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Executive Summary 

In 2024, just 13 years from now, if life contin-

ues as is, circumstances could converge and, at 

our recent growth in poverty, Muncie and De-

laware County could have at least a 35% and 

20% poverty rate, respectively. Nearly 25,000 

people in Delaware County could be in survival 

mode and whoever is not in that situation 

would be helping financially support those who 

were. There could be many highly motivated 

Ŧƻƭƪǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ άǇǳƭƭ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ up by their 

bootstraps.έ However, caught in the isolation of 

day-to-day survival and left to tap a dwindling 

number of under-resourced agencies, people 

marginalized by poverty would find the circums-

tances and the systemic barriers too insur-

mountable to escape. 

There would not be enough workers in the 

workforce to hold up the safety net that must 

catch the thousands who hover at the edge of 

survival.  Employers who could relocate to the 

community bringing jobs for local people might 

be reluctant to consider such a small pool of 

skilled laborers to meet their needs. 

By then, we as a culture, locally and nationally, 

may have expended most of our energy in the 

pursuit of consumerism.  We could have gone 

to the marketplace to seek satisfaction until we 

found little left to feed our constant need to 

achieve more, to have more, and to be more.  

Scott C. Miller, CEO of Move the Mountain Lea-

dership Center, the organization that equips 

communities to help people become self-

sufficient says, άCommunity leaders will have 

to enter a new space in which they coordinate 

activities between education, economic devel-

opment, human services and the environment 

in order to develop a sustainable future. It will 

be imperative that kids graduate and learn how 

to be more entrepreneurial. Community colleg-

es will have to teach more specifically to local 

job markets.  Companies will have to learn how 

to be more effective in training and retaining 

employees who are coming out of a background 

of poverǘȅΦέ1 

Kelsey Timmerman, a Muncie author of the 

book Where Am I Wearing, and a volunteer in 

the local Circles© anti-poverty work led by 

TEAMwork for Quality Living  thinks that in one 

way we may already be there. In a recent inter-

view he said, άLΨǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

poverty-stricken places on earth including shan-

ty towns, villages made up of mud huts, urban 

slums and dumps where mothers and fathers 

scavenge alongside their children. What often 

ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎ ƳŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜΣ ōǳǘ what 

they do have: a strong sense of community, 

much stronger than our sense of it in Muncie, 

Indiana. Their communities live in abject po-

verty.  We have ŀ Ψpoverty of communityΩΦέ2 

Many people in Muncie who contribute time, 

money and social capital to the ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

great causes might not agree with Timmerman. 

But, if he is partially right, what exactly does 

that mean?  Is άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ the lack 

of people knowing each other, caring for each 

other and using their skills to build a sustainable 

community?  

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ is a condition 

in which we do not tap the outstanding social 

resources of the communityτevery age, every 

ability and every socioeconomic group-- to use 

their perspective, their best thinking, their 

energy and their commitment to friends and 

neighborhoods to make our hometown the best 

it can be. Many Americans would admit we do 

not truly utilize those social assets. Instead of 

reaching out and making connections, we sit in 

our houses and, in many neighborhoods, do not 
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even know the names of the people we wave at 

as we carry the garbage out to the curb.   

If we do have some sort of άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳu-

nityέ efforts are in place that could diminish it: 

1)  a new Muncie Action Plan with interest from 

700+ residents as a big focus on neighborhood-

based activity begins, and 2) an effort to reach 

across class lines to help highly motivated 

people leave poverty, a part of the Circles© 

Campaign led by TEAMwork for Quality Living. 

Muncie and Delaware County have many other 

assets that can help us avoid such a bleak fu-

ture, too.  Among them are a strong Chamber 

of Commerce Vision 2016 economic develop-

ment plan and an innovative United Way with 

focus on community impact solutions. We have 

a good university with national-known exper-

tise, a strong regional medical center, hard-

working, caring skill-building organizations and 

agencies like Work One and others who are be-

ginning to work toward helping people become 

self-sufficient. The list of assets goes on and on. 

We need to harness all the already-in-place so-

cial capacity or άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇƻǿŜǊέ of organiza-

tions, of existing volunteers and active groups. 

We have to nurture and create new ways for 

everyone to safely reach across class lines to 

tap the knowledge and abilities of each other. 

Finally, we have to harness the collective, wis-

dom, energy and power of all people. 

Community sustainability is a three-legged 

stool.  It involves economic sustainability, envi-

ronmental sustainability and social sustainabili-

ty. Poverty is compromising the very ground 

where the stool sits, crumbling beneath many 

efforts to build a strong community. 

overty is here. If we cannot 

ǿƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά²ŀǊ ƻƴ tƻǾŜrǘȅέ 

in our country, we have to take 

on the battle in our community.   

There will always be a few people whose lack of 

initiative will keep them where they and their 

families have always been.  But there are others 

who want more, and are willing to learn what to 

do, and will seek the education, skills and tools 

to achieve it. Those members of our community 

need a hand up, not a handout. 

Learning how to tap the community relation-

ships already built and to use groups of service 

recipients as resources for planning future initi-

atives are key. Not waiting for some govern-

mental program or agency to handle the bar-

riers that hold people in poverty are all essen-

tial to the solution. 

Our future sustainability as a strong, vibrant 

community depends on shoring up the crum-

bling foundation and building a social capital 

initiative. This community will never be the 

same, but the opportunity has never been bet-

ter to harness new perspectives, energy and 

high impact strategies to help it survive and 

thrive.  

 

As community leader Stefan Anderson, retired 

president of First Merchants said recentlyΣ ά ²Ŝ 

must make a choice between the path to sus-

tainable imǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭΩ 

path to continued deŎƭƛƴŜΦέ3 

 

 

P 
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Introduction  

A new demographic change is underway as 78 

million Baby Boomers move to retirement.  In 

their place will come a smaller less prepared 

generation for global competition.3
  Almost 

every community in the United States will need 

a new leadership approach to manage this 

enormous change.   

Until now most communities have been able to 

grow their local economies regardless of how 

many of the potential workforce were dropping 

out of school and living a life of poverty. Many 

highly qualified baby boomers were able to 

generate large amounts of money in high 

paying jobs for the past 40 years. Our economy 

grew faster than our population and, from an 

economic point of view all was well.4
  

To avoid an abysmal future with a totally un-

manageable rate of poverty, communities 

must invest in the current population, chal-

lenging them to build networks that can work to 

address the community problems. 

Social capital is the stock of social trust and 

networks people can draw upon to solve 

common problems. It is the result of formal and 

informal networks within communities that al-

low people to know and trust one another. The 

level of social capital in a community has direct 

impact on business, education, economy, child-

ren, neighborhoods, health, the arts, and image. 

It leads directly to individual and community 

prosperity. 

There are two forms of social capital:  

 

1)  Bonding social capital is inwardly focused 

and occurs when people from similar back-

grounds interact. Common forums are 

churches, organizations, and neighborhood 

associations. Not all bonding social capital is 

good.  For example, people could be 

bonded together in neighborhood gangs. 

2) Bridging social capital is the network of 

connections with those outside normal rela-

tionships. Examples include ecumenical or-

ganizations, multi-cultural centers and 

schools.  Local efforts to host DiverCity 

events a few years ago are an example. 

 

The long-range capacity for developing high 

levels and quality of social capital is evident in 

Muncie/Delaware County, if one considers its 

many competent local volunteers. Volunteer-

ing among a strong group of retirees, people 

from faith-based organizations and others ap-

pears to be alive and well.  

The question becomes, then, whether all 

elected officials and traditional community 

business leaders are effectively tapping into 

the stock of social capital and the collective 

knowledge that those people can provide to 

maximize the capabilities of the community. 

Today, the pace of community change is strain-

ing the ability of its members to work together 

for the common good. With the death of inner 

city neighborhoods, the rapid growth of subur-

ban communities, new patterns of employment 

and of entertainment, and the pressure of time 

are challenging social connectedness. That con-

nectedness is essential to surviving the switch 

from supplier to consumer that the exiting baby 

boomers will create. 
 

Soon baby boomers will no longer be able to 

support communities with their wages. But they 

can become the social capital that it will take 

to help under-resourced and under-skilled res-

idents advance their education, improve their 

skills, and fill the jobs needed to maintain the 

community. 
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Background 

Social class and community division 

An important marker in exploring the Muncie 

community of the past requires a look at Mid-

dletown, a sociological best seller about Mun-

cie, published by Robert and Helen Lynd in 

1929. The Lynds wanted a place that was typi-

cal, and Muncie seemed to fill the bill. 

For a PBS program, New River Media inter-

viewed Theodore Caplow, Ph.D., Common-

wealth Professor of Sociology at the University 

of Virginia and principal investigator of Middle-

town III and IV project, after project IV was re-

leased in 1999.  In the interview, Caplow spoke 

about findings of the study of MuncieΦ  άThey 

[the Lynds] discovered the scandal of class. 

Most Americans at the time had been brought 

up to believe that we live in a democracy, 

where everybody is essentially equal, though 

admittedly some people are richer than others.  

The Lynds discovered. . .that there was a busi-

ness class. . ., and a working class, and that they 

were as different as two different triōŜǎΦέ5 

 While every community in America has neigh-

ōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎ ƻŦ άƘŀǾŜǎέ ŀƴŘ άƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘǎΣέ the divi-

sion in Muncie is strong, resulting in what 

some have described as four varying communi-

ties: northwest Muncie, African American 

neighborhoods on the east and south central 

areas, working class neighborhoods on the 

south side and the university campus.6  

The leadership of local boards and commis-

sions, according to a study done by TEAMwork 

for Quality Living in 2005, is comprised primarily 

oŦ άǿƘƛǘŜΣ ƳŀƭŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ пр ȅŜŀǊǎ 

of age and living on the northwest side of Mun-

cie or in Yorktown,7  certainly not a diverse re-

presentation. 

A woman from generational poverty who has 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴ ¢9!aǿƻǊƪΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-poverty 

ǿƻǊƪ ǎŀƛŘΣ άI grew up here and I know we are 

divided in this community.  ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǌespect 

the other groups or what they think or know. 

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ  

In Muncie, we will never become what we can 

be until we are ONE comƳǳƴƛǘȅΦέ8   

Loss of manufacturing,rise of a service 

economy 

Loss of manufacturing is another reality upon 

which this information is based. According to 

Middletown scholar /ŀǇƭƻǿΥ  ά²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ 

1977 study (Middletown III), it was sort of taken 

for granted that the community was well off. 

Then in the 1980s it was hit by a kind of local 

depression . . . Unemployment got up to 18 

percent at one point in the early 1980s.  And 

what was happening was that the . . . sort of 

basic manufacturing industry on which Middle-

town had always depended, was being phased 

out. A number of the local plants never recov-

ered. Some of them staggered on for some 

years. But the Ball Glass Jar company moved 

away, Indiana Steel and Wire, and the packing 

 

houses shut down.  Delco reduced its workforce 

and eventually shut down. . . By 1999 this 

process was complete.  Middletown is no long-

er a manufacturing city,έ said Caplow.9 

Today the decline in manufacturing is an ob-

vious marker of the state of  progress in Mun-

cie/Delaware County.  With the exit of Borg 

Warner Automotive in 2009, the death of local-
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large manufacturing interests was complete. On 

the brighter side, there are smaller and quite 

successful enterprises and new businesses such 

as Progress Rail and Brevini Wind. We have a 

huge service sector in Ball State University and 

Indiana University Health Ball Memorial Hospit-

al. Even with more service jobs and other new 

enterprises, the small city at the heart of East 

Central Indiana will never be the same. 

Poverty:  Social ServiceǎΩ Problem 

The War on Poverty has been waged for almost 

50 years since the Economic Opportunity Act of 

1964 during the Lyndon Johnson administra-

tion.  Economic critics believe the war is not 

winnable as long as government spending 

trumps economic growth. Still, the beginning of 

many federal programs such as Head Start were 

born at that time and remain an important part 

of the services for needy Americans. 

Some middle class and wealthy Americans do 

not pay much attention to what is happening to 

the crumbling foundations of their communi-

ties.  If they can live in nice homes, have good 

jobs, drive nice cars and mingle in peer groups, 

they are a part of the American consumer men-

tality that does not have to think much about 

community sustainability. For some local resi-

dents, other than seeing a few low-income 

people lumbering along the streets, there is lit-

tle need to know of the other side of town or 

the frustrated, isolated families who live behind 

the sagging porches and closed doors. 

Are not social service providers to take care of 

the poor?  And do taxes not provide for a safety 

net and benefits for those living in poverty?  

In terms of really getting ahead and being con-

tributing members of society, the American sys-

tem makes it a better deal to be on public bene-

fits than to work at anything but living wage 

jobs, which, in this economy, are scarce, espe-

cially for those without adequate skills. 

High impact strategies to develop bridging re-

lationships in the community instead of relying 

on the expensive, slow model of case man-

agement are the answer. 

Compromised social capital 

Social capital is a predictor of how well a com-

munity is doing or its ability to create positive 

change.  Breaking down barriers in the commu-

nity is an essential step, and then face-to-face 

communication over time must occur. To in-

crease social capital in Muncie, people have to 

reach across class and race lines in a spirit of 

true cooperation. In the past decade with is-

sues like the close vote for Mayor, the Prairie 

Creek Reservoir Campground struggle, and the 

attempt to save the Madison Street Community 

Center and to develop a Unity Center, factions 

have formed, and some groups developed 

strong, intractable positions.  These further di-

visions of άMiddletownέ now delay the devel-

opment of strong bridging capital.   

However, there are good signs on the horizon.  

For example, the Muncie Action Plan is focused 

on this building social capital on a neighbor-

hood by neighborhood basis and working long-

term to assure that children are prepared to be 

successful when they start school.   

 

he functions of family and 

neighborhoodτboth natu-

ral and builtτare the heart of 

society and important tools to 

build a sustainable community.

T 
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The Problem 
 

tƻǾŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ, nation 

In the United States and locally, there is an insi-

dious, erosive, and often overlooked condition 

devastating large segments of society. It affects 

everything from life expectancy to infant mor-

tality. It affects peoplesΩ ability to succeed in 

school, hold jobs, create careers, even their 

ability to vote and participate in the civic 

process. It impacts one group the most, but it 

costs everyone.  
 

 Locally, this condition affects one in seven De-

laware County residents, one in four to five 

Muncie residents, and more than half of single 

mothers with children under five. And the 

numbers are rising. The condition is poverty. 

 

People living in poverty do not know what will 

break down next, but they know something 

will. They know there are never enough re-

sources to isolate and fix the problems. Too 

often communities and agencies act like 

people in poverty; they do things that manage 

poverty without eliminating it. Agencies pro-

vide the next thing needed τ a food basket, 

utility assistance, a parenting class τ but it is 

never enough to break the cycle.  

 

The very different social experiences and coping 

strategies of living in poverty create a contrast 

to the experience of people in middle class and 

wealth.  Rules used to operate within schools, 

banks, hospitals and workplaces are unfamiliar 

ƻǊ άƘƛŘŘŜƴέ to many who have always been in 

poverty; and., therefore, they are not equipped 

with the tools they will need in their efforts to 

change their circumstances.10
 

 

Finally, the condition of living in constant stress 

ŀƴŘ ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴŎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǘȅǊŀƴƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴo-

ƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ άŦǳǘǳǊŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎΦέ Not hav-

ing a future story limits the ability to feel in con-

trol, to work in the abstract, to plan, or to 

create enough and the right alignment of re-

sources for a different outcome. 
 

It is easy to ignore people in poverty; they lack 

social, political and economic clout. But if we 

fail to address it, poverty will have increasingly 

devastating effects on our entire community. If 

we choose to address these economic inequali-

ties now, it will save us tremendous health care 

and other social costs later.  
 

stimates show it costs a 

community $38,000 a year 

for each person in poverty.11
   

Adding up the costs is staggeringς for example, 

persistent childhood poverty is estimated to 

cost $500 billion a year, or about 4% of GDP.12   

Simply put, poverty is not a viable economic 

model. 
 

As defined by the government and updated for 

inflation using the Consumer Price Index, the 

new poverty threshold for a family of four is 

$22,350; for a family of three, $18,530; and for 

a family of two, $14,710.13  In Indiana, someone 

earning minimum wage and working full time 

would earn $15,080 per year.14 

Americans believe current poverty threshold 

figures are unrealistic. A study conducted by the 

Catholic Campaign for Human Development 

showed that most Americans believed it took 

closer to $35,000 annually to adequately house, 

clothe and feed a family of four.15 

 A look at the increasing number of local people  

living in poverty and depending on the public 

safety net is alarming.  In Muncie/Delaware 

County, the population is decreasing but the 

E 
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percentage of peopleτespecially children--

living in poverty is increasing. (See Figure 1.)16 

 
Figure 1:  Percentage of Delaware County children 

living in poverty has increased 8.6% in 11 years. 

Source:  Kids Count Data Center 

Because of the loss of manufacturing jobs in the 

ŀǊŜŀΣ 5ŜƭŀǿŀǊŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛn-

ued to decrease.  In spite of that decrease, utili-

zation of public safety net servicesτsuch as 

food stampsτhas soared. (See Figure 2.)17,18,19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is debate about the validity of poverty 

rates in college towns such as Muncie, Lafayette 

or Bloomington, Indiana.  If students are living 

off campus and not working, they are included 

in poverty numbers, skewing the totals. 

A three-part study conducted by Ball State Uni-

ǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ questions 

the validity of poverty numbers in the city of 

Muncie.20  However, the best formulas to 

extrapolate the data and conclude that the po-

verty rates captured by census data are inaccu-

rate cannot belie the numbers collected by 

every social service agency in the area.  In Mun-

cie/Delaware County there is no doubt:  De-

mand for services needed by the poor is esca-

lating at an alarming rate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Population rates have declined but in-

crease in distribution of food stamps and dollars 

paid out in food stamp benefits have gone up stea-

dily in the past eight years.  Sources: Population Divi-

sion, US Census Bureau, and Delaware County informa-

tion, STATS Indiana. 
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tƻǾŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ 

There are dozens of reasons why peopleτ

especially those from generational povertyτare 

not successful in the workplace. 

People who did not grow up in a household 

where they modeled what it is like to get up in 

the morning, to get ready for a job, to be on 

time and focus on getting the job done are 

going to have a more difficult time.  If they 

ōǊŜŀƪ άƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǊǳƭŜǎέ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ōŜƘŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

thrive in the workplace, it may be because they 

are communicating or operating in a way with 

which they are most familiar. People from ge-

nerational poverty, from the middle class, and 

from wealth are motivated differently. 

When employees break these rules, the em-

ployer likely judges them to be disrespectful, 

antagonistic, or irresponsible. Most employers 

put up with some of this behavior, but before 

long, many employees have abused their sick 

days, have an excess of absences and tardiness, 

and, generally, have worn out their welcome.   

After those employees quit or are fired, a whole 

cycle begins again of hiring, training and invest-

ing time, money and energy in replacements 

only to result in the same failure. Over time, 

the expenses of hiring, training, firing, hiring 

and retraining present significant added costs. 

In 2006, SHRM, the Society for Human Resource 

Management, estimated that it costs $3,500 to 

replace one $8.00 per hour employee when all 

costsτrecruiting, interviewing, hiring, training, 

reduced productivity were considered. {IwaΩǎ 

estimate was the lowest of 17 nationally res-

pected groups who calculate this cost.21  Other 

experts state that in some industries the re-

placement/retraining cost can be $20,000+. 

In Grand Rapids, Michigan, Cascade Engineer-

ing, an injection-molded plastics company de-

cided to do something about this problem. Cas-

cadeΩǎ CEO Fred P. Keller supports the efforts of 

poverty-ending programs like Bridges out of 

Poverty (an education tool created by Dr. Ruby 

Payne) and Circles© (a relationship-based 

community solution to ending poverty).Keller 

says, "The two most crucial elements to suc-

cessful employees in a strong workplace are 

education and support services."22  

Cascade Engineering trained managers and 

workers to understand generational poverty, 

along with the unspoken rules of economic 

class and how to bridge between them. As a 

result, the company raised retention rates 

from 29 to 78%. 23 Keller has won many presti-

gious awards for his innovative work in satisfy-

ƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǘǊƛǇƭŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƭƛƴŜέ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΥ 

profitability, measurable social impact, and im-

proved environmental practices.  
 

In South Bend, Indiana, St. Joseph County 

Bridges out of Poverty, has partnered with 

employers to prepare and support low-income 

employees as they enter the workplace.  Eight 

employers have given these trained workers a 

chance.  The Bridges out of Poverty organiza-

tion provides training, social support and hands-

on involvement through an employment spe-

cialist and community members. 
 

Because of a lack of skills, the poor in most 

communities often find only entry level or low 

wage jobs.  Before the downturn in the econo-

my, such jobs were of little interest to highly 

skilled tradesmen and union laborers. Now 

people in poverty have to compete for jobs that 

become stepping stones for a highly motivated 

person to move up into better paying positions.   
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However, there is a flip side to this positive em-

ployment scenario. A huge hurdle to many, es-

pecially those who are the primary bread win-

ners of their families, is that sometimes moving 

ahead in salary diminishes social benefits so 

ŘǊŀǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 

stay where they are in order to have more to 

offer their families. 
 

PƻǾŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

All would agree that parent involvement could 

make a huge difference in the educational out-

comes of children.  In every socioeconomic 

group there are parents whose interest in their 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ education is missing or limited; but 

for many parents living in poverty, staying en-

gaged in helping children be ready for school 

and successful in school is even more difficult. 

The incidence of local school children living in 

poverty is reflected in Figure 3.24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Educational needs of children from low-income 

families often take a back seat to their fami-

ƭƛŜǎΩ struggle for day-to-day survival.  Caught in 

the tyranny of the moment and dealing with 

issues on the lowest άǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ tierέ of aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ 

Hierarchy of Needs, many parents living in po-

verty take little time out of their waning energy 

to make certain their children are ready for 

school, are doing well academically or are fitting 

in socially.  hǘƘŜǊǎΩ middle class plans for 

change ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ  Although they love their 

children dearly, finding them to be a kind of 

άƳƻǎǘ prized possessions,έ they are sometimes 

unprepared to help them be successful.  

All too frequently parents are forced to be in a 

reactive mode and to be summoned to interact 

with teachers and administrators only after 

their children have failed or created problems in 

the classroom setting.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3:  Increases in the local need for free and reduced lunch illustrates the impact of poverty of local 

children.  Source: Muncie Community Schools 
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Perhaps not having been comfortable in an 

educational setting themselves, these parents 

are ill-equipped to work collaboratively with 

educators or to create or to carry out a plan 

for their ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǳccess. 

Therefore, many children are not academi-

cally prepared to survive in a complex world. 

Much of their lack of preparation for life 

hinges on a lack of preparation for school. 

  

The critically important period of birth to age 

ŦƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜŀŘiness for school 

and learning.  His or her first teacher has to 

be the parent who knows and understands 

how important brain development is during 

this formative time. Both before they are in 

school and after, childrenΩǎ frustrated educa-

tors cannot magically assure a strong prepara-

tion with limited grounding and support from 

home. 

Another frightening reality is the correlation 

between illiteracy and incarceration.  Sadly, 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ levels of literacy are a predictor of 

planning for the federal prison system. Ac-

cording to the Pew Charitable Trust in the 

Pew Center on the States Report, 1 in 100 of 

the population in 2009 were in prison.  And at 

the same time, in five states budgets for pris-

on systems exceeded total budgets for educa-

tion.25 

As for those parents from generational pover-

ty, American culture has drilled themΣ άDƻ ǘƻ 

college, get a degree; then you will have a 

ƎƻƻŘ ƧƻōΦέ  [ǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ tŜƭƭ 

Grants that pay for tuition at a community 

college and living expenses to support their 

time in school, these adults may be the first in 

their families to go beyond high school.  They 

are ǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƳŀƎƛŎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ 

find they cannot juggle working, parenting, 

surviving and going to school all at the same 

time. They fail to pass their classes, they drop 

out, and their debts become astronomical as 

their grants become loans to pay back. 

In spite of information, guidance and support 

from the institutions of higher learning, with-

out ongoing social support, there is little like-

lihood of long-term success for these under-

resourced students. However, having access 

to social capital built on relationships and a 

caring network of intentional friends, these 

individuals could avoid setting themselves 

up for failure. 

tƻǾŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜ 

In the United States, health follows wealth. 

The lower a person stands on the socioeco-

nomic ladder, the higher the risk of cancer, 

heart disease, diabetes, preterm deliveries 

and infant death.  Poverty today is an unsta-

ble, unpredictable, vulnerable and very stress-

ful environment. All of the components of this 

environmentτworrying about safety, about 

low performing schools, and about unpaid 

bills; living in crowded or substandard hous-

ing; not having access to fresh food or reliable 

transportationτall have negative, even toxic 

effects on health. 
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Costs of caring for the poor to the American 

health care system are astronomical.  The 

American Hospital Association reports that 

the estimated national cost of bad debt (bills 

that are not paid) and charity care (free care 

to those who cannot pay) for member hospit-

als was $36.4 billion dollars in 2008.26 

In 2009, charity care and bad debt at Indiana 

University Health Ball Memorial Hospital 

were $13.5 million and $23.7 million, respec-

tively.27 

In our own community, health care facilities 

and health care providers are burdened by 

the impact of poverty on their services.  A few 

years ago a cardiologist at Indiana University 

Health Ball Memorial Hospital was being vi-

sited in the cath lab by a hospital administra-

tor.  It was early afternoon and he reported 

that the intricate procedure he performed 

was the third one for an uninsured patient 

that day.28 

tƻǾŜǊǘȅΩs effect on social services 

Muncie social service agencies are hampered 

with the drying up of resources amid the es-

calating need for services.  Several key local 

organizations reflect on the recent increase in 

demand for services: 

 From January-May in 2009, Second Harv-

est Food Bank had 15,184 agency food 

orders.  In the same period in 2010, that 

total was 19,104.29 

 The Center Township trustee reported 

assisting 28 more people per month in 

2011, with an average additional spend-

ing of $9,500 per month. (Anecdotally, 

the observation is that more working 

poorτthose making minimum wageτare 

hit the hardest and needing more assis-

tance.)30 

 Christian Ministries is serving 200 clients 

per week in its food pantry, twice the 

numbers since two years ago.  In addition, 

calls and clients needing assistance have 

increased 50% in the past year.31 

In the agrarian past of our country, if some-

ƻƴŜΩǎ ōŀǊƴ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ŘƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

rallied around to help the farmer rebuild. 

While this society does well in times of na-

tional disaster, Americans do little to invest 

directly in the lives of fellow residents who 

are experiencing a destruction of their ability 

to survive. Social services need resources be-

cause the demand for services is so great that 

it would take decades of building social capi-

tal around the poor before these formal help 

systems were no longer needed. 

The good news is that more and more agen-

cies are offering classes and counseling in 

building resources and sustainability. Habitat 

for Humanity prepares new homeowners with 

30 hours of mandatory homeowner education 

classes prior to moving into their new homes, 

part of the preparation to assume the respon-

sibility of maintenance and repairs once 

moved in.32   

On the other hand, it is hard to add to those 

self-sufficiency services when demand for 

charity care climbs. That lack of supply sig-

nals the destruction of the ability of the safe-

ty net to catch those who are falling. 

tƻǾŜǊǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ on the faith community 

Churches and other places of worship are 

caught in the crosshairs in the hunt for charit-

able donations.  While many congregations 

have long supported foreign missions and 
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have been concerned about hunger and need 

in third-world countries, now the reality of 

poverty at home comes knocking at their 

doorsteps every day.   

άLǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

or to understand whether they really need 

what they say they need.  Then, when we 

ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƴƎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ōŀŎƪ 

ƴŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΣέ observed a church 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ŀǘ aǳƴŎƛŜΩǎ downtown First Baptist 

Church in an interview in late 2009.33  

Such are the concerns of people whose task it 

is to distribute limited charitable dollars. Their 

stories range from incredible needs for food, 

shelter, and safety, to baby formula, diapers, 

and transportation. There is also consterna-

tion over the few seekers with άentitlementέ 

attitudes who create dramatic stories of 

need, only to collect help and then move on 

to reenact the stories at other places. 

Several churches and agencies in Muncie are 

using an online tool called Charity Tracker.  

With some similarities to the Lilly Endowment 

funded Community Access Network used lo-

cally and by many social services throughout 

Indiana, Charity Tracker helps users document 

the assistance history of the people they 

serve.  It also guards against duplicate servic-

es, helping providers share information and 

resources to help those who need it most.34 

Faith communities are trying to figure out 

how to help most effectively, but because of 

the homogeneity of the groups (the bonding 

capital) within places of worship, people must 

stretch their comfort levels. People of faith 

have a moral imperative to help the poor and 

the best way to bring their actions in line with 

their large-hearted compassion is to work di-

rectly with people in need. 

here is a growing urgency 

in the church communities 

to address poverty in new 

ways.  All across the country, more and 

more faith organizations find that it is very 

difficult to focus on poverty rigƘǘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

community: Support by giving food or giving 

money or even volunteering in an agency that 

serves people living in poverty is one thing. 

But building a relationship with those margi-

nalized by poverty and encouraging them re-

quires that people look into the eyes and 

learn to know the hearts of people who are 

struggling. 

T 
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Solutions 

Changing the mindset 

A key component of changing a community is 

intervening at both the individual and com-

munity level to end poverty.  Strategies that 

will end poverty are radically different from 

strategies that simply address poverty, as are 

illustrated in the story below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upstream in every community are the root 

causes of poverty and systemic barriers that 

hold people there. Federal, state and local 

dollars pour out to help people manage the 

poverty they are in while little is done to help 

people develop the resources to permanently 

get out of poverty.  Financial, educational, 

mental, physical, spiritual and other resources 

must be in place for people to stay out of the 

stream. 

To start to create a community where the 

ogre is no longer in the picture, a community 

must look at its own attitude toward poverty. 

Business leaders, human services leaders, 

educators, health care , and faith leaders 

must realize that relationships between 

people who are economically marginalized 

and those in the mainstream are essential. 

The view of all people in situational or gene-

rational poverty as needy recipients must 

change to a focus on individual capabilities 

and emphasis on how to support people to 

make a contribution to the community. Reci-

procity is foundational to community building 

and human development; each person is 

needy in some way and each has something 

to give to the other and the community re-

gardless of economic status. 

In South Bend, the St. Joseph County Bridges 

Out of Poverty Initiative involves more than 

50 member organizations from social service, 

education, business and government, creating 

a strategy for change. Developed by Phil De-

Vol and Ruby Payne, the Bridges Out of Pover-

ty model examines the sources and impact of 

generational poverty on families and com-

munities, reveals the hidden rules and norms 

of social class, and supports addressing and 

solving generational poverty at the communi-

ty level. It begins with a mental model of 

The Ogre Story 

An Illustration of Creating Lasting Changes in 
Community Conditions 

A villager is walking by the river early one morn-
ing. The villager looks out into the water and 
sees a baby floating down the river. Horrified, 
the villager races into the water, grabs the baby, 
and brings the baby to shore. The baby is fine. 

Relieved, the villager looks back into the water 
and sees another baby floating down the water. 
The villager again dives into the water and res-
cues this baby as well. 

Once more, the villager looks into the water... 
and sees dozens of babies floating down the 
river. The villager calls out an alarm, and the 
entire village comes running to the river to res-
cue as many babies as they can before the wa-
ter carries them away. 

This is a village that is mobilized. Every villager 
is at the river, trying to save the babies from the 
water. 

This is a village that is improving lives. Many 
babies are being saved. 

But the babies keep on coming... because no 
one is going upstream to put a stop to the ogre 
that is throwing the babies into the water in the 
first place. 

We need a contingent of villagers to go up-
stream and stop the ogre. 

Otherwise, we will be pulling babies out of the 
water forever. 

36
 

Pulling babies out of the water is essential. How can we live 
with ourselves if we donôt try? But it is by going upstream ï to 
re-direct the ogre and put its energies to better use ï that we 
create a lasting change in the conditions that are causing this 
nightmare to begin with. 
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prosperity and addresses poverty across a 

continuum that moves from the individual to 

the infrastructure and policy. More than 800 

community members from law enforcement 

officers and social service providers to pas-

tors and retail employees have been trained 

in the Bridges information in greater South 

Bend/St. Joseph County.37 

South Bend Mayor Stephen Lueke incorpo-

rated Bridges out of Poverty throughout the 

community as one of his five leadership strat-

egies in 2007. He pledged ǘƻ άǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

leaders to explore the Bridges Out of Poverty 

program (and its companion course for 

people wishing to become self-sufficient) as a 

way to help local families out of poverǘȅΦέ38 

In Delaware County, Bridges out of Poverty 

training is offered through the Nonprofit Re-

source Center operated out of United Way of 

Delaware County.  TEAMwork for Quality 

Living provides training locally, as do repre-

sentatives from some of Purdue ExtensionΩǎ 

other statewide sites. 

Utilizing high impact strategies   

Strategies that will end poverty are radically 

different from strategies that simply address 

poverty.  Effective strategies for addressing 

the root causes and situations must meet the 

following criteria: 

 Changing the mind-set of the community 

so it wants and believes it can end pover-

ty in the lives of many 

 Changing the goals (policy, law) of the 

system to end poverty 

 Empowering people in poverty to help 

solve community problems while transi-

tioning out of poverty themselves 

The highest impact strategies are the ones 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  hƴŎŜ 

their belief system changes, they will change 

the goals and rules, feedback loops with 

change and so on throughout the system.  If 

communities concentrate on simply changing 

the numbers (more vouchers for emergency 

food) rather than the belief system (e.g. eve-

ryone should have enough food no matter 

what it takes), then the system does not 

change and, in this example, people still do 

not have enough food.39 

Listening to the voices of the poor and 

the people who serve them 

In many occasions, traditional leadershipτ

the  founders and financiers of community 

strategic direction--plan for the needs of 

others without taking into account what 

those users of a particular program or activi-

ty need or want.  Most times, even the agen-

cies and organizations who serve those end 

users are not consulted either. 

It is worse to realize that sometimes even 

those who serve a particular group assume 

that they understand the users. In 2003, Liv-

ing Healthy, a local health collaborative facili-

tated by TEAMwork for Quality Living, created 

a pilot project to help people in poverty lead 

healthier lifestyles.  In partnership with the 

Human Performance Lab at Ball State Univer-

sity and the Muncie YMCA, Living Healthy 

members, comprised of service providers 

ranging from the health department to hos-

pital employees, planned for testing and 

counseling as a requirement for participation 
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in a year-long nutrition and fitness pilot pro-

gram.  They discussed what kinds of gift cards 

would be meaningful incentives for the partic-

ipant families to receive after completing 

their testing at BSU. 

At the last minute, someone suggested host-

ing a focus group to ask the participants what 

gift cards or incentives the group wanted.  

The response was consistent.  ά²Ŝ ǿŀƴǘ 

shoes!  Nice gym shoes!  LŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¸Σ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ 

stand out and look different.  We want to fit 

ƛƴ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΦέ As a result, a partner-

ship with a shoe store was created so people 

could pick out shoes.40` 

How often do leaders plan for fatherhood 

classes or some other activities they believe a 

particular population needs.  They do not ask 

service providers who know the target popu-

lation for ideas about locations or program 

content. They do not query the potential par-

ticipants to see if or how the classes will be 

received or, better yet, what other offerings 

or solutions could be more beneficial.  Nei-

ther do they consider the needs for transpor-

tation to the event location or childcare needs 

for those in poverty. 

The outstanding program is presented to 

people other than those who need it the 

most, and the planners are resentful of the 

fathers and parents who they believe did not 

have the interest in their children to attend! 

Providing fishing lessons with the fish 

An old Chinese proverb says, άDƛǾŜ ŀ ǇŜrson a 

ŦƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩƭƭ Ŝŀǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘŀȅΦ  ¢ŜŀŎƘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ 

ŦƛǎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩƭƭ Ŝŀǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƛŦeǘƛƳŜΦέ 

If people are to survive and children are to 

not go hungry in unheated houses, no com-

munity can stop giving out the fish.  Lack of 

food, lack of stable housing and transporta-

tion, lack of child care, lack of clothing, inade-

quate education and job trainingτthese are 

among the most pressing needs to be met. 

Not addressing those needs is unacceptable. 

However, Muncie/Delaware County can max-

imize the comƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ, train 

people who will give a few hours each month 

to help and teach those who want to be 

taught how to fish. With this help the need to 

support the poor is replaced by their inde-

pendence and contribution to the economy 

with their increased earned income.    

Living in poverty, whether it derives from sit-

uations like divorce, catastrophic illness, or 

job loss, or whether it is generational, makes 

it hard for people to change. Being caught in 

the tyranny of survival is a trap that forces 

many people to live in the moment and in 

chaos. Therefore, it is especially important 

that people in poverty come to understand 

the big picture about poverty, to learn that 

poverty is about more than just the choices 

they make. 

It is also important for communities to learn 

how poverty impacts individuals. The four 

reasons people leave poverty are: 

1) because they have a vision or a goal 

2) because they have a talent or a skill  

3) because they have a significant relation-

ship 

4) because it is too painful to stay41 
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Communities and the people they are aiding 

must learn about the hidden rules of econom-

ic class, resources, family structure, and lan-

guage issues in order to do a critical analysis 

and assessment of the situation. 

Awakening the power of social capital 

No one sets out to build social capital.  

People usually just realize that their objec-

tives would be more easily achievedτor 

perhaps possibleτif they strengthened and 

then exploited social networks. Then social 

capital becomes an essential part of their 

strategies.   

Social capital is usually a local phenomenon 

because it is defined by connections among 

people who know one another. In spite of the 

internet and social media, in Better Together,: 

Restoring the American  Community, Robert 

D. Putnam and Lewis M. Feldstein point out 

that άƻǳǊ ƛnvestigations strongly suggest . . . 

that trust relationships and resilient commun-

ities generally form through local personal 

conǘŀŎǘΦέ 42 

 

Education itself is often the most powerful 

predictor of high levels of social capital.  

Educated people and educated communities 

have skills and resources that enable them to 

form and exploit social networks more readi-

ly, whereas less educated communities have 

to struggle harder to do so.43 With a top-

notch university and community college in 

Delaware County, the potential for higher 

levels of social capital is promising.   

In order to use social capital to ameliorate the 

issue of poverty, communities have to colla-

borate with those who want to become fi-

nancially self-sufficient.  Everyone has to 

work together to develop the knowledge, 

tools, strategies, motivation and relationships 

needed to stabilize the environment of 

people living in poverty, to help them build 

resources, and to provide bridging social capi-

tal that will help them move to economic self-

sufficiency. 
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Benefits 

A purposeful community 

All communities have the power to pro-

duce a hope-filled life and to be the archi-

tects of the future.  Unfortunately, as 

John McKnight and Peter Block share in 

The Abundant Community:  Awakening 

the Power of Families and Neighborhoods, 

the consumer society constantly tells the 

culture that people are insufficient. It 

says that consumers must purchase what 

we need from specialists and systems 

outside the community.  Americans are 

trained to become consumers and clients, 

not citizens and neighbors.  That truth has 

had a crippling effect on our families, our 

communities and our environment.44 

Scott Miller, chief executive officer of 

Move the Mountain Leadership Center, 

the group that equips communities to 

help highly motivated people leave pover-

ty, reflects on American consumerism in a 

recent blog on the Move the Mountain 

Leadership Center websiteΦ  άClearly, we 

Americans are highly creative, and willing 

to work as hard as necessary in order to 

be free, mobile, wealthy, and safe. 

 

 I think what best describes us as a culture is 

that we are willing to work our tails off in or-

der to get what we think we should have in 

life.έ 

 

Miller continues, άMost of us think we should 

have at least a middle-class life, which comes 

with a high mortgage, two or more car pay-

ments, expensive clothing, eating out, the 

latest gadgets, vacations, and insurance of all 

kinds. This vision of a good life now costs 

more than ever, requiring people to sacrifice 

personal quality time because they are over-

working in order to achieve the model.έ 

Instead Miller offers an alternative that builds 

something beyond consumerism: άRight in 

our neighborhoods we have the capacity to 

address our human needs in ways that sys-

tems, which see us only as interchangeable 

units, as problems to be solved, never can.  

All of usτeven the most marginal among 

usτhave gifts to offer.  There are roles we 

can assume and actions we can take to re-

weave the social fabric that has been unra-

veled by consumerism and its belief that 

however much we have, it is not enough.έ45  

If the purpose becomes to create a sustaina-

ble communityτeconomically, environmen-

tally and sociallyτ communities must un-

derstand the power of the individual and the 

potential of our work together. 

An improved community image 

Everyone wants to believe that when busi-

nesses come to consider whether they will 

invest in our community all they see is the 

tour of the good parts of town that the city 

leaders give them.  But potential employers 

read local papers every day and find their way 
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to places that are not particularly attractive or 

indicative of a good quality of life. 

What would harnessing social capital do to 

change the aesthetic image of the Muncie 

community? Chances are it would give most 

residents more pride in the community. 

People whose lives were hopeless usually 

stand a little taller if they have goals, inten-

tional friends and accountability partners to 

help them reach those goals.  People in the 

middle class and wealth who had a singular 

focus on all they could consume, tap into 

their strengths and gifts if they can nurture 

the gifts they can bring to renewal. Both 

groups develop an ownership of individual 

gifts that leads to pride in the communities 

they call home. 

Muncie can be its own worst enemy.  It has a 

negative image of itself.  Perhaps redefining 

who and what Muncie is can be an early step 

in determining what the community can be-

come. 

An abundant community 

According to McKnight and Block, groups of 

local people have to come together to dis-

cover their own way and to create a culture 

made by their own vision.  άLǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƘŀƴŘƳŀŘŜΣ 

homemade vision.  And wherever we look, it 

is a culture that starts the same way, with an 

awakening:  First, we see the abundance of 

what we haveτindividually, as neighbors, 

and in this place of ours. Second, we know 

that the power of what we have grows from 

creating new connections and relationships 

among and between what we have.   

άThird, we know that these connections are 

no accident.  They happen when we indivi-

dually or collectively act to make the connec-

tionsτǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜm-

selves.έ 

McKnight and Block continue, ά¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ 

many leaders and even some neighbors think 

the idea of a strong local community is some-

ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ΨniceΩ a luxury if you have 

the spare time, but not really important, vital, 

or necessary. However,έ. . . strong communi-

ties are vital, productive and important.  And 

above all, they are necessary because of the 

inherent limits of all institutions.  No matter 

how hard they try, our very best institutions 

cannot do many things that only we can do.  

And the things that only we can do as a family 

and a neighborhood are vital to a decent, 

good, satisfied life.έ46 

ne tool for building this 

life is offered in the op-

portunity to build community 

across class lines within a safe 

environment.  

TEAMwork for Quality Living offers opportuni-

ties for people from different socio-economic 

classes to come together through the Cir-

cles© Campaign utilizing a weekly community 

meeting format for fellowship, discussion, 

and community problem solving.  

A common language and vision 

Communities are figuring out the problem of 

poverty and the need for something to hap-

pen in order for the communities to be vital. 

The Circles© Campaign is one approach that 

gives people common language and tools to 

chart a new course. The Campaign involves 

using the ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ social capital to help 

O 
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people build resources and reach their goals.  

It is built on the works of Bridges out of Pover-

ty and DŜǘǘƛƴƎ !ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴ ŀ Wǳǎǘ DŜǘǘƛƴΩ .ȅ 

World, the theories of Dr. Ruby Payne and 

Phil DeVol.  Many communities are finding 

that these concepts are creating a communi-

ty-wide paradigm shift in understanding and 

addressing poverty and breaking the cycle of 

generational poverty.  

Getting Ahead in a Just-DŜǘǘƛƴΩ-by-World, a 

15-18 week training class for people in pover-

ty, provides them an opportunity to examine 

the impact poverty has on them and their 

communities.  It also provides access to and 

expands on the information found in Bridges 

Out of Poverty that is provided for profes-

sionals and others in the community.47   

Getting Ahead is being conducted in every 

region of the country and in varied settings, 

including drug courts, housing projects, work-

force development, healthcare employers, 

mental health associations, prisons, neigh-

borhoods, schools, colleges, and Circles© in-

itiatives.  In Indiana, Ivy Tech Community Col-

lege is embedding the Getting Ahead curricu-

lum for a variety of learning disciplines. 

A sustainable future 

Until recently, most communities have been 

able to grow their local economies regardless 

of how many potential workers were drop-

ping out of school and living a life of poverty.  

The economy grew faster than the US popula-

tion and, from an economic point of view, all 

was well.  No longer!   

According to Scott Miller, CEO of Move the 

Mountain Leadership Center and the architect 

of the Circles© CampaignΣ ά²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

ΨŦǳƭƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 

that in many places there will be more de-

pendents than we have in the workforce.έ 

Miller concludes that coordinating education, 

economic development, human services and 

environment is going to be essential to a sus-

tainable future. άThis is a healthy and neces-

sary stage of evolution for our nation.  We are 

being forced to change and hopefully we will 

have enough wisdom to . . .live differently. 

We will have to cooperate at a new and un-

precedented levŜƭΦέ 48 
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Evaluation and Cost 

How would local residents know if they suc-

ceeded in building a sustainable community?  

Poverty rates would diminish. Dependence on 

the system among the most down and out 

would be marginal.   

Perhaps the community would adopt the 

strategies of  groups who use sustainable 

technologies to build stronger communities.  

More than ten years ago the United Nations 

City Summit Habitat Agenda hosted a multi-

country summit in Europe.  In their work, RFP 

International outlined the five basic characte-

ristics of a sustainable community: 

1) Affordable housing supporting pride and 
self-reliance 

2) Diversified economic development  
3) Life-long learning  
4) A self-governing, self-organizing commu-

nity  

5) Stewardship of the environment49 

Muncie would know it had produced a sus-

tainable community if all sectors utilized ful-

ly the resources and expertise of Ball State 

University whose urban planning, wellness 

initiatives, business development and pro-

grams like this are sought by others 

throughout  the country. Also, in this scena-

rio, if most of .{¦Ωǎ faculty moved their 

households to Delaware County so that they 

would become part of the solution and the 

fabric of social capital, the community would 

thrive in a way that has not been realized. 

The city and county would know they had 

achieved significantly if the complaining and 

complacency of so many about local politics 

were diminished.  If everyone put aside disil-

lusionment and apathy and elected people 

who made the future of our community a big-

ger priority than the strength of their political 

party, citizens could evaluate the community 

and know that it was better suited for a sus-

tainable future. 

What would all of this cost? At first, little or-

nothing.  First, there is a need for a change of 

attitude, a realization that it is time to do 

something different and a recognition that 

the same voices in politics and leadership 

need to be joined with voices of the rest of 

our community.  aǳƴŎƛŜ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 

examination of the ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

plan to put those assets to work, coupled with 

the many good studies already carried out in 

the community are early steps.  

The ten communities studied by Putnam and  

Feldstein in Better Together: Restoring the 

American Community is a place to begin to 

look at best practices. Most of the stories are 

from the last two decades, but one goes back 

to the 1940s and 50s.  At that time Tupelo, 

Mississippi, was one of the poorest, most 

struggling communities in America. Its weak-

est link was poor farmers in the county.  

Leaders and members of its bonding capital 

groups reached out to take incremental steps 

that over time built bridging capital, resulting 

in one of the richest dairy farming centers in 

the country.  In addition, the community now 

boasts the second largest furniture mart in 

the United States.   

The Tupelo project started with carefully 

nurtured conversations among ordinary folks 

who were able to find their own voice within 

the relationship, and, as they got to know 

each other, to have fun along the way.50
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Call to Action 

Muncie has been called a typical American 

city, but we have fought the battles of class 

and division.  As with all parts of society, we 

have relegated the care of our people margi-

nalized by society to social services and the 

faith community and have allowed the drama 

that plays out in local politics to leave us disil-

lusioned. We have come to a place where we 

need to mend fences and draw upon the so-

cial capacity of the community. 

With Baby Boomers retiring and their finan-

cial support of our systemic safety net pro-

grams dwindling, we are at a tactical cros-

sroads.  It is a place where we can mobilize 

more and more of the extra discretionary 

time of those leaving the workforce to dis-

cover their own power and the power for the 

community to work together. 

In some ways, Muncie and Delaware County 

look strong.  Strong people create energized 

models, and gracious funders make it possible 

to provide strong programs that benefit our 

citizenry.   

However, the underpinning of our communi-

ty, not always visible to everyone, is crum-

bling.  Something has to be done and done 

soon. 

²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎτ
our track record with public and private part-
nerships, our bonding social capital. 

 
It is well recognized that poverty is closely 

associated with almost all markers of poor 

social functionτpoor health care and poor 

health outcomes, higher infant and neonatal 

mortality, increased adolescent pregnancy, 

increased unwanted pregnancy, single   

 

parent families, poor nutrition and starvation, 

increased minority disparity, crime, lack of 

education, domestic violence, child abuse, 

and mental illness.  In addition, material po-

verty often leads to poverty of the human 

spirit resulting in hopelessness, depression, 

and isolation with dependence on habits of 

addiction, abuse, and violence.   

Although millions/trillions of dollars have 

been spent on the downstream effects of po-

verty in this country, little has been done to 

alleviate the root causes of povertyτto ad-

dress poverty upstream at the origin.  The 

vast majority of resourcesτmoney, time, tal-

entτhas been and is directed at ameliorating 

the crisesτthe effects of poverty.  Too little 

attention has been focused on preventing 

poverty or permanently lifting people out of 

poverty using sustainable methods.   

Opportunity #1:  Understand poverty 

Understanding poverty is a place to start. Po-

verty was brought up a number of times as 

the Muncie Action Plan steering committee 

collected feedback from local residents. In 

reviewing all the feedback, the steering group 

concluded that the first step in ending pover-

ǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ άrŀƛǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ Ǉƻver-
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ty,έ and that became one of the 47 recom-

mendations in the Plan. 

Opportunity #2:  Use a new filter to focus 

on the issues 

Muncie/Delaware County needs a new filter 

through which to view and build every im-

portant community-improving initiative.  That 

filter must include the voices and the 

 

perspectives of those that the projects and 

programs will address, as well as the expertise 

of people who know these populations and 

the barriers and challenges they face. 

Low-income participants in the Springfield, 

Ohio, Circles© Campaign were called upon by 

the Ohio state legislature to testify in com-

mittee about predatory lending practices.  

They introduced themselves by name and the 

ǘƛǘƭŜ άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŜȄǇŜǊǘΦέ  Muncie has its po-

verty experts, too, and everyone needs to 

hear what they can teach about how to 

change the community systems for the long-

term sustainability it will take to survive. 

Opportunity #3:  Tap into social capital 

that already exists 

There are churches, service clubs, neighbor-

hood groups and othŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ άōƻƴŘŜŘέ 

and can be harnessed to bridge across from 

their homogeneous structure to others whose 

backgrounds and perspectives are different.   

Starting from scratch and trying to build new 

networks can be successful. However, tapping 

into groups that are already strong and work-

ing eliminates lots of steps. 

Opportunity #4:  Tap the knowledge of 

groups that have reached across class 

and race lines 

The Muncie Action Planning activity is creat-

ing bridging capital.  People from across the 

community are reaching out to bring varying 

ideas and perspectives as they work on the 

vision for a better future. 

Groups like the Circles© community of 

TEAMwork, with more than 60 people of all 

socioeconomic classes working together to 

provide strong relationships for people trying 

to leave poverty, are valuable to building so-

cial capital.   

With a group like this already working to chip 

away at systemic barriers that hold people in 

poverty, it makes little sense for traditional 

leadership to try to invent something new 

without calling up on the trained citizens 

who have identified the problems and are 

trying to eradicate them.  A monthly issues 

focus invites the community to look at societ-

al barriers people in poverty face and at solu-

tions for chipping away at them. 
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Communitiesτand Muncie and Delaware 

County are not exceptions--have long histo-

ries of rallying be-

hind the next new 

thing, not under-

standing the assets 

and capabilities that 

already exist.  

Opportunity #5:  

Celebrate differ-

ences 

In the agrarian past, 

the people who 

came to rebuild the 

ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ōŀǊƴ 

brought many dif-

ferent perspectives, 

skills and tools. That 

is why the barn 

could be rebuilt as a 

strong fortress that 

met and exceeded 

the role intended 

for it. In that situa-

tion, someone 

brought a hammer, 

someone a saw and 

someone else expe-

rience that benefit-

ted everyone who 

was helping. That 

benefit of different 

perspectives and 

talents is here in 

Muncie/ Delaware 

County.  We need  

to celebrate it, not 

let it divide us. 

In closing, Middletown USA is said to be a 

good place to call home and to raise a family.  

It has great 

volunteers 

and hard-

working 

people.  

Like any 

other com-

munity it 

has people 

whose 

dreams 

have been 

dashed and 

people who 

have little in 

their back-

ground to 

even know 

how to de-

velop a 

dream.  We 

cannot con-

tinue to 

support 

them as 

they man-

age the po-

verty with 

which they 

are faced.  

We can, 

however, 

help them 

get out of 

poverty by 

building re-

lationships 

and holding 

them accountable to their dreams and the 

steps to reach them. 

Things you can do to build social capital: 

Social capital is built through hundreds of little and big 
actions.51  Try some of these on your own. 
 

1. Attend town meetings. 
2. Register to vote and vote. 
3. Support local merchants. 
4. Start a community garden. 
5. Get involved with Brownies or Cub/Boy/Girl 

Scouts. 
6. Attend a Muncie Action Plan event and join a 

committee. 
7. Audition for community theater or volunteer to 

usher. 
8. Give to your local food bank. 
9. Ask neighbors for help and reciprocate. 
10. Log off and go to the park. 
11. Attend a Big View poverty issues session of 

TEAMwork for Quality Living on the fourth Thurs-
day evening of each month. 

12. Exercise together, take walks with friends/ family. 
13. Organize a neighborhood clean-up. 
14. Join a book club discussion or get the group to 

discuss local issues. 
15. Cut back on television. 
16. Businesses:  invite local government officials to 

speak at your workplace. 
17. Run for public office. 
18. Become an Ally, an intentional friend to someone 

journeying out of poverty. 
19. Hire young people for odd jobs. 
20. Join a project that includes people from all walks 

of life. 
21. See if your neighbor needs anything when you run 

to the store. 
22. Join a nonprofit board of directors 
23. ²ƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǎŀȅǎ άƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎǘƛƴƪǎέΣ ǎǳg-

gest they help fix it. 
24. Ask a single diner to share your table for lunch. 
25. Read the local news faithfully.  
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Next steps:  In the fall, TEAMwork for Quality Living will address one 

of the 47 priorities of the Muncie Action Plan by convening a large 

group of community players who will create a community-wide pover-

ty awareness initiative to be launched in 2012.  In the meantime, if 

there is community interest, TEAMwork staff and volunteers will con-

vene discussion groups to examine our community assets and consider 

actions for building social capital in the community.  Please e-mail: 

team@teamworkql.org to share your interest or periodically check 

this website for more information:  www.teamworkql.org 

As McKnight and Block point out, ά5ƛǎŎƻǾŜr-

ing the gifts of our neighbors sounds easy. But 

because many of us live in isolation from 

those on our own block, we become reluc-

ǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊǳŘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ  We 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŜŎŎŜƴǘǊƛŎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

might lead to further isolation.  . . We might 

think our reluctance to approach a neighbor 

as similar to our fear of public speaking.  For 

those who have chosen to overcome this fear, 

the shift starts when we begin to believe that 

people out there are waiting for us to speak.   

he courage it takes to re-

build the fabric of our 

community is the price we pay 

for creating a world we want 

to inhabit. 52  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Muncie/Delaware County It is time the 

government, Chamber of Commerce, busi-

nesses, the schools, the institutions of higher 

learning, the health care providers, the faith 

community, United Way and social service 

organizations and individuals change our real-

ity.  We must look at community assets and 

build on what exists if we are to create the 

mobility to create a more sustainable com-

munity. 

The status quo is not going to work much 

longer.  Harnessing the many possibilities of 

growing together will.  Vow to give a few 

hours per month to join the dialogue, identify 

your assets and others, and begin to see what 

can happen if we renew ourselves and our 

democracy as we go. We stand at a cros-

sroads and now is the time. By reclaiming the 

role of citizenship, we can restore the vital 

functions of family and neighborhoodτthe 

heart of community. 

 

 

T 

mailto:team@teamworkql.org
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