
Chapter 3

Case Study Exercise

Instructions: Read the following case study on the Mon Valley Initiative, which is located near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Break into small groups and answer the questions that follow. Afterwards, have a large group discussion about your answers.
How the Strategic Principles of Consensus Organizing Were Applied in the Mon Valley

The Monongahela River Valley (Mon Valley for short) is a region encompassing a string of divided cities and towns located along the Monongahela River near Pittsburgh, which was devastated by the closing of local steel mills in the 1970s and 1980s (Eichler, 1995). Massive layoffs (approximately 120,000 jobs) led to widespread unemployment and consequent poverty, and anger and frustration were rampant (Eichler, 2007). Residents felt a great deal of frustration about the apparent paralysis that afflicted their elected officials, who didn’t seem to be able to handle the situation. However, it was difficult for residents to see themselves as developing the solutions. In an attempt to stir community passions, conflict organizers tried to personalize the source of the communities’ problems by demonizing the plant owners. One tactic they employed was to march into a plant owner’s church during a Sunday morning service, disrupt the service, and point to the plant owner and publicly accuse him of having caused the communities’ unemployment and poverty. Such tactics usually backfired by generating sympathy for the targets. In the end, no widespread sense of resident empowerment, and no measurable improvement in the quality of life in the Mon Valley resulted from these efforts.

Despite these bleak circumstances, there were outside institutions willing to take the initiative and devote resources to improving conditions in the Mon Valley. The first crucial element for consensus organizing is the presence of an individual or institution with a vision or some idea for solving a problem. In the case of the Mon Valley, the Allegheny Conference on Community Development, a group of corporate and civic leaders in Pittsburgh, were disturbed about the deterioration of the communities in the Mon Valley (Beck & Eichler, 2000). They knew there was a problem that required a community development solution, but were unsure how to make it work. Robert Pease, the director of the Allegheny Conference, had an idea. He wanted to hire Mike Eichler, an experienced Pittsburgh organizer, to develop a plan. Eichler’s plan focused on building new community-based organizations throughout the Mon Valley and forging productive partnerships between Mon Valley residents and Pittsburgh’s corporate and philanthropic community. This idea was embraced by the Allegheny Conference and sold across the spectrum by local leaders. For consensus organizing to work, an idea or solution must be sold by a local player with some clout, and in this case, it was Robert Pease. In 1985, the Allegheny Conference on Community Development used funds from the Heinz Endowment to hire Mike Eichler to explore the possibility of implementing a community-based development effort in the Mon Valley (Eichler, 2007).

Eichler’s most important task was to develop a strategy. Reconnaissance of the Mon Valley communities and downtown interests indicated that each bore a substantial distrust for the other. Residents were suspicious about the institutional partners’ motives and depth of commitment. Would they really allow the residents to set their own agenda, or would they eventually seize control? Downtown interests were suspicious because of the recent conflict-oriented organizing efforts. Would hardened activists take control of the process and use the downtown interests’ own resources to attack them? Eichler concluded that in order for the effort to have any chance of succeeding, he would have to persuade each side that the other had demonstrated a commitment inconsistent with the feared ulterior motives. In order to reassure community members, he would have to have resources available to deliver immediately, as well as a clear mandate that projects would be controlled locally. In order to reassure the corporate partners, he would have to make the organizing effort broadly inclusive, ensuring participation beyond that of self-designated community leaders and activists (Eichler, 2007).

Eichler’s plan in the Mon Valley hinged on the engagement of the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) in the work of organizing residents and engaging the corporate community in a redevelopment effort (Beck & Eichler, 2000). LISC was new to the consensus organizing method of parallel organizing, which required organizing work inside the neighborhood with residents and outside the neighborhood with external resources holders. While LISC had supported CDCs throughout the country, they had never been involved with a full-scale effort to form a significant number of CDCs in a local site. However, LISC embraced the plan and was a surprising partner to many involved in the Mon Valley effort. Thus, LISC came to the table with a new role as a major player that had not been previously active or engaged in the community. LISC contributed funding and staff to the effort, and instituted several quality control measures. Before LISC would release resources to community organizations, the organizations had to demonstrate a long-term commitment to the project by successfully recruiting members and sustaining activity over a period of time. These rigorous expectations appealed to the institutional partners, who were reassured that their investment would likely yield tangible, beneficial results. The group of residents who were attracted by the project’s high standards tended to have a particular set of qualities that made them extremely valuable members of community organizations, including pragmatism, patience, and an unwavering dedication to promoting and sustaining the organizations they joined (Eichler, 2007).

LISC’s involvement demonstrated evidence of leverage and support for the work of the CDCs. However, consensus organizing goes beyond lip service and places external players and neighborhood residents in the same room. In consensus organizing, positive action is demonstrated in both camps, thus breaking down the isolation and stereotypes that often keep people apart. In the Mon Valley, Robert Pease and other external players became actively involved with residents who volunteered for the CDCs, meeting with them in their communities and advocating with them for resources.

Consensus organizing projects must also demonstrate results on two levels (Eichler, 2007). First, there is a practical and tangible product of the organizing work that improves the community, such as new affordable housing. Second, enhanced capacity and leadership are facilitated among residents and external players so that the organizing work can continue. These elements are necessary to form the strategic partnerships and collaboration that define consensus organizing. In the Mon Valley, community organizations with a broad indigenous base of leaders were formed, which led to the formation of the Mon Valley Initiative (MVI), a coalition of 17 local organizations (Eichler, 1995). Several of the CDC board members ran and won elected political positions in their communities. The MVI has received national recognition for engaging community volunteers and building collaborative ventures with government and corporations in a region where collaboration had previously been thought impossible (Eichler, 1995). The community organizations focused on a variety of development projects, as determined by the interests of the local residents and available opportunities. Often in collaboration with institutional partners, the organizations successfully completed projects related to housing, and commercial and industrial development. According to the MVI (n.d.) Web site, the organization has created 252 units of affordable housing since 1988. In addition, since 1999, MVI has provided workforce development services to more than 5,674 Mon Valley job seekers, formally enrolling 1,226 participants and placing 628 into employment or skills training leading to employment through a network of over 225 regional employers. In addition, MVI has a community outreach team that provides a critical link between CDC volunteers and MVI staff, helps to recruit new volunteers, and assists the CDCs with a variety of organizational issues. Today, the MVI continues to be an effective catalyst and forum for community involvement and leadership development in the Mon Valley.

Questions About the Mon Valley Case Study:

1. Identify where you see the strategic principles of consensus organizing at work in the above case study: Solutions to local problems should come from affected communities.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Pragmatic leadership is present in communities, though not always recognized.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Building relationships and strategically positioning leaders to make a program work requires time, care, and finesse.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Self-interest can be harnessed as a motivation for improving the welfare of communities.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If a project achieves its short-term goals without positioning the participants to make even greater gains in the future, then an opportunity has been missed.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Overall, what did you learn about the strategic principles from this case study? What questions do you still have about the strategic principles? How difficult and/or easy would it be to implement these principles?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

