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Where Do We Go From Here?
How Do Communities Develop
Intellectual Capital and Sustainability?
By Ruby K. Payne, Ph.D.
Founder and President of aha! Process, Inc.

A

key discussion in the United
States in the new millennium
centers on community.
Urban areas have not had a
good model for community. Rural
areas are losing population and the
sense of community they have always
had. In fact, the only community that
many rural areas have anymore is the
local school district. As the student
count shrinks and conversations
about consolidation begin, many
communities vigorously resist that
effort because intuitively they understand the need for community.
For the purposes of this article, the
definition of community will be the
one used by Carl Taylor and Daniel
Taylor-Ide in the book Just and
Lasting Change: When Communities
Own Their Futures. They write:
“Community, as we use the term, is
any group that has something in common and the potential for acting
together” (p. 19).
Taylor and Taylor-Ide have been
involved with community development for many years around the
world. “The key to building better
lives,” they state, “is not technical
breakthroughs but changing behavior
at the community level … in ways
that fit local circumstances …
Playing an essential role in these
processes are the formation and
maintenance of a genuine three-way
partnership among people in the
community, experts from the outside,
and government officials” (pp. 17-18).

Community development is
becoming more imperative because
of the relationship between the intellectual capital in the community and
its economic well-being.
What is intellectual capital?
Thomas Stewart, in his book
Intellectual Capital: The New Wealth
of Organizations, defines it as the
“intangible assets – the talents of its
people, the efficacy of its management systems, the character of its
relationships to its customers …” It is
the ability to take existing information and turn it into useful knowledge
and tools.
Intellectual capital has become the
economic currency of the 21st century.
In the 1900s the economic currency
was industry-based. In the 1800s it
was agriculture-based. One of the
issues for many communities is the
loss of jobs related to industry and
agriculture. Wealth creation is now
linked to intellectual capital.
What is the relationship
between economic wellbeing and the development
of capital?
Right now in the world and in the
United States there is a direct correlation between the level of educational
attainment in a community or country
and its economic wealth. In the book
As the Future Catches You, Juan
Enriquez gives the following statistic:
In 1980 the differential between the
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richest and poorest country in the world
was 5:1 as measured by gross national
product (GNP). In 2001 the differential
between the richest and the poorest
country in the world was 390:1 as
measured by GNP. GNP is directly
linked to the level of educational
attainment. So growth is not incremental; it is exponential.
For the future well-being of communities, it becomes necessary to
begin the serious and deliberate
development of intellectual capital.
This is easier said than done.
How do communities develop
intellectual capital? How do
you translate between the
poor and the policymakers/
powerbrokers?
Systems tend to operate out of
default and are amoral. Systems are
only as moral as the people who are
in them. One of the big issues is how
different economic groups translate
the issues. For a group to work
together, there must be a shared
understanding and vocabulary. What
is a huge issue to an individual in
poverty often doesn’t translate as an
issue in wealth. The policymakers/
powerbrokers tend to be at the
wealth level, while the bureaucrats
are at the middle-class level. In the
book Seeing Systems, Barry Oshry
talks about the difficulty the three
levels have in communicating with
each other.
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The chart identifies how issues are addressed at different economic levels.
POVERTY

MIDDLE CLASS

WEALTH

Having a job
Hourly wages

Appropriate, challenging job
Salary and benefits

Maintenance and growth of assets
Quality and quantity of workforce

Safety of schools

Quality of schools

K-12 higher education continuum
Technical innovation
Intermediate colleges and trade
schools

A place to rent/live
Affordable housing

Property values
Quality of schools
Quality of neighborhood

Corporate investment potential
Infrastructure to support
development

Welfare benefits

Taxes

Balance of trade
Percentage of taxes
Tort liability
Corporate contributions
Percentage of government
indebtedness

Fairness of law enforcement
Gangs

Safety
Crime rates

Risk management
Bond ratings
Insurance ratings

Access to emergency rooms

Cost of medical insurance
Quality and expertise of medical
profession

Cost/predicted costs of medical
benefits
Workers’ compensation

Public transportation

Network of freeways
Traffic congestion
Time spent commuting

Systems of transportation
(railway, bus, air, etc.)
Maintenance of the infrastructure

Have enough food

Access to quality restaurants
Variety/quality of food available

Access to high-quality restaurants
Amenities for clients
Availability of fresh food

As you can see, the same issue is
approached and viewed very differently, depending on the economic
level of the individual.
What would be the advantage
to a community to translate
between and among levels
for a shared understanding?
With shared understandings, one can
develop community, create economic
well-being, and develop sustainability.

What is sustainability?
Many people believe that the first
major revolution in the world was the
agricultural revolution, when people
were not moving but “stayed put”
and had time to develop crafts and
skills – and devoted time to learning.
Many also believe that the second
major revolution was the industrial
revolution, when tools were used to
spur development. Finally, the third
major revolution may well be the
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development of sustainability. In
other words, how do we use our
resources, yet have enough available
for the next generation? How do we
live in our environment, yet maintain
it for our children?
The following index lists major
areas of sustainability.
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT INDEX (SDI)
1. Human rights, freedom, equality
2. Demographic development and life expectancy
3. State of health and healthcare
4. Education
5. Economic development and foreign indebtedness
6. Resource consumption, eco-efficiency
7. Environmental quality, environmental pollution

A. Politics and human rights
B. Equality
C. Demographic development
D. Life expectancy, mortality
E. Healthcare
F. Disease and nutrition
G. Education
H. Technologies and information sharing
I. Economy
J. Indebtedness
K. Economy – genuine savings
L. Economy – resource consumption
M.Environment – natural resources, land use
N. Environment – urban and rural problems

This is the Sustainable Development Index (SDI) developed in 2000-01 by the Central European Node of the Millennium Project through the American Council for
the United Nations University. In 1987 the World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustainability as a concept. In 1992 a total of 178 states
agreed at the United Nations Conference of Environment and Development to include this concept in official development measures. Consensus appears to be emerging
that sustainable development may well be “the third global revolution,” following the agricultural and industrial revolutions (Mederly, Novacek, Topercer, pp. 5, 8).

It is from the first four elements
(above left) that intellectual capital is
developed. Those four are foundational
to the development of all others.
Why must equity precede
sustainability?
One of the most interesting dynamics
in communities is the impact of critical
mass and equity on change. Thomas
Sowell, a historical and international
demographer, states that if a community allows any group to be disenfranchised for any reason (religion,
race, class, etc.), the whole community becomes economically poorer.
What happens is as Figure 1 below.
Let’s use poverty as an example.
When 10% of a community is poor,
most members of the community will
say they have no poverty. When the
number climbs to 20%, most will say
there is very little poverty. When the

number climbs to 30%, the comment
will be that there are a few individuals in poverty in the community. But
when it hits 35 to 40%, the community becomes alarmed. (Thirty-five to
40% is typically the point of critical
mass. Critical mass is when enough
people are involved that the issue/
behavior gets above the radar screen
and the community notices.) Comments
are made that, all of a sudden, all
these poor people came!
At that point in time, the wealthiest
10% of the community, which has
most of the money and resources,
will typically pass laws and ordinances to control the 40% in poverty.
In the United States the top 10% of
households (as measured by income)
pays 70% of all federal taxes. The
bottom 50% of households pays 4%
of federal taxes. By the time the poor
population reaches 60 to 70% of the

total community population, the top
10% of households will move out,
leaving the community with very few
resources. The community is no
longer sustainable.
What process can communities
use to develop both intellectual
capital and sustainability?
To foster community involvement,
it’s important to use processes that
are relatively simple and involve a
large number of people, so that critical mass can be achieved. This
process must be at least a 20- to 25year plan, because it takes that long
to get critical mass. As Paul Saffo,
director of the Institute for the
Future, states, “It takes 20 years to
become an overnight success”
(Business Week, August 25, 2003).
It is my recommendation that
communities secure endowments.

Figure 1
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%
( t o p 1 0 %)

Copyright © 2003 by Ruby K. Payne. All rights reserved. www.ahaprocess.com

u

(800) 424-9484

p ag e 3

ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
a
ti !
cl
es
a
ar h
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
ti a!
cl
es
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
ar ah
a
tic !
le
s
ar ah
tic a!
le
s
Community

What the endowment does is ensure
that for 25 years the ensuing process
is followed, data are collected, and
three groups are always involved:
people in the community, outside
experts, and government officials.
The process I recommend takes a
minimum of 20 years and follows
these steps:
Step One:
A community group gets together.
The members of the group identify
what their ideal community would be
like 20 years hence. They identify six
or seven issues (using the sustainability index as a guide) that would most
enhance their community.
Step Two:
The group identifies the key markers
for each issue that would indicate
progress toward that ideal.
Step Three:
The group identifies the current status of those indicators by gathering
“real” community data.
Step Four:
The group works backward and identifies what the marker would look
like 18 years from the goal, 16 years
from the goal, etc. Measurements for
the markers are established.
Step Five:
The group goes to the larger community (including government officials)
and asks all agencies, foundations,
charities, churches, businesses, etc.
which, if any, of the markers they are
currently working on or would be
willing to help address. The larger
community agrees to gather data and
report those data once a year.
Step Six:
The individuals overseeing the
endowment gather the data, put them
into a report, and once a year gather
all the larger community for a break-

fast and report the data. The leadership persons make suggested recommendations for external expert assistance. The larger community recommits for another year to the larger
goals and collection of data.
Step Six is repeated ever y year.
It will take 10 to 12 years before much
progress at all is seen. Then the progress
will become noticeable. Within 20
years the progress will be dramatic.
Why use this process?
In the history of community development, one of four approaches tends to
be used: blueprint, explosion, additive, or biological (Taylor and TaylorIde). The biological approach is one
of tensegrity. “Tensegrity is the biological form of building,” say the
authors. “It works by balancing systems in flexible homeostasis rather
than by building in a mechanical way
that attaches its components rigidly”
(p. 58). According to Taylor and
Taylor-Ide, tensegrity has these characteristics:
u It allows forms to move and
reshape.
u It uses self-assembly in locally
specific patterns.
u The whole is different from the
member parts.
u It has information feedback.
u It has an efficient distribution and
redistribution system.
u It brings accountability; when
one part is irresponsible, the whole
system is out of balance.
What can you do to get
individuals from poverty
involved in community
issues?
1. Understand the nature of systems.
What appeals to the decisionmakers and powerbrokers doesn’t
have the same appeal in poverty
and vice versa.
2. Work on real issues – issues that
impact day-to-day life.
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3. Approach the poor as problemsolvers, not victims.
4. Teach the adult voice.
5. Teach question making.
6. Teach “backward” planning
(“begin with the end in mind”).
7. Start the process by building relationships of mutual respect, using
videos, food, and entertainment;
identify the powerbrokers in the
poor community (corner grocers,
hairdressers, barbers, ministers, etc.)
and bring them into the process.
8. Pay them for their time (e.g.,
with inexpensive gift cards).
9. Let them bring their children.
10. Identify common tasks so that
conversation can occur.
11. Provide constructive outlets for
frustration and criticism.
12. Use mental models to help identify,
with a minimum of emotion, the
areas of needed change.
13. Gather real data.
Why would a community
consider such an endowed
process?
Quoting Taylor and Taylor-Ide, “For
rich and poor alike, the expansion of
trade, changes in the earth’s environment, and the unraveling of social
systems make the future uncertain.
Even wealthy societies are increasingly unable to care for their growing
numbers of poor, alienated youth,
forgotten elderly, marginalized mothers, hostile homeless, and exploited
minorities … To achieve a more just
and lasting future, we must continually update our definition of development. We can advance more confidently and effectively into that
unknown territory by drawing lessons
from past successes – and from past
failures – and by tailoring solutions
for each community to its specific hopes,
capabilities, and resources” (p. 30).
In short, community development
– based on intellectual capital – is not
a choice. Our sustainability, even survival, depends on it.
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Editor's note: Ruby K. Payne presents
A Framework for Understanding Poverty,
a two-day workshop, on her U.S.
National Tour each year and has also
produced accompanying materials.
Both are available on her website,
www.ahaprocess.com. Also opt-in to aha!'s
e-mail newslist for the latest poverty and
income statistics [free] and other updates.
aha! Process, Inc.

(800) 424-9484
(281) 426-5300
fax: (281) 426-5600
www.ahaprocess.com
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