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Brenda Herchmer’s 
Background

• Principal Collaborator Campus for Communities (a social enterprise)

• Director of ACE Communities

• Professor at Niagara College (Recreation and Leisure Studies)

• Founder and Director of Niagara College Centre for Community Leadership (acknowledged by 
the Association of Canadian Community Colleges as an “exemplary practice in community 
development” and a finalist for the prestigious national Peter F. Drucker Innovation Award)

• Avid writer, blogger, author of three books

• YWCA Woman of Distinction in Training and Education

• 2016 Brock University Faculty of Applied Sciences Distinguished Alumi

• 2017 Honourary Member of The Golden Key International Society
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Why Community Leadership as a Metric?

1. Journey 

2. Community Leadership Competencies and 
Indicators

3. Learnings About Leadership

4. Discussion 
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Three Critical Learnings About 
Community Wellbeing…

• communities 
only get stronger 
when their 
leaders do
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• local leadership is 
stronger, more 
relevant, and 
responsive when 
business, government, 
and the community 
sector work together

• need for a 
new kind of 
community 
leadership



1995 
Community 
Report Card 
(United Way)

2004 Leadership 
Connext
(Branscombe
Foundation)

2007 Active 
Communities 
(ARPA)

2008 A.C.E. 
Communities  
Initiative (Active, 
Creative, Engaged) 
(ARPA)

2012 Campus 
for 
Communities of 
the Future

Milestones that Shaped the 
Community Leadership Journey 
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Community Report Card: 
United Way of South Niagara
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• How Are We Doing? 

• Are we a healthy and 
sustainable community? 

• What are we doing well? 

• What needs to be improved?

• Where can United Way make 
best use of community 
donations?

Roots

•Community Report Card

•Trends Research

•Key Informant Interviews

Action 

•Many strengths to build 
upon

•What needs to be 
improved?....Community 
Leadership 

Findings
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Leadership Connext:
Branscombe Foundation

9

• Niagara College “Centre for 
Community Leadership” 
was approached by 
Branscombe Foundation

• Tired of funding symptoms, 
more interested in funding 
root causes

Roots

• Anecdotal evidence 
suggested an investment in 
community leadership

• Development of 
competencies initiated

• Leadership Retreat was 
offered twice 

Action 

• Competencies needed 
refining to direct more focus 
on building external capacity 
rather than internal capacity 
(a more advanced form of 
leadership)

• Success would require long 
term funding and patient 
funders

Findings



Active Communities:
ARPA
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•$1 million project to 
improve the quality of life 
in Rural Alberta

• Influenced by Mark 
Anielski (Economics of 
Happiness)

Roots

• Common denominator of 
communities with quality 
of life was strong, local 
leadership

• Leadership would be 
sustainable

• Community leadership 
assessment tool refined 

Action 

• Leadership development to 
promote communities 
working together for 
quality of life initiated

• Trusted relationships and 
community building as a 
foundation for change 
evolved as being critical

Findings



ACE Communities:
ARPA 
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• Able to lever 
learnings from Active 
Communities 

• $6 million, 4 year 
project

Roots

• 60+ communities

• Shaped and observed 
what worked

• Developed 
frameworks, tools, 
resources, and training

Action 

• Increased evidence to 
connect community 
leadership to improved 
quality of life and economic 
development

• Significant body of learning 
and motivation to continue

Findings



Campus for 
Communities 
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• $6 million in learnings 
in danger of being lost

• Unable to convey the 
innovative nature of 
the resources and 
training

Roots

• Decision to build an 
online campus and 
what was ultimately 
determined to be a 
social enterprise

• Support from City of 
London  

Action 

•Growing interest from 
employers who see the 
value of community 
engagement

•Steady growth in online 
and on-the-ground 
training, coaching  

Findings



Why is Leadership So Critical? 

• futurists can no longer predict 

• agree the only communities 
that will survive and thrive will 
be those who are nimble and 
entrepreneurial

• the future will be local (albeit 
with a future focused, global 
lens)
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Three Interacting Economies

1. Industrial Economy

2. Knowledge Economy

3. Connections Economy*

* Also referred to as the Human  
Economy, the Network Economy, the 
Creative Molecular Economy, the 
Organic Economy 

14



What’s Changed?
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ERA KEY DRIVER WORK DEFINED
BY: 

Industrial 
Economy

• Access to capital and location • Hand

Knowledge 
Economy

• Ability to recruit creative people • Head

Connections 
Economy

• Organic resiliency
• Distributed intelligence in a local area
• Skills to create own networks and 

innovation

• Heart



We’re Preparing for a Future 
Not Yet Invented

• requires “systemic 
thinking”

• need new ways of learning

• significant transformative 
change is required 
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Five Major Shifts

Hierarchies                   Networks

Fixed Dynamic

Predictable  Emerging

Reform Transform

Linear Holistic
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Conventional  Leaders Future Focused Leaders

• power = formal position • power = sharing 

• symptoms • root causes

• top down solutions • bottom up solutions

• sometimes gather and listen • always gather and listen 

• prove importance first • empower stakeholders first 

• info on an “as needed basis” •openly share info and knowledge

A Different Kind Of Leadership
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Competencies for 

Community 

Leaders



Agent of Change

Understands,
demonstrates and
exerts influence by
building  trusted 
relationships that are a 
catalyst for 
transformation.
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Commitment to                        
Continuous Improvement

Practices
ongoing personal
and professional
growth and
development that 
results in 
innovation.
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Big Picture Thinking

Utilizes a proactive 
systems-
thinking/holistic 
approach. 
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Catalyst for Citizen Responsibility

Places a priority on 
engaging and 
cultivating community 
ownership and 
responsibility.
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Quality of Life Advocacy

Promote programs and 
initiatives that will 
enhance and  balance  
economic development. 
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Community Development Planning

Has the capacity to 
implement a community 
development approach to 
planning.
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If We Fail to Invest in 
Community Leadership….

• reduction in ability to provide responsive 
programs, events, services and initiatives 

• funding cuts

• reduced credibility 

• burnout

• decreased innovation

• overall reduction in community capacity and 
resiliency
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What Else Did We Learn? 

Balance

If there is an imbalance of power 
between economic 
development and quality of 
life….

personal, social, and 
environmental health and well-
being may not always be 
prioritized in our communities. 
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When Power is Imbalanced...
• decisions are based on money

• health care costs escalate

• reduced social capacity

• lower civic engagement

• lack of care for the environment

• growing levels of income disparity

• reduced community resiliency
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The Power 
and 

Potential of 
Community 
Leadership
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Community Development

Community Building  

is the “Secret Sauce”

Community Development 
is the Process
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Why Community Development? 
(McKnight & Kretzmann, ABCD Institute)
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Community is about FEELINGS
1. BELONGING to something or some 

group

2. PRIDE in that group

3. being part of something 
IMPORTANT and of being
INCLUDED

4. NOT BEING ALONE, of knowing that 
others will help us even if they don’t 
know us
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Increasing Importance 
of Community

75- 80% of us believe 
there should be more 
emphasis on 
community

- Robert Putnam
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Trusted Relationships 

Relationships are a 
critical foundation for 

ALL change and 
growth 
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Relationships are what 

really matters and in order 

to be well, we need to 

focus on relationships 

between individuals, 

between teams, within an 

Enterprise and between 

an Enterprise and its 

Ecosystem.
--Jeremy Scrivens



People Want to Make a Difference

….there is a hunger for connections, community, and 
making a difference
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Three Paths to 
Transformative Change



Think Big, Start Small
• community directory

• community park “makeovers” 

• community trails

• development of a Healthy 
Communities Alliance 

• family winter walk 

• temporary floor in a curling rink

• intergenerational nature park 

• online community calendars, 
websites, blogs, and newsletters 
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Think Big, Start Small (cont’d)

• community gardens and 
greenhouses 

• playground builds 

• volunteer conference 

• seniors and teens pool party 

• skateboard parks 

• sports grounds enhancement & 
beautification projects 

• youth leadership councils
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“The only way ... for our community to 
be a better place to live is for the 
people of the community to 
understand and accept their personal 
responsibility for what happens.” 

–Davis Merritt, Jr.
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Our Job as a Community Leader is to Ask 
Ourselves and Our Community Citizens:

“What do we care 
enough to act 

upon?”
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Build on What’s Strong 

Many Good Things 
Are Already 
Happening

…build on those
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Meshwork 

• multi-sectoral collaboration and collective impact
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Angela
Calling Lake

48



Irricana
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SANGUDO
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Change is much simpler when you 
start with the early adopters

51



Work Middle Out

Change Agents Work 

Middle Out

(between grasstops and  
grassroots)

You don’t have to have the 
answers -

JUST CALL THE MEETING!
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Make Room for Different Kinds of Thinking

The weirder the mix 
the better the fix!
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• “leadership is a voluntary 
position” 

• formal leadership is 
“authorityship”

-- Peter Bishop

With or Without a Title 
YOU Can Lead the Change



If you aren’t already one....

We’re Here To Recruit You As A 
Community Leader

• “leadership is a voluntary position” 

• formal leadership is “authorityship”

-- Peter Bishop
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There is no one best 
way…there is a way

“Our real freedom comes from being aware that we do 

not have to save the world, merely make a difference in 

the place where we live.” 

–Parker Palmer
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Interested in Learning More?
1. Website (Resources, Training and 

Certification)

www.campusforcommunities.com

2. Publications

Community Leaders Planning 
Toolkit

Leadership for Active, Creative, 
Engaged Communities 

Community Building for Recreation 
Practitioners

3. Contact

Campus for Communities of the Future

email: bherchmer@campusforcommunities.ca
website:www.campusforcommunities.ca

twitter: @campus4comm
phone: 289.820.5373
facebook.com/brenda.herchmer
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