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Abstract 
 

Community visioning processes offer communities the platform to identify common 

goals, indicate actions and measures of progress, and envision what they would like their 

political, economic, and social landscape to look like for years to come. Rural communities 

often face unique obstacles in terms of isolation, lack of resources and capacity, shifting 

economics, among other problematic issues. Tillamook and Wallowa counties, both rural 

and resource dependent, are compelling case studies for how rural counties embark on 

strategic visioning processes, choose and use different measures, and include different 

community members’ voices. Benton County is also an interesting case study that serves as 

a microcosm for what is going on at the national level with many noting the existence of a 

rural/urban divide. Employing the literature surrounding community visioning and 

collaborative governance, this study aims to explore what conditions are present in the 

counties that collaborative governance models deem necessary for successful 

collaborations, how stakeholders perceive successes and challenges, and if there is 

evidence of a rural consciousness that may influence the collaborative governance process.  

These communities were explored using a mixed-methods qualitative approach employing 

both secondary content analyses of county websites and documents, as well as primary 

source interviews with community stakeholders and county officials. Using purposive 

sampling, critical informants were contacted in order to best understand these processes. 

This research has the potential to produce a “best practices” guide for other rural counties 

and communities looking to engage its citizenry and initiate grassroots, bottom-up change. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Rural communities across the west have faced interesting and often devastating 

economic, social, and ecological changes in the last couple of decades (Brown & Schafft, 

2011). From the listing of endangered species to the implementation of stricter harvest 

practices, rural communities have had to face rapid change and restructuring of local 

economies. That being said, community-visioning processes are an option for these rural 

places, offering a more bottom-up approach to solving local problems.  Popularized in the 

last couple of decades, this approach focuses on utilizing citizen involvement to identify 

core values, create a plan for the future, and work toward strategies and actions to reach 

their goals.  

Since many rural towns lack the population, funds, and capacity to engage in 

rigorous visioning, this process is more economically feasible at the county level. Tillamook 

and Wallowa Counties were chosen for this study due to their past involvement in these 

kinds of processes as well as their rural, nonmetropolitan county status. Benton County 

was included because it serves as an interesting contrast; by Census Bureau standards, it is 

a metropolitan county with a city over 50,000 people, but also has a sizable rural 

population and geographic area. Using Ansell and Gash’s (2008) collaborative governance 

model, this paper will examine what conditions exist in the counties that the model 

determines are necessary for success, how stakeholders perceive the successes and 

challenges of these processes, and if there is evidence of a rural consciousness in how 

individuals see their own roles and the role of community visioning.  

 To fully grasp the importance of these communities’ processes and their success in 

collaborative governance, an examination of the literature is necessary; this will include an 
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overview of contemporary obstacles facing rural communities and community visioning 

processes. Next, I will outline the collaborative governance model and its relation to these 

visioning processes and my greater research project. Then the paper will shift to the 

methods utilized, including data collection and analysis. Lastly, a discussion and policy 

recommendations will be provided.  

2. Background 
 

Initial interest in this research endeavor was sparked by the Oregon State University 

2009 Vitality Indicator projects and reports concerning Tillamook and Wallowa counties, 

and to a lesser degree, the 2013 project in Vernonia, Oregon (Etuk & Crandall, 2010a, 

2010b; Grotta, 2014). Both Tillamook and Wallowa counties completed different iterations 

of this project, including community outreach and visioning. Their work centered on the 

idea of fostering community vitality, which the primary researchers on the project defined 

as:  

The ability of a community to sustain itself into the future as well as provide 

opportunities for its residents to pursue their own life goals and the ability to of 

residents to experience positive life outcomes (Etuk & Crandall, 2008).   

In order to craft this idea into a reality, communities need to have “the ability to plan, make 

decisions, and act together” (Etuk & Crandall, 2008). Part of that involves a visioning 

component that allows residents to imagine their futures in the years to come. Basic 

background knowledge of these three communities and their processes is necessary to 

understand the conditions that exist for success as well as challenges. The following 
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sections provide a general overview of each county including basic demographics, 

timelines, and history of their visioning processes.   

First, it is important to draw the distinction between metropolitan and 

nonmetropolitan counties. Nonmetropolitan areas are counties that have “neither an 

urbanized area of 50,000 people nor are integrated by workforce commuting with a 

metropolitan county” (Brown & Schafft, 2011, p. 18). This definition has been noted as 

problematic due to its treatment of the rural as a residual of urban, as well as the lack of 

acknowledgement of the diversity of rural places in terms of geography, population, 

economy, and the like. Considering more static and traditional attributes like proximity, 

population density, and economy is considered a place-based approach to understanding 

what is and isn’t rural (Brown & Schafft, 2011). Alternatively, a social constructivist 

approach is more concerned with how rural identities are constructed in our minds, 

through the stories we tell ourselves about what it means to be rural.  Brown and Schafft 

(2011) call for a more nuanced and integrative approach of both for studying and 

understanding rural peoples and places. In this paper, while I acknowledge that Wallowa 

and Tillamook counties are distinctly nonmetropolitan, I will also offer Benton County as 

an interesting case where the construction of rural identities and issues certainly exist 

despite its metropolitan classification.  

When looking at the three counties, it is important to note their differences in 

population size, median income, poverty levels, and land in square miles (See Table 1). 

Benton and Wallowa counties are essentially the inverse of one another in terms of 

population and land in square miles, with the former having a larger population and small 

land base and the latter with a small population and large land base. These factors will 
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come into play when examining how collaborative processes play out in these distinct 

communities.  

Table 1: Demographics of the Three Counties  

County  Population, 2015 

estimate 

Median 

Income, 

2011-2015  

Persons living in 

poverty  

Land in sq. 

miles 

Benton  87,572 $ 49, 802 18.3% 675.94 

Tillamook  25,653 $ 42, 581 15.5% 1,102.58 

Wallowa  6,856 $ 40, 581  16.1% 3,146.19 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015) 

2.1 Wallowa County  
 

Wallowa County has the smallest population of the three counties with a total just 

shy of 7,000 people, yet it is the largest geographically. Located in Eastern Oregon, it is a 

nonmetropolitan county bordered by Idaho and Washington. With Enterprise as the county 

seat, it has a total of four cities and fourteen unincorporated communities (See Table 2).  

Table 2: Wallow County Cities/Communities  

Enterprise (County Seat) City  Population: 1,893 

Joseph  City  Population: 1,063 

Lostine City  Population: 209 

Wallowa  City  Population: 795 

Other  Unincorporated, rural, etc.  Population: approx. 3,000 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015) 
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Historically, Wallowa County has had an economy based in agriculture, forestry, and 

other natural resource economic activities. With the decline in timber harvest in the late 

1980s and 1990s, over 400 jobs in wood products manufacturing were lost (Snyder, 2007, 

p. 7). Today, tourism is also one of Wallowa County’s main industries. Despite being 

relatively isolated, many visitors come to enjoy the area’s natural beauty, including 

Wallowa Lake. Another main attraction is Chief Joseph Days, a rodeo and celebration on the 

last weekend of July, known to draw upwards of 10,000 people into the small town of 

Joseph (Chief Joseph Days, History, 2014). A distinctly nonmetropolitan county, the 

Chamber of Commerce notes that, “Wallowa County is a rural frontier community. Our 

residents have a great sense of pride in the country lifestyle and value the many benefits to 

living here versus in populated metro regions” (Wallowa County Chamber of Commerce, 

2017). For this county, there is a focus on the importance of community, self-reliance, and 

natural resource based jobs and recreation among residents and decision makers alike.  

Wallowa County has engaged in various visioning and planning efforts throughout 

the last couple of decades.  The county has a long history of natural resource collaboration 

in response to the environmental protection legislation and judicial rulings of the 1980s 

and 1990s. In 2006, wider-scale community-based visioning processes included a series of 

community rallies that were sponsored by the Board of Commissioners, Wallowa County 

Economic Action team, Rural Development Initiatives, and the Northeast Oregon Economic 

Development District (NEODD). Facilitated by David Beurle of Innovative Leadership 

Australia, almost 10% of their population was captured, with 724 people participating in 

one of their four evening rallies held in Enterprise, Joseph, Troy, and Wallowa. During the 

rallies, residents were asked to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the county and 
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create a vision statement. Afterwards, the four separate vision statements were reviewed 

to create a common-themed vision for the county. Shortly after, the Wallowa County 

Indicators of Vitality project, centered on using community input to self-define vitality and 

indicators in their county, was completed and a report produced (Etuk & Crandall, 2010b).  

Unlike Tillamook and Benton counties, Wallowa County does not have a specific 

web page dedicated to any kind of visioning processes or strategic plans. In fact, much of 

the reports gathered for this study were the result of interviewees providing materials via 

mail or email. The one web page mentioning these efforts was a tab on a Community 

Vitality Summit from 2013 (Wallowa County, Oregon, 2013).  This was an effort to gather 

local organizations (nonprofits, local government, and businesses) together to explore 

what others were doing and how they could work together to be more efficient, access 

more people, and welcome a more holistic and multifaceted approach to countywide 

problem solving. The website notes that the county was going to host “informal quarterly 

networking events by topic to encourage greater communication and sharing among all the 

County’s organizations” (Wallowa County, Oregon, 2013).  

2.2 Tillamook County  
 

Tillamook County is located on the Oregon coast, just east of the Portland 

metropolitan area. Tillamook County has a population of approximately 25,600 people and 

land base of approximately 1,102 square miles, some of which are state and federal forests.  

Of the three counties, Tillamook County also has the most cities and upwards of eleven 

census-designated places and twenty-three unincorporated communities. Pacific City, for 

example, is a census-designated place with a population over 1,000, which is larger than 
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many of the county’s cities.  These little population clusters mean that there is a wide range 

of communities throughout Tillamook County (See Table 3).  

Table 3: Tillamook County Cities/Communities  

Tillamook (County Seat) City  Population: 4,997 

Rockaway Beach City  Population: 1,347 

Bay City  City  Population: 1,332  

Garibaldi  City  Population: 783 

Manzanita  City  Population: 622 

Wheeler  City  Population: 419  

Nehalem  City  Population: 278  

Other  Unincorporated, rural, etc.  Population: approx. 15,875 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015) 

Known as the “land of cheese, trees, and ocean breeze,” Tillamook County’s economy 

is based on agriculture, timber, tourism, and fishing (Tillamook County, 2017). With dairy 

farming as the main agricultural practice, the city of Tillamook is also home to the 

Tillamook Cheese Factory, one of the county’s largest employers. With over 40% of the 

county land owned by the State of Oregon, including the Tillamook State Forest, new 

harvest regulations in the 1980s and 1990s hit the community particularly hard (Tillamook 

County, 2017). Like Wallowa County, Tillamook County has increasingly relied on tourism 

as a main economic source, with a new 2014 transient lodging tax capitalizing on the 

popularity of this coastal destination (Richard, 2014).  

In terms of visioning processes, the Tillamook County Futures Council is the oldest 

continuing visioning process of the three counties. Beginning in 1997, the Futures Council 
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was tasked with developing a vision for the greater region. It seems that while the initial 

impetus for the council was at the commissioners’ behest, it was really guided by two 

influential individuals; Dr. David Povey with the Community Planning Workshop at the 

University of Oregon and Nehalem mayor, Shirley Kalkhoven. Broad-based citizen 

participation was utilized with 29 public meetings held in a three-month span in 1998. The 

success of their process garnered international attention, with visits from Japan, Australia, 

and Canada, as well as other United States organizations and government officials.  

The council has addressed a variety of concerns and interests, including natural 

resource management, education, taxes, and housing. When Oregon State University was 

interested in completing a Vital Indicator Project in Tillamook County, it was in the perfect 

position to do engage in this kind of benchmark work (Etuk & Crandall, 2010a). They had 

already created visions, vision updates, benchmarks and an action plan; through the Vital 

Tillamook Indicator Project, the council took their 6 broad vision areas, created 50-some 

odd indicators, and then surveyed their population to create measures.  

 Today, the Tillamook County Futures Council maintains an active website, 

TillamookFutures.org. It appears that it has not had much recent activity, with the main 

homepage featuring a call for 2015 Strategic Vision Award nominations and awards 

banquet (Tillamook County Futures Council, 2017). Much of the material available seems a 

bit dated, which echoes what I heard in my interviews with council members about the 

status of the Futures Council. Still, it is an invaluable resource for many of the historical 

documents that first made this process so noteworthy. 

2.3 Benton County  
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Benton County is located in the heart of the Willamette Valley in western Oregon.  

Boasting a population of 85,579, it is, in part, propelled into the metropolitan county 

classification by its largest city, Corvallis, with a population of roughly 54,000.  Despite its 

metropolitan classification, Benton County has nearly 20% of it’s population living in rural 

resource-dependent communities, rural residences, farms, and unincorporated 

communities (Barnwarth et al., 2015, p. 13; See Table 4). It is also worth noting that Benton 

County has one of the highest measures of income inequality in the United States, with the 

80th income percentile being 6.3 times higher than the 20th income percentile (Barnwarth 

et al., 2015, p. 59). Major employers in the city of Corvallis include Oregon State University, 

Hewlett-Packard, and Good Samaritan Hospital, with agriculture and timber remaining as 

two of the primary industries countywide.  

Table 4: Benton County Cities and Communities  

Corvallis (County Seat) City  Population: 54,462 

North Albany  City  Population: 7, 258 

Philomath  City  Population: 4, 584 

Adair Village  Incorporated Township  Population: 840 

Monroe  Incorporated Township  Population: 617 

Other  Unincorporated, rural, etc Population: 25,076 

(US. Census Bureau, 2015)  

The city of Corvallis completed a visioning process, “Charting a Course for Corvallis,” 

back in the early 1990s when these processes were relatively unheard of; it has been 

heralded as an innovative process for its time (Ames, Coppel, & Rains, 1993, pp. 2). Since 

then, the city has completed a couple of different iterations of their process, with updates 
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for the years 2020 and 2040 (2040 Background & Resources, n.d.). The greater area of 

Benton County followed with the adoption of a strategic plan with the goal of “Making 

Benton County a Better Place to Live” (Benton County, 1995). This plan, however, was 

completed by employees of Benton County and lacked the community engagement and 

visioning component.  

The impetus for the development of the new countywide 2040 process seems to 

have started in May-June of 2014, with the commissioners engaging in three community 

meetings to gauge what citizens wanted in the next 2-4 years (Benton County 

Commissioner’s Community Planning, 2014). Then, in March 2016, the Benton County 

Board of Commissioners initiated the formation of a Benton County 2040 Thriving 

Communities Initiative (Benton County TCI) and concurrent Thriving Communities Council. 

Per their website, their purpose is as follows: 

The 2040 Thriving Communities Initiative is a community-driven, visioning process 

that will identify core values in order to address long-term, complex issues. Once 

core values are identified, strategies, actions, and measures of progress will be 

established to align community activities and guide government services 

surrounding the dynamic challenges and opportunities facing the county now and 

into the future” (2040 Thriving Communities Initiative, n.d.). 

On that same web page, citizens are encouraged to give feedback and receive updates. There 

are also two short videos promoting the survey, provided in both Spanish and English. 

Ultimately, this process is still relatively nascent, with the Council currently in the stages of 

figuring out how to determine core values out of the volume of their various engagement 

responses.  
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Benton County is an interesting case study because while the most densely 

populated of the three counties, it still has a significant rural population that faces similar 

issues as other rural communities. It is interesting to explore how, at the county level, 

community visioning supports, acknowledges, and reaches out to its rural constituents and 

how that is tackled in the process, if at all.  That being said, to further understand these 

counties and processes, it is necessary to have a base understanding of the literature and 

issues facing rural communities.  

 

3. Literature Review 
 

3.1 Issues Facing Rural Communities  
 
 Rural communities have faced fundamental shifts in the past couple of decades 

including population and demographic changes and restructured local economies. In the 

1980s and 1990s, natural resource-dependent and rural communities across the Pacific 

Northwest experienced a seismic shift with new timber harvest regulations and other 

environmental protection policies. Studies of rural brain drain, or rural outmigration, 

support the idea that the most educated and talented rural youth are leaving their 

hometowns in search for better education and economic opportunity in metropolitan 

areas. Carr and Kefalas (2009) note, “What is happening in many small towns---the 

devastating loss of educated and talented young people, the aging of the population, and 

the erosion of the local economy---has repercussions far beyond their boundaries” (pp. XI). 

Due in part, to the lack of employment opportunities in many rural communities, the result 

is often a decline in the population and capacity of vulnerable rural areas.   
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 At the county level, rural areas can be at an inherent disadvantage. Nonmetropolitan 

county governments are not only smaller than their metropolitan counterparts in terms of 

staff and services, but also in their resource bases and capacity (Brown & Schafft, 2011).  

This means that rural communities often face decisions on what programs, services, or 

positions to cut to make budgetary sense. While decentralization of “governing 

responsibility and public service activities from higher to lower levels of government” has 

been a trend since the 1980s, rural communities often find that they have “a vicious cycle of 

limited tax base, reduced public investment and economic decline” (Brown & Schafft, 2011, 

pp. 60–61). With less people to pay for services, rural communities are faced with difficult 

choices about what programs and services they can keep. This can create a gap between 

community needs and potential solutions or services.  

 There is increasing difficulty in how to best address rural economic and social 

issues. With many policies and regulations coming from the urban areas, “legislators 

sometimes have the view that a healthy farm means a healthy rural economy” (Walzer, 

1996, p. 4). This is a narrow view, with a clear need for rural policies that address a diverse 

array of issues, including economic vitality, land management, education, social services, 

and the like. Because of the diversity of rural places, including proximity to metropolitan 

areas, population, and different economic bases, rural communities can look very different 

and therefore possess vastly different needs (Walzer, 1996). This diversity makes it even 

more imperative that local communities be “entrusted with the ability to craft local policies 

to fit their specific needs and goals” (Walzer, 1996, p. 9). Well-meaning “outside” 

organizations or government agencies can provide canned curriculum, programs, and 
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policy solutions that are not incited from within communities, resulting in a lack of 

community buy-in and ownership that oftentimes render them largely ineffective.   

A different take on rural issues centers less on the economic, demographic, and 

other more static features and more social aspects of what it means to be rural. A social 

constructivist approach to defining and understanding rural is centered on the idea that 

rurality is a “socially constructed state of mind.”(Brown & Schafft, 2011, p. 5). This means 

that attributes do not necessarily make a place or person rural; it is what and how people 

identify as being rural. This can mean that issues are framed in very different ways 

depending on how one sees themselves and the world around them.  

 Echoing that idea, Cramer (2016), a political scientist at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, proposes that a collective rural consciousness exists for those living in 

rural places in the United States. This consciousness can lead to resentment toward the 

“liberal elite” who they believe make policy decisions that disadvantage and exclude rural 

voices. Working in Wisconsin, she uses in-depth qualitative research to explore the 

popularization and election of Governor Scott Walker, despite some of his policies 

disproportionately and negatively effecting rural populations.  Placed-based identity is a 

strong driving force, with the three criteria she outlines as indicators of rural 

consciousness as follows:  

1) A belief that decision makers ignore rural areas. 

2) A perception that rural areas do not get their fair share of resources. 

3) The sense that rural folks have fundamentally distinct values and lifestyles, which 

are misunderstood and disrespected by city folks.  
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This rural consciousness allows rural residents to see themselves as a larger part of a 

collective, identifying with certain ways of life. These perceptions and lived experiences 

shape the way that rural residents view themselves, their communities, and the role of 

government. For example, the narrative surrounding the role of natural resource policy is 

understood very differently by those living in rural Oregon in comparison to those living in 

the metropolitan area of Portland. Understanding these narratives, and greater 

consciousness, help us to understand where community visioning processes fit into our 

rural communities.  

 

3.2 Community Visioning Processes  
 
 In contrast to traditional top-down planning and governance, “visioning promotes 

greater awareness of societal change and deeper citizen involvement” (Ames, 2010, p. 163). 

Popularized in the last couple of decades, community-visioning processes offer citizens the 

chance to voice what they want the future of their communities to look like. Walzer (1996), 

noted in many articles as a canonical text for rural community visioning, outlines the need 

for these processes in determining the future. Furthermore, what constitutes success 

means different things to different stakeholders; for example, the community members 

might identify success as dependent on the completion of certain projects while 

organizations might be concerned with capacity building. This touches on a debate 

between the importance of process versus task, yet there is increasing pressure to have 

benchmarks, goals, and measures of success that the funders can recognize in committing 

to sustained support (Walzer, 1996, p. 123). 
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Oregon is well known for its progressive strategic visioning processes dating back to 

the early 1990s. A Guide to Community Visioning: Hands-On Information for Local 

Communities was a relatively forward-thinking guide published by the Oregon Chapter of 

the American Planning Association in 1993. Interestingly, Corvallis, the seat of Benton 

County, was one of the first cities to complete a community visioning process and integrate 

it into its planning activities, although it did not include “ a formal action plan....what was 

most important to us was building consensus, reflecting the community’s values, and 

communicating the vision so that citizens and community leaders would have this picture 

in their heads to guide their daily lives” (Ames et al., 1993, p. 2). Most importantly, this 

guide includes an Oregon Model for Community Visioning, complete with driving questions, 

planning activities and expected products, as outlined in Table 5. This model was crafted by 

the Oregon Visions Project, “a voluntary committee of planning professionals sponsored by 

the Oregon chapter of the American Planning Association” (Ames et al., 1993, p. 1). 

Essentially, this group of professionals believed that community visioning was a best 

practice effort critical to community development and planning. Their efforts in crafting 

this model resulted in many communities in Oregon, and the greater region of North 

America, engaging in these kinds of processes and creating vision plans for their futures 

(Ames et al., 1993).  
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Table 5: The Oregon Model for Community Visioning by Ames et al. (1993).  
 

Steps Driving Question  Planning Activities  Products  

1: Profiling the 
Community  

“Where are we now?”  Research and data collection, 
compilation and analysis 

Community 
profile, 
values 
statement  

2: Analyzing the 
Trends 

“Where are we going?” Current and projected trends, 
assessment of future impact  

Trend 
statement, 
probable 
scenario  

3: Creating the 
Vision  

“Where do we want to 
be?”  

Creation of preferred 
scenario and final vision  

Preferred 
scenario, 
vision 
statement  

4: Developing an 
Action Plan  

“How do we get there?” Identification of goals, 
strategies, implementation, 
agenda and priorities  

Action plan  

(Ames et al., 1993, pp. 8–9).  

The guide notes that step four is more loosely applied, with some communities 

feeling that creating the vision and giving ownership to citizens is enough to stimulate 

action without a formal action plan (Ames et al., 1993).  This can be problematic, however, 

as Walzer (1996) notes that “many efforts break down after the planning phase” (pp. 35). 

Still, this is roughly the model that many communities implement when completing their 

own vision plans.  

In an increasingly data-driven world, solid proof of returns on investment of money, 

time, and capacity are more necessary than ever before. Recently updated, A New Oregon 

Model adds an additional step 5 of Implementation and Monitoring, centering on the driving 

question of, “Are we getting there?” (Ames, 2010, p. 164).  It is noted that challenges arise 

due to the fact that, “visioning is designed to be iterative and ongoing. The action plan, 

having a much shorter horizon, requires more frequent updates, and monitoring provides a 
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feedback loop for updating the community’s vision and plan over time” (Ames, 2010, p. 

165). This monitoring allows the governing body or council to do more evaluative work 

through indicators and benchmarks.  

 Working with the University of Oregon Community Planning Workshop (CPW), 

Tillamook Futures has been the focus of many research efforts throughout the years, with 

scholarship focusing on how these processes can be created. A white paper by the 

University of Oregon gives a detailed account of the demographics of Tillamook County and 

the original 1997 visioning process (Community Planning Workshop, 1999). The visioning, 

and the benchmarks derived of the community engagement piece, collapsed into four main 

areas: 1) Growth and Development; 2) Natural Environment; 3) Economy; and 4) Society 

and Culture. Seven years later, a Tillamook County benchmarks update was produced in 

2006 by the University of Oregon Community Planning Workshop (Community Planning 

Workshop, 2006). This document analyzes the data and trends associated with the 

established benchmarks to gain an understanding of where the county was succeeding and 

where it needed additional attention.  

 

3.3 Collaborative Governance  
 
 Community visioning processes often take the form of collaborative governance 

processes, with key stakeholders coming together to create policy solutions. As a response 

to traditional bureaucracy and forms of government, collaborative governance has 

increasingly gained traction as an alternative to more adversarial or managerial kinds of 

governance and policymaking.  As a relatively new framework and model, many critiques 

of collaborative governance center on its vagueness and widely different applications. 
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While gaining popularity and an increasing number of applications in research, “the study 

of collaborative governance continues to suffer from a lack of conceptual clarity and 

consistency” (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2012, p. 23).  In an attempt to collate the 

differing takes on collaborative governance, Ansell and Gash (2008) are credited with 

looking at the larger literature and making a more cohesive framework of variables and 

conditions. They define collaborative governance as such: 

 A governing arrangement where one or more public agencies directly engage non-

state stakeholders in a collective decision-making-process that is formal, consensus-

oriented, and deliberative and that aims to make or implement public policy or 

manage public programs or assets (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 544). 

This means that engaging community stakeholders in the decision-making process is at the 

core of collaborative governance, a direct shift from the top-down traditional forms of 

government historically used. Ansell and Gash (2008) offer a comprehensive framework 

centered on institutional design, facilitative leadership, starting conditions, and 

collaborative process variables necessary for successful collaborative governance. Figure 1 

highlights the Ansell and Gash (2008) collaborative governance model.  
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Figure 1: The Collaborative Governance Model by Ansell and Gash (2008).  

Emerson et al. (2012) builds on the literature, arguing that many have viewed 

collaborative governance too narrowly, including Ansell and Gash (2008). Instead, they 

define collaborative governance as:  

the processes and structures of public policy decision making and management  

that engage people constructively across the boundaries of public agencies, levels of 

government, and/or the public, private, and civic spheres in order to carry out a 

public purpose that could not otherwise be accomplished (2012, pp. 2).  

This definition opens up collaborative governance framework to be applied more broadly, 

particularly when talking about processes like community visioning, noting that, “it can be 

applied to or used to inform participatory governance or civic engagement…”(Emerson et 

al., 2012, p. 3). Through their research, Emerson et al. (2012) outline ten propositions 

necessary for successful collaboration, focusing on many of the same variables that Ansell 

and Gash (2008) highlighted, including similar starting conditions, structural and 
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institutional design, and process conditions.  However, for the purposes of this paper, I will 

be primarily relying on Ansell and Gash’s (2008) conditions. 

Starting conditions  

Starting conditions are those that occur at the beginning of a collaborative process 

and can determine whether or not processes will even gain traction. Remedying 

power/resource imbalances are the first of the three, centering on the differences in power 

of various stakeholders. Ansell and Gash (2008) argue that “if there are significant 

power/resource imbalances between stakeholders…then effective collaborative 

governance requires a commitment to a positive strategy of empowerment and 

representation of weaker and disadvantaged stakeholders” (pp. 551–552). This means that 

all stakeholders are involved, given access to the same resources, and are encouraged to 

participate at the same capacity.  

The second starting condition is incentive to participate, focused on how valuable a 

stakeholder finds the process to be in creating “concrete, tangible, effectual outcomes” 

(Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 552). In other words, they have to believe that the efforts are 

worth their time and energy. Lastly, an understanding of a prehistory of conflict or 

collaboration helps to determine the level of trust in any given collaboration and aid in 

either continuing that cooperation or work on trust building.  The success of collaborative 

efforts in the past help, in part, to determine how future endeavors will play out. A 

prehistory of conflict can produce low levels of trust and commitment to the process, so 

understanding this background can help in mitigating those effects and working towards a 

successful collaboration.  
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Facilitative Leadership  

 Facilitative leadership is vital for creating a positive process and bringing 

stakeholders together. Leadership that is facilitative is “the least intrusive on the 

management prerogatives of stakeholders; a facilitator’s role is to ensure the integrity of 

the consensus-building process itself” (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 554). This indicates the 

critical nature of having a good, facilitative leader in determining the success of a 

collaborative process.  

Institutional Design  

Institutional design is important in the success of collaborations because it sets the 

stage for success in terms of clear rules, guidelines, and expectations of the collaboration.  

Ansell and Gash (2008) focus on participatory inclusiveness, forum exclusiveness, clear 

ground rules, and process transparency. Participatory inclusiveness indicates that the 

collaboration is open to all stakeholders who are interested, with “broad participation not 

simply tolerated but…actively sought”(Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 556). This openness 

legitimizes the process and actively encourages the collaboration’s success. Secondly, 

forum exclusiveness centers on the idea that collaboration might be more successful if “it is 

the only game in town” in terms of what forum a stakeholder can participate to encourage 

change. Clear ground rules and process transparency are another way to legitimize the 

process, ensuring that there is trust building and openness to the process (Ansell and Gash, 

2008).   

Collaborative Process  

Rather than existing as a linear progression of steps, Ansell and Gash (2008) note 

how the collaborative process is more iterative in nature and difficult to present in a 
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definitive way. They focus on face-to-face dialogue, trust building, commitment to process, 

shared understanding, and intermediate outcomes.  At the heart of all of these is the 

importance of face-to-face dialogue. Talking to one another and working through issues is 

imperative for a successful collaboration. Trust building is directly tied to the level of face-

to-face dialogue and can be a process that takes time to develop depending on the 

prehistory of collaboration or conflict, differing view, and levels of distrust. Commitment to 

the process is important for building trust, but also for stakeholders to feel an “ownership” 

of the process” noting that “even when collaborative governance is mandated, achieving 

‘buy in’ is still an essential aspect of the collaborative process” (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 

560). This means the stakeholders are engaged in the process and feel committed to its 

success and continuation. 

 Lastly, intermediate outcomes, or the “small wins,” can be important for a positive 

feedback loop that can even work to encourage stakeholders to continue in the process. 

These outcomes can include things as simple as joint fact finding or the creation of strategic 

plans, but are imperative to stakeholders’ commitment to the process as well as building 

trust (Ansell and Gash, pp. 561). Ultimately, these processes are intended to be iterative, 

with Ansell and Gash (2008) noting, “collaborative governance strategies are particularly 

suited for situations that require ongoing cooperation” (pp. 560). It requires a lot of energy 

and capacity for these processes to develop, so it is critical to ensure that the process 

conditions are suitable for success and continued focus.  



  

 
  

24 

 

 

4. Research Questions  
 

1) What conditions are present in the counties that the collaborative governance 

model deems necessary for successful collaborations?  

2) How do stakeholders perceive the successes and challenges of these processes in 

their counties? 

3) Does a rural consciousness affect visioning processes and how individuals see 

their roles in the collaborative governance process?  

5. Methods 
 

5.1 Sample and Methods 
 

This research was conducted using open-ended interviews with current and past 

members of respective visioning boards/councils, including Tillamook County Futures 

Council, Benton County 2040 Thriving Communities Council, and those involved in the 

Wallowa County Vitality Indicator Project of 2008 and 2009 (See Appendix). This semi-

structured interview style is effective in this capacity because it allows the researcher to 

have a “guide that serves as a checklist of topics to be covered...but the wording and order 

are often substantially modified based on the flow of the interview, and additional 

unplanned questions are asked to follow up on what the interviewee says” (Robson & 

McCartan, 2016, p. 280). Since I was conducting research in three distinct counties with 

different processes, this type of interview style was most practical. In order to gain a better 

understanding of each county’s visioning processes, it was important to interview those 
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with inside knowledge of the process. Non-probability purposive sampling methods were 

employed to access individuals with public accounts of council and board memberships 

found both on online websites and published reports through Oregon State University (See 

Table 6).  To gain adequate representation of the three counties’ processes, three to four 

interviews per county were conducted, with the total N=11. For each county, at least one of 

the interviews were completed in person, with the remainder occurring over the phone. 

These interviews ranged from 25 minutes to 70 minutes and were a semi-structured 

interview process.  

The interviews were recorded using a Zoom Digital Voice and Music Recorder H2 

and a personal Apple iPhone 6 using Voice Memo function. Audio files were kept on a 

password protected MacBook Pro and transcribed using the software program Inqscribe. 

These text files, also stored on the password-protected computer, were then readily 

available for greater analysis. Transcriptions included time stamps in case the researcher 

missed anything or needed to return to the audio files for greater clarification. The 

application Dedoose was used to code and analyze the interview transcriptions for themes.  

Codes were rooted in the interview questions, some in accordance with collaborative 

governance framework, rural consciousness, and on what came naturally out of the 

interviews.  
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Table 6: Interviewees by County and Occupation  

Name County Occupation/Role in Community Visioning 

Paul Benton County (BC) Strengthening Rural Families Executive Director 

Peggy Benton County (BC) Retired; Volunteer for League of Women Voters 

Sean Benton County (BC) Sustainability Coordinator for Benton County 

Sharon Benton County (BC) Rural Communities Liaison for Oregon Food Bank 

David 
Tillamook County 

(TC) 

Newly elected Tillamook County Commissioner; 

former Futures Council Chair, Vice Chair, member 

Jennifer 
Tillamook County 

(TC) 

Regional Coordinator with Oregon Department of 

Environmental Quality/ Regional Solutions, 

Tillamook Futures Council Chair 

Mark 
Tillamook County 

(TC) 

Retired; Former County Commissioner, District 

Forester with Oregon Department of Forestry, and 

Tillamook Futures member. 

Rick 
Tillamook County 

(TC) 

Retired; Forester with U.S. Forest Service, Bureau 

of Land Management 

Mike 
Wallowa County 

(WC) 

General Manager of Wallowa County Grain 

Growers, Former Wallowa County Commissioner 

Nils 
Wallowa County 

(WC) 
Wallowa Resources Executive Director 

Sara 
Wallowa County 

(WC) 

Northeast Oregon Economic Development District 

Development Specialist 
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5.2 Positionality to Participants  
 

Positionality is an important component of any qualitative research project. 

Understanding your participants, and your role in relation to the research topic and 

participants alike, is absolutely integral to the success of any research endeavor. In 

establishing relationships, I maintained a demeanor of professionalism and respect.  

In gaining access to some rural peoples, particularly in Wallowa County, I used my own 

rural status and identity to help participants feel more comfortable in speaking with me. I 

believe this helped secure interviews in more than one occasion. Growing up on a farm in 

rural Oregon and being ingrained in a small community has shaped much of who I am 

today. I feel a particular affinity for rural communities, which is something I tried to remain 

cognizant of throughout the research process.  Acknowledging my background and 

preconceived notions on the research matter helped me work towards achieving a more 

unbiased approach. I continually checked my inherent biases in the way that I approached 

and conducted the interviews, engaged in participant observation, and analyzed and 

interpreted the data. 

6. Findings 
 

From the coded interviews and content analysis, several themes started to emerge. 

What became apparent was that these processes played out differently in the distinct 

counties, with some main tenets present throughout all of the processes. Using the 

collaborative governance model, these findings are framed according to several key 

starting and collaboration process conditions, as well as the role of facilitative leadership.  

 



  

 
  

28 

6.1 Starting Conditions 
 
A Prehistory of Cooperation or Conflict  

An understanding of a county government’s prehistory of cooperation or conflict is 

important in assessing how to best approach collaborative governance. In the counties, 

many participants expressed some level of a prehistory of cooperation and greater 

collaborative efforts and coalitions within their respective counties.  For example, Rick 

from Tillamook County noted that there were already collaborative efforts being generated 

just prior to the formation of the Tillamook Futures Council. Named the Performance 

Partnership, Rick noted that, “it was intended to be all entities of our communities, all the 

agencies—state, federal, county levels, all the clubs, all the everything, linking arms to work 

together as a county to move us forwards…everyone in the community was basically 

buying into that concept.” He also noted that the Performance Partnership was “probably a 

springboard” for the development of the Futures Council. This would indicate that 

Tillamook County was already engaging in some level of collaborative cooperation before 

their Futures Council was created.  

One interviewee also mentioned that there was a high level of collaboration in 

Wallowa County starting in the late 80s and early 90s centered around natural resources. 

Nils from Wallowa Resources noted that, “the county has had a continuous history now for 

twenty-six years of people coming together around planning and coordinating issues.” 

While this is more focused on natural resource policy, it is still worth noting that history of 

working together to tackle local problems. It is interesting to note that the only mention of 

conflict was in response to the influence of outside interests participating in the 

community’s collaborative processes, with one interviewee noting that: 
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Our community has been pretty good and respectful for the most part. When we 

have disagreements, we can talk about them, we don’t just fight about them. I mean, 

there’s a couple of exceptions that come out from time to time, although it strikes 

me that all of them, or the ones I can remember, there’s a lot of outside people that 

come to those meetings that have their own---that are, you know, promoting their 

own positions and values that aren’t necessarily a part of our community.  

This outside influence is, in part, due to the role of natural resource management in 

Wallowa County, as well as the existence of publicly-owned land. Despite that, it seems that 

Wallowa County residents have shown a level of commitment to working collaboratively.  

In shifting to Benton County, there has been a prehistory of both cooperation and 

conflict. For example, both Corvallis and Benton County have engaged in community 

visioning and other collaborative efforts in the past, but unlike the other two counties, has 

more of both a rural and urban perspective.  When asked why he was interested in the 

working in Benton County, Sean noted that: 

There are no easy solutions to tough problems. I find that rewarding because it 

starts to celebrate those tensions and to start using those to your 

advantage…Benton is one of 36 counties that can showcase how disparate 

communities can work together.  

He went on to explain that he was interested in the job because of that inherent conflict and 

tension. Instead of an obstacle, he viewed it as an opportunity to craft a new, holistic vision 

for the county where both rural and urban residents could see their desired futures 

represented.  

Incentives for and Constraints on Participation 
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 Incentivizing broad participation can help in legitimizing these processes. Incentives 

varied slightly, but primarily focused on the desire to represent particular populations and 

constituents, break out of traditional government siloes, and work towards a more 

collaborative approach to long-term systems change. For example, Paul, who works with 

rural Benton County constituents, noted his incentive for participating in his local process:  

We don’t necessarily have the political will or the resource will or resource 

distribution will to make those changes (alone)---and I think through this process 

there’s an opportunity maybe to pull on some of those levers. 

This highlights the idea that working in these collaborative processes can help 

stakeholders achieve goals and outcomes that they might not have the capacity, resources, 

and political will to achieve alone. 

Another incentive to participation was the notion that these processes would help to 

break out of the traditional tracks of government and offer an alternative to top-down 

governance approaches, as well as to break down traditional siloes separating different 

organizations, stakeholders, and areas of government.  

You’ve gotta go to people to find out what they think and you’ve got to let them 

participate in solutions. And create the solutions in a lot of cases…I think part of the 

reason that people are so disgusted with the government is for far too long, they’ve 

seen government create solutions that didn’t work---so community participation is 

crucial and I think that governing bodies are beginning to understand that. –Sharon, 

BC 

This indicates that there is the recognition of power in local knowledge and that asking 

people what they wanted from their government made the most sense in moving forward.  
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These sentiments were echoed in Wallowa County, as well, with Sara noting that her 

organization was interested in these processes because of their potential to be “helpful for 

kind of setting goal posts or the long-term kind of change that people would be shooting 

for…”. She noted that,  

What are the best practices in economic and community development in rural 

areas? And especially areas facing rapid change or significant economic disruption, 

which a lot of the rural West had undergone in the 80s if they were timber 

dependent communities…. I saw it (community visioning) as a best practice and 

something that wasn’t really being utilized at the broad base of participation. 

Typically, it would be the same group of like 25 people who would show up…-Sara, 

WC 

Sara, motivated by her own work at the Northeast Oregon Economic Development District, 

sought to increase the participation in these processes and work towards more 

collaborative approaches to solving local problems.  

In Tillamook County, the desire for breaking down traditional government siloes 

and top-down governance was noted by all interviewees, with Jennifer’s, the new Chair of 

the Futures Council, incentive centered on her desire to help “inform policy but do it from a 

citizen based perceptive.” Mark, a former council member and county commissioner noted 

that, “It was a great opportunity to what I’d call ‘get off the treadmill’ and start looking into 

the future.” Again, that desire to engage constituents and represent their communities in a 

reflective, and more representative way, was the driving force for participation.  

Power/Resource Imbalances 
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 Benton County interviewees most strongly recognized the existence of 

power/resource imbalances present in their community and how that was reflected in 

their council. Sharon, who works with rural communities as a Food Bank liaison, noted that 

one of the challenges in their meetings was how to best work with retired academics: 

And even on our council, you see the influence of academia when people are like, 

‘We need such and such survey and it has to have this and it has to have that.’ And 

it’s like, just get the information and write it down. 

This quote highlights the notion that people in academia, with specialized and technical 

expertise, might have different methodological approaches for conducting surveys, council 

work, and rigorous standards for research and community engagement. A tension between 

those who might be perceived to have more power or technical knowledge of survey 

design, and those like Sharon who have engaged extensively in various forms of community 

work, have led her to develop different ideas of how to complete this kind of work. While 

Sharon is not an academic, per se, she has had a lot of experience in community building 

and the confidence that accompanies that expertise. That being said, she noted that the 

influence of academics, and the resulting power differential, can deter people from 

participating in these processes. 

6.2 Institutional Design  
 

Components of good institutional design (clear ground rules, participatory 

inclusiveness, process transparency, and forum exclusiveness) were noted in each of the 

counties, but issues of participatory inclusiveness seem to have been of the most 

importance to the interviewees.  What stakeholders were invited to the table, how they 
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interacted with each other within those processes, and the rules and guidelines all 

contributed to the legitimacy of these distinct processes.   

Participatory inclusiveness 

If the wrong critical stakeholders are excluded in collaborative processes, then the 

chances of failure are much higher, highlighting the importance of participatory 

inclusiveness (Ansell & Gash, 2008).  In Tillamook County, the council was geographically 

representative, with 4 people from each of the three broader areas of north, central, and 

south county, as well as representative of their six strategic vision categories; Youth and 

Education, Health and Human Services, Growth and Development, Economy, Arts and 

Culture, and Natural Environment. In Wallowa County, it appears that those who were 

involved were some of the more prominent nonprofit organizations, with interviewees 

noting the need for more voices from the youth of the area.  

 Ansell and Gash (2008) note that in successful collaborative processes, “broad 

participation is not simply tolerated but must be actively sought” (pp. 556). While broad 

participation is not well-defined, in terms of representation, Benton County interviewees 

seem to have most closely hit this mark, with two criteria in mind: 1) that the person was 

connected to a variety of groups and organizations (ex: someone who works for a local 

organization, serves on the school board, and volunteers with ‘XYZ’); and 2) that they had, 

at some point, expressed interest in a systems-thinking approach. Paul noted that it was 

“social services, faith community, businesses, ag, timber, government folks, folks involved 

in social services programs…. [but] they also were looking for folks who could do some 

systems thinking or were already demonstrating working systematically and across 

difference areas or were open to that or were receptive of that.”  The council succeeded in 
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getting a diverse array of people, including members representing Latino communities, 

women’s groups, rural constituents, and younger populations (through an Oregon State 

University student representative).  Despite this, Paul noted that, “I don’t know that the 

council is truly representative of the backdrop of our community and maybe more 

importantly what our community is likely to look like in 2040.” Areas that were brought up 

by the interviewees as in need for even more representation included gender, race, 

ethnicity, low-income, and more rural folks.   

While none of the county visioning processes were perfectly representative, they all 

sought to provide a space for participation and inclusion. That being said, clear ground 

rules and process transparency were also evident. These meetings were public events, 

ground rules were established, and the counties sought to make these very open and 

accessible processes. In some cases, snacks and meals were provided to incentivize 

participation on the part of the public, as well. Sharon from Benton County noted the use of 

technology in keeping people in the loop as well, primarily through Facebook and the 

Benton County TCI website.  

6.3 Facilitative Leadership 
 

Facilitative leadership in one form or another was often mentioned. One compelling 

finding seems to suggest that continuity in leadership is required for the “success” of these 

iterative processes. Tillamook County, which has really shined in the area of process 

continuity, had one incredibly dedicated woman who was a steward of the vision and spirit 

of the Futures Council. Every Tillamook interviewee mentioned Shirley Kalkhoven’s 

dedication to the process. The mayor of Nehalem, Kalkhoven’s commitment to her town 

and the greater county is evident in the responses of interviewees, as well as articles found 
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online. On March 16th, 2015, at the age of 87, Kalkhoven passed away.  One such account 

notes that “Reviewing Kalkhoven’s lengthy resume of service, not only is there a hole in 

Nehalem, there is a giant void present in many groups and organizations, such was the 

impact of Kalkhoven” (Swanson, 2015). One person is even quoted as saying, “She was the 

gold standard for what is good about government” (Swanson, 2015). This glowing article 

lists her involvement in no less than 15 different organizations, committees, councils, and 

boards in Tillamook County. When reflecting on Kalkhoven’s passing, one interviewee 

noted that “Since Shirley passed away, we’ve sort of lost our north star, do you know what I 

mean?” (Jennifer, TC). Interestingly, 2015 was the last year that the Futures webpage 

appears to have been updated, suggesting that Kalkhoven’s passing may have affected the 

upkeep of that webpage.  

Additionally, in both documents and in primary interviews, Professor David Povey 

from the University of Oregon Planning Workshop was mentioned as a main catalyst and 

partner for the development of the first visioning process in Tillamook County. One 

interviewee mentioned that Povey had roots and family in Tillamook County and believed 

this to be a driver in his interest in the project, eliciting more involvement and dedication 

than was necessary of him. Again, this illustrates how the work of one, dedicated individual 

can change the trajectory for projects like this.  

 It is too soon to tell if Benton County will have this level of continuity and dedication 

through their facilitator. Unlike Tillamook’s Kalkhoven, Benton County’s facilitator is Sean, 

who was hired as the county-wide sustainability coordinator whose position has included 

an intense focus on this project. His work now, in his own words, is to in “the short term, 

make the fiscal case…”.  In the long term, he seems committed to shifting the paradigm and 
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thinking holistically about problems, otherwise we’ll “just keep filling in potholes, keep 

doing this, keep doing what we’ve always done” (Sean, BC). Despite this pressure, Sean 

seems to have the support of his fellow council members, with every interviewee 

mentioning his passion for the project in one way or another.  

 In Wallowa County, their visioning process was, “spearheaded by a group of 

organizations committed to supporting it” (Sara, WC).  Northeast Oregon Economic 

Development District, Wallowa Resources, and the Commission on Children and Families 

were among the partners mentioned. Sara noted though that once the project was 

completed, there really was not institutional host or organization committed to 

implementing it, which was a sentiment echoed across the Wallowa County interviews.  

6.4 The Collaborative Process  
 
Face-to-Face Dialogue and Trust Building 

With open public meetings, face-to-face dialogue is an important component of 

these collaborative processes.  Insofar as the actual community engagement piece goes, 

Tillamook County interviewees noted that people trusted the Futures Council as listeners 

and were willing to speak to them to make their views and concerns known. Tillamook also 

fostered a positive working environment in the council itself, with Jennifer noting that, 

“when we’re meeting or talking about issues that are important to citizens of Tillamook 

County…you have this diverse perspective, you have sort of all these intersecting 

dialogues.” Interviewees were clear that this face-to-face dialogue was a thing to be 

celebrated and certainly contributed to the success of the council.  

Shared Understanding  
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Some communities were clearer about their mission and the resulting shared 

understanding than others. For example, Tillamook County interviewees had a very strong 

sense of what they were doing, highlighting their roles as listeners, with their mission 

being “To serve as stewards of the county Vision and its ongoing vision processes” 

(Tillamook County Futures Council, n.d.). Of course, they noted that their shared 

understanding, as well as the mission of the Futures Council, had shifted and morphed over 

their twenty years of existence but that people found out rather quickly if this was the right 

venue for them to participate, dictating their decisions to stay on the council or choosing to 

leave.  

 In Benton County, the importance of shared understanding was brought up as well, 

with the facilitator, Sean, noting his desire to have everyone on board from the cubicle to 

higher leadership.  

I mean, we’re not putting a new engine in the car, this is redesigning a car. And you 

get a mechanic that’s only dealt with four cylinder Chevys and you drop down a cold 

fusion or the battery-operated Tesla or something—it’s not like they’re dumb, it’s 

not like they don’t get it. They’ve just never seen anything like this. And it can 

become so overwhelming, so fast. 

Here he addresses the challenges with making sure everyone has a shared understanding 

of what the Thriving Communities Council is setting out to do. His fear, rather, is that 

something will get lost in translation along the way. However, from the interviewees’ 

perspectives, most seemed to have a similar vision of what their purpose was as council 

members; to gather the voices of their distinct constituents and to craft ways to break out 

of traditional government siloes into more systems-based approaches. When probed what 
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interviewees meant by systems-based approaches, one interviewee’s sentiments summed 

it up best:  

It is not the narrow vision or version of what a problem is. It’s much more the 

interrelations. ...so, it’s easy to get kind of short-sighted or narrowly focused on the 

problem sometimes and not necessarily see that there are other correlated issues or 

even causative issues that are involved in the problem. -Paul, BC  

This highlighted the fact that council members were interested in looking at problems, and 

solutions, in a multifaceted, nuanced, and interconnected way. For example, a council 

member working with one population might be able to collaborate with someone in a 

completely different field to craft policy solutions that target both of their populations. This 

was a primary goal in Benton County and reflected a shared understanding of their purpose 

by council members.  

Again, Wallowa County was more disjointed in this aspect. Across the different 

interviewees, the was not an identifiable shared vision of what their visioning processes 

were meant to look like.  This could be, in part, because their processes were largely incited 

by outside forces, oftentimes with their own agenda. It could also be influenced by the time 

that has passed, nearly eight years, since their last visioning or vitality project. Benton and 

Tillamook counties, by contrast, were still active.  

Commitment to Process 

Commitment to the process can occur in a variety of ways, including through an 

ownership of the process, mutual recognition of interdependence, and an openness to 

exploring mutual gains for collaborative partners (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Tillamook Futures 

Council was very committed to the process; so much that when they faced being cut from the 
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local county budgets, they formed the Futures Council Foundation, a 501(c)3 status not-for-

profit, tax exempt organization to help fund the Council’s continuation. With the council 

receiving about $1,000 a year from the county budget, the base of their funding is primarily 

obtained from private donors and different grants that they apply for (Jennifer, TC).  

In Benton County, interviewees noted the importance of this type of work in better 

representing the diverse interests of the county. When citing a success, Peggy highlighted, 

“the willingness of many of the group to actually engage their constituency, to provide a 

broad range of input.” A couple noted that they would be interested in being a part of the 

process even after the vision was created, with the desire for continued, long-term systems-

thinking in Benton County to remain at the forefront.  

 As for Wallowa County, there was not as much ownership of the process, but was 

instead incited and facilitated by outside forces.  Ultimately, one interviewee noted that, 

“The big planning efforts, I don’t see them having accomplished a whole heck of a lot.”  Not 

only that, but the different collaborative efforts seemed to have been jumpstarted by 

disparate organizations, including Rural Development Initiatives, Rural Development 

Assistance Team, among others. When describing many of the processes, Nils reflected on 

how, with the help of outside organizations, that the processes were usually led by “an 

informal coalition of citizens without any institutional face. So, they were very interesting 

processes, but they didn’t necessarily build on other things nor did they translate into a lot 

of effective outcomes.” Not only does this highlight a lack of effective leadership, but also of 

commitment to the process once the initial document had been created. With less 

ownership by the local government or organizations, Wallowa County’s collaborative 

visioning processes did not succeed in making it the implementation and monitoring phase.  
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Intermediate Outcomes  

 All of the community visioning processes had some of these “small wins,” which can 

include things like strategic plans and joint fact finding (Ansell & Gash, 2008). While the 

ultimate goal was to produce a visioning process that would help guide change in their 

communities, other things were also accomplished through these processes. When probed, 

interviewees noted things like a high level of participation at listening sessions, being 

involved in different community fact-finding endeavors, and other smaller efforts.  

Tillamook’s process had a lot of international attention and success from its 

inception, with visits of public officials from Australia, Canada, and Japan. Through the 

years, some of these intermediate outcomes have included multiple vision related projects, 

consulting and coaching, partnerships with local organizations, and their 501(c)3 

Foundation serving as a fiscal agent for new nonprofits in Tillamook County. Ultimately 

though, every interviewee touched on how their most important job was that people felt 

heard.   

It wasn’t like a token process. They really felt heard…what I really value about the 

council is that opportunity to provide a conduit---while government is accessible, 

it’s not accessible to everyone, right? And providing a space that’s safe---you know, 

when you’re talking to an elected official, you start to feel like you’re lobbying for 

your position. When you’re talking to a member of your community, who just 

sincerely is there to listen, you feel heard…and being able to communicate that back 

to the commission or whoever the decision-making body is, in a way that 

demonstrates the breadth of opinion without necessarily all of the angst of the 

opinion...that, to me, is sort of the sweet spot. –Jennifer, TC 
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This touches on an intermediate outcome that is not necessarily easy to measure, but that 

serves as a powerful way in which Tillamook Futures Council works in its community.  By 

engaging with the public in this manner, they work to legitimize not only their process, but 

also the need for their organization as a conduit between the people and their local 

government.  

 As for small wins, Wallowa County and Benton County’s processes experienced 

success through the broad base of participation in their vision surveys, listening sessions, 

and the like.  For the Wallowa process, 10% of their population participated in the 2006 

visioning rallies, while in Benton County every interviewee noted the success of their various 

engagement strategies, with Paul noting that their public engagement strategies worked to 

“take things to people as opposed to expecting them to come to you.” This willingness to take 

this processes into the different county-wide communities bolstered the success of their 

engagement strategies and made stakeholders feel like the work that they were engaging in 

was valuable and effective.  

 

6.6 Challenges 
 

In each county, the challenge of ensuring diverse and representative community 

input, on both the councils and from the citizens themselves, was discussed. Sharon from 

Benton County noted the existence of “older retired academics who are very active in 

community organizations” and how that involvement “sometimes makes a lot of people feel 

unwelcome because that’s not who they are. And now we’re a much more diverse 

community.” Instead, she advocated the need for more rural, low-income, and Latino voices 

to be heard. Tillamook and Wallowa counties, both retirement destinations, noted similar 
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disproportionate representation of older retirees in the process and in volunteering in 

general. With a smaller population, and many self-employed individuals, Wallowa County 

ran the risk of over-saturation of retirees: 

If you’re in charge of a visioning process, planning process in a community and you 

know for a fact that the only people who are gonna show up are the retired people 

‘cause they’re the ones who have the time, does that really tell you what a 

community wants or needs or whatever? –Mike, WC 

Another challenge is that the processes are labor-intensive and take a long time. Nils from 

Wallowa County noted, “it is such an academic, conceptual process that it’s hard to get a lot 

of people enthusiastic about investing a lot of time and energy in it.” These can be time 

consuming processes, so garnering sustained support and interest can be difficult. This 

sentiment was echoed in Benton County, with Sean mentioning that “this is so large. I mean 

we’re not putting a new engine in the car, this is redesigning a car…it can become so 

overwhelming so fast.” How to get both council and greater community buy-in was a 

consistent challenge. 

Largely as advisory committees to county commissioners, there is no binding contract 

that government officials have to act on the findings. This is noted in Ansell and Gash (2008) 

who highlight that one of the challenges of collaborative governance is when “public agencies 

lack real commitment to collaboration” (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 561). This was most obvious 

in Tillamook County, where interviewees noted that the Futures Council’s influence had 

ebbed and flowed over the years, largely dependent on the commissioners and their support 

of the council. All interviewees noted that there were a few commissioners, past and present, 

who did not necessarily like the council and believed that it had worn out its purpose. Others, 
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like ex-commissioner Mark and current commissioner David, fervently believed in its 

importance in informing them on what their constituents wanted. One noted that:  

I finally got to see what the citizens of the county thought in a statistically valid survey 

of our citizens. And not my perception, you know…the way you promote buy in is to 

show the leaders the documents that display what the people of the county think…I 

mean, they were elected to solve problems. And if you don’t have a good handle on 

what the problems are and what their ideas on how to solve those problems are, then 

in my opinion, you’re not an effective leader. -Mark, TC  

Despite buy-in from some of the commissioners and other public employees, the 

interviewees noted that they rarely had the support of all three commissioners, which was a 

challenge in keeping the council alive and relevant, at least in Tillamook County.  

Another challenge that was echoed throughout the counties was the idea that 

visioning and planning was meant to be an iterative process, but that the reality of that 

often comes up short due to funding, capacity, and local interest and knowledge. Because 

Tillamook was consistently active, they managed to keep a somewhat iterative process and 

build off of previous work and benchmarks, but even they struggled with re-evaluation 

periods. All three of these counties seem to be following the Oregon Model guidelines 

recommended by Ames (1993), but are largely missing the monitoring piece offered in his 

updated Oregon Model. This seems to be the hardest, but also the most crucial, in moving 

the dial in terms of measurable outcomes, as well as in legitimizing the necessity of their 

existence as councils. 

Interviewees confessed that there was not always a commitment to tracking 

indicators and benchmarks.  In Wallow County, the perception was that their distinct 
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processes did not build off each other as much as they could have.  One Wallowa 

interviewee noted that, “success is measured by how many pages of material you generate, 

or how many people came to meetings or those sorts of things. And oftentimes very little is 

changed on the ground.”  Sara echoed his sentiments stating that: 

What is terrible and what we’ve seen over and over again are these time-limited 

investments of resources to you know, research something, to gather the wagons, 

and then nothing to use what you learned or developed. 

Tied to the need for local ownership is the idea that outside institutions oftentimes incite 

these processes, whether it is universities or private philanthropic organizations. As Sara 

from Wallow County noted, this results in local organizations having to "spend their social 

capital to get people to participate but then there’s not a lasting structure or result.” She 

gave an example of a community meeting organized by an outside organization that had 

been involved in the Vital Wallow Indicators project where “once again local people were 

not consulted about the methodology, what was going to be on the agenda, what the 

trajectory was, what the desired outcomes were, and so we did recruit and encourage 

people to come.” When it became clear that the community-wide meeting was essentially 

promoting community visioning and indicator work, she asked how it was related to the 

past work that Wallowa County had completed, in tandem, with this outside organization.  

Unfortunately, it became clear that the outside organization did not remember or integrate 

the past projects into their plans and the “whole event just kind of came to a screeching 

halt.” Sara used this as an example of the canned programming provided by these 

organizations like this without a clear sense of what a community really wants, needs, or 

has already completed. In response to events like this, Nils of Wallowa County also 
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advocated for “local knowledge that remains, and ideally, the framework and data sets, 

(that) there’s some archive of that, locally, too.” This would help with ownership of and 

commitment to these processes while creating and preserving local knowledge. 

 Lastly, funding is a chronic problem in all of these counties. As budgets get tighter 

and more responsibility falls on local government to provide services, things like visioning 

processes are oftentimes the first to get the proverbial budget axe. With state and federally 

mandated programs, this means that many “extra” things that a community might do, such 

as these visioning programs, might not make fiscal sense. Since the process is relatively 

new in Benton County, funding was mentioned, but more in passing or as a side note. In 

Tillamook County, this came in terms of their survival throughout the decades. Tillamook 

Futures actually took an extra step in securing their survival; when faced with county 

budget cuts, they decided to create their own foundation with 501(c)3 status to raise 

money and finance the activities of the council. This was, in part, to insulate them from any 

chance that the county level government could eliminate the Futures Council or slowly 

dismantle it with consistent cuts to funding.  

The idea that not all places can implement the same strategies due to lack of funding 

was clear in Wallow County. Unfortunately, not only is it a matter of funding, but also of 

capacity and bodies on the ground to act. When talking about their county government, one 

interviewee notes that: 

(Wallowa County) is very, very thin on staff---so the county commissioners are often 

day-to-day administrators of county government functions where in larger counties 

in Oregon, the county commissioners have county administrators that run 
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government and really do strategic planning and policy making. But we don’t, so 

they have more time for that than we do in rural communities. - Nils, WC  

This highlights the difficulty in funding of day-to-day activities, leaving places like Wallowa 

County more apt to accept help from outside organizations in facilitating collaborative 

processes. The issue, then, becomes a lack of ownership, partly due to lack of capacity and 

funding, by those from within the county when the initial process has come to an end.   

7. Discussion 
 
 Returning to the collaborative governance model, there was evidence of Ansell and 

Gash’s (2008) necessary preconditions and conditions for a strong collaborative process 

across all three counties. The presence of some conditions seemed stronger than others, 

particularly concerning the role of facilitative leadership, shared understanding, and 

commitment to the process.  

Preconditions (Prehistory, power/resource imbalances, incentive to participate) 

 Understanding a community’s prehistory of conflict or cooperation can aid in how a   

collaborative process is approached. For example, in Benton County, a prehistory of tension 

between the rural and urban parts of the county was acknowledged, with their facilitator 

even noting his desire to work in this community based on that tension. In fact, a level of 

tension or conflict can “create a powerful incentive for collaborative governance” (Ansell & 

Gash, 2008, p. 553). In some instances, this tension made those representing different 

interests even more compelled to participate, particularly in the county where rural and 

urban interests seemed more dichotomous.  
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 Additionally, the importance of incentives to participate varied in the different 

counties. People will participate based on their perception of the process to “yield 

meaningful results” or “perceive achievement of their goals to be dependent on other 

stakeholders” (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 552; Logsdon, 1991). That being said, it was clear in 

Benton and Tillamook counties that this was a consideration when stakeholders decided to 

become involved, but that, with the exception of one interviewee, those in Wallowa County 

seemed a little more disenchanted with the promise that these efforts could lead to positive 

outcomes for them.  

Institutional design and facilitative leadership  

The institutional design and role of facilitative leadership is critical to the success of 

a collaborative process. In all three of these counties, experts helped to craft these processes 

and to ensure that they maintained some level of legitimacy through rules, structure, and 

transparency.  In the case of Wallowa and Tillamook counties, these processes were largely 

designed by outside organizations like Rural Development Assistance Team, Rural 

Development Initiatives, the University of Oregon, and Oregon State University.  

In Benton County, however, they hired an expert, Sean, to be the county sustainability 

director as well as the facilitator of this process. Not only does this add to the thoughtfulness 

of the institutional design, but also the importance of his role as a facilitative leader. 

Leadership is “crucial for maintaining clear ground rules, building trust, facilitating dialogue, 

and exploring mutual gains” (Ansell & Gash, 2008, p. 554). That being said, from the feedback 

from interviewees, Sean is doing a phenomenal job of fulfilling this role, with Peggy noting 

that, “it’s been a real positive working with Sean as he was part of the former governor’s 

process…so he has the background to help shepherd this project and so far, I have been 
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pleased by his leadership.” The other interviewees also echoed this sentiment. The issue lies 

in the fact of where this process would be if Sean, working as the facilitator of this process, 

were to ever leave or have his position cut. In Tillamook County, there was a momentary loss 

of direction with the passing of their first Chair in 2015; while still an active group, all 

interviewees noted somewhat of a decline in activity since the loss of Kalkhoven.  

Collaborative process conditions 

Wallowa County’s collaborative process had face-to-face dialogue and trust building, 

but lacked some of the commitment to the process and shared understanding that came up 

more readily in Benton and Tillamook counties. The lack of some of these conditions might 

play a role in the absence of new visioning, updates, or the like since the 2006 visioning 

rallies and 2008-2009 Vitality Indicator work, as well as the perception that this type of work 

is not credited with, in the words of Mike, having “accomplished a whole heck of a lot.” Again, 

all three Wallowa County interviewees mentioned outside organizations coming in and 

attempting to aid in the development of these processes; this could contribute to a lack of 

shared understanding and commitment to the process necessary for a collaborative success.  

Tillamook County, however, really excelled in the creation of a council that had a 

strong mission and identity, as well as intense buy-in and commitment that resulted in some 

council members having continued as a part of the collaborative process for nearly two 

decades.  In Benton County, while many of the same conditions are present, it is too soon to 

tell if the same level of dedication and success will be fostered there, as well.  

Rural consciousness 

In these communities and processes, there is also evidence of Cramer’s (2016) rural 

consciousness playing a role in how collaborative processes develop and unfold. As for what 
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these processes mean in the rural context, interviewees in Tillamook and Benton County 

highlighted that these community visionings were not just token processes. It was 

understood that people feel heard, validated, and respected. In a rural community, this kind 

of engagement has the potential to be even more critical if people feel their state and federal 

governments do not hear, value, or represent them. In Benton County, this rural 

consciousness was evident by how some stakeholders discussed the role of Corvallis in the 

greater county.  Sharon, whose work focuses on poverty and food access in rural 

communities, felt that, “Corvallis has been, over the years, a community that wanted to deny 

its ruralness.” She went on to explain that the city had forced out industries like the cannery, 

timber mills, and other blue-collar jobs because that’s “not what they wanted Corvallis to 

be.” Instead, she proposed, the aim was for the city to be identified with the university, but 

that that didn’t necessarily reflect the true reality of the greater county.  This history and 

perception influenced how she perceived the council, as well as the concerns in the process. 

For example, she expressed concern with the council’s decision to include the City of 

Corvallis’ own visioning data, asking, “Will the Corvallis data overshadow reality?” This 

indicates, that her reality, and those of whom she represents, differs from the urban 

perspective that often influences much of the greater county’s policies and culture.  

 Paul, another Thriving Communities Council member, noted that his very 

organization, Strengthening Rural Families, existed because of the need to reach out to rural 

Benton County, noting it is, “easy for people who are kind of in their day to day lives in 

Corvallis to not see the diversity that exists in the rest of county….”.  It was also suggested 

that rural Benton County might not get their fair share of resources or acknowledgement:  
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There are two poverty hot spots that show up in Benton County---but because of the 

way that they’re measured, they only can show in Corvallis cause only a certain 

population level triggers there. And those are real needs, those are true poverty 

hotspots, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t other economic stresses going on in 

smaller communities, it’s just that they don’t trigger the measures. –Paul, BC 

Because of the smaller population in rural parts of the county, some measures of poverty 

do not apply because while the need is certainly there, the numbers are not. This is a 

reoccurring issue in rural places, particularly in regard to poverty and access to services. 

This lack of resources can play into the notion that rural places are ignored and not given a 

fair share.  

Interestingly, Sean mentioned that the challenge of engaging a rural population 

while also addressing the needs of Corvallis was one of the reasons he applied for the 

position noting, “I wanted this job like there’s no tomorrow. Because no offense, it’s easy in 

the city. You can’t grow food in the city…I want that tension. This is tougher. But it’s real.”   

Not only does this hearken to Cramer’s notions of rural consciousness, but also address a 

prehistory of conflict of sorts within the county. He characterizes this dichotomy as, 

“Farming versus the ivory tower.” With the influence of Oregon State University, Benton 

County also has a transient and rotating student population that tend to be more left-

leaning politically, with Sean noting that if “you put a ‘D’ by your name, I just handed you 

10,000 votes... I can see a little resentment…I do think there’s inherently some friction 

there. And that’s why it matters so much to find those core values that everyone can agree 

on.” Harnessing that prehistory of conflict not only inspired Sean to become involved in 
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these processes, but legitimizes the idea that there is tension there that is deserving of 

attention.  

In Wallowa County, the rural consciousness bubbled to the surface more easily, with 

interviewees bringing up notions of disadvantage compared to urban areas, policies that 

have had disparate impacts for rural places, and differences in ways of life. One individual, 

who had spent nearly 20 years in public service, noted on two separate parts in our interview 

about how he never thought he would work in the public sector for such a long period of 

time and that he really preferred the private sector to government. His apologetic nature and 

need to differentiate himself from the public sector highlights the role of rural consciousness 

and attitudes towards public employees. He also talked extensively about the economic and 

social impacts of policy decisions made at the state and federal level concerning things like 

wolf reintroduction and considerable downsizing of the timber industry, touching on the 

idea that decision makers largely ignored their concerns, leaving rural residents to live with 

the consequences. 

In Wallowa County, it was also clear that local county government didn’t have the 

capacity to fund all of the state and federally mandated programs, so extra expenditures like 

community-visioning processes just weren’t as feasible. Mike, who had served as county 

commissioner, felt that the west side of the state talked negatively about how they have to 

subsidize the east, but that it’s only because, “we don’t have enough money to pay for these 

programs they create…. you know, quite frankly, if they hadn’t ever come up with these 

programs, we’d have been just as fine with that.” He went on to describe Wallowa County’s 

natural beauty and that “we do have value here. And sometimes I think, not just value to us, 

but value to those folks (city people). But I think sometimes they forget that.” This highlights 
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a tension, and power differential, between urban and rural places when considering what is 

valued.  

When it comes to rural consciousness, maybe the outcomes of the visioning 

processes aren’t as important as the value that lies in the process itself.  Rural 

consciousness is developed, in part, due to the feeling of being ignored by policymakers; 

these processes in rural areas might possess the potential to partially remedy or mitigate 

these effects through their ability to give rural citizens a voice, particularly those who 

might be intimidated by the traditional bounds and forms of governance. For example, it 

would be telling to see how the visioning processes play out in making rural Benton County 

residents feel heard and valued.  

In terms of the community visioning processes themselves, the interview questions 

did not as easily apply to Wallowa County. While engaging in collaborative efforts, Wallowa 

County did not seem to have as formal of a structure as Benton and Tillamook counties. 

This does not mean that their processes are any less valid or valuable, rather that my 

questions might not have as adequately addressed how bottom-up governance works in 

their county. Because of this lack of formal structure, it was also more difficult to find 

interviewees. Ultimately, with a lack of clear facilitative leadership, a shared understanding 

and commitment to the process, Wallowa County suffered from the absence of a more 

iterative process that was community driven and locally-owned.  

Tillamook County tried to embark on a more iterative process, meaning their 

strategic visioning processes are then operationalized in some kind of benchmarks or 

measures and then reevaluated at a later date. The issue arises, however, when 

communities lack consistent funding to reassess and then re-vision. Benton County, for 
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example, produced a document in 1997 that then sat on a shelf and was never revisited. 

Because it lacked any kind of carry over to real decision-making, the newer iteration of the 

Benton County Thriving Communities Initiative is not tied to its predecessor. This is unlike 

Tillamook County, which has had a continued Futures Council for the better of 20 years. 

This has led to a perceived continuity; albeit one that does not, by default alone, have more 

or less outcomes than other processes.  

That being said, one issue with collaborative governance models are that they are 

not sufficient for talking about outcomes. While these are meant to be iterative processes, 

until monitoring and evaluation of outcomes and impacts are more universal and easily 

applied, then these processes will be under threat of being cut from local government 

budgets in an increasingly data-driven world.  This lack of an evaluative process when it 

comes to outcomes of these processes, and concurrent lack of funding, was brought up in 

every interview.  

Similarly, the role of success in these visioning processes, and determining how 

success is defined in different communities, can be difficult. While it could be achieved by 

having a product (the vision itself) on a shelf, continuity and longevity in a visioning 

process, or commissioner and community buy-in, what is and isn’t “successful” is 

ultimately community-specific. This can make it difficult to compare across counties since 

successes can look very differently depending on intended goals. Ultimately, however, in all 

three counties there was a desire to collaboratively work together to identify problems, 

create possible solutions, and make their communities better places to live in the future.  
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7.2 Policy Recommendations  
 
1. Leadership: At the county level, it seems the best option for ensuring adequate 

leadership is to create a facilitative leadership position. In the case of Tillamook, one 

dedicated volunteer was able to keep this Futures Council alive; this is somewhat 

unique, however, as her experience as a mayor gave her expertise in local government 

processes while her commitment to the community kept forward momentum for the 

council. Volunteers, both as independent citizens and organizations, are not as stable or 

effective. Therefore, community visioning processes should be something that funds are 

requested and set aside for at the county level, like in the case of Benton County hiring a 

process facilitator at the county level.  

 

2. Broad participation: Seek to engage a diverse and representative array of stakeholders, 

not only geographically, but demographically.  Work to ensure that there is equity in the 

kinds of voices being heard in the community when crafting the vision, strategies, and 

goals. This would include remedying power/resource imbalances and promoting 

participatory inclusiveness in the diversity of stakeholders invited to the table. This 

could be accomplished by looking at county demographics to ensure that the councils 

are as close to representative as possible in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, age, and the 

like. Having diverse representation, like in the case of Benton County, is a strength in 

the collaborative process because it helps to create equity in the process and greater 

community buy-in, as a whole.  In these counties, retirees often participate in larger 

numbers than other groups; acknowledging their contributions while also ensuring 

space for others to participate is a critical balance to maintain.  
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3. Monitoring and evaluation: Create built in re-evaluation processes that are easy to 

administer (with the steps embedded in the process) so that the visioning and benchmarks 

stay current. Interviewees’ suggestions ranged from 2-5 years. This would ensure that all of 

the difficult groundwork is not wasted on a process that is only relevant for a short window 

of time. It would also keep processes from having to “start over” and use local community 

capacity and social capital in an inappropriate way. In the case of Wallowa County, they 

suffered from just “gathering the wagons” without a re-evaluation goal set in place that 

would have helped to make theirs a more self-sustaining and iterative process. 

Unfortunately, the ability to engage in this kind of monitoring and evaluation does not just 

require the time and methods for re-evaluation, but also the foresight to gather funds to 

make it feasible. In this vein, Tillamook Futures Council, with the creation of their 

501(c)(3) foundation, serves as a compelling example of how these councils can get out 

ahead of their funding cycles and maintain continuity and relevancy through monitoring 

and evaluation.  

 

7.3 Limitations 
As with any time limited qualitative research, I was beholden to the number of 

people willing to speak to me from the certain counties. There is always the possibility that 

the research did not capture the whole picture based on the limited number of participants, 

as well as the questions that were asked. One perspective not included in this study was 

that of the county residents themselves and how they feel about the visioning processes. Do 

they feel like these processes are a valuable way for their voices to be heard? Do they feel 
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more connected to their local government? While this research was more centered on the 

perspectives of those directly involved in the county’s visioning processes, as well as the 

conditions needed for success, there is still the lingering question of evaluation of these 

types of processes. Besides anecdotal evidence or perceptions, how effective are these 

processes? Do they move the dial? Collaborative governance, and visioning itself, has often 

focused on the process and not necessarily the outcomes. As we move into the future, it is 

important to consider how to monitor the impacts of these efforts.  

8. Conclusion  
 
 Community visioning processes can manifest and unfold in a variety of ways, with 

differences in initial conception, process, and implementation in rural communities. This 

study employs a collaborative governance model to illustrate different stakeholders’ 

perceptions, as well as the starting conditions, structure, and process variables necessary 

for collaboration.  Ultimately, these processes aim to allow full participation of citizens in 

local government and decision-making. Employing collaborative governance frameworks, 

we can see that where the individual counties have met some of these conditions and 

therefore aided in their chances of success.  

 One major standout in this research is the importance of leadership in the 

collaborative process. In Tillamook, in particular, one dedicated and empowered facilitative 

leader was enough to create something lasting and influential in their community. How 

Tillamook Futures will proceed in the future, despite the lack of their initial strong leader, 

will be a test of the importance of facilitative leadership.  



  

 
  

57 

More research is recommended concerning the outcomes of these processes. Were 

Tillamook’s tangible outcomes enough to keep the process alive for as long as it has? What 

was necessary for commissioner and community buy in of the process? Another area of 

additional research concerns rural consciousness; if rural residents are feeling unheard at 

the national and state level, perhaps that leaves a greater role for participation in local 

government. While it is clear that in every county, most of whom were participating in the 

actual process believed in its value to some degree, it would be interesting to examine how 

rural constituents perceive local governments, including their accessibility, responsiveness, 

and effectiveness.  

As we move forward, it remains vital that rural voices and communities feel heard 

and have a seat at the table in the creation of their futures. Toward the end of my research, 

I attempted to return to the Tillamook Futures website to see if there was anything I had 

missed, something I may have overlooked. Instead, I was greeted with a GoDaddy.com page 

selling the domain. For whatever reason, the Tillamook Futures page, filled with local 

knowledge, reports, and countless resources, had expired. While I have hopes that their 

web page will make return, it is still an ominous sign as to where these kinds of processes 

lay in terms of local budget chopping blocks. Despite its reported success as an 

organization, even Tillamook Futures struggles with an uncertain future. While rural 

communities continue to face economic, social, and ecological changes, holding space for 

them to collaboratively craft their own way forward may become a more limited 

opportunity.  
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10. Appendix 
1. Your name and place of work 

2. How long have you been a resident of your county? 

3. What is your role in [county’s visioning process]? 

4. How long have you been involved? 

 Why were you interested in becoming involved? 
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5.  Who or what was behind the formation of a visioning process in your county? 

6.  Who was recruited/invited to the table?  

7. How has being in a rural area made this process more difficult/easier? 

8. What are the biggest successes of your county’s process? What “works”? 

9. What challenges existed, if any? 

10. What advice would you give to other counties embarking on similar visioning 

processes? 


