent

of all jobs in those sectors; in smaller towns,
fewer than 3,000 people, those sectors accounted
for 34 percent of all jobs.

Economic profiles of communities based on
size class—Table 13 presents the results of the
economic profiles of the region’s towns, based on
an analysis of employment in different industrial
sectors in towns grouped by population size.
Mean proportions of employment in each indus-
trial sector are reported for each of the four size
classes of towns. For this analysis, which would
be indicative of the extent to which towns of
different sizes (based on population) were eco-
nomically diverse, the 198 communities were clas-
sified according to the population size classes
described earlier (i.e., less than 1,500 people;
1,501 to 3,000 people; 3,001 to 5,000 people; and
5,001 to 10,000 people). (The results presented
in table 13 are for only the 198 communities for
which complete community assessment data
exist, for the sake of comparability, and not for
all 387 small rural communities; nonetheless, the
large sample size ensures the representational
value of these results for all towns in the region.)

Table 13 suggests that larger communities are,
indeed, somewhat less dependent on one or a few
industrial sectors and thus are more economically
diverse. Smaller communities are more dependent
on a number of natural resource industries for
employment, including agriculture and wood
products, than are larger communities; a major
exception here is the mining and minerals sector.
Just as telling was the finding that the proportion
of employment in the other industries category
was much greater for the two larger size classes
of communities (20.0 and 21.2 percent) than the
smaller town classes (9.2 and 15.0 percent).

In the smallest size class of communities (less
than 1,500), employment in agriculture accounted
for the greatest percentage of jobs (26.0 percent),
followed by state and local government (16.2
percent) and the travel and tourism sector (13.7
percent). Agriculture accounted for only 9.1 per-
cent of all jobs in communities having between
3,001 and 5,000 people and 6.2 percent in com-
munities with 5,001 to 10,000 people. The har-
vesting of timber and manufacturing of wood
products accounted for similar proportions of
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employment: regardless of community size, this
sector accounted for 6.3 and 6.8 percent of all
jobs in communities with less than 1,500 people
and 1,501 to 3,000 people, respectively, and for
only 5.0 percent in large communities (5,001 to
10,000 people). Sectors providing the greatest
percentage of jobs in larger communities (3,001
to 5,000 and 5,001 to 10,000 people) were pri-
marily service oriented. In the largest class of
communities (5,001 to 10,000 people), the travel
and tourism sector provided the largest propor-
tion of jobs (17.4 percent), followed by the retail
sector (13.2 percent), state and local government
(11.9 percent), medical and social services (8.2
percent), and food and beverage establishments
(7.4 percent).

Development of an economic diversity index—
A rough-and-ready indicator of actual economic
diversity was developed from the above employ-
ment data to measure the degree to which the 387
small rural communities in the region actually
were economically diverse. This index is a sum-
mative one of relative economic diversity. It was
calculated with two measures of the extent to
which a community actually was dependent on
a wide variety of industries as opposed to only
a few.

One component of the index was a measure of the
extent to which a given community’s economy
was comprised of only a few or, alternatively,
many sectors. This measure was an average num-
ber of industrial sectors having some proportion
of employment in that community and ranged
from an average of 0.04 for communities with
one sector (one-twenty-third of all 23 sectors) to
1.0 for all 23 sectors. This average was recorded
as a standardized score.

The second component of the index was a meas-
ure of the preponderance of total employment in
any one sector: this measure was first set at zero
and then increased by one for each sector for
which the proportion of a community’s total em-
ployment exceeded one-third (33 percent). The
most sectors for which the proportion of employ-
ment for any community exceeded this amount
was two, so a community average was calculated

for this measure that included 0.0, 0.5, and 1.0.
The higher this average, the less diverse the eco-
nomy, so its sign was changed to provide an in-
dicator consistent with the first measure. Again,
the average was standardized. Then, both meas-
urements were summed for a cumulative index
of economic diversity.

The towns were classified by their level of econo-
mic diversity, based on the index score calculated
for each. Levels of economic diversity based on
the index ranged from low (-1.00 to 0.01) and
medium-low (0.01 to 0.35) to medium-high (0.35
to 0.90) and high (0.90 to 1.00). These levels
were relative ones with ranges based on quartiles
of the towns’ economic diversity index scores,
and each class thus representing an equal propor-
tion of the communities under study (25 percent
each). The one-quarter of the towns receiving the
lowest economic diversity index scores (less than
0.01) were labeled as “low,” and so forth.

For example, Conconully, Washington, was a
town in which employment was found for only
7 of the 23 industrial sectors estimated, and 2 of
those sectors accounted for over 33 percent of the
town’s employment. Accordingly, it was very low
in economic diversity, receiving a standardized
score of -0.65 that ranked it 15 of all the region’s
towns and cities in being economically diverse
(in the lowest quartile), so it was classified in the
“low” economic diversity class. At the other end
of the diversity scale, a highly diverse community
like Bend, Oregon, was found to have employ-
ment in 20 sectors, with no sectors having a
major predominance of employment (over 33 per-
cent). It received a diversity index score of 1.00
that ranked it 442—in the highest quartile as one
of the region’s most diversified towns—and it
was included in the high economic diversity
class. A more moderate level of diversity was
found for Troy, Idaho, which had employment
in 15 sectors; but because one of those sectors
had a major predominance of employment, it
was ranked as 192 in economic diversity with an
index score of 0.25, placing it in the medium-low
category of being economically diverse.

Text continues on page 68.
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Table 14 displays all the region’s cities and towns
and gives their 1992-94 population estimates,
scores on the economic diversity index, and
levels of employment per industrial sector. For
this analysis, the levels of actual employment
developed were low (5 percent of total employ-
ment in a given industry, or less), medium low
(6 to 10 percent), medium high (11 to 19 percent),
and high (20 percent, or more, of total employ-
ment in a given industry). These levels, which
were based on a comparison of quartiles for all
industries, provided absolute—as opposed to
relative—indicators of  the level of community
dependence on the various industries for employ-
ment. That is, few communities would be rated
highly in construction employment, which rep-
resented a low proportion of employment across
most communities, but the levels would be much
more revealing for sectors representing higher
proportions and greater variation, such as agricul-
ture or wood products.

Overall, as table 14 shows, although larger towns
and cities tended to have a comparatively higher
degree of economic diversity, many of the re-
gion’s smaller towns also were found to be com-
paratively diverse economically. For instance,
Bonners Ferry, Idaho, was found to have a highly
diverse economy, yet had only 2,244 residents in
1992-94.

Comparing Perceived and Actual
Industry Dominance
An analysis of industry employment by
dominant industry classifications—Economic-
profile data for the 198 communities were ana-
lyzed to identify differences in actual employ-
ment in various sectors in those towns classified
as dominated by the various natural resource
industries (i.e., farming, ranching, timber, and
outdoor recreation and tourism; see the earlier
discussion on classification of communities by
dominant industry). As table 15 shows, the per-
centage of actual employment within each of the
major industrial sectors is reported for each type
of town classified as dominated by a particular
industry.

As one would expect, the 93 communities that
perceived themselves to be farming and ranch-

ing dependent had higher percentages of employ-
ment in the agricultural sector (28.5 percent).
Similarly, the 45 communities perceiving them-
selves to be timber dependent were primarily
represented by the higher levels of employment
(16.7 percent) in the harvesting of timber and
manufacturing of wood products. Additionally,
within the 33 communities that perceived them-
selves to be primarily dependent on travel and
tourism, over one-quarter of all jobs, on average,
were directly related to that industry. Higher pro-
portions of employment in travel-related service-
oriented sectors, such as food and beverage
and retail trade, that were attributed to local
(nontourism related) trade, also were found for
travel and tourism communities as well. This
finding suggests that the attribution of nonlocal
(or tourism) jobs in these travel-related service
sectors based on the minimum requirements ap-
proach may be conservative; that is, the travel
and tourism sector may account for higher levels
of employment than indicated by the minimum
requirements approach applied here. In addition,
the travel and tourism sector was an important
provider of jobs in both timber- and ranching-
dependent communities (13.0 and 14.3 percent,
respectively, of total employment), reflecting the
important role that resource amenities are playing
in many rural areas in the basin. The Federal
Government was also a comparatively important
sector in these towns, with nearly double the
mean estimate of employment as other kinds of
industrial-dominant towns.

Alternatively, industries such as wood products
and Federal Government are relatively unimport-
ant to travel and tourism communities. Likewise,
mining and minerals was a relatively unimportant
economic sector, in terms of direct jobs provided,
in farming-, ranching-, and timber- dependent
communities. However, wood products manufac-
turing had the second-highest proportion of total
employment, next to timber-dependent towns, in
ranching communities. Aside from these timber-
dependent communities having the largest pe-
rcentage of manufacturing of wood and paper
products, they also had the most diverse econo-
mies based on relatively high proportions of jobs
in each of the major industries.



69

T
ab

le
 1

5—
P

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
of

 to
ta

l e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t i
n 

se
le

ct
ed

 e
co

no
m

ic
 s

ec
to

rs
, b

y 
in

du
st

ry
 d

om
in

an
ce

 c
la

ss
ifi

ca
tio

n,
 C

ol
um

bi
a 

ba
si

n

P
er

ce
iv

ed
 d

om
in

an
t

S
ta

te
 a

nd
 lo

ca
l

F
ed

er
al

in
du

st
ry

 (
N

)a
A

gr
ic

ul
tu

re
W

oo
d 

pr
od

uc
ts

T
ra

ve
l a

nd
 t

ou
ris

m
go

ve
rn

m
en

t
G

ov
er

nm
en

t

P
e

rc
e

n
t

F
ar

m
in

g 
(9

3)
28

.5
2.

0
9.

1
17

.9
4.

0
R

an
ch

in
g 

(1
8)

26
.4

7.
7

14
.3

15
.6

8.
4

T
im

be
r 

(4
5)

12
.6

16
.7

13
.0

14
.9

8.
5

T
ra

ve
l a

nd
 t

ou
ris

m
 (

33
)

11
.6

2.
6

26
.5

13
.3

3.
6

M
in

in
g 

(4
)

7.
0

5.
8

10
.0

17
.7

2.
1

M
e

a
n

21
.3

6
.2

13
.5

16
.2

5
.3

M
in

in
g 

an
d

F
oo

d 
an

d
M

ed
ic

al
 a

nd
 s

oc
ia

l
m

in
er

al
s

R
et

ai
l t

ra
deb

be
ve

ra
ge

b
 s

er
vi

ce
s

O
th

er
 in

du
st

rie
s

P
e

rc
e

n
t

F
ar

m
in

g 
(9

3)
1.

5
9.

8
4.

7
4.

4
18

.1
R

an
ch

in
g 

(1
8)

1.
2

13
.5

6.
1

5.
3

1.
5

T
im

be
r 

(4
5)

 3
.2

12
.5

4.
8

7.
1

6.
7

T
ra

ve
l a

nd
 t

ou
ris

m
 (

33
)

5.
1

15
.0

9.
5

 5
.2

 7
.6

M
in

in
g 

(4
)

13
.5

12
.4

3.
6

10
.0

17
.9

M
e

a
n

2
.7

11
.7

5
.7

5
.4

12
.0

a 
To

ta
l n

um
be

r 
of

 r
ur

al
 c

om
m

un
iti

es
 in

 e
ac

h 
cl

as
s 

ba
se

d 
on

 a
 s

am
pl

e 
of

 1
93

 c
om

m
un

iti
es

 th
at

 p
ar

tic
ip

at
ed

 in
 a

 s
el

f-
as

se
ss

m
en

t w
or

ks
ho

p.

b 
N

on
to

ur
is

m
 r

el
at

ed
.



70

How accurately do perceptions of residents
match the reality of a community’s employment
profile?—The preceding discussion of residents’
perceptions of their community’s economy and its
actual composition in terms of employment pro-
vides insight on the question, How well and how
accurately do these perceptions reflect the reality
of any given community’s actual employment
base?  One indication can be found in comparing
perceived levels of dependence on natural re-
source industries in the 198 sample communities
with levels based on proportions of actual em-
ployment for those communities (see table 16).
For this comparison, the levels of actual employ-
ment applied again ranged were low (5 percent of
total employment in a given industry or less),
medium low (6 to 10 percent), medium high (11
to 19 percent), and high (20 percent or more, of
total employment).

Table 16 indicates that the accuracy of perceived
dependence with actual dependence in terms of
jobs differed greatly, depending on community.
The perceptions by some communities (e.g.,
Genessee or Bellevue, Idaho) were consistent
with levels of employment, and those for other
communities (e.g., Clayton or Lava Hot Springs,
Idaho) were not.

An analysis of the match between perception
and reality on two traditionally impor tant
resource-related industries—One difficulty
with assessing the accuracy of resident percep-
tions of their community’s economy and its diver-
sity is that of determining an acceptable standard
for declaring a community “resource dependent.”
As a Forest Service (1977) policy statement
notes, “The definition of dependency has long
been debated...[with] no clear-cut definition of
dependency.”  The criterion in the 1977 memo-
randum on dependent communities establishes
that, “if mills and/or communities utilize at least
50 percent of the annual capacity from National
Forest timber sales and have at least 10 percent of
their total employment in this industry, then the
mills and/or communities are dependent upon
National Forest timber sales.”  Another approach
is presented by Bender et al. (1985), whose study
of mining-dependent counties classified all coun-
ties with 20 percent or more of total county in-

come attributable to the mining industry as min-
ing dependent. Our analysis used the broader,
more inclusive criterion used by the Forest
Service of 10 percent.

Our analysis focused in particular on data on two
key resource-based industrial sectors, wood prod-
ucts and agriculture, as well as on the relation of
perceptions to reality for all sectors of a commu-
nity’s economy. The economic profile data were
analyzed by using this benchmark of 10 percent
or more of employment in an industry as an in-
dicator that the industry was a major one in a
town’s economy. The analysis indicated that a
much higher percentage (about 70 percent) of the
towns were ones in which farming and ranching
were major industries than were perceived by
community residents (58 percent) to be agricul-
ture dominant. (In the economic profile data,
ranching is combined with farming as part of the
agricultural sector for comparison with the em-
ployment data for that sector.) When the average
proportion of employment in agriculture (20 per-
cent) was applied as the benchmark across all
communities, the percentage of towns in which
agriculture was the major industry (58 percent)
was much closer to the proportion based on per-
ceptions. In contrast, a lower percentage of the
towns (17 percent) were found to be ones in
which timber was a major industry than were per-
ceived by workshop participants (23 percent) to
be timber dominant. Communities in which tim-
ber played a significant role, as indicated by
having more than 10 percent in manufacturing
of wood products, included 71 communities rep-
resenting 15 percent of all towns and cities in the
region (see table 17).

Of the 198 sample communities for which data on
resident perceptions of resource dependence were
collected, 37 (18.7 percent) had high employment
(10 percent or more of all jobs) in manufacturing
of wood products. As table 18 shows, workshop
participants in 3 (8 percent) of these 37 commu-
nities that actually had high dependence on wood
products manufacturing for employment (greater
than 10 percent of all jobs) perceived them to
have fairly low dependence on this sector.

Text continues on page 80.
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Table 17—Rural Columbia basin communities with high percentages of total employment in
wood products with levels based on economic diversity index scores (N=71)

State and town Employment in wood products Level of economic diversitya

Percent

Idaho:

Ashton 20 Med. high
Athol  12 High
Cambridge  17 Med. high
Deary  30 Med. high
Elk City  27 Med. high
Emmett  14 High
Fernan Lake  89 Low
Fruitland  18 High
Hayden  21 Med. low
Hope  21 Med. low
Horseshoe Bend  32 Med. high
Huetter 100 Low
Juliaetta  33 Med. low
Kamiah  22 Med. high
Kooskia  30 Med. high
Lewiston  11 High
Montour  63 Low
Moyie Springs  64 Med. low
New Meadows  37 Med. low
North Powder  44 Low
Oldtown  16 High
Orofino  12 High
Ovid  86 Low
Payette  11 High
Pierce  64 Med. low
Pilot Rock  33 Med. high
Pinehurst  12 High
Plummer  20 Med. high
Potlatch  25 Med. high
Priest River  29 High
St. Marie  30 High
Weippe 42 Med. low

Montana:
Bonner-W. Riverside 47 Med. low
Columbia Falls 11 High
Darby 30 High
Drummond 26 Low
Eureka 22 High
Pablo 22 Med. high
Philipsburg 11 High
Rexford 55 Med. low
Superior 21 High
Thompson Falls 21 High
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Table 17—Rural Columbia basin communities with high percentages of total employment in
wood products with levels based on economic diversity index scores (N=71) (continued)

State and town Employment in wood products Level of economic diversitya

Percent

Oregon:
Elgin 31 Med. high
Hines 20 Med. high
Imbler 12 Med. high
John Day 20 High
Joseph 34 Med. low
Lakeview 11 High
Long Creek 12 Med. high
Lostine 31 Med. high
Madras 11 High
Malin 66 Med. low
Merrill 16 High
Mount Vernon 38 Med. low
Prairie City 16 Med. high
Prineville 27 High
Summerville 33 Med. low
Wallowa 19 Med. low
Warm Springs 51 Med. low

Washington:
Bingen 17 High
Inchelium 12 Med. low
Ione 27 Low
Kettle Falls 22 Med. high
Naches 11 High
Northport 31 Med. high
Pateros 21 High
Republic 12 High

a Levels of economic diversity based on the index ranged from low (-1.00 to 0.01) and medium low (0.01 to 0.35) to
medium high (0.35 to 0.90) and high (0.90 to 1.00).

Table 18—Number and percentage of rural Columbia basin communities
with a high actual degree of dependence on wood products (based on
10 percent or more employment in wood products), by perception of
dependence (N=37)

High employment dependence
Perceived dependence Number of cases Percentage

High 34  92
Low                3   8

Total 37 100
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In contrast, as table 19 shows, 162 communities
had less than 10 percent of their total employ-
ment in the wood products manufacturing sector
and could not be deemed timber dependent by
this measure. Of these, 58 (36.6 percent) were
perceived by key informants to have fairly high
dependence on wood products manufacturing.

Table 20 shows the names and statistics of towns
perceived to be independent of timber harvest and
wood products manufacturing but that actually
did have a significant proportion of employment
in wood products manufacturing. Table 21 shows
the names and statistics for towns perceived to be
dependent on timber, but that were found to have
no significant proportion of employment in wood
products manufacturing.

The correlation between perception of commu-
nity dependence on timber harvesting and pro-
cessing and empirical data on actual amount of
employment in manufacturing of wood products
as opposed to other industrial sectors (i.e., rela-
tive proportion) was measured with a Pearson
correlation coefficient, which produced a mod-
erately strong correlation of 0.50. Although this
result suggests some degree of consistency be-
tween resident perceptions of the wood products
industry’s importance and its actual significance,
over a third of the region’s communities per-
ceived that they were dependent on the timber
industry to an extent that they really were not.

In the case of agriculture, the 321 communities in
the region with high employment in agriculture
(10 percent or more of all jobs) represented 68.0
percent of the total of 476 communities. Of the
198 communities sampled and for which data
were gathered on resident perceptions of resource
dependence, 60 communities (25 percent) were
characterized by a moderately small proportion
(less than 10 percent) of employment in agricul-
ture. Of the 60, the citizens of 35 of them (58.3

percent) indicated that they perceived that their
towns had a fairly high dependence on agriculture
(table 22).

Table 23 shows that, of the 138 sample communi-
ties characterized by a high proportion (more than
10 percent) of employment in agriculture, only 12
(8.6 percent) had residents who perceived them to
have a low rating of dependence on agriculture.

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated
to indicate the strength of the relation of citizen
perceptions of community dependence on farm-
ing and ranching to actual results of empirical
data on agricultural employment. These coef-
ficients were calculated to be 0.36 for farming
and 0.24 for ranching, which were statistically
significant (p<0.05) but indicated only a mod-
erately weak relation between perceived and
actual economic dependence.

These results suggest that residents in some of the
region’s communities misperceived the extent to
which they were dependent on farming and
ranching. An alternative explanation is that this
question focused workshop participants’ attention
on dependence on particular industries, and that
this represented a different, more comparative
measure that focused on resource-related indus-
tries, which could be expected to provide differ-
ent results from the employment profiles.

In summary, the empirical data suggest that most
workshop participants perceive their communities
to be dependent on traditional resource industries.
However, 37 percent of all communities in the
case of timber and 58 percent for agriculture per-
ceived themselves to be moderately to highly de-
pendent on timber and agriculture, yet these in-
dustries employed less than 10 percent of total
employees in those towns. The discrepancies
between perceptions and realities in these com-
munities suggest that their economies may
actually be more diverse than first perceived.

Text continues on page 84.
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Table 19—Number and percentage of rural ICRB communities with a low actual
degree of dependence on wood products (based on 10 percent or more employment
in wood products), by perception of dependence (N=162)

Low employment dependence
Perceived dependence Number of cases Percentage

High  59  37
Low 103  63

Total 162 100

Table 20—Rural Columbia basin communities perceived to be independent of
timber but with a significant proportion of employment in wood products (N=3)

Perceived timber Wood products
Town dependencea employment

Percent

Malin, Oregon 3.29 0.66
Merrill, Oregon 3.38 .16
Payette, Idaho .83 .11

a Perceived dependence based on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (not dependent) to 7 (very dependent).

Table 21—Rural Columbia basin communities perceived to be
dependent on timber but with no significant proportion of
employment in wood products (N=64)

Perceived timber Employment in
State and town dependencea  wood products

Percent

Idaho:
Bonners Ferry 6.50 10
Cascade 6.43 9
Clark Fork 5.57 10
Clayton 5.80 0
Craigmont 5.13  3
Culdesac 4.86 0
Donnelly 5.25 0
Driggs 4.20 3
Elk River 5.00 4
Grangeville 5.14 8
Harrison 5.43 2
Idaho City 5.33 0
Island Park 4.43 0
Kellogg 5.67 2
Kootenai 5.00 0
Lapwai 5.00 0
Leadore 6.13 0
Osburn 5.67 8
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Table 21—Rural Columbia basin communities perceived to be
dependent on timber but with no significant proportion of
employment in wood products (N=64) (continued)

Perceived timber Employment in
State and town dependencea  wood products

Percent

Rathdrum 5.00 7
Riggins 5.63 3
Salmon 6.00 7
Sandpoint 6.00 8
Smelterville 5.17 0
Stanley 5.29 0
Wallace 5.63 0
Weiser 4.17 0
Worley 4.33 0

Montana:
Alberton 4.75 9
Deer Lodge 5.63 7
Libby 6.50 9
Plains 5.40 0
Polson 5.33 4
Ronan 5.14 2
St. Ignatius 4.38 0
Stevensville 4.57 4
Whitefish 4.86 5

Oregon
Baker City 6.20 7
Burns 5.75 10
Chiloquin 6.33 2
Dayville 4.29 6
Enterprise 6.38 2
Heppner 6.63 7
Paisley 7.00 6
Redmond 5.00 8
Richland 4.50 2
Spray 5.86 6
Sumpter 4.67 8
Union 5.71 2
Unity 6.57 6

Washington:
Burbank 6.17 0
Chewelah 6.00 8
Cle Elum 4.57 3
Colville 6.00 8
Dayton 4.71 1
Entiat 4.17 0
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Table 21—Rural Columbia basin communities perceived to be
dependent on timber but with no significant proportion of
employment in wood products (N=64) (continued)

Perceived timber Employment in
State and town dependencea  wood products

Percent

Harrah 4.43 0
Newport 5.17 2
Okanogan 6.40 0
Pomeroy 4.63 0
Selah 4.29 0
Tonasket 5.00 0
Twisp 4.00 3
White Salmon 6.29 7
Winthrop 4.43 7

a  Perceived dependence based on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (not dependent)
to 7 (very dependent).

Table 22—Number and percentage of rural Columbia basin communities
with a low actual degree of dependence on agriculture (based on 10 percent
or more employment in agriculture), by perception of dependence (N=60)

Low employment dependence
Perceived dependence Number of cases Percentage

High 35 58
Low 25 42

Total 60 100

Table 23—Number and percentage of rural Columbia basin communities
with a high actual degree of dependence on agriculture (based on 10 percent
or more employment in agriculture), by perception of dependence (N=138)

High employment dependence
Perceived dependence Number of cases Percentage

High 126 91
Low 12 9

Total 138 100
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A Community Resilience Index
The concept of community resilience refers to a
town’s ability to manage change and adapt to it in
positive, constructive ways relative to other com-
munities. A measure of this construct, termed the
“community resilience index” (CRI), was devel-
oped to indicate a town’s likely response to
change. The higher the index, the greater the
community’s resilience in comparison to that of
other communities, and the more vital, attractive,
and healthy the community was compared to
other communities in the region. The index was
based on community characteristics critical to a
town’s capacity to adapt to future changes, in-
cluding strong civic leadership, a highly cohesive
social organization, local amenities and attrac-
tiveness, and a diversified or stable economy, all
reflecting or contributing to civic pride, excite-
ment, and typically proactive responses to
changes facing a community.

Development and Validation
The CRI was developed in the course of the re-
search as a relative indicator of the degree of a
community’s resilience, based on patterns in the
perceptions of residents of their community’s
characteristics and current conditions. Commu-
nity resilience emerged as a function of a number
of major dimensions of the attributes and charac-
teristics of communities. Specifically, a high de-
gree of resilience reflects:

• Strong civic leadership. A high commitment
of individual leaders and groups to commu-
nity and active involvement in creating or re-
sponding to change; a strong sense of local
control regardless of external events or
influences.

• Positive, proactive attitude toward change.
Either residents promote change and thus
vitality in community development, or if

change is occurring on its own, residents
respond positively and create a desirable
alternative future.

• Strong social cohesion. A high degree of con-
sensus in values and goals for desired future;
working together to achieve goals.

• Strong economic structure. A high continuity
or endurance in a few major industries, or a
high degree of diversity in economic base, or
some combination that provides a stable eco-
nomy in the community.

• High degree of physical amenities. The his-
toric character of a community’s downtown;
the attractiveness of its downtown, surround-
ing scenery, and region.

• Larger population. The larger the population
in rural towns (all other things being equal),
the more developed the infrastructure is and
the greater the resilience.

The CRI was an additive function of scales based
on the dimensions above. The relative importance
placed on the various scales, applied in the index
through the weighting of these scales, was based
on the results of empirical analysis—specifically,
factor analysis—as detailed in the next section.
The most important construct was civic leader-
ship, which was weighted by a factor of 4, rela-
tive to the least important factor, physical ameni-
ties and attractiveness; also important were social
organization (weighted by a factor of 3.3 over
physical amenities) and economic structure
(weighted by a factor of 2.7).

Significantly, the weightings applied to these
scales were mirrored by their overall importance
for a community’s response to change, as rated
by workshop participants in the 10 significant
change communities examined in depth with case
studies. As part of the case studies, retrospective
workshops were held at which residents involved
in their community when it underwent recent
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major changes were asked to assess the impor-
tance of various community characteristics for
managing those changes. During the workshops,
participants were asked to list responses of their
community to the changes they had experienced.
These responses were then broadly categorized,
and participants were asked to indicate the three
most important for responding to change. Across
all 10 communities, the results of this process
were highly consistent with results of the factor
analysis: the economic diversity construct was
indicated to be more important by a magnitude of
2+ than the attractiveness construct, the cohesive-
ness construct was more important by a magni-
tude of  3+, and the leadership construct was
more important by a magnitude of about 4. This
cross-validation of the weightings used for the
CRI lent important additional support for the
validity of this index.

Developing an index for measuring resiliency—
The specifics in developing an index for measur-
ing community resilience were as follows: An
initial analysis was conducted to assess the
validity of the particular dimensions theorized to
contribute to the community resilience concept.
All the workbook items for the key constructs
were analyzed through factor analysis (principal
components, varimax rotation). The first four
factors reflected the findings of earlier research:

Construct Variance

 Percent

Civic leadership 32.7
Economic structure 12.3
Social organization 7.4
Physical amenities 5.5

These factors, whose component items are de-
tailed in table 24, became the basis for construct-
ing the four scales comprising the CRI and that
roughly corresponded to several key constructs
(amenities, economic structure, social organiza-
tion, and civic leadership) measured in the com-
munity workshops:

Starting construct
Scale from workshop

Civic leadership Community leadership
Social organization Community cohesiveness
Economic structure Economic diversity
Regional amenities Regional attractiveness

The four scales developed are displayed in
table 25.

Each scale was developed with a scale reliability
analysis, which ensured that its component items
achieved the maximum Cronbach’s alpha possi-
ble. (Items that did not contribute to the greatest
alpha value were dropped from the scales.)  As
a final check, factor analysis (principal compo-
nents, varimax rotation) was run against the com-
plete set of workbook and workshop variables.
Again, the four scales emerged as the most im-
portant factors, although the percentage of var-
iance explained by each scale was slightly
reduced:

Construct Variance

Percent

Civic leadership 26.9
Social organization  7.1
Economic structure  11.4
Physical amenities 5.2

Finally, from results of the full factor analysis,
loadings were examined to see if any variables
should be included that did not appear in the pre-
vious steps. An adjustment was made to the
economic structure scale by adding two items:
business attractiveness and economic diversity.
When the scale reliability analysis was performed
a second time, the two additional items (business
attractiveness and economic diversity) adjusted
Cronbach’s alpha upward slightly for the econo-
mic structure scale. Table 25 shows the final
scales and the items comprising them.

Mean values for the items in each scale were
averaged for each community, to produce a scale
score for each community. Then the scores were
weighted and totaled to provide a resilience score
for each community.
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Table 24—Results of the factor analysis of workshop ratings in 198 Columbia basin study
communities

Factor Factor items Factor loadings

Government effectiveness

q10 2 Extent of competence of community government 0.86
q10 3 Level of trust in community government .82
q10 4 Extent to which government’s positions reflect those of community .85
q9 2a Contribution of elected officials to leadership .82
q9 3 How visionary community leaders are .76
q9 4 How flexible and creative community leaders are .78
q9 5 Consistency of opinions and values of community leaders with

your own .81
Eigenvalue = 13.75 Percent of variance = 26.4

Economic structure

q4 3 Extent that people shop inside the community .79
q4 4 Extent that people work inside the community .72
q5 2 Extent that the community’s economy is comprised of different

types of businesses .78
q8 8 Abundance of social activities in community .63
q1A 2 Attractiveness of community’s downtown area .53
q9 2b Contribution of business community to leadership in the community .70
q9 2c Contribution of government agency to community leadership .57
q9 2d Contribution of nongovernment organizations to community leadership .66
q9 2e Contribution of other active individuals to community leadership .52

Economic diversity index .66
Eigenvalue = 6.44 Percent of variance = 12.4

Social organization

q2 2 Extent to which people work together to get things done .70
q2 3 Extent to which people are supportive of one another .74
q2 4 Extent to which people are committed to the community .74
q2 5 Extent that people’s beliefs and values are similar .69
q2 6 Extent to which people identify with community .64
q8 10 Social problems .51
q1A 3 Attractiveness of community’s residential neighborhoods .53

Eigenvalue = 3.49 Percent of variance = 6.7

Regional amenities

q1B 2 Importance of scenery outside the community .43
q1B 4 Importance of nearby recreation areas to community’s character .46
q1B 5 Importance of wilderness, parks, etc., to community’s character .69
q1B 6 Importance of history, customs, and cultures to community’s character .58
q1B 7 Uniqueness of region in special qualities and travel attractions .80
q6 1e Community’s dependence on recreation and tourism .49

Eigenvalue = 2.81 Percent of variance = 5.4
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Tables 25—Scales comprising the community resilience index, with component scale items,
alphas (index of scale reliability), and item-total scale correlations

Item-scale
Scale item correlation

Civic leadership scale (alpha = 0.95)

q9 4 How flexible and creative community leaders are 0.84
q9 5 Consistency of opinions and values of community leaders with

your own .83
q10 2 Extent of competence of community government .80
q10 3 Level of trust in community government .79
q10 4 Extent to which government’s positions reflect those of community .79
q9 3 How visionary community leaders are .79
Construct Government effectiveness .73
Construct Community leadership .68
q9 2a Contribution of elected officials to leadership .62

Social organization scale (alpha = 0.92)

Construct Community cohesion .80
q2 3 Extent to which people are supportive of one another .74
q2 4 Extent to which people are committed to the community .74
q2 2 Extent to which people work together to get things done .70
q2 6 Extent to which people identify with community .64

Economic structure scale (alpha = 0.90)

q5 2 Extent that the community’s economy is comprised of
different types of businesses .82

q4 3 Extent that people shop inside the community .77
Construct Community autonomy .76
q9 2b Contribution of business community to leadership in the community .68
q4 4 Extent that people work inside the community .66
q9 2d Contribution of nongovernment organizations to community

leadership .63
q9 2c Contribution of government agency to community leadership .57
Construct Attractiveness for business .57
Construct Economic diversity .57

Regional amenities scale (alpha = 0.82)

q1B 7 Uniqueness of region in special qualities and travel attractions .80
q1B 4 Importance of nearby recreation areas .73
q1B 2 Importance of scenery outside the community .67
Construct Attractiveness of region .59
q1B 3 Abundance of special places .51
q1B 5 Importance of wilderness and parks to community’s character .50
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Resilience Classes
For ease in interpreting and displaying the results
of the community resilience index, the 198 study
communities were classified with a continuum
of levels of different community resiliences: low,
medium low, medium high, and high. The towns
were classified by their level of resilience, based
on the CRI score calculated for each; these resil-
ience classes helped to clarify a community’s
comparative resilience and its implications. These
levels were relative ones with ranges based on
quartiles of the towns’ index scores, and each
class thus representing an equal proportion of
the communities under study (25 percent each).
The one-quarter of the towns receiving the lowest
CRI scores were labeled low, and so forth. The
range of index scores for each class were low,
240.1 to 348.61; medium low, 348.69 to 374.54;
medium high, 375.64 to 402.51; and high, 402.8
to 466.98.

Statistical analysis of the CRI revealed that,
although population size was significantly cor-
related to the resilience index (Pearson correla-
tion coefficient of 0.325; p<0.05), the relation is a
moderate one. There is evidence, then, that the
smaller a community, the less resilient it tends to
be, as might be theorized, although this evidence
is not strong. The proposition that there may be
some critical mass in terms of a population
threshold that is related to community growth
and development needs to be further examined.

Unquestionably, several small communities were
rated as highly resilient, again affirming the
qualification underlying the assessment that all
communities are unique and all generalizations
about them have their exceptions. Further, the
results suggest that several large towns were less
healthy and resilient than some of the smaller
towns characterized by a greater degree of social
organization and civic leadership. For example,
several small “timber communities” in the Blue
Mountains region of northeast Oregon were
rated as highly resilient (e.g., Joseph, pop. 1165;
Wallowa, pop. 755; and Weston, pop. 640), while
other larger towns in the “scablands” of south-
eastern Washington and north-central Oregon
were rated as being less so (Umatilla, Oregon,

pop. 3155; Benton City, Washington, pop. 2090;
and Othello, Washington, pop. 4730). The CRI
scores for all 198 communities, along with the
component scale ratings and their resilience class,
are displayed in table 26; figure 17 shows geo-
graphic locations and the levels of resilience clas-
sifying the 198 communities in the basin.

The spatial mapping of resilience ratings in-
dicates that communities in particular types of
geographic areas tended to be higher or lower in
resilience, depending on physical characteristics
of the surrounding area (fig. 17). Analysis of
community resilience by ecoregion suggests that
different communities in the same basic type of
ecosystem may differ in their resilience. In the
ecosystems of the Blue Mountains of northeast
Oregon, for example, several “timber communi-
ties” are rated as highly resilient (John Day,
Joseph, Enterprise), while others are judged to be
less so (Long Creek, Prairie City, Unity). Patterns
of a greater prevalence of lower resiliency are
apparent, however, for communities in the agri-
cultural and ranching regions of the Snake River
Plain in southern Idaho and the Columbia Plateau
in north-central Idaho and eastern Washington
and Oregon. Results of the spatial mapping of
resilience scores are discussed further later in this
section.

Of the 198 surveyed communities, 10 communi-
ties were examined in depth (table 27). Of the 10
communities, 6 were among those rated as being
highly resilient, 2 were classified as moderately
high in resilience, and the remaining 2 communi-
ties were rated as moderately low. Interestingly,
one inference from the case studies is that com-
munities experiencing major changes in the past
(for instance population growth or decline, timber
mill closures, or major business closures) are
more prepared for the future and better able to
adopt to change. Results of an analysis of change
in these communities since 1990 affirms this
conclusion, as do the results of the indepth case
studies (see Harris 1996 for additional details
concerning the results of the community case
studies). Table 27 summarizes the resiliency
index results for the case-study communities as
well as results from the retrospective workshops.

Text continues on page 95.
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Table 26—Level of community resilience for 198 Columbia basin study communities, with levels
of scores on scales comprising the community resilience index

Levels of scores on scales comprising
community resilience indexa

Levels of scores
on community Social Economic Physical

State and town resilience indexa Civic leadership cohesion structure amenities
Idaho:

Ammon Med. high High High Low Med. low
Ashton High High Med. high Med. high High
Athol Low Low Low Low High
Bancroft Med. high Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. low
Bellevue Med. low Med. high Low Med. low Med. high
Blackfoot Med. high Med. low Low High Med. low
Bliss Med. low High Low Low Low
Bonners Ferry High High High High Low
Cascade High High Med. high High High
Challis Med. low Low Med. high High Med. high
Chubbuck Med. high High Med. high Med. high Med. low
Clark Fork Low Med. low Low Med. low Med. low
Clayton High Med. high High High Med. low
Craigmont Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. high Low
Culdesac Med. low High Med. high Low Low
Dalton Gardens Low Med. low High Low Med. low
Declo High High High Low High
Donnelly Med. low Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. low
Driggs Med. low Low Med. low Med. high Med. high
Dubois Med. high Med. low Med. low High Low
Elk River Low Low Low Low Med. low
Emmett High High Med. high High Med. high
Ferdinand Med. low Med. high Low Med. low Med. high
Filer Low Low Low Low Med. high
Firth Med. high High Med. low Med. low Med. low
Fort Hall Low Low Low Med. low Med. high
Fruitland Med. high High Med. high Med. high Low
Genesee Med. low Med. low Med. high Low Low
Grangeville Med. high Med. low Med. high High High
Hagerman Low Low Low Med. high High
Hailey High High High High High
Harrison Med. low Low Med. high Med. low Med. high
Hazelton Low Med. low Med. high Low Low
Homedale Med. low Med. low Med. low Med. low Low
Idaho City Low Low Low Med. low High
Irwin Med. low Med. high Med. low Low High
Island Park Med. low Low Med. low Med. low High
Kamiah High Med. high High High High
Kellogg High High High High High
Ketchum High Med. high High High High
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Table 26—Level of community resilience for 198 Columbia basin study communities, with levels
of scores on scales comprising the community resilience index (continued)

Levels of scores on scales comprising
community resilience indexa

Levels of scores
on community Social Economic Physical

State and town resilience indexa Civic leadership cohesion structure amenities

Kooskia High High Med. high Med. high Med. high
Kootenai Med. high High Med. low Med. Low High
Lapwai Med. low Low Med. low Med. Low Med. low
Lava Hot Springs Low Low Low Low Low
Leadore Med. low Med. low High Med. low Low
McCammon Med. low High Med. low Low Med. low
Melba Med. low Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low
Meridian High High High High High
Mountain Home High High Med. low High Med. low
Moyie Springs Med. low Med. high Low Low Med. high
Murtaugh Med. low Med. low High Low Med. high
New Meadows Med. low Low Med. low Med. high Med. high
Oldtown Med. high High Low Med. low Med. high
Onaway Low Med. low Med. low Low Med. low
Orofino Med. high Med. low Med. low High Med. high
Osburn High High High Med. high High
Parker Low Med. high Med. low Low Med. high
Parma Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. high Med. low
Payette Med. low Low Low Med. high Med. high
Pierce Med. low Low Low Med. high Med. high
Pilot Rock Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low Med. low
Priest River High High Med. high High High
Rathdrum Med. low Med. high Low Med. low High
Richfield Med. high High High Med. low Low
Riggins High High High Med. high High
Ririe Med. low Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. high
Roberts Low Low Low Low Med. low
Salmon High Med. high High High High
Sandpoint Med. low Low Med. low High Med. high
Shoshone Low Low Low Med. low Low
Smelterville Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. low
Stanley High Med. high High High High
Sugar City Med. high High High Low Med. high
Swan Valley Low Low Low Med. low High
Tensed Low Low Low Low Low
Teton Med. high High High Low Med. high
Tetonia Low Low Low Low Med. low
Wallace High High High High High
Weippe High High Med. low Med. low High
Weiser Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. high Med. high
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Table 26—Level of community resilience for 198 Columbia basin study communities, with levels
of scores on scales comprising the community resilience index (continued)

Levels of scores on scales comprising
community resilience indexa

Levels of scores
on community Social Economic Physical

State and town resilience indexa Civic leadership cohesion structure amenities

Winchester High High Med. high Med. low High
Worley Low Med. low Low Low Med. low

Montana:
Alberton Med. low Med. low Med. low Low Med. high
Columbia Falls Med. high Med. low Med. high High High
Darby Med. high Med. low High Med. high High
Deer Lodge High High Med. high High Med. high
Drummond Low Low Med. low Med. high Med. high
Eureka Med. high Med. low High Med. high High
Libby High Med. high High Med. high High
Plains Med. high Med. low Med. high High Med. high
Polson Med. high Med. low Low High High
Ronan High Med. low Med. high High High
St. Ignatius Med. low Med. low Med. low Med. low High
Stevensville Med. high Med. low High Med. high High
Superior Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. high Med. high
Whitefish Med. low Low Med. low Med. high High

Oregon:
Adams Low Med. low Low Low Low
Adrian Low Low Med. high Med. low Low
Antelope Low Low Low Low Low
Arlington Med. low Med. low Low Med. low Low
Baker City High High High High High
Burns Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. low
Chiloquin Low Low Low Med. low High
Dayville Low Low Med. high Low Low
Dufur High Med. high Med. high High Med. low
Echo Med. low Med. high Low Low Low
Enterprise Med. high Med. low Med. low High Med. high
Grass Valley Med. high Med. high High Med. low Med. low
Halfway High High High Med. high Med. high
Helix Med. low High High Low Low
Heppner High High High High Low
Hood River Med. high Med. low Med. low High High
Imbler Med. low Med. low High Med. low Med. low
Irrigon Low Low Low Low Low
John Day High Med. high Med. high Med. high Med. high
Jordan Valley Med. low Med. low High Low Low
Joseph High Med. high Med. high High High
Lakeview High High High High Low
Long Creek Low Med. high Low Low Low
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Table 26—Level of community resilience for 198 Columbia basin study communities, with levels
of scores on scales comprising the community resilience index (continued)

Levels of scores on scales comprising
community resilience indexa

Levels of scores
on community Social Economic Physical

State and town resilience indexa Civic leadership cohesion structure amenities

Malin Med. high Med. high High Med. high Low
Maupin Med. high Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. high
Merrill Med. low Low Med. high Med. high Med. low
Mosier Low Low Med. low Low Med. low
Nyssa Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low Med. low
Paisley Med. high Med. low High Med. high Med. low
Prairie City Med. low Low Med. high Med. high Med. high
Prineville Med. high Low Med. high High High
Redmond High High High High High
Richland Med. high Med. high High Med. high Med. high
Shaniko High High High Med. high High
Sisters Med. high Med. low Med. high Med. high High
Spray Low Low Med. low Low Low
Stanfield Low Low Low Low Med. low
Sumpter Med. low Med. high Med. high Low High
Umatilla Low Med. low Low Med. low Low
Union Med. low Med. high Low Med. low Low
Unity Med. low Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low
Wallowa High High High Med. high High
Warm Springs Low Low Low Med. low Med. low
Weston High High High Med. high Med. low

Washington:
Airway Heights Low Low Low Med. low High
Almira Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low Low
Benton City Low Med. high Med. low Low Low
Burbank Low Low Low Low Low
Cashmere High Med. high High High High
Chelan Med. high Med. low Med. low High Med. high
Chewelah High Med. high High High Med. low
Cle Elum Low Low Low Med. high Med. high
Colfax High High Med. high High Med. low
Colville Med. high Med. low Med. low High Med. low
Conconully Low Low Low Low Med. low
Creston Low Med. low Med. high Low Med. low
Dayton High Med. high High High High
Elmer City Med. low Med. high Med. low Low Med. low
Endicott Med. high High Med. low Med. low Low
Entiat Med. low Med. low Med. low Med. low Low
George Med. low Med. high High Low Low
Grand Coulee High Med. high Med. high Med. high High
Granger Low Med. low Low Med. low Med. low
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Table 26—Level of community resilience for 198 Columbia basin study communities, with levels
of scores on scales comprising the community resilience index (continued)

Levels of scores on scales comprising
community resilience indexa

Levels of scores
on community Social Economic Physical

State and town resilience indexa Civic leadership cohesion structure amenities

Harrah Low Med. high Low Low Low
Harrington Low Med. low Med. low Med. low Low
Hartline High High High Med. low Med. high
Inchelium Low Med. low Med. low Med. low Med. low
Ione Low Low Med. low Med. low Med. high
Kettle Falls Low Low Low Med. high Med. low
Kittitas Low Low Low Low Med. high
Krupp Low High Med. high Low Low
Mabton Low Med. high Low Low Low
Mattawa High Med. high Med. high High Low
Medical Lake Med. high High Med. low Med. low Med. low
Mesa Med. low Med. high Low Med. low Low
Newport Med. high Med. low Med. low High Med. high
Odessa High Med. high High Med. high Med. low
Okanogan Low Low Med. high Med. high Low
Othello Med. low Med. low Low Med. high Med. low
Palouse Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low Med. high
Pomeroy Med. high Med. low High Med. high Low
Prescott Low Med. low Low Low Low
Quincy High Med. high Med. low High Med. high
Republic Med. low Low Med. high High Med. low
Ritzville Med. high Med. low Med. high High Med. low
Rock Island Low Med. high Low Low Med. low
Rosalia Med. high High High Med. low Med. high
Selah High High Med. high Med. high Low
Sprague Low Med. low Low Low Low
St. John High High High High Low
Tekoa Low Low Med. low Med. high Med. high
Tieton Med. low High Low Low Med. low
Tonasket Med. high Med. high Med. high Med. high Med. low
Toppenish High High Med. low High Med. low
Twisp High Med. high High High Med. high
Wasco Low Low Low Low Med. low
Washtucna Med. high Med. high Med. high Med. high Low
White Salmon Low Low Low Med. low High
Wilson Creek Med. high Med. high High Med. low Low
Winthrop Med. high Med. low High Med. high Med. high

Wyoming:
Jackson Med. high Med. low Med. high High High
Thayne Med. low Med. high Med. low Med. low Med. high

a Levels of community resilience scores and scores on component scales based on quartiles across 198 communities.
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Table 27—Community resilience scores, ranks, and resilience classes for 10 case study
communities, Columbia basin

1992-94 Resilience
Towna population Scoreb Rankc Classd

Baker City, Oregon 9,585 457  4 High
Salmon, Idaho 3,093 438   9 High
Joseph, Oregon 1,165 433  14 High
Riggins, Idaho   460 429  17 High
Kellogg, Idaho 2,495 425  20 High
Mattawa, Washington 1,535 404  46 High
Pomeroy, Washington 1,460 399  57 Med. high
Burns, Oregon 2,870 396  64 Med. high
Whitefish, Montana 4,551 354 132 Med. low
Driggs, Idaho 980 351 139 Med. low

a Towns are listed in order of magnitude of resilience, from highest to lowest.

b Resilience scores based on summation of social cohesion, civic leadership, economic structure, and physical amenities
scales of rural communities.

c Resilience rankings based on 198 communities.

d Levels of community resilience scores based on quartiles across 198 communities.

The CRI (i.e., a community’s ability to manage
change and mitigate its impacts) was used to as-
sess rural communities and their likely responses
to change, as well as the nature and possible ex-
tent of impacts. Tables 28 and 29 provide
examples of communities that differ in popula-
tion size, the dominant industry characterizing
them, and resilience ratings. Examples include a
comparative listing of the sampled communities
and their dominant industries from highest to
lowest in terms of resilience scores. They affirm
that different kinds of communities, regardless of
different economic bases and sizes, can have re-
silience levels from low to high, depending on the
unique situation within each town.

Other Findings
An analysis of the resilience of communities with
different industry dominance classifications
found that a community’s economy was related
to its resilience (table 30). Larger proportions of
communities in which timber and outdoor recrea-
tion and tourism were perceived dominant were
rated as moderately high and high in resilience,
and ranching communities were rated as lower in
resilience.

Communities also were classified by actual in-
dustry dependence, where employment propor-
tion greater than 10 percent for a given sector
meant that it was important to the community’s
economy. Table 31 shows that economically di-
verse communities were perceived to have
changed the most since 1990 and to have had the
highest resilience scores; farming and ranching
changed the least and had the lowest resilience
scores. Interestingly, timber towns also were per-
ceived to be changing while resilient; the rapid
population growth of tourism and recreation
towns had also caused them to undergo signifi-
cant change but resulted in lower resilience. An
important complementary finding was that com-
munities that had changed the most since 1990
tended to be more resilient, which likely was due
to their greater experience in coping with change.
Analysis of the variance in communities’ ratings
of the amount they had changed since 1990 indi-
cated that the most resilient towns were rated
with a mean of 4.7, and the least resilient towns
were rated with a mean of 3.5 (statistically sig-
nificant, p<0.05).
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Table 28—A sample of communities having different dominant industries, by extent of resilience
and population size, Columbia basin

Community   Community
1992–94 Perceived resilience resilience

Town population dominant industry score class

Stanfield, Oregon 1,620 Farming 284 Low
Chiloquin, Oregon 700 Timber 300 Low
Spray, Oregon 155 Ranching 310 Low
Lava Hot Springs, Idaho 464 Travel and tourism 320 Low
Whitefish, Montana 4,551 Travel and tourism 354 Med. low
Republic, Washington 1,080 Timber 365 Med. low
Challis, Idaho   995 Ranching 373 Med. low
Almira, Washington 315 Farming 366 Med. low
Sisters, Oregon 765 Travel and tourism 385 Med. high
Paisley, Oregon 345 Timber 390 Med. high
Burns, Oregon 2,870 Ranching 396 Med. high
Pomeroy, Washington 1,460 Farming 399 Med. high
Halfway, Oregon 340 Ranching 415 High
Baker City, Oregon 9,585 Timber 457 High
St. John, Washington 508 Farming 459 High
Wallace, Idaho 994 Travel and tourism 467 High

Table 29—A sample of Columbia basin communities typed by industries perceived as dominant,
by community resilience class and ratings on community construct scales

Community construct scales

Community
Towns by type of resilience Economic Social Civic Preparedness
dominant industry class diversity cohesion leadership for future

Towns where ranching
is perceived as dominant:

Spray, Oreogn Low 3- 5- 3+ 2+
Challis, Idaho Med. low 3+ 6- 4- 2+
Burns, Oregon Med. high 4- 5- 5+ 3+
Halfway, Oregon High 4- 5+ 5+ 4+

Towns where farming
is perceived as dominant:

Stanfield, Oregon Low 4- 4- 3+ 3-
Almira, Washington Med. low 2+ 5- 4+ 4+
Pomeroy, Washington Med. high 3+ 6- 5- 4-
St. John, Washington High 5+ 6+ 6- 5-
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Table 29—A sample of Columbia basin communities typed by industries perceived as dominant,
by community resilience class and ratings on community construct scales (continued)

Community construct scales

Community
Towns by type of resilience Economic Social Civic Preparedness
dominant industry class diversity cohesion leadership for future

Towns where travel
and tourism is
perceived as dominant:

Lava Hot Springs, Idaho Low 3+ 4- 4+ 4-
Whitefish, Montana Med. low 4+ 4+ 4+ 4+
Sisters, Oregon Med. high 5- 5- 4+ 4-
Wallace, Idaho High 4+ 6- 6- 5+

Towns where timber
is perceived as dominant:

Chiloquin, Oregon Low 3- 6- 3+ 4-
Republic, Washington Med. low 6- 6+ 4- 4-
Paisley, Oregon Med. high 3- 7- 3+ 2+
Baker City, Oregon High 6- 6- 6+ 5+

Table 30—Percentage of 198 Columbia basin study
communities by perceived industry dominance
classification and level of community resilience

Level of community
resilience

Towns by industry dominance
classification High Low

 Percent
Timber (N=44) 62 38
Travel and tourism (N=34) 53 47
Farming (N=90) 48 52
Ranching (N=16) 37 63
Not resource dependent (N=11) 27 73



98

Several relations between the community resil-
ience scores and community characteristics were
statistically significant (p<0.05). The higher a
community’s resilience rating, the more autono-
mous the town was, the larger its population, the
higher the towns’ perceived quality of life, and
the more likely its economy was perceived to be
diverse. Other factors related to resilience were
that, in the more resilient communities, govern-
ments were more likely to be rated as doing what
the public wants and that the town had developed
plans involving future change.

Of the factors related to community resiliency, re-
spondents’ perceived community autonomy was
found to be the strongest predictor (Pearson cor-
relation coefficient of 0.63; p<0.05). Autonomy
was defined in the self-assessment workbooks
and community workshops as the degree to which
a community is linked, economically, socially,
and physically, to neighboring communities and
to the region as a whole. Not surprisingly, given
that correlational analyses suggest that larger
towns are somewhat more autonomous than small
ones, the larger communities in the region were
generally more resilient. Analysis of variance
conducted on the 1992-94 population estimates
based on CRI class indicated a statistically signi-
ficant difference (p<0.05) between the average
size of communities in the medium-low and low
resilience classes (764 and 1,131 people, respec-
tively) and the medium-high and high resilience
classes (2,028 and 2,420 people, respectively).

The largest towns in the region also tended to have
more diversified economies, as did the more
resilient communities, which had a mean econo-
mic diversity rating of 1.4 in comparison with a
mean of -0.30 for the least resilient towns (statis-
tically significant difference, p<0.05). In FEMAT
(1993), the community assessment suggested that
communities with high capacity to adapt tended
to be larger communities; as indicated above,
those with larger populations tended to have a
more developed, extensive infrastructure and
workforce to build on. It is noted in FEMAT
(1993) that communities less able to adapt tend to
have less developed infrastructure, less economic
diversity and active leadership, and fewer links to
centers of political and economic influence, with
greater dependence on nearby communities. In
contrast to these findings, our research docu-
mented that autonomous communities were more
resilient, with spatial factors (e.g., transportation
corridors, isolation) being relatively insignificant
in their adaptive capacity; in fact, a statistically
significant, positive, though weak, relation (0.19,
p<0.05) between distance from an interstate high-
way and community resilience was found. These
findings were consistent with the relation be-
tween resilience and industry dominance indi-
cated by table 31. Interestingly, towns perceived
as timber dominant tended to be farther from an
interstate highway and relatively isolated, and
they also tended to be relatively resilient com-
pared to towns in which other industries were
perceived to be dominant.

Table 31—Average community resilience scores of Columbia basin study communities and
ratings of perceived change since 1990, by perceived industry dominance classification (N=198)

Average community
Dominant industrial sector a resilience score Perceived change rating

Farming and ranching (N=81) 361 3.8
Timber (N=20) 380 4.3
Travel and tourism (N=49) 386 4.6
Economically diverse (N=36)b 392 4.6

a  Only 3 communities reported mining as a dominant industry and were not included here.

b Communities with 2 or more dominant industries with similar employment totals.
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No statistically significant relation (p<0.05) was
found between the CRI score and community
growth in the 1980s (0.09); the strength of the
relation between the CRI score and perceived
degree of change in community in the 1990s was
a moderate 0.37 (as indicated by a Pearson cor-
relation coefficient). The former result clarifies
that resilience is not simply a matter of a com-
munity’s growth in population, and the latter sug-
gests it may be coupled with change, but of a
more complex kind than simply population in-
creases. Supporting these results were the find-
ings on population changes in towns smaller than
10,000 where mills manufacturing wood or paper
products have closed since 1980: 52 percent of
these towns have suffered population declines,
although the populations of 48 percent have in-
creased. In total, the change in population of
small towns in which mills have closed has been
a net increase of 8 percent since 1980.

Rural Economies and Community
Resilience
The match between the perceived and actual
importance of particular industries in rural
communities—The results described earlier for
matching workshop participants’ perceptions
with the actual economic profiles for those com-
munities suggested some inconsistency between
the two. In spite of this, however, a strong posi-
tive relation was found between the scores cal-
culated to measure perceptions of the economic
structure of communities and the economic diver-
sity index based on actual employment figures: a
Pearson correlation coefficient of 0.62 (p<0.05)
was found across the 198 study communities.
This finding suggests that most participants in the
community workshops were reasonably accurate
in their assessment of the relative extent to which
their towns’ economies were diverse. This find-
ing lends support to the suggestion made earlier
that the measure of perceived dependence on
resource-related industries focused the attention
of workshop participants on their perceptions of
the absolute (noncomparative) importance of
these industries. In contrast, percentages of total
employment and the economic diversity data re-

flected the relative importance of these industries
vis a vis all the other manufacturing, service, and
industrial sectors. Nonetheless, the lack of an
even stronger relation between the mean scores
on the economic structure scale and the scores on
the economic diversity index could be due to in-
accurate perceptions by workshop participants in
those towns perceived to be dependent on indus-
tries such as farming and timber harveting and
milling.

The past prominence of these industries or their
high visibility in a community may be the basis
for residents’ assumptions that these industries
are more important than they actually are. To test
this hypothesis, Pearson correlation coefficients
between perceived diversity and actual diversity
were calculated for those communities found
to have high agriculture and timber employment
totals. These coefficients were only 0.32 and
0.44; and although statistically significant
(p<0.05), they indicated only a weak to moder-
ate strength of relation. Further, when the 48 agri-
cultural and 46 timber communities were omitted
from the analyses owing to overestimates or
underestimates of workshop participants’ per-
ceived dependence on the respective industries,
the resulting correlation coefficients increased to
0.65 (p>0.05) for agriculture communities and
0.70 (p>0.05) for timber communities. Thus, this
analysis indicated possible merit in the above
hypothesis.

Actual employment and community
resilience—Proportions of total employment in
natural resource industries such as agriculture,
manufacturing of wood and paper products, travel
and tourism, mining, Federal and state govern-
ment, and others did not differ significantly by
degree of community resilience, with a few ex-
ceptions (table 32). In general, towns rated higher
in resilience tended to be more dependent, in
terms of total employment, on a mix of service
sectors (e.g., medical and social services, retail
trade, and travel and tourism) and less dependent
on some basic industries, such as agriculture and
mining. This relation did not exist, however, for
the wood products manufacturing sector: con-
sistent with previous findings, communities with
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higher resilience ratings also had a higher per-
centage of wood products manufacturing employ-
ment. Conversely, towns with lower degrees of
resilience tended to be more dependent on state,
local, and Federal governments for employment,
as well as on the mining and mineral industry.
Less resilient towns typically had less employ-
ment in the travel and tourism industry, as well
as in the wood products manufacturing industry,
compared to communities that were more
resilient.

The picture provided by these findings is not as
clear and definitive as that provided by people’s
perceptions, which suggest that the more resilient
towns are the ones perceived as timber dominant
and less resilient ones are those in which farming,
especially ranching, is dominant. Perhaps it is the
case that, regardless of the actual employment
structure of the communities, those towns per-
ceiving themselves as timber towns have been
undergoing change and increasing in resilience,
and the towns perceived as agriculture dominant
have not. The situation for timber-dependent
communities is examined in greater depth in the
next section.

Other Findings on Rural
Communities
Timber-Dependent Communities
Of the 198 rural communities sampled for the
community assessment in the basin, 34 were
identified by Forest Service policy analysts as
timber dependent (USDA Forest Service 1996).
Workshop participants from 20 of these perceived
their communities as timber dominant, 3 as di-
verse and extractive, 7 as nonresource dependent,
2 as travel and tourism, and 1 each as agriculture
and government dominant. Analysis of direct em-
ployment in the wood products manufacturing
industry indicated that only 40 percent of the For-
est Service-designated towns were actually de-
pendent on wood products manufacturing for a
significant amount of their employment (employ-
ment in the wood products manufacturing indus-

try greater than 10 percent of total community
employment). Equally significant, 40 percent of
the 198 communities in the study region that had
more than 10 percent of their employment in the
wood products industry were not designated by
the Forest Service as timber dependent. There-
fore, an important use of these data is to clarify
the situation for communities designated by the
Forest Service as not timber dependent but
having a large percentage of their total employ-
ment in the wood products industry.

In general, communities designated as timber
dependent by the Forest Service were rated
higher in resilience than other, nondesignated
communities, although the difference from other
communities was not statistically significant on
the economic structure scale discussed as part of
the CRI. Higher proportions of timber-dependent
communities were moderately small (1,500 to
3,000 people) to moderately large (3,000 to 5,000
people) in size. But these communities generally
did not differ significantly from other communi-
ties in their economic structure, or in average
population size.

Communities in the study region designated by
the Forest Service as timber dependent differed
from other communities in the proportions of
employment across several key industries, such
as agriculture, wood products and Federal Gov-
ernment. They did not differ from towns per-
ceived by their residents to be timber dependent
(table 33). Interestingly, these Forest Service-
designated communities were rated as actually
being more economically diverse (in their aver-
age score on the economic diversity index) than
towns perceived to be timber dependent. In addi-
tion, the average index scores for both kinds of
towns were much greater than the mean score for
other kinds of communities. Given these compar-
able diversity ratings, mean levels of employment
in the travel and tourism sector were about as
high in both the Forest Service-designated timber
communities and towns perceived to be timber
dependent as they were in other kinds of
communities.
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Not surprisingly, communities across the basin
were found to have significant differences in their
characteristics associated with their biophysical
geography and their location relative to specific
ERUs (table 34). In examining communities in
each of the 13 ERUs by level of resilience, it was
found that a high proportion of communities in
the Southern Cascades, the Upper Clark Fork,
and the Central Idaho Mountains ERUs had a
high level of resilience (fig. 17). Many of the
communities in these ERUs are in mountainous
regions possessing a high degree of physical
amenities, and these communities are responding
constructively and proactively to a changing eco-
nomic structure and growing population.

Other ERUs having communities with high levels
of resilience include the Blue Mountains of
northeastern Oregon, the Lower Clark Fork, and
the Upper Snake River ERUs. These ERUs also
are well endowed with amenity resources and in-
creasingly diversified economies. In contrast, the
Columbia Plateau, Snake River Headwaters, and
the Owyhee Uplands ERUs generally had lower
resilience ratings and were dominated by farming
and ranching industries. These ERUs are charac-
terized by high plains deserts and “scablands”
that are perceived as comparatively lacking in
physical amenities.

Communities in these 13 ERUs show consistent
patterns in characteristics and conditions for per-
ceived and empirical data that are most easily dis-
played by combining the units into four major
regions: a Coastal Mountains ERU (comprised of
the Northern and Southern Cascades ERUs), a
High Plains Desert and Prairie ERU (Columbia
Plateau and Owyhee Uplands ERUs), a Northern
Rocky Mountains ERU (the Northern Glaciated
Mountains, the Blue Mountains, the Central
Idaho Mountains, the Lower Clark Fork, and the
Snake Headwaters ERUs), and the Upper Snake
ERU. The Upper Klamath and Northern Great
Basin ERUs, which accounted for only 2.5 per-
cent of all communities, were not included in the
analysis.
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Table 34—Percentage of Columbia basin study communities in ecological reporting units, with
majority proportions in high or low community resilience classes

Percentage of all Majority proportions of communities
Ecological reporting unit communities (N=387)a by resilience class

Percent
Columbia Plateau 32 60 – low
Northern Glaciated Mountains 15 NA
Owyhee Uplands  9 56 – low
Blue Mountains  9 60 – high
Central Idaho Mountains  8 60 – high
Upper Snake  6 58 – high
Snake Headwaters  6 63 – low
Lower Clark Fork  5 60 – high
Northern Cascades  4 NA
Southern Cascades  3 67 – high
Upper Clark Fork  2 75 – high
Upper Klamath  2 NA
Northern Great Basin  1 NA

NA = not applicable: a large majority of communities in the ecological reporting unit was classified as neither low nor high in
resilience.

a Number of rural communities with less than 10,000 population, based on 1992-94 estimates (Oregon Center for Population
Research and Census 1995 ).

An analysis of the trends in responses on per-
ceived community characteristics revealed the
following differences in absolute scale ratings
or in the number of communities across different
ERUs:

• Statistically significant increases in commu-
nity attractiveness from towns of the High
Plains Desert and Prairie and the Upper Snake
ERUs to the Northern Rocky Mountain and
Coastal Mountain ERUs.

• Statistically significant increases in commu-
nity autonomy from the Upper Snake and
High Plains Desert and Prairie ERUs to the
Coastal Mountain and Northern Rocky
Mountain ERUs.

• Increases in regional attractiveness, unique-
ness of community, and community resilience
from the High Plains Desert and Prairie and
the Upper Snake ERUs to the Coastal Moun-
tain and Northern Rocky Mountain ERUs.

• Increases from the Upper Snake and the High
Plains Desert and Prairie ERUs to the North-
ern Rocky Mountain and Coastal Mountain
ERUs in perceived levels of economic diver-
sity, dependence on travel and tourism and
timber, degree of perceived change in com-
munities between 1990 and 1995, and popu-
lation migration patterns as indicated by the
percentage of households living in a different
house but in the same state (perhaps indicat-
ing a migration within the state to more resi-
dentially attractive areas).

• Increases from the Upper Snake and High
Plains Desert and Prairie ERUs to the
Coastal Mountain and Northern Rocky
Mountain ERUs in distance in miles to an
interstate highway.

• Increases from the Coastal Mountain and
Northern Rocky Mountain ERUs to the High
Plains Desert and Prairie and the Upper
Snake ERUs in percentage of households
with farm income and dependence on
ranching.
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• Increases from the Coastal Mountain and the
Northern Rocky Mountain ERUs to the Upper
Snake and High Plains Desert and Prairie
ERUs in traffic congestion.

• Increases from the Northern Rocky Mountain
and Coastal Mountain ERUs to the Upper
Snake and High Plains Desert and Prairie
ERUs in percentage of people employed in
agriculture, forestry, fisheries.

• No statistical differences were found in per-
ceived characteristics such as social cohesive-
ness, services, business attractiveness, de-
pendence on natural resources, government
and civic leadership, preparedness for the
future, or quality of life.

Is Bigger Better—Or Is Being More
Autonomous?
Analyses of both the documented data obtained
from town officials and perceptions gathered
from the community self-assessment workshops
indicated that population size is among the vari-
ables that are related to a community’s current
condition and likely responses to change. As pre-
viously indicated, however, even though popula-
tion size is statistically related to a community’s
level of resilience, this relation is not a strong
one. Therefore, any strategic decision by a com-
munity to grow in size should not necessarily be
made to increase its resilience, which depends on
a variety of interrelated factors.

Nonetheless, as the variety of statistically signifi-
cant findings on a community’s population size
suggests, the size of a community is statistically
related to a number of different community char-
acteristics and conditions.

Documented community data:

• The larger the community, the more churches
(r = 0.65) and civic groups (r = 0.28) it has,
and the more economically diverse its eco-
nomy, as indicated by the relation between a
community’s population size and its score on
the economic diversity index (r = 0.45).

• Statistically significant but weak correlations
were found for several characteristics: The
larger the community, the more successful it

was in obtaining grant funding for community
improvement (r = 0.28), the more it grew in
the 1980s (r = 0.24), the lower the proportion
of households receiving social security in-
come (r = -0.22), and the higher the cost of
housing (r = 0.15).

• The economies of rural communities, in terms
of proportions of employment in various sec-
tors, were not significantly different based on
their population size: the only statistically
significant correlations were those between
population size and proportions of employ-
ment in agriculture and medical services. The
strongest of these correlations were found
for communities with high proportions of em-
ployment in farm and ranching, with those
towns showing some tendency to be smaller
in population, but even that correlation was
relatively weak (r = -0.18).

• Characteristics for which population size
made no statistically significant difference
included geographic isolation and the pro-
portion of households receiving public as-
sistance income or retirement income.

Community perception data:

• The larger the community, the lower its
rating of traffic congestion (r = -0.53), and
the greater its attractiveness for business
(r = 0.49), social and economic changes since
1990 (r = 0.42), and autonomy (r = 0.35).

• Statistically significant but weak correlations
were found for several perceived characteris-
tics of rural communities: the larger the com-
munity, the higher the rating of its overall
resilience (r = 0.29), its preparedness for
the future (r = 0.26), the adequacy of its ser-
vices (r = 0. 25), its attractiveness (r = 0.22),
and how interesting it is as a community
(r = 0.22).

• Characteristics for which population size
made no statistically significant difference
included the extent of a community’s social
cohesion, friendliness, leadership, quality of
life, regional attractiveness, and how safe the
community is perceived to be.
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In general, then, rural communities perceived
to have greater suitability and capability for eco-
nomic development tended to be larger ones; that
is, larger towns were somewhat more likely to
have a more developed infrastructure, increased
availability of services, especially education, and
greater preparedness for the future. A rural
town’s population size is related to its current
conditions and likely response to change: statisti-
cal analyses indicated that larger towns tend to be
more economically diverse, autonomous, and at-
tractive for business. The conclusion here is con-
sistent with the basic premise of the plethora of
community development handbooks and work-
shops provided in the 1970s and 1980s: if mem-
bers of a small rural community want to “de-
velop” their town, they should work to attract
new industries and expand the economic base,
which would result in population increase.

Significantly, the findings of both the self-
assessment study and the community economic
profiles suggest that the impacts of this improve-
ment extend beyond the economic aspects of
community development, whose significance has
long been recognized and is reaffirmed here, to
its social elements as well. Larger rural communi-
ties tend to represent a more advanced stage of
social and civic development than small ones.
The importance for community vitality of active
social groups and civic organizations, increased
educational infrastructure, availability of ser-
vices, success in obtaining development grants,
and greater preparedness for the future—all of
which increase with a town’s size—reflects the
benefits that towns with a critical mass of social
capital and infrastructure are more likely to real-
ize. An interesting question for future research,
however, is at what size and level of community
development the net benefits of growth are maxi-
mized, beyond which the social costs of further
growth begin to exceed the benefits.

A factor as important as a community’s size for
its future development is its autonomy, which has
been defined in terms of the extent to which com-
munities are linked—economically, socially, and
politically—to neighboring communities and the
region as a whole. (The following discussion is

excerpted from the work of Harris and Russell,4

which focused on “timber communities,” those
having some employment in the wood products
sector.)

The more autonomous a community is, the less it
is linked to the “outside.”  Implicitly, then, use of
the term “autonomy” underscores a community’s
independence, self-reliance and ability to func-
tion as a cohesive and functional unit. Commu-
nity autonomy is a complex, multidimensional
construct, as reflected in the duality of its defini-
tion. The autonomy of a town can reflect a state
of isolation and remoteness, which can be viewed
negatively, as well as a condition of independ-
ence and self-reliance that are positive
attributes—and this duality can suggest ambigu-
ous implications for change in rural communities.

Many researchers (e.g., Lackey et al. 1987,
Warren 1971), nonetheless, emphasize the posi-
tive connotation of autonomy as a community
attribute characteristic of strong, healthy commu-
nities, and our research results support this as-
sessment. The autonomy construct was most
strongly correlated with residents’ perceptions of
the availability of services in their communities
(r = 0.52), their communities’ overall attractive-
ness (r = 0.52), their attractiveness for business
(r = 0.40), and the social cohesion and quality
of life in their communities (r = 0.40, 0.32). The
autonomy construct also was strongly correlated
with documented data, such as economic diver-
sity (r = 0.45) and, as noted above, population
size (r = 0.35). It is not significantly related to
employment in most key industries, such as tour-
ism or wood products, and it is negatively related,
although fairly weakly, to agriculture (r = -0.28).
There is some tendency, then, for more agri-
culturally dominated towns to be less autono-
mous, but even this is not the case for all such
towns; autonomy is not as strongly tied to any
particular kind of economy as it is to economies
that have a more diverse mix of sectors on which
they are dependent.

4 Russell, K.; Harris, C.C. [In press]. Economic, social and
political dimensions of community autonomy in timber towns.
Society and Natural Resources.
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These results suggest that autonomous commu-
nities, whether isolated or not, are those that have
developed the service and economic infrastruc-
ture to provide residents with goods, services, and
jobs. Our results also indicate that community re-
sidents perceive that the most autonomous towns
are those that not only have a diversity of services
and economy but also have a social resiliency
that enables them to manage the changes they ex-
perience. This result challenges the notion that
autonomous communities are either higher order
communities with an ability to provide for citi-
zens internally or isolated towns; rather, towns
that are autonomous are likely to be isolated,
have a strong sense of community, and have
healthy, diversified economies.

Quality of Life in Small
Communities
Most communities in the region, whether large or
small, rated themselves as having a high level of

quality of life. As previously shown, fully 80 per-
cent of the communities rated their quality of life
as very high, and another 19 percent indicated it
was moderately high; only one of the 198 com-
munities indicated that their quality of life was
low (see table 6). Part of a community’s quality
of life is due to the presence of scenic and rec-
reational amenities in the surrounding area that
are related to the natural resources. The results
of regression analysis, as shown below, confirm
that a town’s quality of life is partially dependent
on the attractiveness of the region where it is lo-
cated. Even more important, however, are social
factors, such as how interesting a community is,
the extent a community is plagued with social
problems, how safe its residents feel, and the
social cohesiveness. Significantly, the extent of
a town’s quality of life is strongly related to its
resilience (r = 0.50):

Multiple R 0.7727 Analysis of variance
R-square 0.5970 Df Sum of squares Mean square

Adjusted R-square 0.5863 Regression 5 35.9624 7.1925

Standard error 0.3593 Residual 188 2.2737 0.1291

F = 55.7058 Significant F = 0.000

Standard
Variable B  error Beta t Significant t

(Constant) 0.7679 0.4057 1.893 0.0599

How interesting the
community is .2815 .0417 0.3651 6.751 .0000

Social problems .2058 .0357 .3339 5.769 .0000

Community safety .2216 .0619 .2131 3.578 .0004

Social cohesion .1004 .0396 .1400 2.533 .0121

Regional attractiveness .1420 .0551 .1279 2.579 .0107
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Population changes—U.S. census data for the
communities in the study area indicate that, on
average, the populations of these towns increased
by 7 percent between 1980 and the early 1990s.
(The most recent population estimates available
from the states at the time of this analysis were
from 1992 or 1994, depending on the state; see
citations in next paragraph). Population-change
proportions range from a minimum of a 60 per-
cent decline to a maximum increase of 413 per-
cent, but the distribution of these proportions is
skewed toward population growth: 60 percent of
all towns in the region increased in population
between 1980 and 1992-94, with the bottom 20
percent of all towns in the region decreasing in
population by -9.6 percent and the top 20 percent
increasing by over two times as much, or 19.9
percent.

In the 1990s, this trend accelerated. The average
populations of rural communities in all five states
in the Columbia River basin are estimated to
have increased since 1990, although in different
amounts: these increases ranged from an average
of about 3 percent in communities in Montana
(Montana Department of Commerce 1995) and
4 percent in Idaho communities (Idaho Division
of Financial Management 1995), to a high of an
average 12 percent in communities in Wyoming
(Wyoming Department of Administration and
Information 1995). Likewise, as table 35 shows,
the vast majority (86 percent) of all towns in the
region have been growing since 1990—a signifi-
cant change from the ingrowth in the 1980s.

Recent estimates also indicate that, statewide, the
population growth between 1988 and 1994 has
been 12 percent in Idaho, 7 percent in Montana,
8 percent in Oregon, and 9 percent in Washington
(Idaho Division of Financial Management 1995,
Montana Department of Commerce 1995, Oregon
Center for Population Research and Census
1995a, Washington Office of Financial Manage-
ment 1994, Wyoming Department of Administra-
tion and Information 1995). In contrast, the U.S.
population grew only 4 percent during this same
period. Significantly, even for as short a period as

Also significant is the finding that a town’s size
is unrelated to its quality of life, which begs the
question of the goal or desired future for towns
seeking to become more viable, healthy, vital, and
thus resilient in the face of change. But it also
suggests that, just because a town grows, this
change does not mean that a community’s quality
of life is necessarily compromised.

Change in Small Rural
Communities
Workshop participants in a large majority of com-
munities (70 percent) in the basin reported that
they had experienced a moderate to high degree
of change since 1990. Similarly, the indepth case
study of Chelan County, Washington, residents
found that a majority (68 percent) perceived that
their communities had experienced a moderate
to high degree of change in the 1980s. When
asked about the kinds of change that had oc-
curred, 68 percent of Chelan County residents
reported growth and population increases as one
of the major changes. Other important changes
included the conversion of agricultural lands to
residential and commercial development (32 per-
cent), increase in retail stores (26 percent), in-
creased traffic (23 percent), and increased crime
(22 percent). More than half of the residents
(55 percent) were somewhat to extremely con-
cerned about the overall changes taking place in
their community (for instance, population growth
and economic structure).

Table 35—Percentage of Columbia basin
communities with increasing populations

Communities with
State increasing populations

Percent

Idaho 85
Montana 73
Washington 86
Wyoming 100

Average, all communities 86

Sources:  State departments of administration, finance, and
information.
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1990 to 1994, the present study indicates that
residents of larger towns are more likely to report
that their town has changed (Pearson correlation
coefficient of 0.44; p<0.05).

In addition to population growth, a multiplicity of
changes and influences are affecting the character
of rural communities in the study area. They in-
clude not only changing natural resource supplies
and resource-management policies, but also so-
cial changes due to aging populations and the in-
migration of commuters, welfare recipients, re-
tirees, and new ethnic groups. In many instances,
these new types of residents are changing the so-
cial makeup and character of communities, along
with their traditions, customs, and cultures.

Economic changes—The assessment of the 145
communities identified as having changed signi-
ficantly in recent years affirmed that the eco-
nomies of the region’s small communities have
changed throughout their history and continue to
change (see previous section, “Surveys of Resi-
dents of Chelan County and Significant Change
Communities”). Significantly, our assessments
of community resilience and significant change
communities made clear that change and resil-
ience to it are found across the various economic
types of communities. Government policies on
public lands clearly have affected the economies
of some rural communities in significant ways,
thereby influencing their resilience. Other in-
fluences, including the decisions and actions of
small business owners and large corporations,
and the methods with which the public sector has
subsidized these industries (e.g., crop payment
programs, logging road construction, bidding-
preference systems for small sawmills), also have
long affected the development of small rural com-
munities in the region.

For towns with wood products mills, mining and
minerals processing, and the like, concerns of re-
sidents and agency resource managers have tra-
ditionally focused on “community stability” in
terms of the economic stability assured by a
steady, dependable flow of resources from public

lands and the resulting stable employment base.
Some congressional acts  (e.g., Organic Admin-
istration Act of 1897, Multiple Use-Sustained
Yield Act of 1960, Forest and Rangeland Renew-
able Resources Planning Act of 1974, and Na-
tional Forest Management Act of 1976) reflect
this concern and, as a Forest Service policy mem-
orandum notes, they mandate that the Forest Ser-
vice provide a continuous supply of outputs for
the nation (USDA Forest Service 1977). This
document, while noting that “none of the langu-
age [in these acts] specifically addresses ‘com-
munity stability,’” also recognizes that “the basic
charge [of the agency] to provide the goods and
services is well ingrained” (USDA Forest Service
1977:1).

Recent changes in communities have resulted
from a variety of broader economic influences,
such as global economic forces, economic div-
ersification, plant modernization, and industrial
downsizing (e.g., laying off company loggers and
hiring independents to reduce the costs of bene-
fit payments). Significantly, growth in employ-
ment in the Pacific Northwest has far exceeded
the national rate: employment increased nation-
wide 7.7 percent between 1988 and 1994, but it
increased 27.7 percent in Idaho in that same per-
iod, and around 17 percent in the other states in
the region (Idaho Division of Financial Manage-
ment 1995, Montana Department of Commerce
1995, Oregon Center for Population Research and
Census 1995a, Washington Office of Financial
Management 1994, Wyoming Department of
Administration and Information 1995).

As discussed in “Context for the Assessment,”
key characteristics of communities include eco-
nomic ones, such as the levels of economic
development of a town, its economic diversity
(Belzer and Kroll 1986, Freudenburg 1992,
Gramling and Freudenburg 1992, Johnson 1993),
and its resource dependence (Castle 1991,
Machlis and Force 1988, Power 1994). Although
the literature has often asserted that resource-
extraction industries are essential industries for
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rural economic survival, some researchers (e.g.,
Power 1994; Rasker 1993, 1995) note that tradi-
tional extractive industries are decreasing and
service industries increasing in importance across
the Pacific Northwest; for example, The Wilder-
ness Society (Rasker 1995), examines U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census statistics on income and em-
ployment in the Columbia River basin since the
late 1960s. These statistics clearly document that,
across the region as a whole, traditional, extrac-
tive economic base industries (e.g., agriculture,
forestry, and mining) have remained at fixed
levels over the last two decades, while the major
increases in the region’s economy have occurred
in service sectors.

The analysis conducted by The Wilderness Soci-
ety reflects only part of the current situation in
the region, however. By focusing on the region as
a whole, their analysis overlooks the significant
differences between the economic base of small
rural communities vs. that of large cities. When
our research assessed the importance of industrial
sectors in rural communities in 1995 as propor-
tions of the total employment, a different picture
of  the region’s economy emerges: harvesting and
processing (e.g., agriculture, timber) were among
the most important employers in small rural
towns across the region. So too are newer indus-
tries, such as travel and tourism, with retail trade
and food and beverage (mainstays of tourism as
well as important for meeting local needs) and
the Federal and local governments becoming in-
creasingly important. Yet analyses like Power’s
(1994), which ostensibly focus on the region’s
rural communities, present few data representing
that scale.

In some cases, the total dependence of a town on
a particular industry may be less important than
the proportion of that industry controlled by one
entity, such as a government agency’s control of
timber supply or a company’s control of process-
ing plants. Finally, economic sectors are often
complementary rather than substitutable or com-
petitors for one another; consequently, economic
diversification began occurring long before pub-
lic policy started restricting commodity supplies

on public lands and companies in extractive in-
dustries began plant improvements and employee
layoffs to increase company competitiveness. A
key point here is that the economies of these
communities are more complex and unique than
simplistic, ideologically driven analyses may
suggest.

Significant change communities—Another
component of the research focused on assessing
and analyzing the characteristics and experiences
of 145 towns in the region identified as signifi-
cant change communities. These communities
were identified as undergoing major economic or
social change, or both, by state economic devel-
opment officials, agricultural extension experts,
Forest Service forest planners or economic devel-
opment coordinators, and population estimates
indicating changes of greater than 20 percent
since 1980, from the U.S. Bureau of the Census
(1995a, 1995b). Data collection focused on iden-
tifying the types of changes occurring in rural
communities, community responses to these
changes, and the effects or characteristics of all
these factors in terms of community conditions,
activities, and lifestyles. Of the 145 identified
communities having experienced significant
change, 80 communities (55 percent) were sur-
veyed. The following is a brief summary of those
findings. (For more detailed results of significant
change communities, see Harris et al. 1996.)

• Of the 80 significant change communities
surveyed, 3 percent were perceived as non-
resource dependent, 13 percent as having
predominately ranching economies, 20 per-
cent as farming based, 29 percent as primarily
travel and tourism based, and 35 percent as
predominately timber based.

• Of the surveyed communities, 35 percent had
populations that were growing, and 39 percent
had populations that had decreased.

• In addition, 36 percent of the surveyed com-
munities were not responding to change, and
the other 64 percent were much more pro-
active in responding to change.
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Results from the surveyed communities suggest
that the impacts of population growth, and the
social and land-use changes that have come about
as a result of that growth, were as critical or more
so than any recent changes in resource manage-
ment. Additionally, a community’s degree of
resilience was more related to how it responded
to changes than to its economic structure. More
resilient communities were more likely to take
proactive actions to respond to changes affecting
their quality of life. Of the sample of 80 commu-
nities, 34 percent were rated as being highly re-
silient, and 26 percent and 21 percent were rated
as being moderately high to moderately low in
resilience, respectively. Of those having a high
resilience rating, 44 percent were perceived as
predominantly timber dependent, 30 percent as

travel and tourism, 22 percent as agricultural, and
4 percent as not resource dependent. Conversely,
of the communities having a low level of resil-
ience, 52 percent were perceived as predomi-
nantly agricultural based and only 20 percent as
timber dependent.

Among communities having undergone signifi-
cant changes, higher proportions of communities
in the higher resilience classes were perceived as
timber dependent, and they reported activities
suggesting that they were proactive in responding
to change. The number of respondents perceiving
their communities as travel and tourism depend-
ent were represented equally across the four re-
silience classes, as were trends in population
changes, thereby reaffirming that these charac-
teristics do not fully predict resiliency.
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The structures and functions of small rural com-
munities in the region are more complex than
some analyses would suggest, especially those
conducted at a regional level or that used county
data to assess local conditions. The extent to
which communities depend on different indus-
tries differs, both in the perceptions of active and
involved residents and in actual employment
numbers. Generalizations about individual com-
munities or industries must be made with care.

To develop constructive strategies for managing
changes, it is important to assess the current
characteristics and conditions of communities in
the region, changes affecting them, and the major
factors influencing responses to change. If com-
munities are to develop in a coherent, managed,
and well-planned way, residents must deal with
the realities and potentialities of their towns,
including their social, economic and political
advantages and disadvantages, attractions and
drawbacks. Importantly, although a community’s
resources, including its amenities and attractive-
ness, can be a factor influencing development, a
decisive, major determinant of a community’s
resilience clearly is its residents, in particular, the
willingness of residents to take leadership roles,
organize, and realize their community’s potential.
Community residents are a central defining ele-
ment in creating the future of rural communities.

Some major conclusions of the research are:

• Small, rural communities in the interior and
upper Columbia River basin have always been
changing and will continue to change. The
idea of community stability is a myth belying
various influences: the volatility of markets
for timber, mining, and other traditional ex-

tractive industries; the actions of private
companies in modernizing and closing plants
and periodically laying off or terminating
workers; the decreasing supply of timber from
National Forests; and the rapidly increasing
in-migration of new workers and residents
(e.g., retirees and new ethnic groups).

• Although closures of mills, mines, and other
resource-processing plants have had a signifi-
cant impact on many communities, past
closures have had little social and economic
effects on other communities. Many mills, for
example, have been closed, sold, reopened,
and closed again as a result of a series of
changes over past decades not necessarily
related to public land management decisions.
Community growth, as indicated by popula-
tion increase, has occurred in many communi-
ties that have lost mills.

• Rural communities tend to be more resilient
(able to adapt to change in positive, construc-
tive ways) than is commonly assumed. Small
communities in the basin are unique and com-
plex; generalizing from the types of towns
that are resilient thus should be done with
great care.

• Many of the region’s timber towns had a
relatively high level of resilience and were
perceived to be healthy when compared to
small ranching and farming towns. With their
amenities, diversified economies, and degree
of population growth, the face of many of
these communities is changing. New policy
initiatives are needed to help small
communities cope with the external forces
resulting in change.

Conclusions
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• Public policy analysts could view the role of
resilience in one of two ways. One is that, if
government resources (i.e., funding, work-
force, and other kinds of subsidies) are to be
expended on rural communities, those lowest
in resilience (ranching and farming communi-
ties, in particular) are the ones most needing
support.

• The second alternative view is that, in the
name of economic efficiency and equity,
America should “cut its losses” in terms of
communities that are “on the skids” and
losing their human capital. Expending any
more societal resources on these communities
would not be worth the benefits derived;
rather, government resources would be most
effectively used on communities that are at
risk but have the potential to benefit most
from those resources.

• The history of Forest Service commitments
and impacts on rural communities has con-
tinually evolved. The nature of this evolu-
tion, along with changing societal values, a
changing Agency workforce reflecting those
values, and the learning that occurs within the
Agency, underscores the importance of sound
forest planning (for example, see Blattner et
al., in press; Brown 1994; Clark and Stankey
1994; FEMAT 1993; Gale and Cordray 1991;
Grumbine 1994; Krannich et al. 1994; Lee et
al. 1990; Machlis and Force 1988; Rasker
1995; Waggener 1977). Information such as
that provided in this research may be an im-
portant tool for revising forest plans and plan-
ning individual projects. Additionally, it also
may be useful for planning and management
efforts of the communities themselves and
their counties and states.

Various approaches may help rural communities
adapt to their changing environments and condi-
tions. The CRI suggests that different communi-
ties require different mixes of solutions or re-

sponses, depending on the nature of the changes
affecting them and their strengths and weaknesses
as indicated by the resilience index. From the
index, solutions and responses could be tailored
to the situations of individual communities. They
might include programs for rebuilding social net-
works and increasing a community’s social
cohesion; leadership training programs; growth
management strategies; investments in improving
physical infrastructure; and financial and infra-
structure support for traditional industries to
maintain their role in local economies. Mitigation
programs could include a process for indepth
community self-assessment that further clarifies
and details community needs. This process could
help communities and their leaders assess their
current conditions, evaluate the challenges and
opportunities facing their community, and de-
velop short- and long-range strategies to respond
to changes that make the most effective, efficient
use of outside funding.

As detailed in the research done on significant
change communities (see Harris 1996a, 1996b),
distrust of government, issues of self-reliance
versus dependence on public resources, concerns
with private property rights, and conflicts over
resource uses of Federal lands are commonplace
in the interior and upper Columbia basins. Ac-
cordingly, resource management agencies need to
take actions that advance a positive, proactive ap-
proach promoting consensus building and col-
laborative problem solving across the region,
rather than one that fans the flames of conflict,
confrontation, and divisiveness among the var-
ious publics in the inland Northwest. Recent
social changes are altering small rural commu-
nities across the basin as much as the changing
supplies of natural resources. Residents of these
rural communities need to focus their attention
and efforts on dealing with the many coming
changes constructively and resolving resulting
problems as expediently as possible.
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