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Building Leadership Capacity in Communities: 

Impact from Participation in EVOLVE  
(Survey Results) 

 

  It is not leadership from any one person that is required, 

     it is an aspect of leadership each of us summons from 

     within.  In this respect, the same qualities we have sought 

     in one person can be found distributed among many people who 

     learn, in community, to exercise their "leadership" at 

     appropriate moments.  This occurs when people are vitally 

     concerned about issues or when executing their 

     responsibilities.  Leadership thus becomes a fluid 

     concept focusing on those behaviors which propel the work of 

     the individual, group, and community. 

 

   John Nirenberg, The Living Organization 

 

Introduction  

 A philosophy of leadership implicit in leadership development programs of the past is no 

longer adequate for dealing with the complex problems inherent in communities and 

organizations today. That philosophy assumed that leadership rests in individuals who must be 

capable of inspiring and influencing others to solve problems and achieve goals. However, this 

"heroic" view of leadership is often based on a deficiency view of people (Sandmann, 1995).  

 A new philosophy of leadership is emerging titled "post-heroic" leadership (Huey, 1994). 

It is based on a transformation of individuals toward personal commitment and community 

building. John Nirenberg's (1993) The Living Organization, quoted above, expresses the fluid, 

distributed, community, and action-oriented nature of leadership from this perspective.  

 UW Cooperative Extensionôs EVOLVE (Extension Volunteer Organization for 

Leadership, Vitality and Enterprise) engages community leaders in an educational process to 

increase the leadership capacity of individuals and organizations. EVOLVE empowers them to 
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more effectively mobilize community resources for the purpose of building human and social 

capital.  

 In early 2008, eighty three EVOLVE graduates from six community leadership institutes 

in Wyoming completed an electronic survey reflecting their perception of participation in the 

institutes. Figure 1. shows the breakdown of participant response by institute. 

Figure 1. Participant response count  
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 The EVOLVE survey focused on four themes of leadership involvement plus 

demographic characteristics: 

 Reason for participation 

 Skill Development and Comfort Level 
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 Community Based Experience and Group Project 

 Community Involvement and Volunteering 

 Demographic Characteristics 

Reason for participation: 

 When asked, ñWhy did you attend the institute?ò the largest percentage, 92.7 percent, 

indicated they participated in order to develop leadership skills. This was followed by building 

relationships, forming networks and learning about community resources (Figure 2). Participants 

were asked to check all that apply and many respondents checked more than one reason. 

Figure 2. Reasons for attending. 
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 When asked who suggested they apply to the institute, employers (38.8 percent) and past 

institute graduates (36.3 percent) were the two top initiators for attendance (Figure 3). 

Respondents could also check more than one category in this response. 

Figure 3. Motivators for attendance. 
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 It is interesting to note that most participants (70 out of 83 respondents) indicated that 

their employer provided financial or release time for attendance at the institutes. Five 

respondents indicated employer support was not applicable.  

 Finally, well over three-fourths (86.5 percent) strongly agreed or agreed that they became 

a more effective leader as a result of attendance in the institutes (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Effective leadership 
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Leadership in skills development and comfort level: 

 A leaderôs dynamic does not come from special powers. It comes from a strong belief in a 

purpose and a willingness to express that conviction. Kouzes & Posner 

 Survey participants were asked if confidence in their ability to be an effective leader or 

organizational participant had changed due to their participation in the institutes. A large 

majority, (85.6 percent or 71 respondents) believed their confidence increased or greatly 

increased. 

 Figure 5 shows that they also strongly agreed or agreed with the statement, ñSince 

participating in the Institute, I am more...ò Over 90 percent (75 respondents) reported that they 

were more aware of their strengths and weaknesses. In fact, respondents reported they agreed 

that leadership behavior improved in all areas listed. 
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Figure 5. Changes in leadership activity 

  

 When asked if their comfort level had increased or decreased in certain behaviors due to 

their participation in the institutes, the largest percentage (83.9 percent or 68 respondents) 

indicated the greatest increase in comfort level was in ñaccepting ideas different from my ownò. 

As Figure 6 shows, the only behavior in which their comfort level remained the same was in 

Written Communication. 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

Figure 6. Changes in skill level and confidence 

  

 Finally, through an open ended question participants were asked to list any other skills 

they learned in the institute that was most helpful in their activities within the community. 

Among skills listed were: 

 To better understand diverse community needs and to find common productive ground 

using techniques learned in class. 

 The ability to formulate and carry out projects was a whole process I did not know 

before. 

 Meeting others in the community and working with them on volunteer efforts after the 

institute. 

 More awareness of community issues and the challenges of working with volunteers. 

Makes me more likely to volunteer out of civic duty. 



8 

 

 More open to meeting new people and carrying on conversations with others I do not 

know. 

 Appreciating the differences people bring to the table. 

 How to interact and facilitate on a corporate/private/business level. 

Community based experience and group project: 

 Nothing is so potent as the silent influence of a good example.  James Kent 

 Community based experiences (CBEs) expand institute opportunities for learning by 

observing how others lead and building stronger networks and relationships between people and 

entities. Eighty-six percent believed the CBEs had a positive effect on their understanding of 

community organizations and their function and 72 percent said the CBEs had a positive impact 

on their business or job (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. CBEs and leadership function 
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ñI acquired a new perspective of how our county works as a whole. I saw the óbig pictureô 

through this class. I was able to take ideas and developments made in other communities and 

bring them into my own as shared resources.ò 

 CBEs include on-site visits with business and industry, government, law enforcement, 

social and human services, education, media, military, and health care. By far the most cited 

comments in the survey highlighted the connections made during the classes including 

networking, teambuilding, and relationship building. CBEs broadened perspectives on leadership 

and increased awareness and understanding of community issues and resources. ñI learned that 

other organizations face similar obstacles as I do in my work, both volunteer and career. Seeing 
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how they resolve problems helps me build skills in my own work.ò Sixty-four percent of institute 

graduates reported that the CBEs helped them develop network relationships outside of the class. 

 Skills taught during the classes help build individual human capacity. The class project 

created opportunities to practice those skills in a safe setting to build social and community 

capacity. Class projects have included a river corridor cleanup, a fun guide to free recreation 

activities for families, honoring youth leaders in the community, highway cleanup, human 

resource guide and many more projects. As Figure 8 shows, 83 percent of respondents believed 

the group projects were worthwhile or somewhat worthwhile. 

Figure 8. Group projects 
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Leadership in community involvement and volunteering: 

 You can only lead others where you yourself are willing to go.  Lachlan McLean 

 When asked, ñHas your overall involvement in the community strengthened (in quality or 

quantity) through participation in the Institute?ò 56 respondents (69.1 percent) agreed or strongly 

agreed. One quarter (25.9 percent) were neutral on this question and four individuals disagreed 

that their community involvement had strengthened (Figure 9). 

Figure 9. Strengthened community involvement 

  

 Also, when asked in which areas their involvement had strengthened, the most 

respondents (52 participants) indicated they strongly agreed or agreed it had strengthened in 

Social Organizations and Activities followed by involvement in Civic, Community or Non-profit 

Organizations (47 participants). As Figure 10 shows, there were four areas that more respondents 

were neutral in their opinion of their community involvement than strongly agreed or agreed that 
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involvement had strengthened. However, there were no community activities that a significant 

number of respondents disagreed that their involvement had strengthened. 

Figure 10. Involvement in community services and activities 

  

 Respondents were also asked their views on leadership in commitment to community 

building. The following four graphs highlight participant involvement in leadership roles and in 

community volunteering. First, respondents were asked to estimate the number of leadership 

roles they were involved in BEFORE and AFTER participation in the leadership institutes. As 

Figure 11 illustrates, there was a definite trend toward an increase in number of leadership roles 

after participation in the institute. Prior to the institute, the greatest number of participants (48 

respondents) indicated one-two leadership roles. After participation the largest number of 

respondents (38) reported three-four leadership roles compared to 19 respondents who reported 

the same number prior to institute participation. There was also a doubling in the number who 

reported participating in five-six leadership roles after the institute. As this graph shows, overall 
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there appears to be a significant increase in number of leadership roles reported after 

participation in EVOLVE leadership institutes.  

Figure 11. Number of leadership roles 

 

 Survey respondents were also asked to indicate the number of organizations they have or 

are volunteering for before and after attending an EVOLVE leadership institute. Figure 12 shows 

the same trend as evident in Figure 11 above. Prior to participation in the institutes, 57 

respondents (73 percent) estimated volunteering for two or less organizations. After attending the 

institutes, that number dropped to 40 (51 percent). Conversely, those reporting volunteering for 

three or more organizations before institute participation were 21 respondents, or 27 percent. But 

after attending an institute, that number rose to 38 respondents or 49 percent of the institute 

participants. Again, there appears to be a significant increase in number of organizations 

volunteered for after attending a leadership institute. 
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Figure 12. Number of organizations volunteered 

  

 Survey respondents responded to the question, ñOn average, how many hours per month 

were, and are you now, volunteering?ò They were asked to provide an estimation before and 

after attending an EVOLVE institute. As Figure 13 reveals, there was a marked increase in 

volunteerism after institute participation. Over half (54.4 percent) of the respondents estimated 

spending five hours or less volunteering before the institute. This number dropped to 

approximately 28 percent after the institute. Overall, respondents estimated a total of 586 hours 

in volunteer participation prior to the institute. After institute participation, the estimated hours 

of volunteering increased to 890 hours; an increase of 304 hours. 
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Figure 13. Number of volunteer hours 

  

 Figure 14 illustrates the type of volunteer participation and the number of participants 

who volunteered in certain activities prior and after involvement in an institute. In all cases, 

respondents indicated increased volunteerism for the listed activities after institute participation. 

The activities with the largest number of respondents were ñworking on an on-going committeeò 

and ñas a member of a non-profit or civic groupò. In addition, ñled an effort to change or support 

an issue in the communityò showed the largest increased participation by respondents after 

attending an institute. 

 

 

 



16 

 

Figure 14. Volunteer activity participation 

 

 As part of community involvement, the researchers wanted to know if EVOLVE 

graduates stayed in touch with other institute classmates, and if not, why? As Figure 15 shows, 

the majority did stay in contact with classmates following the ending of the EVOLVE institute. 
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Figure 15. Staying in touch
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 Of those who did not stay in touch after the institute, the most often mention reasons 

were having moved to another state or community, very busy work and family schedule, not 

involved in the same interests, or didnôt feel the need to stay in touch. Two comments are worth 

noting: 

 No real reason to. They are not involved in my professional field, although I would 

contact them if they could help with a project. 

 The institute did not develop any shared interests or other reasons I would invest further 

time in the relationship. If there were a community project that would benefit from 

involving one of them, I would not hesitate to call on them. 
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 The researchers also wondered if any business or work changes occurred in participants 

due to participation in the institutes. Figure 16 summarizes the survey question, ñThe following 

is a list of changes that may have happened for you after participating in the institute. Did 

participation in the institute contribute to this change?ò 

Figure 16. Business or work changes 
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 It is evident from this graph, that the institutes did not contribute to any work or business 

change in EVOLVE participants. The only area where some change seemed to occur (27.5 

percent) was in respondents reporting participation in economic development. 

 This section of the survey concluded with an open ended question, ñWhat have you done 

after graduation as a result of the institute that you would not have done otherwise?ò Forty-five 

respondents answered this question. Responses could be categorized around: 
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 Organized committees to tackle community issues 

 Helped establish new community associations 

 Improved relationships with family, friends, and co-workers 

 Continued to develop leadership skills 

 Taken on leadership roles with confidence 

 Become involved in political and economic development issues 

ñI am more confident about who I am and therefore less intimidated by others. Before the 

institute I felt intimidated by others who were actively involved in the community. Now I do not 

feel unequal to them and enjoy talking with and relating to their abilities.ò 

Demographic characteristics  

 If communities are to enjoy the quality of life they desire, they must first invest in the 

development of their people. 

 In 2008, 379 had graduated from EVOLVE institutes and 91 were currently enrolled. As 

the following graphs show, respondents represent a broad cross section of community members. 

The survey asked demographic information on age, gender, length of residence, occupation, and 

educational level.  
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Figure 17. Age                  
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 The largest percentage of EVOLVE participants fall in the 31-50 age range. This would 

be expected as this age range is typically more active in community activities. Participants in this 

age range tend to be more established in their occupations and see value in leadership 

development for furthering their career and community goals.  Many have children in school or 

college and want to influence community decision-making to ensure a safe and healthy 

environment for family life.    

 Figure 18 reflects the typical gender mix in many classes.  There typically is a higher 

percentage of females in the institutes. 
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Figure 18. Gender                      
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 There was wide variance when participants were asked, ñHow long have you lived (or 

did you live) in the community where you attended the institute?ò Eighty-one participants 

responded to this question with a range of 5 months to all my life (40+ years) (Figure 19). 
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Figure 19. Length in community 
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 This graph shows that a large percentage of EVOLVE respondents have lived in their 

community for ten or less years (47 percent). In fact, twenty-two of the 38 who reported living in 

their community ten year or less, indicated five years or less as a community resident.  

 Though a variety of occupations are represented by EVOLVE participants, the large 

majority (54.9 percent) listed managerial or professional as their occupation (Figure 20). 
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Figure 20. Occupation 

 

 The survey also asked respondents to categorize their occupation into broad categories 

typically represented in communities. Though more respondents reported government (29.6 

percent), several other occupational categories are well-represented in EVOLVE participants 

(Figure 21). The government occupation category include all levelsðcity, county, state, and 

federal government. 

 

 

 

 


