Chapter 13

Case Study Exercise B
Case Study B: The Blueprint Communities Initiative—Using Quantitative Methods to Evaluate Community-Level Initiatives

Instructions: The following is a case study of a quantitative evaluation of a comprehensive community revitalization initiative in Pennsylvania that was conducted by one of the authors. Read over the case study and analyze the information. Break into small groups to complete this exercise. Answer the questions individually, and then in your small groups. Afterwards, have a large group discussion to share your answers.

Description of the Program

The Blueprint Communities Initiative (BCI) is a comprehensive community revitalization and development program initiated by the Federal Home Loan Bank (FHLB) of Pittsburgh to serve as a catalyst to revitalize older communities. BCI is based on recommendations in Back to Prosperity: A Competitive Agenda for Renewing Pennsylvania (Brookings Institution, 2003), which demonstrated stagnant growth, housing sprawl, and the increasing abandonment of PA communities. BCI encouraged holistic revitalization, taking into account physical, economic, and social needs, and consisted of a Revitalization Training Program which focused on leadership, collabo­ration, civic engagement, strategic planning and goal setting, and community capacity building. Communities also received follow-up training and technical assistance. An RFP process selected teams from 22 PA communities, with a total of 105 participants. Each team consisted of 5-7 individuals, including a team leader, who were responsible for attending three training sessions over a 3-month period and conducting a comprehensive community planning process in their communities. FHLB selected “emerging communities” to participate in the program, defined as those communities that showed a reasonable level of aptitude, solid local leadership and a strong desire for advancement but that have not yet seen sustainable success.

Program Goals

The overall goals of the program were: (1) to foster strong local leadership, collaboration, and development capacity in older communities; (2) to serve as a catalyst for revitalization based on sound local and regional planning that includes a clear vision for the community and a comprehensive implementation strategy; and (3) to encourage coordinated investments in targeted neighborhoods by public and private funders. In addition, the following performance goals were established for the PA program and assessed in the evaluation: (1) to increase team members’ knowledge and skills in the areas of leadership, and comprehensive planning and development; (2) to increase the cohesiveness and collaboration among BCI teams; and (3) to facilitate each community’s capacity in completing a comprehensive planning process.

Evaluation Approaches and Methods

The evaluators employed a utilization-focused approach to evaluation, actively involving the “end users” (e.g., FHLB staff and trainers) in developing the evaluation to increase the likelihood that the evaluation results were accurate and relevant, and that the findings would be used to improve the program and the efforts of the participating communities (Patton, 1997). Both formative and summative evaluation strategies were also used. Formative evaluation was used because BCI was a new program and so that findings could be fed back to the FHLB during the development of the project to make improvements along the way. Summative evaluation was used to assess the overall effectiveness of the program so that decisions could be made about whether to extend it to other locations in West Virginia and Delaware (Weiss, 2003).

The following methods were used to evaluate the performance goals: pre- and posttest surveys of team members and leaders administered before and after the Revitalization Training Program; and follow-up surveys of team members and leaders at 6 and 12 months after the training. The data were analyzed using the software program called the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), using paired t-tests, repeated measures, and hierarchical multiple regression (HMR) analyses controlling for demographics (e.g., the characteristics of participants such as income, education, etc.). Measures were developed for the current evaluation by adapting measures from several prior studies on community interventions (e.g., Perkins & Long, 2002; Zimmerman & Zahniser, 1991). Each measure was assessed for reliability using the Chronbach’s alpha statistic, which indicates how well the survey measured the concepts consistently. An alpha of approximately .70 or over is considered a reliable measure, and all of the measures in the current evaluation had scores ranging from .70 to .95.

Results From the Evaluation

Results From the Pre-and Posttest Surveys: Individual team members were expected to gain knowledge and skills in community planning/development and leadership through the training, and to perceive their team as more cohesive and collaborative. Paired t-tests (N = 89) of the pre- and post-training surveys demonstrated a significant increase in participants’ knowledge of (t (83) = 9.97; p < .001) and skills in (t (82) = 8.78; p < .001) comprehensive community planning and development after the training. In addition, team members felt that their team was more cohesive/collaborative (t (66) = 2.83; p < .05). However, there was no significant increase in participants’ leadership ability after the training program.

Results From the Follow-Up Surveys: The follow-up surveys demonstrated that participants utilized their knowledge and skills in comprehensive planning/ development at a moderate level in their community’s planning process. The results from the Hierarchical Multiple Regression (HMR) demonstrated that the more participants used their community planning and development knowledge and skills in the planning process, the greater their involvement in their community’s planning process at 6 months (r = .66, p < .001, n = 66) and 12 months (r = .67, p < .001, n =71) after the training. While participants’ leadership skills did not increase significantly after the training or throughout the planning process, the HMR demonstrated that the more participants used their leadership skills in the planning process, the greater their involvement in the process at 6 months (r = .28, p < .05, n = 68) and 12 months (r = .45, p < .001, n = 71) after the training.

It was also expected that participants would perceive greater cohesiveness and collaboration among their team throughout the planning process. The results of the repeated measures statistic demonstrated changes in team cohesiveness and collaboration throughout the program (Wilks’s Lambda: p < .0001). While team cohesiveness increased after the training and 6 months later; it decreased significantly at 12 months after the training. However, the more cohesive participants felt their team was, the greater their involvement in the planning process at 6 months (r = .53, p < .001 n = 64) and 12 months (r = .33, p < .01, n = 69) after the training.

The community level goals included completing a community plan, engaging partners and developing projects to address physical, economic, and social needs. The results from the t-test revealed a significant increase in the number of community goals completed by each team between the 6- and 12-month surveys (t (40) = 4.75; p < .001). Furthermore, the more cohesive participants felt their team was, the greater the number of community level goals their team completed at both 6 months (r = .36, p < .01, n = 62) and 12 months (r = .36, p < .01, n = 63), and the more involved team members were in their community’s planning process, the more progress they felt their community had made in meeting the community-level goals at 6 months (r = .27, p < .05, n = 62) and 12 months (r = .27, p < .05, n = 65) after the training. While the overall results were positive, several teams were unable to complete their community plans. While a majority of team members (71%) reported that their community had developed a clearly articulated and agreed upon community vision statement, just over half of team members (58%) reported they had developed a community plan/strategy with clearly identifiable and achievable goals understood and agreed upon by all participants 12 months after the training. Several communities also reported needing more targeted hands on assistance as well as additional resources to assist them in completing their community plans after the training.
Implications

The results from the evaluation demonstrate the importance providing training and assistance to distressed communities to develop comprehensive approaches to community revitalization. The FHLB used the evaluation results to improve the PA program, and to determine the future of the program. Based on the results in PA, the FHLB made the decision to expand the program to communities in West Virginia and Delaware. Several changes were made to the program, including: (1) refining the training program components to increase team and community capacity, and interaction and involvement among and between teams; (2) retaining and strengthening the training components that facilitated participants’ knowledge and skills in comprehensive planning/development; (3) expanding the technical assistance component to provide more hands-on targeted assistance through the use of community coaches; and (4) providing funding and other resources for teams to build planning capacity through a mini-grant program. This evaluation contributes to limited research on community interventions and provides a framework for initiatives that facilitate comprehensive community change (Connell, Kubisch, Schorr, & Weiss, 1995; Ohmer, 2008). For more information on the Blueprint Communities Initiative and the evaluation please see: http://www.blueprintcommunities.com/

Questions About Case Study B:

1. What was the purpose of the Blueprint Communities Initiative? What overall problem did it address? What were goals of the program? What resources were provided to BCI teams?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What approaches and methods were used in the evaluation? Why do you think these approaches were used?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What were the results of the training program? What were the results after the training program at 6 and 12 months? How were the results used to inform and improve the program?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What do you think is the main difference between using basic descriptive/ qualitative methods versus more complex quantitative evaluation methods (e.g., compare the methods used in Case Study A and B)? What methods are you most comfortable with and why?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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