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How do local officials’ perceptions of their 
communities’ strengths and difficulty funding  
public services relate to their anticipation that  
their jurisdiction would initiate collaboration? 
 
• Community asset base strength, broadly defined across 

a variety of capital stocks, was significantly and positively 
associated with the likelihood that TN local officials 
anticipate interjurisdictional collaboration in a 
hypothetical grant scenario. 

• Greater perceived difficulty funding public services 
only played a role when interacted with community 
asset strength. 

• City managers were more likely to anticipate 
collaboration than city executives and legislators. 



 Interjurisdictional collaboration 
 Feiock 2008 – Institutional Collective Action (ICA) framework 
 Focus on local officials as actors; cost/benefit calculus; decision 

setting; transactions costs; features of collaboration 
 

 Assessing community assets 
 Traditional economic development view vs. modern sustainable 

development view; e.g., Greenwood and Holt 2010; Kitson et 
al. 2004; Blanke et al. 2011 

 Moving from narrow productive/human capital focus to  
broad, multi-dimensional perspective (add cultural/natural, 
social/institutional, knowledge/creative capital stocks) 



 Two focus groups 
 Elected officials, development district staff 

 Online survey 
 N = 266 TN local officials 



Dependent variable 
 

ANTICIPATED COLLABORATION 
• with another local jurisdiction 
• based on hypothetical grant scenario 
• Dependent variable is dichotomous:  

1 = Anticipates own jurisdiction would initiate collaboration 
 
 



Key independent variables 
 
 

FUNDING DIFFICULTY 
• Up to 12 public services (first, indicate if provided Y/N) 
• 5-point Likert scale  

1=“not difficult at all” to 5=“extremely difficult”  
• Independent variable = Standardized mean value across 

min. of 5 services 
• Cronbach’s α = 0.935, average interitem covariance 0.72 

 
COMMUNITY ASSET STRENGTH 

• Across up to 31 community characteristics 
• 7-point Likert scale  

1=“major challenge” to 7=“major strength” 
• Independent variable = Standardized mean value across 

min. of 18 assets 
• Cronbach’s α= 0.926, average interitem covariance 0.90 



= f (asset base strength, funding 
difficulty, interaction term; 
jurisdiction and respondent 
characteristics) 

 

Anticipated 
cooperation 

(1/0)  

overall N = 266, model n = 161 
 

Estimation with logistic regression 
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 Is it just about the $$$?  No. Even controlling for funding 
difficulty, rural/urban, etc.: Greater community asset strength is 
associated with greater likelihood of anticipated collaboration 
 

 Location can’t be changed…  
but we can build community assets like public institutions and 
relationships, social capital and attitudes, and  
cultural features 
 

 Openness to collaboration between jurisdictions appeared to 
come from a place of community asset strength, not weakness 



 



Diagnostics and deciding between the two models 



 



 



 



Public assets 

Social assets 

Cultural assets 



 
Traditional advice for localities:  
Narrow focus on location 
advantages, tax base and job 
creation 

Newer advice for localities:  
Broaden focus to include quality-of-
life measures; equity; long-run 
outcomes; “sustainable 
competitiveness” 



Emphasizes “development that satisfies the 
[economic, social, and environmental] needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their needs” 

 
- Blanke et al. 2011, World Economic Forum 



Jurisdiction performance 
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Only a weak relationship A strong positive relationship 



Performance vs. community asset strength: 
Rural challenges 
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Grant scenario:  
What makes cooperation more likely ? 

Stronger community assets associated with more cooperation 
– even considering funding difficulty 



Focus Groups 

• Where? 
• Who? 

– 12 Elected Officials – from 12 counties, 6 DDs; 
county-level (8) and city/town-level (4) 

– 12 Development District Staff – 8 DDs;  
various roles (planning, environmental, 
community development, etc.) 



Focus Groups 

 
• Who? 
• How? 

– No details first:  
“…issues that TN local gov’ts are facing as YOU see them” 

– Confidentiality 
– Getting feedback 

 



Understanding the asset base  

• Factor analysis to extract a smaller number of 
multiple-variable, uncorrelated factors which 
explain variation in the full set of 32 items 

• Mathematical process which does not use a priori 
input about which variables (you think) will be 
related to each other – exploratory 

• Factor labels assigned post hoc (if possible) based 
on the variables strongly loaded onto each factor 



Employment 
Population 

retention/growth 
Quality of life 

Productive 
Capital 

Infrastructure  

Capital 

Human  
Capital 

Social-Institutional 
Capital 

Cultural/Natural 
Capital 

Knowledge/ 
Creative Capital 



Jurisdiction performance vs. funding difficulty: 
only a weak relationship 
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Jurisdiction performance vs. community asset strength: 
a strong positive relationship 
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Strength of Community Assets 



“Asset Base” factors extracted from responses to  
32 strength/challenge Likert items (7 point scale)  



“Asset Base” factors extracted from responses to  
32 strength/challenge Likert items (7 point scale):  

CULTURAL CAPITAL ATTITUDINAL/SOCIAL CAPITAL 

PUBLIC/INSTITUTIONAL CAPITAL BASIC NEEDS 



Focus Groups 

 
 

• How? 
 

Signs of Success 

Top 3 Strengths 

Top 3 Challenges 

Cooperation Stories and Sparks 



Focus Groups 

 
 

• How? 
 



Sustaining the future 

“…what I have noticed in my communities is that there is 
a strong interest in wanting to pass on the small town, 
and community that they have, on to their 
children…’Main Street’” (DD) 

It goes back to what somebody 
said, how are we developing 
people who will take our place 
when we retire?  There are very 
few young people in the pipeline 
- and I am not guessing here - 
that have the public service 
thoughts that we had.  (EO) 

 “Is that a general consensus among a lot of you that 
the workforce is not ready for the challenges that are 
coming?  [agreement] But you also talked about 
[specific educational institution/program]... -Let's 
kind of clear that up - I don't think it's because they 
don't have an opportunity to learn the jobs - it's 
lack of desire to do the job.” (EO) 



“Harmony” vs. the “train wreck” 
“When you address an issue, do you find a way to solve it - 
that means, working with other local gov'ts, not just 
talking about it, but addressing it by way of resolving it.” 
(EO) 

“…how well everybody gets along in that community.  And I 
know that's  - any of the mayors in this room will tell you, that's 
almost impossible at times - but, I know many of us just bite 
our tongues and let things go, rather than cause a rift, because 
those type of things don't help your community. It's better to 
lose a few battles than to lose the war. (EO) 

“I think one of other strengths that I have 
down - our county has [multiple] 
cities/towns (incorporated areas) and it 
is just amazing to see the harmony 
between the towns and the county.  
Harmony is one of our strengths with all 
the elected officials.” (EO) 

“- when they get along it helps a lot.  If 
they don't get along - it's terrible - it's 
terrible - It's like watching a train wreck - 
where you're just waiting for the next 
headline in the newspaper, so they don't 
get along.  I think cooperation is a big key 
in a good community, in order for growth.” 
(DD) 



 



Role Responses Percent of total response 

County Legis. 102 38% 

City/Metro Exec. 42 16% 

City/Metro Legis. 42 16% 

City Manager 32 12% 

County Exec. 26 10% 

Other City Official 6 2% 

Other Public Role 16 6% 

Total 266 100% 

Respondents to survey by public service role and  
percent of total response 



 What do TN local officials consider to be the “signs of 
success” for a jurisdiction and how do their judgments 
align with traditional vs. new visions of jurisdiction 
competitiveness? 
 

 Forced ranking 
 Trad. ED vision still strong: #1 “recruit and retain business” 
 Newer visions also showing a strong influence: 

quality of life measures ex. #2 families, #3 crime 
 Recognition that gen’l growth in pop’n is not in itself a solution (#10) 

 
 Reported performance on the 10 signs of success generates 

index we use as dependent variable… 
 
 
 
 
 



 How does their assessment of their jurisdictions’ diverse 
asset base relate to reported performance? 
 

 32 7-point Likert strength/challenge items from focus groups 
 Factor analysis 
 Factors do hang together in patterns (not imposed): 

cultural capital; attitudinal/social capital; public institutional 
capital; basic needs (infrastructure) 

 Use factor scores for the 4 asset classes to predict 
performance index, controlling for jurisdiction and respondent 
characteristics 
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