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By Alexandra Robinson

Southern Growth Policies Board, a 
public policy think tank based in 

Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, 
has been experimenting with new ways 
of working in and with communities. 
Formed in 1971 by the region’s governors, 
Southern Growth aims to strengthen the 
South’s economy and increase the quality 
of life for Southerners by developing and 
advancing economic-development policy 
recommendations.*

Since 2001, Southern Growth has 
charted a listening process, which has as 
its centerpiece a series of deliberative 
forums in communities all across the 
South. The community deliberations serve 
a dual goal for Southern Growth—they 
fundamentally inform the organization’s 
research and they endeavor to strengthen 
the participating communities in the 

*To learn more about Southern Growth Policies 
Board, see their Web site: http://www.southern.org. 
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process. I sat down in March of 2009 with 
Linda Hoke, director of the Council of  
the Southern Community at Southern 
Growth, to talk about the organization’s 
new ventures with communities, and  
she described the journey to becoming  
a listening organization. 

                                   *    *    *
Can you tell me a little about how 
Southern Growth Policies Board has 
changed over the years?

When I first came to work for Southern 
Growth—and it will be 20 years ago this 
summer—it was really a very different 
organization than it is now. At that time, 
we were primarily doing what I would 
call academic research. I spent a lot of 
time in the library researching economic-
development topics. I also spent a lot of 
time interviewing people on the phone—
mainly the experts that were involved 
in a particular issue. And then we would 
publish reports on those different topics 
before moving on to another topic.

The pivotal moment for us really  
happened when David Mathews spoke at 
Southern Growth’s annual conference fol-
lowing the 1998 Commission on the Future 
of the South. At the time, we felt like we 
were losing our connectedness. We were 
looking at ways to connect to more peo-
ple in the region, and at the same time 
we were very interested in the research 
that was going on about social capital and 
how that might contribute to stronger 
communities. And so when David came 
and talked about leadership—he talked 
about “leaderful” communities rather  
than communities full of leaders—it really 
struck a cord with some of the thinking 
that was going on in our minds. We 
learned more about the work at the  
Kettering Foundation and then decided—
as an experiment—that we would try  
to get more people talking about  
economic-development issues in their 
communities. We produced our first issue 
guide in 2001, Pathways to Prosperity: 
Choosing a Future for Your Community, 
which took a broad look at how to make 
our communities more prosperous. The 
guide looked at growth issues, and it 
looked at both the more traditional  

economic-development approaches 
where you would try to recruit companies, 
and also what Southern Growth was in-
creasingly trying to promote—growth 
from within, building entrepreneurship, 
and that type of thing. 

This was a little bit scary for us 
because we had always had control over 
our message before. At the time, we really 
felt pretty strongly that one path was 
perhaps the right path. So it was kind of 
scary to open it up to the possibility that 
people might tell us something that was 
wrong. It was a real leap for us to go down 
that path. 

That is particularly interesting.  
You quoted Jim Clinton, Southern 
Growth’s executive director at 
the time, as saying “Pathways to 
Prosperity as a project . . . became 
a vehicle that changed me and 
changed my approach to where we 
were headed.” However, people were 
admittedly a little frightened of  
the prospect of losing control of the 
message. But, deliberation just  
won’t work if you try to lead people 
to one option over the other, right?

We were really more used to an 
educational kind of role—of 
going out there and pre-
senting the message to the 
public: this is what you should 
be doing. So it was very differ-
ent to not be delivering the 
message. 

Right. So it seems like the 
nature of the organiza-
tion has sort of flipped.

The organization has 
changed such that we are a 
lot more about connecting 
people now. We have always had an  
interesting combination of people, but I 
think we’ve done even more. I think that 
this whole listening process, as we call 
it now, has really contributed to that in 
terms of bringing different people togeth-
er that aren’t normally connected. I think 
that that’s been a real strength for the 
organization, and I think it’s strengthened  
communities where there are people  

who come together from different  
perspectives and who don’t normally  
have the opportunity to talk about  
economic-development issues  
together. For example, we might bring 
together the business community with  
educators, and maybe with community- 
development people or young people. 
So, that’s definitely been a new direction 
that the organization has moved in. 

It seems like a pretty dramatic 
change. How has your work 
changed? 

It is a dramatic change. In terms of 
my day-to-day work, yes, it has changed 
a lot over the past 20 years. It’s probably a 
little less writing and more convening and 
listening to people now. One of my favor-
ite parts of the work now is the forums. 
I think they are really interesting and we 
always learn a lot from them. 

And how does the community  
deliberations piece fit into the larger  
mission of Southern Growth?

When we started this we really had 
dual goals. One goal was contributing  
to our research so that we felt like it was 
grounded in reality. We were trying to get  
away from this ivory-tower mentality, so 

we were not just doing academic research 
that had no basis in reality. We wanted 
to get out and see what people at the 
community level were really thinking. And 
another motivation for doing this was 
that we tended before to have more con-
nections at the state government level 
and fewer connections at the community 
level. And yet so much change occurs at 
the community level. We felt that in order 
to really strengthen the South we needed 

 I think that this whole listening  
process, as we call it now, has  

really contributed to that in terms of 
bringing different people together 

that aren’t normally connected.
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Our mission I would say is to improve  
the economy and quality of life in the South.  
So part of it is learning about the specific 
topic that we are focusing on each year. But 
part of it is this process. We hope the  
process of doing the forums is strengthening 
communities, and we hope that that will 
strengthen the South in turn. 

to be reaching more directly into the 
communities. 

Our mission I would say is to improve 
the economy and quality of life in the 
South. So part of it is learning about the 
specific topic that we are focusing on 
each year. But part of it is this process. We 

hope the process of doing the forums is 
strengthening communities, and we hope 
that that will strengthen the South in turn. 

Have you learned something from 
this work about how people can 
come to see themselves as economic 
citizens—actors in their communi-
ties that can actually do something 
to change their communities? 

In a lot of communities we found, 
especially early on when we first started 
doing this, that a lot of people would say: 
this is the first time anyone has ever  
asked my opinion about anything in the 
community. 

We found that a lot last year, when 
the forums focused on young people 
and their engagement in communities. 
Because this was the focus, we had a 
lot more young people involved. I think 
there was a lot of eye opening on both 
sides, especially when there were young 
people and adults in the room together. 
The adults expressed surprise that young 
people were often thinking the same 
things they were—they didn’t expect that. 
The adults were excited about youths’ 
enthusiasm about doing something in 

the community—they didn’t really expect 
that young people would be interested. 
And for their part, young people were 
surprised that adults listened to their ideas 
and opinions. 

Another thing I feel good about are 
the changes you can see in communi-

ties from year to 
year. We had one 
community last 
year—Richmond, 
Kentucky—that 
had a forum 
involving a lot of 
young people. 
And they were 
so excited about 
what came out of 
that forum that 
this year they 
did a forum on 
energy. They had 
more than 170 
people come to 
the forum. And 
they made sure 

that young people were a key part of this 
forum. Because they were such a large 

group, they needed to break into smaller 
discussion groups at different parts dur-
ing the event. They made sure that there 
were a couple students at each table, and 
then asked the students to do the report-
ing out for the groups. So, they are really 
seeing young people as much more of a 
resource in their community. 

One of the other interesting things 
that we found, starting early on, was 
that—no matter what the topic being dis-
cussed—some communities would report 
on benefits outside of the topic. This is 
one thing that we were hoping might 
happen. One of the things that we were 
hearing from them was that they thought 
this might help with race relations. We 
weren’t talking about race relations—we 
were talking about rural development, 
or technology-based development. But, 
the forums brought together people who 
hadn’t really come together before to talk 
about the community. And they found 
that to be really valuable.

Alexandra Robinson is a research assistant at  
the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached  
at arobinson@kettering.org.
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KETTERING  
FOUNDATION 
PRESS

NEW from  
Kettering  
Foundation 
Press

A Different Kind of Politics:  
Readings on the Role of  
Higher Education in Democracy

edited by Derek W. M. Barker and David W. Brown

A Different Kind of Politics presents Kettering Foundation research on the democratic 
implications of the civic engagement movement in higher education. The contributions 
reflect on efforts to treat students as active learners and engaged citizens, undertake  
new forms of professionalism that treat citi-
zens as the primary actors in politics, and 
build genuinely democratic relationships 
with communities.
Contributors featured in this book include:
Harry C. Boyte, Center for Democracy and  
Citizenship
David D. Cooper, Michigan State University
Allison N. Crawford, University of Georgia School 
of Law
Sean Creighton, Southwestern Ohio Council for 
Higher Education
Joni Doherty, Franklin Pierce University
William J. Doherty, University of Minnesota
Albert W. Dzur, Bowling Green State University
Katy J. Harriger, Wake Forest University
Matthew Hartley, University of Pennsylvania
Elizabeth Hollander, Tisch College of Citizenship 
and Public Service
Nan Kari, Center for Democracy and Citizenship
Abby Kiesa, Tufts University
David Mathews, Kettering Foundation
Jill J. McMillan, Wake Forest University
KerryAnn O’Meara, University of Maryland
David Pelletier, The Pennsylvania State University
Scott J. Peters, Cornell University
Jay Rosen, New York University
Marguerite S. Shaffer, Miami University 
Nan Skelton, Center for Democracy and Citizenship
Adam Weinberg, World Learning/SIT

To order the book:
Phone: 1-800-600-4060
FAX: 1-937-388-0494

E-mail: ecruffolo@ec-ruffolo.com

ISBN paper 978-0-923993-28-3 • $10.95

Visit the Kettering Foundation Web site at www.kettering.org.



Order today and Save on Any  
of These NIF Issue Books!
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Illegal Drugs
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Protecting Our Rights, Internet
Jobs, Preparing a Workforce
Alcohol
Alcohol, abridged
A Nice Place to Live
Violent Kids
Violent Kids, abridged
Money & Politics
Money & Politics, abridged
Racial & Ethnic Tensions
Racial & Ethnic Tensions, abridged
Racial & Ethnic Tensions, Spanish
Terrorism
News Media and Society
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New Science of Food
New Challenges of American Immigration
New Challenges of American Immigration,  
abridged
Making Ends Meet
Social  Security Struggle
Democracy’s Challenge
Life and Death Decisions
Americans Role in the World
The Energy Problem
Too Many Children Left Behind
The $9 Trillion Debt, Breaking the Habit
What Is the 21st Century Mission for  
Our Public Schools?
Preparing Today’s Kids for Tomorrow’s Jobs
Coping with the Cost of Health Care
Coping with the Cost of Health Care, abridged

For a complete listing of NIF 
issue books, visit www.nifi.org.

Receive from  
10%, 20%, up to 30% 
Discount on  
NIF Issue Books

0-49 receive 10% discount
50-99 receive 20% discount
100+ receive 30% discount

Unit cost $3.90
www.nifi.org

To Order:
Call 1-800-600-4060
FAX 1-937-388-0494
E-mail ecruffolo@ec-ruffolo.com
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