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1 

Introduction  
 

 
 
 
 
The Family Resource Center at Gorham (New Hampshire) is part of the growing 
wave of family support organizations. These organizations are not only interested 
in providing a comprehensive array of social services to families and individuals, 
but have at the core of their mission empowering and building the capacity of 
individuals and institutions to contribute to the overall viability of their 
communities. The Family Resource Center at Gorham (FRC) takes its conceptual 
grounding from the family support movement, which essentially holds that children 
succeed when families succeed; the success of families is integrally tied to their 
own empowerment, access to resources and information, and participation in 
community life; and family success is a responsibility of society at large. Family 
support emphasizes prevention over intervention and partnerships between public 
and private organizations. It encourages policymakers and employers to the pay 
more attention to the social and economic considerations affecting children and 
families and the impact this has on business development and economic growth. 
 
In operation since 1998, FRC grew out of the collaborative work of a number of 
social service providers, public officials, business leaders, and other community 
members who were concerned about the availability and quality of services 
provided to community residents. Its creation is representative of a rich history of 
administers a number of programs that support families, including a youth project, 
computer classes, a clothes bank, a family support program for welfare recipients, 
pre-natal home care, and a parent-child support group. 
 
An important element of the Family Resource Center's design is the co-location of 
services in one facility. There are currently six partner organizations housed at the 
Center. They provide the range of social services to children, youth and families 
and include: Gorham Community Learning Center, Parent to Parent of Northern 
New Hampshire, Family Support Services, Parent Information Center, 
Familystrength, Berlin Area Health Consortium, Androscoggin Valley Hospital 
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Home Health and Hospice, and the Supervisory Administrative Unit for the 
regional school district that includes Gorham, Dummer, Errol, Milan, Randolph, 
and Shelburne. In addition to the work carried out by these organizations, FRC has 
associate relationships with a number of agencies throughout the community, 
including Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), the College for Lifelong Learning, 
Youth Alternatives, Senior Meals, and others. The FRC also serves as a community 
meeting place, which facilitates information dissemination, informal networking, 
and collaboration. 
 
FRC's mission statement speaks to the diverse objectives of the family support 
movement. As well as fostering an environment of resource development, 
information sharing, and capacity building that contributes to overall community 
well being, FRC offers itself as "a platform for community dialogue" that supports 
social and economic growth. As it has worked to improve the availability and 
delivery of social services through a regional network of organizations, it has come 
to believe that similar models of community collaboration and alliance building 
must be applied more broadly if efforts to stabilize and improve the area's 
economic and social fabric are to succeed. While deliberate efforts are being made 
within conventional economic development circles to formulate strategies that will 
yield development opportunities and create jobs, these efforts can be 
complemented by inclusive, innovative planning and decision making models that 
give voice to residents and institutions that typically have not had much direct 
engagement in public policy and community/economic development dialogues. 
Implicit in this approach is the cultivation of new leaders, strengthening institutions 
that serve local residents, and creating strategies that capture the plethora of 
untapped skills and resources in the community. 
 
To help advance this agenda, FRC received a grant from the Ford Foundation in 
2001, of which this report is a part. The grant was originally proposed as a 
planning grant to document and analyze community discussions and decision-
making processes, with an eye toward strengthening the capacity of local 
institutions and community members to contribute to these processes. Subsequent 
to receiving the grant, however, events in the community took a dramatic turn as its 
primary employer, Pulp and Paper of America (PPA), threatened closure. This 
affected how the Ford grant was implemented in a number of ways: (1) the sense of 
urgency in the community reduced, though did not obviate, the need for a 
documentation exercise; (2) FRC took strategic actions that under different 
circumstances might have resulted from a documentation and planning process, 
rather than precede it; and (3) the crisis elevated the need for the human service 
providers to embed themselves in emerging economic development and workforce 
development planning and policy making – an area in which they have limited 
experience. Consequently, there were a number of methodological changes made, 
as discussed below. 
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Methodology 
 
This assessment was designed to examine the capacity of FRC to convene local 
institutions and residents across a broad spectrum and act as a catalyst to expand 
the civic infrastructure to include new and diverse voices and strategies. It also 
sought to identify institutional development and capacity building needed in the 
community, particularly in ways that will allow new leadership, partnerships and 
innovations to emerge. Data collection involved several components. An informal, 
fax-back survey was administered to prospective interviewees to gain a preliminary 
understanding of their organizations and the major challenges facing the 
community. Salient documents collected from FRC, partner organizations, and 
other informants who could provide background information were reviewed. On-
site interviews were conducted in November 2001 and included two types of key 
informants: (1) representatives of organizations that are part of or work closely with 
the Family Resource Center; and (2) representatives participating in a local 
community development planning effort. FRC staff selected informants. They were 
asked questions aimed at understanding issues related to mission, goals, 
governance, operations, organizational capacity, partnerships and community 
engagement, as well as their impressions about FRC's direction and what's needed 
for it to take a leadership role in spurring new community dialogues and 
partnerships. The field guide used to conduct interviews is included in Appendix A. 
 
Additional telephone interviews were conducted with a limited number of 
informants who were unavailable during the site visit or were learned of later. 
Perhaps because of the coincidence in timing between the emerging crisis resulting 
from PPA's imminent closure, strategic actions taken by FRC and other leaders, and 
the site visit for this study, repeated attempts to secure in-person and telephone 
interviews with a substantial number of key informants, as well as attempts to 
organize focus group interviews, were unsuccessful. Ultimately, a total of 13 
interviews were conducted. A list of interviewees is included in Appendix B. In 
addition to the interviews, the consultant participated in FRC's board meeting and a 
meeting with representatives of the State Office of Planning regarding FRC's data 
collection activities, and observed a meeting of the North County District Health 
Council. 
 
 

Organization of this Report 
 
This report begins with a brief discussion of the factors affecting the economic 
viability of rural communities, underscoring the growing importance of workforce 
quality and the presence of strong social capital networks. It is followed by a 
discussion of the importance of human service organizations to workforce 
development. That section is followed by a contextual overview that describes the 
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regional, economic, and demographic character of the area, including a brief 
discussion of the current crisis surrounding the closure of the area's primary 
employer, as well as a brief discussion of the community's civic infrastructure. The 
Findings section reports community impressions regarding what is needed for FRC 
to play an expanded role in community planning and decision making. It 
exal11ines several areas as they relate to the experiences of FRC and other service 
providers, including organizational capacity, partnerships and alliances, and 
technical assistance. Conclusions and recommendations are presented in the final 
section. 
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2 
Factors Influencing Regional Economies  
 
 

 

 
 
 
Rural economies have experienced major structural changes over the past several 
decades. The most obvious evidence of this restructuring is the decline in 
agriculture and extraction-based industries, such as mining, timber, fisheries, and 
other natural resources-based production. In agriculture, for example, we have 
seen the collapse of family farming and an increase in industrial agriculture that 
requires high capital inputs and less labor. At the same time, manufacturing 
became an increasingly larger component of rural economies as urban 
manufacturers relocated operations to rural areas to take advantage of labor 
surpluses and low capital costs. While this initially created substantial employment 
in many communities, these operations typically depend on low-skilled, low-wage 
labor. Restructuring within manufacturing, like agriculture and primary production 
industries, has been influenced by technological advances, global competition, and 
cheaper production and labor costs overseas and in countries to the south. While 
high end, capital-intensive manufacturing operations, those in niche markets, those 
that are integrally tied to clusters of similar firms, and those operating in strong 
regional economies have often survived this restructuring, many low end, labor-
intensive operations have relocated to lower wage markets in other countries or 
have remained in rural communities where they continue to depress wages and 
limit economic growth. 
 
In addition to these changes, rural economies have experienced a surge in the 
consumer services industry. Although the services industry captures a wide variety 
of sectors, such as finance, insurance and real estate (FIRE) operations, many of the 
operations locating in rural areas are on the low-wage, low-skilled end of the 
spectrum – not at all unlike patterns found in depressed urban neighborhoods. 
Many of the nonprofessional jobs in rural social services and the public sector are 
low paying and offer limited advancement opportunities. In the retail trade sector, 
the shift has included the decline of homegrown operations and the near 
abandonment of "Main Street" in favor of big-box retailers like Walmart. 
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These structural changes have had widespread social consequences, including 
significant rural out-migration. Although some rural communities have experienced 
in-migration, the general net effect has been a decline in rural populations. This has 
been accompanied by a shift in the demographic composition of rural 
communities, characterized by a decline in children and young families – the key 
elements of a viable workforce and future economic development – and a rise in 
the proportion of older families and the elderly, who have limited earnings and 
reduced spending patterns. Areas that have been dependent on industries and 
services that chiefly employ low-wage, low-skilled workers have generally 
experienced further decline in educational attainment levels. This has the effect of 
reducing labor force participation rates as these jobs become less appealing and 
prompting further out-migration of higher trained and better educated individuals 
and their families. With reduced economic opportunities, problems related to 
social dislocation have increased in many communities, such as single female-
headed households, unattended children, limited youth opportunities, and a range 
of at-risk behaviors. Families are often forced to patch together a series of low-
wage, part-time jobs to make ends meet, leaving little free time to engage in civic 
and community activities that could help improve conditions. 
 
Although these scenarios have played out in countless nonmetro areas throughout 
the country, not all rural communities have succumbed to these pressures. A 
number of communities have been able to preserve a decent quality of life and 
experience economic growth. Locational factors and infrastructure, such as 
proximity to metropolitan areas, good interstate highways, access to commercial 
and regional airports, telecommunications networks, and favorable commuting 
patterns to metro job centers have helped some rural areas forge better connections 
to vibrant regional and global economies. Some agricultural and extraction-based 
economies have been able to capitalize on global markets or have increased the 
worth of their resources by locally adding value to primary products instead of 
exporting them raw. Other areas have capitalized on their natural resources to 
create tourism markets, second home or retirement communities, or supported the 
development of niche markets for small businesses. Rural communities perhaps in 
the best position are those that have attracted high technology firms, including 
science- and engineering-based production industries, advanced manufacturing, 
and information- and computer-based technology services. Implicit in many of the 
success stories is a shift in thinking among economic development practitioners 
and policymakers who recognize the limitations of the business recruitment model 
– a costly, competitive, zero-sum approach of trying to lure a big employer to 
town. Instead, many developers are augmenting recruitment with retention and 
renewal strategies that target existing firms and capitalize on local assets. 
 
In addition to certain locational factors, three interrelated factors overwhelming 
account for the success of those rural communities that have experienced 
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economic growth: (1) a high quality labor force; (2) availability of supporting 
infrastructure; and (3) social capital. 
 
Workforce Quality. Similar to data showing the positive correlation between 
educational attainment and income, there is a relationship between investments in 
education and training and economic growth. Older economic development 
strategies typically point to the availability of low-wage workers and surplus labor 
as sufficient inducements for business recruitment strategies. Today, companies are 
much more concerned with having access to a skilled workforce. Generally, 
companies are seeking workers who have a core set of portable skills, can be cross-
trained to perform a variety of tasks, and have the flexibility to adapt to new 
technologies and processes. Companies are more willing to invest in skill 
upgrading and see this as consistent with continuous improvement and other 
innovative management approaches. Communities that have invested in education 
and training tend to be the ones that thrive. Unfortunately, many companies have 
difficulty finding skilled employees. 
 
In manufacturing, for example, the Economic Research Service's 1996 survey of 
rural manufacturers (Dale et al., 1999) found that "finding qualified employees is 
the most common problem reported by rural manufacturing establishments." Sixty 
percent of these manufacturers reported difficulty finding qualified production 
workers, while 40 percent had difficulty finding management workers. Moreover, 
at least 70 percent of rural manufacturers identified workforce quality problems as 
limiting their competitiveness and growth. Workforce quality and poor access to 
advanced training were also cited as factors limiting rural manufacturers' ability to 
apply advanced technologies. However, these manufacturers were also limited by 
entry-level workers who did not possess adequate soft skills, such as interpersonal 
skills, work ethic, and problem-solving ability. Another important consideration in 
examining job quality is advancement opportunities for entry-level workers – a 
critical feature of specialized labor markets and growing economies. Kusmin and 
Gibbs (2000) showed that less educated workers not only enter the labor market at 
lower levels, but face severe barriers in moving out of these jobs unless they 
acquire additional skills. 
 
Training Supports and Specialized Services. Just as educational indicators such as 
high school completion rates, drop-out rates, college enrollments, and the number 
of residents with college degrees are increasingly becoming more important in 
business siting and expansion decisions, so, too, is the availability and quality of 
post-secondary educational institutions, particularly two-year technical and 
community colleges. Employers are interested in gaining access to a range of 
training programs, from entry-level training for dislocated workers, unemployed 
workers, and high school graduates to specialized training for production, technical 
and management workers. Those community colleges that have had the most 
success in supporting employer-driven training and regional economic 
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development have struck an effective balance between their two-year degree 
programs, certificate programs and short-term training, as well as between their 
academic and vocational missions. They also tend to have strategic connections to 
other higher education institutions and secondary school systems. Access to 
university-level science and engineering programs is especially important in 
attracting workers for high-tech and advanced manufacturing operations. 
 
The availability of specialized services and other supporting infrastructure is also 
important to business expansion and economic growth. Here, too, technical and 
community colleges play an important role: in addition to their education and 
training function, many two-year institutions are a source of technical assistance 
and specialized services for businesses. They are often the major available resource 
in rural areas, particularly for manufacturers (Rosenfeld and Kingslow, 1995). These 
services include those offered by the range of business and trade associations, 
educational institutions, and public agencies devoted to promoting economic 
growth, and may include financing and capital, management assistance, 
technology application, technology transfer, prototyping, and research and 
development, as well as customized and/or contract training. 
 
Social Capital. Although the term "social capital" suffers from extreme popularity 
and application across many disciplines, it is a useful devise for understanding the 
importance of human capital in promoting economic growth and community well 
being. In Making Democracy Work, Putnam (1993) presents a widely influential 
analysis that underscores the importance of trust, norms, and social networks in 
determining why democratic and economic institutions in some regions of Italy are 
much stronger, more responsive, and more effective than others. He argues that the 
key to building high levels of social capital in a given community is fostering 
strong, dense, horizontal networks of civic engagement such as "associations, 
choral societies, cooperatives, sports clubs...and the like" (173). In applying certain 
elements of social capital to regional economic development, relationships and 
interactions across firms, business networks, and economic regions have as much 
validity as market transactions. These relationships and ties often grow from the 
same social criteria that favor strong civic engagement – trust, participation, 
common vision, and leadership. 
 
For example, Rosenfeld (1995) identified social infrastructure as an important 
component to successful regional business clusters. A cluster is a geographically 
bounded concentration of similar, related, or complementary businesses with active 
channels for business transactions, communications, and dialog that share 
specialized infrastructure, labor markets, and services and face common 
opportunities and threats (Bosworth, 1996). Clusters are entrepreneurial. They 
promote growth through innovation and development, attract new firms and other 
specialized services to the region, and encourage enterprising employees to create 
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new companies. Businesses that are part of well-developed clusters tend to thrive, 
create goods jobs, and contribute to regional economic growth. 
 
A well developed social infrastructure provides the glue that allows business 
clusters to develop common markets, shared resources, specialized labor markets, 
and innovative technological approaches. In his examination of networks of wood 
products manufacturers, for example, Sommers (1998) found the "community 
spirit," "commonality," and the "decidedly small-town lifestyle preference" common 
among the heads of local firms enabled them to build regional networks that led to 
substantial competitive advantage and economic growth. For those communities 
and regions looking for new ways to mobilize sufficient civic engagement and 
contribute to economic and workforce development strategies, one of the 
challenges is to translate social capital premises and experiences, as understood 
from a sociological perspective, to the realm of regional economic development. 
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3 
The Role of Human Service Providers 
In Workforce Development 

 
 

 

 
 
 
The value business and industry place on having access to a qualified workforce 
and responsive education and training systems has been addressed above. This 
section briefly examines key elements of effective workforce development systems 
and the critical role human service organizations play in these systems. 
 
Whether addressing incumbent, dislocated, or low-skilled, entry-level workers, 
successful workforce development initiatives incorporate a number of essential 
elements (Kingslow, 2000b). Employers-driven strategies lead to more responsive 
training programs that are connected to explicit job requirements and employment 
opportunities. These strategies help employers stabilize their operations, improve 
their workplaces and hiring practices, reduce turnover and retain skilled 
employees, resulting in a better return on investments made in training. Effective 
strategies incorporate both customized pre-employment training that focuses on 
soft skills and occupational skills training. Many job strategies target specific 
industry sectors and are linked to job creation efforts in those sectors. This requires 
building a knowledge base of that industry in order to customize job training. There 
is also an investment in organizational capacity building, as well as viewing 
projects as learning opportunities that demonstration innovations that lead to long-
term, systemic improvement. 
 
Current models of successful workforce development systems involve partnerships 
between diverse sets of stakeholder, or customers, who are coordinated, invested, 
and accountable. While there may be some overlap or sharing of responsibilities, 
these partnerships generally exhibit a very clear division of labor and specialization 
since no one sector can manage this work alone. Labor market intermediaries 
manage the partnerships. They engage the range of stakeholders in design and 
ongoing assessment, identify partners from business and industry, connect 
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employers and community organizations, identify funding, collect data, and 
promote self-assessments and evaluation. A strong analysis of the regional 
economy typically undergirds this work. Examples of labor market intermediaries 
include community-based organizations, business associations, local government, 
labor-community partnerships, development organizations, foundations, regional 
planning organizations, as well as other creative arrangements. These 
intermediaries may also advance agendas to improve or reform public and private 
systems that affect workforce development, such as advocating project agreement 
for public works projects that include job and apprenticeship opportunities for 
target populations, communities and occupations, or leveraging expanded training 
opportunities from state and local agencies and employers. 
 
Employers and trade associations are integrally involved in designing responsive 
training programs, including developing skill standards and informing curricula 
development processes. Businesses often collaborate with each other around 
common workforce development needs (training, skill standards, child care, 
transportation) even while maintaining competitive positions. Training providers, 
including technical and community colleges, unions and other training institutions, 
provide technical and occupational skills training that is based on industry 
standards and connected to existing jobs. Effective strategies also infuse innovative 
work-based concepts into the agenda of secondary school systems by promoting 
internships and exchanges between industry and teachers/guidance counselors, 
and augmenting curricula. Government agencies and foundations not only provide 
sources of funding, but are also vehicles for disseminating promising practices and 
influencing policy changes. 
 
An important focus of effective workforce development initiatives is the emphasis 
placed on retention and advancement. Long-term retention of the worker in the 
labor market is a much more valuable measure of success than simply placing 
someone in a job, and advancement strategies are particularly crucial when 
working with low-wage, low-skilled workers. The most essential component of this 
work is effective case management and access to the necessary social supports 
needed to overcome the well documented array of barriers that hinder both labor 
market access and one's ability to remain in training or on the job, including: child 
care, transportation, health care, substance abuse, domestic violence, family crisis 
management, driving infractions, work schedules that accommodate single parents, 
and more. Community-based, human service providers are absolutely essential to 
this work. They provide the frontline support that often determines whether 
someone succeeds or fails. These organizations must not only develop innovative 
outreach and recruitment methods; they must design effective screening, 
assessment, and testing tools and processes that correspond to employer needs and 
specifications. The strength of their referral networks and the connections to 
families is also very important. 
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Employers, community colleges, unions, and other technical training providers rely 
on community-based service organizations to precisely understand the populations 
they are dealing with and to inform program design accordingly. Service providers 
are responsible for developing and delivering effective soft skills, or job readiness, 
training. These nontechnical skills involve knowing how to function in the 
workplace. Training is typically customized to meet core skill requirements of 
employers. These organizations also help employers and agencies understand 
issues around race and cultural and their implications on labor market dynamics, 
training, and job success. 
 
Community service providers also fill an important information dissemination role 
by providing families, individuals, agency partners and others with information 
about job opportunities, skill requirements, training opportunities, the workplace 
environment, and supportive services – information often taken for granted in 
communities with strong informal networks, but lacking in communities with 
marginal social capital. Several innovative initiatives have linked their training and 
supportive services to strategies that promote family asset development (Kingslow, 
2000a), such as individual training accounts (ITAs), individual development 
accounts (IDAs), savings, microenterprise, family literacy, earned income tax 
credits and other mechanisms designed to help families stabilize their financial 
situation. 
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4 
Contextual Overview 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Regional Economic Context 
 
Berlin and Gorham are located in Coos County, approximately 130 miles north of 
Manchester in New Hampshire's North Country. Geographically isolated in the 
northern portion of the state, the region offers marginal agricultural opportunities, 
but possesses substantial timber resources. By the early-1900's, the region had 
established itself as a leading lumber processor, with Berlin housing some of the 
largest pulp and paper mills in the country. In the mid-1800s, Gorham became a 
railroad hub and major repair center, not only providing freight services but 
bringing tourists to the region as well. This tourism would later help spark the 
development of summer home and bedroom communities in towns adjacent to 
Berlin and Gorham. Today, the area remains relatively isolated from the economic 
growth that has taken place in the southern part of the state. Although there is a 
regional airport and rail freight service, the area is poorly served by roads, which 
diminishes logging and other opportunities. The nearest interstate highway is 
approximately 40 miles away. 
 
According to Economic Research Service data, Coos County is classified as a 
predominantly manufacturing county – one that derives a substantial portion of its 
economic activity from this sector. Berlin and Gorham, however, are relatively 
diversified economically in terms of the number of establishments, but not 
necessarily in terms of revenues. U.S. Census data on Business Patterns identify a 
total of 381 establishments in Berlin and Gorham combined. Retail Trade makes up 
the majority with 91 companies, followed by Health Care and Social Services (43 
organizations). Other service industry operations account for 170 additional firms. 
Production operations account for only 20 percent of all establishments (77 
companies), including 21 manufacturing firms and 17 construction firms. Ninety-
five percent of all establishments have less than 50 employees, and 76 percent of 
those have less than ten employees. There are a small number of machine shops in 
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the area. The wood products economy remains largely concentrated on the 
production side (harvesting, transporting, and milling logs into lumber and pulp), as 
opposed to secondary products – those value-added, manufactured products that 
yield better economic returns. Several years ago, a state correctional facility was 
located in Berlin, bringing a host of social, economic, and race relations concerns 
along with it, despite the creation of new jobs. A proposal to compete for a federal 
prison was overturned by voters in Fall 2001. Berlin recently developed a heritage 
park, which successfully draws tourists to the region. 
 
In August 2001, Pulp and Paper of America (PPA), which operated a complex 
including two mills, six hydroelectric plants and a landfill, laid off 850 workers. It 
ultimately went into receivership, closing its operation in October and leaving the 
local governments of Berlin and Gorham with significant revenue shortfalls from 
tax defaults – over $4 million and $887,500 per year, respectively. (At the time of 
this study, efforts were being made to find a buyer for the mill. A Canadian-owned 
company offered the best prospects. ) According to economic forecasts conducted 
by the state prior to the mill's closure (Bartlett et al., 2001), it is anticipated that its 
closure will result in a contraction in the county's pulp and paper industry, having 
widespread implications for the region's economic viability. Study forecasts 
indicate the possibility of further out-migration resulting from the mill closure, 
including the loss of skilled workers in key occupations necessary for production 
activity, such as machine operators and setters. This would contribute to the 
already shifting balance away from higher paying production jobs to low-wage jobs 
in the service sector. 
 
Prior to its closing, PPA was the largest industrial employer in Berlin and Gorham. 
According to U.S. Census Business Patterns, that position is now held by Berlin City 
Dealers (a auto dealer that employs 405), followed by Androscoggin Valley 
Hospital (336), the City of Berlin (170), Walmart (166), and Isaacson Steel (147). 
The average wage (calculated before the loss of PPA's high-wage jobs) is $445 in 
Berlin and $396 in Gorham, compared to $618 for the state. As of December 2001, 
Berlin and Gorham's unemployment rates stood at 11.8 percent and 13 percent, 
respectively, compared to the State's rate of 3.5 percent. A 1998 Family Resource 
Center profile of the community found a decrease in the rate of people working in 
full-time jobs, while retail trade jobs (many of which are low-wage positions) had 
increased. Anecdotal information suggests this pattern persists. 
 
There are a number of business and economic development organizations in the 
Berlin/Gorham region. BEDCO, the Business Enterprise Development Council, 
provides capital to businesses. The area also has Small Business Development 
Center, part of the network of such centers sponsored by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration. Several other agencies serve the broader North Country, including 
the New Hampshire Office of Business and Industrial Development, which is 
located in Littleton, Northern Community Investment Corporation, a financing 
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organization that also has a microloan program, and North County Council, a 
regional planning group. In the wake of the crisis precipitated by the closure of the 
mill a new economic development group, Androscoggin Valley Economic 
Recovery (AVER), was formed. 
 
 

Demographic Context 
 
Like many isolated rural areas, the region has experienced significant population 
loss. According to U.S. Census data, between 1990 and 2000, Berlin's population 
declined by over 12 percent to 10,331. (This is down from 17,800 in 1960.) 
Gorham's population dropped from 3,173 to 2,895, or close to nine percent. The 
county's loss during this same period was only 4.9 percent. Much of the population 
decline has resulted from the loss of young families and members of the working 
age population. FRC's community profile found that the loss of young families has 
been accompanied by substantial increases in the number of female-headed 
households, working mothers, and families with two or more workers. In 2000, the 
total number of people over 65 years old living in Berlin/Gorham averaged over 21 
percent. The FRC study also documented a significant level of out-of-school youth 
(dropouts). Educational attainment rates are generally lower than the rest of the 
state, though they are somewhat higher in Gorham than in Berlin. 
 
The demographic character of the region is a predominantly white, mixed middle-
class that includes blue-collar workers connected to the mill and other industrial 
occupations, and professionals and paraprofessionals associated with the health 
and social service delivery systems. In 2000, racial/ethnic minorities (including 
those who identify as being of two or more races) comprise 1.8 percent of Berlin's 
population and 2.7 of Gorham's (181 and 77 residents, respectively). Persons of 
Hispanic origin tota1 77 individuals (but are already counted elsewhere). Between 
1990 and 2000, Coos County experienced a 34 percent increase in the number of 
Hispanic residents, from 150 to 201. Anecdotal reports suggest some of these 
residents have settled in 
Berlin. 
 
In 1999, approximately 25 percent of families in Berlin had incomes less than 200 
percent of the federal poverty level, which was slightly higher that the 21.4 percent 
rate for the state. A livable wage study showed the North Country to have the 
lowest wage requirements in the state (Kenyon, 2000). A single-parent family with 
two children, for example, would need to earn $16.57/hour to meet basic needs in 
the North Country, compared to $19.50 in the southern parts of the state. In the 
Fall of 2001, the Berlin school district reported 33 new families, of which only nine 
were reported to have working parents and 17 required special needs assistance. 
Many of these families are low income or TANF recipients. These new residents 
reportedly are drawn to the area because of inexpensive housing and are placing 
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strains on social services, which, when added to the considerable population of 
needy elderly residents, the out-migration of middle-income families, and the 
decline of tax revenues has serious implications for the region's labor market and 
economy. 
 
 

Civic Infrastructure 
 
Historically, the mill has played a central role in Berlin and Gorham, not only as a 
source of jobs and an economic anchor, but also as a contributor to the social 
fabric of the community. The mill's early benefactors, local philanthropists and 
churches helped establish the infrastructure for what would become a well 
developed human services delivery system. This strong community spirit and 
commitment to institution building continues today. In addition to the constellation 
of organizations associated with FRC, the area's network of nonprofit human 
service providers offer the array of services. The area is served by one hospital and 
several health centers, one of which is a federally qualified community health 
center. (FQCHC's are only located in low-income areas.) The area's human service 
providers are particularly well networked and coordinated. Several state agencies 
have offices in Berlin, including Employment Security, Human Services, and New 
Hampshire Works (one stop). Tri-County Community Action Program (CAP) is 
perhaps the most comprehensive community development organization in the 
region. It recently partnered with PACE Loca175 (the union serving mill workers) 
and the local community college to secure a $4.4 million grant from the U.S. 
Department of Labor to create the Workers Assistance Center to provide assistance 
to dislocated mill workers and other job seekers. 
 
There are two postsecondary educational institutions in the area: the College for 
Lifelong Learning, the continuing education arm of the University of New 
Hampshire system, and New Hampshire Community College at Berlin (NHCC). 
NHCC's academic transfer programs account for much of its activities, but it 
attempts to balance this with a strong commitment to economic development. It 
has provided industry-based training to local businesses and industry. It also offers 
short-term training under the Workforce Investment Act programs. In general, 
however, NHCC does not offer many certificate training programs, which suggests 
a disconnection between curricula offerings and regional training demands. 
Informants suggest that the poor emphasis placed on education in the region has 
caused NHCC to be severely underutilized. Additionally, it suffers from adverse 
perceptions resulting from its historic association with secondary education rather 
than higher education. 
 
For some time, there has been considerable concern among human service 
providers about the growing social problems in the area and the implication this 
has for the field. These problems predate the mill's closure (which, as one 
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informant put it "has been closing for 30 years"). Recent social and economic 
changes, however, have underscored certain vulnerabilities in the human service 
system. As indicated above, health and human service organizations account for a 
substantial portion of the regional economy. The system has quite a number of 
older, senior level management professionals. The area's low wage rates make it 
difficult to attract young, mid-level professionals. Other workers in these fields have 
been lured away by better paying jobs in the prison or in other regions. In all 
likelihood, human services will lose more employees if dislocated mill workers, 
whose wives work these jobs, move their families out of the region. These concerns 
are exacerbated by increasing demands placed on the system by new, low-income 
residents and the families of mill workers. 
 
The mill's closure, coupled with the alarming analysis of the economic 
implications (Bartlett et al., 2001) and the shrinking local tax base, prompted an 
outpouring of concern at multiple levels, including human service organizations, 
business and industry, and the state. While obvious attention has gone to 
addressing immediate social needs and determining the disposition of the mill, 
there has been more interest in working toward long-term solutions. For FRC, the 
challenge is how to build the capacity to promote greater civic engagement and 
thereby influence community and economic decision-making. This implies the 
human service sector viewing itself as part of a wider spectrum of community 
activities – that the service provision function is viewed and understood as part of 
the social capital necessary for a sustained community wellbeing and economic 
growth. 
 
Crisis Spurs Action. Building on its broad connections to service organizations and 
experience spearheading new initiatives, FRC took the lead in convening 
community organizations to begin to address immediate social needs resulting from 
the layoffs at the mill, with an eye towards laying the foundation for greater 
community involvement in long-term developments. Concerned Community 
Providers (CCP) was formed in August 2001. It is chaired by FRC's Executive 
Director, Cathy McDowell, and includes representatives of the leading public and 
private health and human service agencies, the local office of the NH Department 
of Health and Human Services, faith-based organization and churches, United 
Way, New Hampshire Legal Assistance, PACE Local 75, the Chamber of 
Commerce, economic development organizations, credit unions, MicroCredit New 
Hampshire, and the local newspaper. (FRC's six co-located organizations are 
represented by FRC directly.) 
 
CCP formed an Executive Board and six work groups: Community Activities, 
Employment Training/Job Opportunities, Insurance, Mental Health/Stress Support, 
Community Workshop, and Finance and Budget. Initial emphasis was placed on 
developing and distributing a human service resource guide, creating a website, 
and raising funds to hire a coordinator to provide support to CCP. (This person is 
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housed in the new, federally-funded workers training center.) NH Department of 
Health and Human Services assigned staff from the Office of Planning and 
Research to help CCP examine social indicators and develop strategies that address 
service delivery. With the help of the Northern New Hampshire Foundation 
(NNHF), a special fund was created to address the crisis in Berlin/Gorham. By the 
end of November 2001, the Androscoggin Valley Berlin/Gorham Community Fund 
had raised close to $40,000. CCP developed the criteria for grantmaking, while 
NNHF handles disbursements. It is anticipated that grants will broadly focus on 
supporting the basic needs of families, strengthening the nonprofit network, and 
developing a long-term plan that will address capacity building, community 
engagement, and institution building. 
 
As the crisis mode dissipates, CCP has begun to examine its long-term objectives. 
While it is too early to tell what sort of organizational structure CCP will have, 
there seems to be considerable interest in making it an established, permanent 
organization. With the exception of FRC, however, few CCP partners include 
community building and broad civic engagement as part of their missions. For the 
near term, FRC continues to direct the process, with CCP keeping a fluid structure 
that allows other organizations to participate or not as circumstances and 
opportunities dictate. 
 
Other Actions. State level action has included the Governor directing various state 
agencies to give special attention to the social and economic needs of the 
Berlin/Gorham region. In addition to a number of efforts to increase access to state-
supported human service programs, particular attention was given to workforce 
development and job training, including creating a rapid response team, receiving 
support for dislocated workers, mobilizing the technical college, targeting 
construction and transportation projects for increased job creation, and the 
development of the Workers Assistance Center. 
 
Another very important development has been the creation of Androscoggin Valley 
Economic Recovery (AVER). This newly formed 501(c)3 organization is comprised 
mainly of local business and industry representatives who are interested in 
addressing the community's long-term economic needs. AVER has hired an 
consultant and is developing a strategic plan, with a commitment to making its 
processes open, inclusive and accountable. To this end, in December 2001, FRC's 
McDowel1 was asked to join AVER's board of directors as a means of forging 
stronger ties between business and industry and the network of human service 
providers working through CCP. This is the first time in recent history that input 
from human service organizations into economic development decision making 
has been sought, and it is absolutely consistent with FRC's civic engagement 
objectives. 
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5 
Findings 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Because of its operational responsibilities to its partner organizations that are co-
located at the Family Resource Center, as well as its leadership among human 
service providers generally, FRC is interested in exploring how it can improve its 
operations and those of organizations that depend on it, in order to devote more 
attention and resources to its civic engagement objectives. This section is a first 
step at documenting community impressions regarding what is needed for FRC to 
play an expanded role in community planning and decision making. It reports the 
results of interviews conducted with community leaders and integrates this with an 
analysis of key issues, strategy areas and planning considerations that will inform 
FRC's work. Readers are reminded, however, that quite a number of key informants 
originally identified for interviews were unavailable at the time of, and subsequent 
to, the site visit. Consequently, that aspect of the reporting is limited. This section 
examines topics falling under four broad heading: Organizational Capacity, 
Partnerships and Alliances, Technical Assistance, and FRC's role. Interviewees 
were asked to comment on these topics as they affect their own organizations, as 
well as FRC. Readers should please note that while quite a number of laudable, 
positive comments were made in all of the areas covered in this section they are 
not all necessarily documented herein. Given the nature of this assignment, 
constructive critique is offered in a few areas. 
 
 

Organizational Capacity 
 
Boards. By all accounts, FRC is fortunate to have a dedicated, creative board that is 
committed to finding ways to support building the necessary "connections and 
support systems" needed for the region's economic and social growth. The board is 
fairly diverse in terms of expertise and age, but substantially lacks male 
representatives, members from business and industry, and people with strong fund 
raising experience – gaps that are acknowledged by the board. It is not clear 
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whether representatives of low-income residents are directly represented on FRC's 
board or whether it has established ties to any representatives of the area's newly 
arrived residents, since this is a recent phenomenon. The board conducts an annual 
retreat, where it addresses topics such as its vision, mission, and future direction. 
Although it has utilized advisory committees in the past, they are not part of FRC's 
current structure. Nor does it have a large, organized pool of volunteers. "Too-
many-meetings" was cited as one indication of the board's need for time 
management assistance. 
 
Most human service organizations are reportedly struggling to recruit new board 
members; because of the limited pool of prospective members competition is high 
and over extension rife. The general feeling is that the boards of most human 
service organizations do not include significant representation of business and 
industry, though the business community is recognized for supporting fundraising 
efforts and community activities sponsored by many of these organizations. The 
perception is that there is little overlap in board memberships across economic 
development and human services organizations. 
 
Board development and leadership training were cited by a number of informants 
as areas needing critical attention, particularly in light of the provider community's 
age demographic, the out-migration of human service professionals, and the low 
levels of civic participation among residents. Organizations that are part of larger 
networks (such as United Way) or have ties to certain publicly-funded programs 
tend to have better access to board and staff development resources. 
 
Staffing. As in other sectors, the area's health and human service providers are 
having difficulty finding qualified employees, particularly in the face of wage 
pressure from better paying jobs at the recently opened state prison and in other 
parts of the state. Nursing positions, particularly Certified Nursing Assistants 
(CNAs), have been especially hard hit, exacerbating the existing difficulty of 
recruiting during a national nurses shortage. The area is also facing a potential 
shortage of medical doctors – even with federal incentives it is hard to attract 
professionals to the region. Organizations associated with the Family Resource 
Center also face staffing problems, some of which are externally driven. The 
Gorham Community Learning Center, for example, cites state certification rules 
requiring that people have a minimum of six college credits as a disincentive to 
attracting workers since the cost of training and certification remains out of reach 
for some people. Like many small, nonprofit organizations, FRC's professional and 
paraprofessional staff are over extended. 
 
Several issues related to staff development were identified. All organizations 
interviewed indicated the need for staff development and training and lamented the 
dearth of resources available for these activities. There is a high concern that the 
North Country lacks an infrastructure to provide ongoing skills upgrading training 
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within health and human service fields. Although a number of organizations 
reported occasionally using NHCC for training, this has generally been on an ad 
hoc basic. Organizations that must comply with state certification requirements 
also cited the lack of requisite training in the North County and the general 
infrequency of training opportunities offered statewide. Another area of concern is 
acquiring the training needed to work with the area's growing hard-to-serve 
population, including welfare recipients. 
 
Influencing Public Policy. The degree to which human service providers are 
connected to regional or statewide policy and advocacy networks seems to vary 
across organizations. A number of health providers are reported to have good 
connections to state agencies and public officials, and work cooperatively through 
a number of health coalitions. For the organizations co-located at the Family 
Resource Center, few are reported to have the time to engage in statewide networks 
or other vehicles that would give then more of a presence in state policy circles. 
They typically rely on FRC's Executive Director, Cathy McDowell, in this area. A 
few informants felt the distance from Berlin and Gorham to the state capital 
precluded any substantive involvement in this area, while others cited 
overwhelming operational demands as the limiting factor. A number of informants 
had clear ideas about policy and program changes that could benefit their 
constituents, but as individual organizations felt poorly equipped to influence 
public dialogue at he state level. 
 
Connecting to Economic Development. None of the human service organizations 
interviewed had substantially augmented its mission or programs to include more 
community economic development work, nor did they know of any peer 
organizations that had done so. All agreed, however, on the importance of 
influencing economic development agencies and business groups to be more 
sensitive to the conditions of working families and to plan accordingly. Child care 
and transportation were frequently cited as barriers for working families. A few 
informants spoke of human service providers as being a critical part of the 
workforce development continuum, but admitted that practical experience in this 
area is generally lacking. Another area that concerns managers of human service 
organizations is making banks and lending institutions more aware of their need for 
financing (both capital and operating), as well as exploring alternative financing 
arrangements specially tailored to nonprofit organizations, such as program related 
investment (PRIs). 
 
 

Partnerships and Alliances 
 
Increased Coordination Sought. Health and human services organizations working 
in Berlin and Gorham speak about the importance of finding ways to coordinate 
and collaborate across broad provider networks, particularly in light of financial 
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strains. While there appear to be sufficient incentives and opportunities to build 
alliances at the leadership level, the difficulty is translating this to the operational 
level. Considerable staff development is needed to facilitate this, and organizations 
that operate on a fee-for-service basis find it difficult to reconcile releasing staff for 
training and other non-revenue generating activities. 
 
Expanding Regional Alliances. The formation of Concerned Community Partners 
and Androscoggin Valley Economic Recovery are just the latest examples of a rich 
history of partnership in the Berlin/Gorham area. Although several informants point 
to historic differences between the two towns, most are delighted that they are 
working together to address the current economic situation. From a regional 
development standpoint, it is not clear if Berlin and Gorham's partnership can be 
expanded to other North Country communities in order to capture regional market 
and development opportunities. 
 
 

Training and Technical Assistance  
 
Technical assistance is a vital element in an organization's capacity building 
toolbox. Utilizing technical assistance providers is a means of securing periodically 
needed expertise without devoting staff or board positions to these functions. It is 
also a good way of determine whether an organization should permanently invest 
in a particular area without committing resources to an untested idea or approach. 
In addition to organizational capacity and leadership development considerations, 
informants identified several areas of training and technical assistance that they felt 
would be useful to service providers as they attempt to build better partnerships 
with business and economic development networks. 
 
Planning and Self-Assessment. Like many direct service providers, organizations 
providing frontline services in Berlin and Gorham are financially stretched, 
operating with low budgets and thin margins. This naturally stifles creativity and 
innovation. Moreover, crisis tends to force most organizations to focus almost 
exclusively on the near-term – giving short shrift to long-term planning. Similarly, 
program monitoring and evaluation is typically undervalued and thought of as a 
requirement dictated by funding streams rather than as tools for effective program 
planning and decision making. Tying evaluation to strategic planning turns the 
process from a judgmental critique into one that promotes self-assessment and 
continuous improvement. The willingness to invest in self-assessment implies a 
comfort level with learning and a capacity to process and apply new information. It 
also implies a willingness to question existing values and norms and invest in 
change, which itself is often a function of the overall orientation toward and past 
experience with learning. It is often much easier to invest in self-assessment and 
adopt changes when the information is precise, straightforward and quantifiable, 
such as with technical or scientific information. It is more difficult when the 
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information is abstract, subject to multiple interpretations or cuts across multiple 
disciplines. New approaches to strategic planning and self-assessment, such as 
those grounded in an outcomes framework, make it much easier to traverse this 
ground. 
 
Informants expressed mixed views about planning and evaluation. A number of 
organizations connected to regional health consortia report having good access to 
data and using it to inform programming on a regular basis. This is less the case 
with smaller nonprofit providers. Within FRC's network, for example, some 
informants felt these exercises were indulgences few organizations could afford in 
the current climate. On the other hand, others understood the value, but struggled 
to find: (a) appropriate ways to get around disincentives imposed by funding 
streams that limit self-assessment; and (b) the flexibility to modify programs as 
experience and learning dictate. In instances of the latter example, when self-
assessment is tied to a systems or policy reform agenda its values become even 
clearer. 
 
Understanding the Regional Economy. There was a general weakness reported in 
nonprofit organizations' understanding of regional economic data and how this 
information informs planning and programming. A number of informants thought it 
would be very useful to obtain technical assistance in this area. There are two 
levels at which regional economic data may be useful to human service 
organizations. A functional knowledge of regional economic trends, labor markets, 
economic development processes, job growth, and employers' needs will: (a) help 
human service organizations inform and influence economic and workforce 
development policies and decision making; and (b) incorporate economic literacy 
into their community building strategies and direct service work with program 
participants. 
 
Understanding the Workforce Development System.  Although some service 
providers participate in referral systems associated with the employment and 
training system, most members of FRC and CCP operate outside this system. The 
general impression of informants is that few of these organizations understand the 
precise roles they should be playing in successful jobs projects, how their work 
should inform both job creation and employment training, or how efforts to build 
social capital and family strength are essential elements of case management 
strategies that promote job retention. 
 
Providers were also unclear about the best way to make a cogent case to business 
representatives about the importance of developing family-friendly policies. 
Additionally, while there seems to be political will to support education and 
training as an integral component of economic investments, it appears that early 
iterations of these objectives have been heavily tilted toward the mill. Concerns 
were expressed about the need to make sure training resources address the needs 
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in other industries and occupations, as well as those of new and existing residents 
with low-skills. 
 
With regard to new residents, CCP has begun to discuss the social and economic 
implications of the changing demographic character of the community. Although 
the influx of poor and minority families poses immediate challenges for health and 
human service systems, CCP understands the important counter balance this 
provides to outmigration and aging population trends. The challenge is to find 
effective means to engage these new residents in employment and training 
opportunities and community activities. This presents particular challenges related 
to helping welfare recipients transition into the labor market, addressing different 
cultural and social norms, and developing strong support services and case 
management systems while helping these residents build sufficient social capital to 
improve their position in the community. 
 
Training for Human Service Workers. The region is faced with a potential shortage 
of trained health and human service workers across the range of occupations. 
These fields are suffering from a number of trends, including attrition, competition 
from other regions and other sectors, and an inability to attract workers because of 
low wages and geographic isolation. Additionally, skills upgrade training is needed 
in a number of key paraprofessional health occupations. Direct care mental health 
practitioners, LPNs and CNAs, and transcription specialists were a few of the 
occupations identified as critical to successfully running any health care system. It 
is also important to examine career ladders within health and human service 
occupations and avoid relegating workers to dead-end job. 
 
Some providers have been trying to make the case to those working with the 
Workers Assistance Center of the importance of including skills upgrading for 
human services in the center's programming, particularly since human services is 
such a big driver of the local economy, but it is not clear how successful these 
efforts have been. On a related note, there is also some concern that any training 
provided to dislocated mill workers not follow past experiences in which the 
retraining was disconnected from specific job opportunities. However, informants 
suggest there is some evidence that this has already occurred in response to the 
recent mill closure. 
 
Youth Retention and Workforce Development. Quite a number of informants are 
interested in exploring strategies to stem the outflow of young people from the area. 
Connecting school-based programs to workforce development and job creation 
strategies should be an essential component of these efforts. There are a few youth 
employment and training efforts in the area, but they are limited. Berlin had a 
school-to-work program several years ago, but for unknown reasons did not 
reapply for funding. Gorham reportedly did not exhibit much interest in developing 
a school-to-work program – perhaps because of its high college bound enrollment. 
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Berlin's high school offers vocational education courses in a number of areas, 
including welding, automotive service, building trades, graphics and more. These 
programs articulate with NHCC's programs, allowing students to accrue 
community college credits. Berlin High School also has a Cisco certification 
program. 
 
There are several things to consider regarding youth employment programs: (1) the 
level of outreach that occurs to recruit students into these program – how well 
poised guidance counselors, teachers, and parents are to recommend vocational 
education opportunities to students; (2) how well articulated these programs are to 
advanced technical and vocational training (high school to technical college and 
technical college to four-year program); and (3) how well grounded in and 
informed by economic realities these programs are – whether tangible job 
opportunities exist upon completion of these training programs. If the objective is 
to retain and attract young people, the importance of this last point cannot be 
emphasized enough. This also implies building connections between faculty and 
industry and modifying curricula to reflect real world skills. 
 
Linking Education and Community Building. Sentiments about public education 
were often prefaced by remarks noting the low value the area seems to place on 
education. This is associated with the region's historic economic dependence on 
the mill – good jobs were waiting for anyone with a enough brawn and the ability 
to learn on the job – as well as practices by business and industry that discouraged 
education and training in order to keep wages depressed. Some informants suggests 
that these perspectives are still strongly held among some business and civic 
leaders, though they are encouraged by the formation of AVER and the new 
perspective it seems to be bringing to its work. This context is elaborated by the 
disparity in educational attainment levels between Berlin and Gorham. Gorham's 
school district, Supervisory Administrative Unit 20, includes a number of wealthier 
towns, which drives its attainment levels up. This has had the effect of tilting the 
high school curriculum toward college preparatory and leaving a void of options 
for those interested in vocational-technical careers. While it is beyond the scope of 
this study to explore the reasons why public education has been reluctant to 
participate in emerging strategies to improve the economic and social condition in 
the region, it should be noted that business-led strategies that forge stronger links 
between public education, workforce development, and economic growth have 
been quite successful. 
 
Sources of Technical Assistance and Training. A number of informants pointed to a 
dearth of resource organizations in the area that are available to provide technical 
assistance to human service organizations to help them with organizational 
development. There does not appear to be a nonprofit management assistance 
intermediary in the region, but there are other organizations that could probably 
fulfill some of the functions. The organizations identified most often as possible 
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sources of technical assistance include the Cooperative Extension Service, North 
Country Educational Foundation, and Tri-County CAP. NHCC was obviously 
identified as a potential training resources, but it may require a little retooling to 
respond to short-term training needs. Regardless of how near term needs are 
satisfied, developing regional capacity to provide these services to local 
organizations appears to be a critical need. 
 
 

Family Resource Center's Role 
 
The Family Resource Center was founded on principles of partnership, resource 
and information sharing, and coordination. Although its tenant agencies administer 
their own programs and operations, they rely on FRC's staff for considerable 
support. Very often, this mean relying on the executive director: as one informant 
put it "The Center's biggest resource is Cathy McDowell. " McDowel1 provides 
support in a number of key areas. In addition to calling on her wealth of 
knowledge, access to information and organizing skills, considerable one-on-one 
consultations take place between McDowel1 and program staff in order to monitor 
goals, evaluate activities, and plan future actions. She is also the primary liaison for 
the Center's organizations to state policy and advocacy circles. 
 
FRC also prepares legislative updates and monitors activities that affect its partners, 
collaborates and assists in writing grant proposals, and troubleshoots problems as 
they arise. Here, too, much of this responsibility falls to the executive director. 
While none of this activity is necessarily outside the scope of a director's work 
there does not appear to be enough staff, the most efficient division of labor, or 
sufficient support staff to ensure the best use of everyone's skills and resources. A 
number of informants question the prudence on depending so heavily on one 
person. While the board tries to provide as much support as much as possible, it is 
not the best way to address staffing needs, even when board-staff relationships are 
strong. 
 
Creating an environment of mutual support and collaboration was part of the intent 
in creating the Center. However, the administrative pressures are beginning to 
interfere with FRC's ability to fulfill its other key mandates – developing and 
promoting strategies that help address the long-term social and economic 
improvements. As demonstrated by its convening of Concerned Community 
Partners, FRC is committed to find a way to satisfy its community building 
objectives, and there is general consensus within the community that this is one of 
the things it should be doing. Building the capacity of its partner agencies, 
augmenting its own staff, and distributing some of FRC's director's administrative 
and program functions across other staff appear to be necessary steps. Similar 
attention should be given to developing new processes, employing time saving 
technologies, and improving FRC's financial base. 
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FRC's possesses valuable knowledge and experiences and occupies a pivotal 
position in the social landscape of the community. It has important external links, 
access to information, and advocacy experience. For many informants, it is less a 
question of whether FRC should continue its community mobilizations efforts and 
help advance the interests of CCP, but how to do so. FRC is recognized as a voice 
for new ideas and concepts and for having the institutional fortitude to promote 
change and improvement. These are unquestionable attributes. They are even more 
valuable when precisely honed to address explicit objectives. This implies having 
clear divisions of labor among the various entities and networks committed the 
region's social and economic growth. These roles will not always fall along past 
lines of responsibility, nor will they be fixed. The players and partnerships may shift 
as needs and opportunities arise, which means organizations need to be nimble 
and entrepreneurial. The ability to facilitate many of the needed changes and 
incorporate new perspectives ultimately links back to many of the issues discussed 
in this section, such as devoting time and resources to planning and self-
assessment, investing in staff and board development, forming new partnerships 
and institutional arrangements, embedding an outcomes perspective into 
programming, seeking and learning from best practices applied elsewhere, and 
building institutional knowledge in new areas. 
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6 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Rural communities face powerful forces that threaten their economic viability and 
social way of life. While there are a number of immutable considerations that affect 
a community's ability to counter these forces, such as locational factors and natural 
resource endowments, decline is not always inevitable. Rural communities that 
experienced economic growth have obviously been able to capitalized on 
opportunities and strategies that counteract major structural challenges, but they 
also tend to possess a high degree of social capital. Some of these important 
elements include: 
 
•  a willingness to accept change and identify new ways of approaching 
    community problems; 

 
•  a high level of commitment across different sectors to making the community a 
    better place; 

 
•  considerable experience and capacity among a core set of community leaders; 

 
•  a willingness to mobilize broad segments of the community and promote  
    widespread community engagement; 

 
•  an emphasis on promoting collaboration and partnerships that respond to 
    changing needs and alliances; 

 
•  a commitment to planning, ongoing assessment and re-evaluation, and 
    information sharing; and 

 
•  the ability to focus on short-term needs and the long-term vision needed to  
    achieve concrete outcomes. 
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These communities also tend to embrace economic development strategies that 
promote business retention and renewal, focus on local assets and opportunities, 
target industry sectors and economic clusters as the units of development, and 
emphasize high performance and long-term growth. Within the human service 
sector, viable strategies tend to promote service integration and minimize 
fragmentation, emphasize alliances and consolidation, and promote organizational 
development. Workforce development strategies are employer-driven, promote 
long-term labor market retention instead of short-term job placement, and 
emphasize job quality, continuous improvement, and career advancement. Most 
importantly, there is a strong commitment and capacity to working across these 
functional lines to ensure that economic development, workforce training, and 
human service strategies complement and support the region's long-term economic 
growth. This is hard work, but those communities with a strong sense of 
community partnership and entrepreneurial spirit tend to be well poised to carry it 
out. 
 
In its short history, the Family Resource Center has distinguished itself as an 
organization capable of working across multiple lines, promoting innovation, 
responding to community needs, and giving voice to broad-based community 
dialogue. Its role in the mobilization of Concerned Community Partners and 
connecting it to broader community planning and economic development 
activities, such as AVER and the Workers Assistance Center, demonstrates 
considerable foresight, vision, and an openness to new approaches. These 
attributes will undoubtedly serve it well as it approaches the next phase of its 
institutional evolution and strives to balance its internal objectives with its 
commitment to community building across the Berlin-Gorham region. 
 
 

FRC-Specific Recommendations 
 

1.  Re-Examine FRC's Objectives and Operations. FRC is nearing a critical phase in 
its organizational life in which it needs to assess the suitability of policies, 
operations and practices put in place at its inception and determine whether they 
can continue to carry the organization as it attempts to move in new directions. 
Further organizational development will be needed if the FRC is to address staff 
development, fundraising, community outreach, planning and self-assessment 
considerations. 
 
2.  Reduce the Dependency on FRC's Executive Director. The FRC is perhaps the 
only organization in the Berlin-Gorham region capable of leading the charge that 
created the Concerned Community Partners and advancing closer ties between the 
human services community and those concerned with economic and workforce 
development. The activities associated with this agenda, however, have 
underscored long standing concerns within FRC about the need to improve its 
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operations and the support it provides to its co-located partners. A critical 
examination should be made to determine how FRC's partner organizations can 
reduce their reliance on FRC's staff, while still building their capacity to contribute 
to the overall objectives of the Center. 
 
3.  Board Composition. Efforts should be undertaken to augment FRC's board 
capacity and expertise with representatives of the business community, 
employment training, and economic development. It may be more expedient to 
consider forming an advisory group or board committee comprised of these types 
of representatives that is specifically focused on issues and tasks related to their 
interests and expertise, rather than asking them to participate in the full 
complement of FRC's board responsibilities, which may be burdensome to many 
business and development types. 
 
4.  Policy Advocacy. FRC's partner organizations have generally relied on FRC's 
executive director in the area of public policy and advocacy. These organizations 
should examine the extent to which it is in their individual interest to influence 
public policy and determine whether they might be better served by connecting to 
other advocacy networks, resources and organizations that can help them develop 
the capacity to do this work. 
 
5.  Expand Partnerships and Networks. The Family Resource Center is not unlike 
other small, nonprofit organizations in terms of the operational and programmatic 
challenges it faces. Further efforts should be made to determine where FRC and its 
co-located partners can collaborate with other organizations to achieve operating 
efficiencies and minimize program duplication. 
 
6.  Expand Network of Volunteers and In-Kind Supporters. Increase the 
effectiveness of FRC's volunteers by matching specific organizational needs to 
individuals with specialized skills, experiences, interests, and influence. This will 
require investing time and resources to assess needs, recruit and screen volunteers 
and supporters, manage the network, and ensure that volunteers are utilized 
effectively. Linking these activities to other community building, outreach and asset 
mapping strategies will also add value to the exercise. Explore the feasibility of 
developing a community-wide bank of volunteers. 
 
 

General Recommendations 
 
7.  Staff and Organizational Development. Develop strategies to build the 
infrastructure necessary within the region to support the staff development and 
other organizational development needs of health and human service providers in 
the area. In addition to strategies such as having resource organizations from other 
areas establish satellite operations in the North Country or developing specialized 
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workshops and training courses, strategies that make better use of existing local 
resources (such as the Technical College) should be explored. 
 
8.  Invest in Leadership Development. Leadership development should embrace a 
broad definition that comports with community building principles and encourages 
widespread civic participation, diversity, and partnership. While strategies should 
focus on all sectors – public, private and nonprofit – the emphasis should be on 
generating widespread engagement as well as cultivating the talents of promising 
individuals, while also recognizing that strategies may need to be customized for 
different segments of the population. Organizations should also be encouraged to 
plan for leadership transitions and organizational succession. 
 
9.  Invest in Youth Development. Leadership development efforts should also 
include strategies that promote youth development, with the near term objectives 
of encouraging youth to become more involved in community building projects 
and linking youth development to workforce development, and the long-term 
objective of stemming the flight of young people from the region. Building strong 
partnerships across schools, youth organizations, workforce development, and 
entrepreneurship programs is essential. 
 
10.  Respond to Changing Demographics. It is essential to gain a better 
understanding of the demographic changes occurring in the region and the social 
characteristics of new residents. It is important to develop outreach strategies and 
services that will help reduce the degree to which this population is dependent on 
social supports systems and encourage their participation in community building 
efforts and connections to local labor markets. This may well require new training 
and staff development within public and private human service and workforce 
development organizations. Another important objective of this work should be to 
identify leaders or representatives of the new residents and include them in 
community planning activities. 
 
11.  Strengthen Human Service Linkages to Other Disciplines. The need for strong 
linkages between human services, economic development, and workforce training 
is critical. Human service providers need to have a concrete understanding of the 
regional economy and the interests, issues and processes that affect economic 
development and workforce training if they are to effectively work in and influence 
these arenas. It is particularly important that human service organizations be able 
to articulate why their work and their clients are important to business and industry 
and the regional economy, and that they be thought of as partners in a broader 
community building and job creation effort. 
 
12.  Build Capacity to Support Workforce Development. There are a number of 
important social service supports that are essential to developing successful 
workforce development and training programs. Effective case management 
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protocols that are linked to job retention should be developed, as should employer- 
and industry-driven job readiness and soft skills training models. These elements 
are critical to strategies aimed at first time workers, job seekers with different 
cultural experiences, and working families, as well as to hard-to-serve populations, 
such as welfare recipients, non-custodial parents, ex-offenders, substance abusers, 
and some workers with disabilities. Sufficient technical assistance resources should 
be made available to human service organizations in order to support this work. 
 
13.  Expand the Focus of the Workers Assistance Center. It seems essential that the 
valuable resources available through the Workers Assistance Center be deployed to 
respond to the breadth of the Berlin/Gorham community and regional training 
needs across industries, as opposed to focusing only on the needs of displaced mill 
workers. Whether explicitly articulated or not, human service providers are 
essential to the success of the Workers Assistance Center and institutions like it. 
Not only do human service organizations provide the support services described 
above, but they have the strongest links to families, residents, and community 
institutions that are essential to any job creation and economic development 
strategy. 
 
14.  Expand the Role of the Community College. Technical and community 
colleges are essential to the success of economically vibrant rural regions. Efforts 
should be made to re-examine the focus and priorities of the New Hampshire 
Community College at Berlin to ensure that its education and training programs 
support regional economic development strategies, respond to the needs of local 
employers and institutions and engage them in curricula development, and offer 
apprenticeships, certificates, and short-term training that is grounded in labor 
market realities. 
 
15.  Promote Regional Partnerships. Minimize the effects of rural isolation by 
promoting regional collaboration and economic development strategies that are not 
restricted by political boundaries, but rather capitalize on regional resources, 
formal and informal networks, and supporting infrastructure found across industry 
sectors or clusters. It may well be that economic opportunities extend beyond the 
Berlin/Gorham area to other parts of the North Country. 
 
 



Building Capacity for Social and Economic Growth in Rural Communities                        33 

 

 

 

 

 

References 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Bartlett, Peter S., Djelloul Fourar-Laidi, and Michael Agriopolis (2001). "Impact of a 
Potential Coos County Paper Industry Contraction." Concord: New Hampshire 
Employment Security. 
 
Bosworth, Brian (1996). "Cluster-Based Strategies for Economic Development," in 
Firm Connections, 4 (4), 1, 7-8. 
 
Duncan, Cynthia M. (1999). Worlds Apart: Why Poverty Persists in Rural America. 
New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
Family Resource Center at Gorham. (1998). "Upper Androscoggin Valley Area 
Profile." Gorham, NH: Family Resource Center. 
 
Family Support America (n.d.). "Making the Case for Family Support." Chicago: 
Family Support America. 
 
Gale, H. Frederick, David A. McGranahan, Ruy Teixeira, and Elizabeth Greenberg 
(1999). Rural Competitiveness: Results of the 1996 Rural Manufacturing Survey. 
Washington, DC: United State Department of Agriculture, Economic Research 
Service. 
 
Kenyon, Daphne A. (2000). "New Hampshire Basic Needs and A Livable Wage." 
Concord: Josiah Bartlett Center for Public Policy. 
 
Kingslow, Marcia E. (2000a) "Building Family Assets: A Guide." Baltimore, MD: 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
 
____________. (2000b) "Connecting Families to Jobs: A Guide." Baltimore, MD: 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
 
Kusmin, Lorin D. and Robert M. Gibbs (2000). "Less-Educated Workers Face 
Limited Opportunities to Move Up to Good Jobs," in Rural America, 15(2). 



Building Capacity for Social and Economic Growth in Rural Communities                        34 

 

 
New Hampshire Office of Planning and Research. www.state.nh.us/osp/ 
planning/sdc.html. 
 
Putnam, Robert D. (1993). Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern 
Italy. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Rosenfeld, Stuart A. (1995). Industrial-Strength Strategies: Regional Business 
Clusters and Public Policy. Chapel Hill, NC: Regional Technology Strategies, Inc. 
  
Rosenfeld, Stuart A. and Marcia E. Kingslow (1995). Advancing Opportunity in 
Advanced Manufacturing: The Potential of Predominantly Minority Two-Year 
Colleges. Chapel Hill, NC: Regional Technology Strategies, Inc. 
 
Sommers, Paul (1998). "Rural Networks in the United States: Lessons from Three 
Experiments," in Economic Development Quarterly, 12(1), 54-67 


