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Abstract:

Transitional poverty (the state of being slightly above or below the official poverty line intermittently, and for varying lengths of time) and Generational poverty (the state of multiple generations of families living below the official poverty line over time), have been ongoing concerns of policy makers in the decades following the 1970’s.  Rural communities, along with communities centered around cities of medium geographic and population size (micropolitan areas), have different challenges and concerns, socioeconomically speaking, than urban areas of greater geographic and population size (metropolitan areas).  Small-scale manufacturing and agriculture have been replaced in these areas by service-industry jobs, very often supporting recreation and tourism.  These jobs provide lower wages and are very often seasonal in nature, leading to greater numbers of people falling into transitional poverty than was previously the case.  
A growing body of research indicates that community based asset building along with co-operating systems, rather than an institutional model (in which governmental, non-profit, or for-profit business organizations provide ameliorative services for people in poverty, including health care, education, and other forms of assistance), are an effective means to assist people and communities experiencing the state of poverty.  Lake Winnepesaukee is located within the boundaries of Belknap County, and the towns and city which make up the county have historically been closely linked to the lake economically.  Laconia, the county seat, is also the urban center of Belknap County, while  the towns (Alton, Barnstead, Belmont
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There were 60,088 people living in Belknap County, according to the 2010 U.S. Census.  Of those 60,088 people, 12,481 are children under the age of 18, and 10,057 are age 65 or older.  Another large segment of the population is in the 50 to 64 year age range, with 14,762 adults falling into this range.  The implications of this for the economy of Belknap County are that a large segment of the population of the county are either outside of active working years (in the case of children and the elderly), or are potentially in the process of planning for retirement (the 50 to 64 age range).  

The economy of the county was historically based on small scale agriculture, logging for lumber and wood pulp, and medium scale manufacturing (mainly textile mills and shoe factories).  Data from the U.S. Department of Labor shows that both agriculture and manufacturing have shown significant decreases in New Hampshire over time.  Those industries have been replaced, to a certain extent, by service industry jobs, especially in the area of hospitality and tourism.

United States Census Bureau Data from the 2010 Census indicates that Belknap County falls below the state average for New Hampshire in a number of leading economic indicators.  Persons living below the official poverty line in Belknap County was 9.3% in 2009, and 8.6% for all of New Hampshire.  Median income for Belknap County was $52,987, and $60,734 for New Hampshire, while per capita income for Belknap County was $27,715 and $30,610 for New Hampshire.  Proportionally, Belknap County has a similar population density as the state of New Hampshire as a whole, and the demographics are roughly the same, as far as ethnicity, race, and ratio of male to female residents are concerned (when the statistical outliers of the greater Manchester and Nashua metropolitan areas are removed).  

It will be important, in examining the problem of poverty in Belknap County, and in looking at ways to prevent or to improve the quality of life for people and families living in Belknap County, to define some of the language which is being used, both in academic research and in high-quality interventions and programs which have been effective in demographically and geographically similar areas elsewhere in the United States and Canada.

Methodology
Electronic databases, including Ebsco Academic Search Premiere, ERIC, and Google Scholar were used to search peer reviewed literature (journal articles, reports, and transcripts of presentations).  An extensive review of web pages, sponsored by organizations dedicated to the study and practice of poverty remediation and prevention was conducted alongside the review of peer-reviewed literature.
Definitions

Livable Wage:  Often referred to as a “living wage”, a livable wage is the amount of money needed to support a family.  Livable wages change from location to location, and include the income needed to cover the various expenses which make up the cost of living in that location.  In many cases, a livable wage may be between 100 and 130 percent of the official poverty threshold. (Economic Policy Institute, 2002)

Poverty:  In the United States, the official federal poverty threshold is a dollar amount, based on the gross income of a household, adjusted proportionally by the number of wage earners and dependents living in the household.  In other words, for a person to be determined to be in a state of poverty, their level of income would be measured against that threshold, with the incomes of other members of their family taken into consideration.  As of 2010, the poverty threshold for a family of four in the United States is set at $22,350.00, based on gross yearly income.  This method of measuring poverty was developed by Mollie Orshansky, an economist and statistician, in the late 1950’s, and was based on the cost of buying the minimum amount of nutritious food needed for a family of four, and then multiplying that cost by a factor of three, so that other living expenses were taken into account.  In the years since Orshansky developed the poverty threshold formula, a debate among scholars, policy makers, and practitioners has emerged, and there has been a movement toward greater consideration of the complexity of household micro-economies, and which metrics are most useful in identifying families and communities which aren’t maintaining a livable wage or financial stability, either in the long or the short term.

Academics, working in the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, and education define poverty in a less narrowly defined manner, looking at it as a set of cultural mores and attitudes as well as a financial state.  Viewed through this lens, poverty can be seen more as a lack of access to resources, including mobility, information, and opportunities for self-determination or improvement of one’s situation and well-being.

Micropolitan:  A statistical region, defined by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) as the area surrounding an urban core, with a population of more than 10,000, but less than 50,000 people living in it.

Integrated Service Delivery:  the provision of a variety of services intended to work collaboratively, in order to give people living in poverty the necessary tools to improve their access to financial, physical, and psychological well-being.

Institutional Model: a term proposed by John McKnight to describe interventions provided for people in poverty by institutional systems, including government programs, non-profit services, charitable organizations, schools, and for-profit businesses.

Generational Poverty: the state of being in poverty for extended periods of time, with multiple generations of a family remaining in the state of poverty over time.  

Transitional Poverty: also called situational poverty.  the state of falling below the official poverty threshold for shorter periods of time, because of temporary situations caused by economic conditions within one’s home community, or because of changes in family situation (change in marital or relationship status, death, substance abuse issues, and the like).

Social Capital:  the “features of social life: networks, norms, and trust, that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives.” (Putnam, 1995)

Self-Determination:  Self-Determination Theory is a formal framework for examining intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for individuals. (Deci and Ryan, 1985 and 2000)  The factors of autonomy, relatedness and competence work together to influence the actions and decisions of people. (Deci and Ryan, 1985 and 2000).  A more general definition of self-determination could be: empowerment for people to make decisions on things which have a direct effect on themselves or their communities.

Remediation:  Policies or actions which are remedial seek to assist people, families, or communities  which are already in poverty.  Generally speaking, remediation is oriented toward generational poverty.

Theoretical Basis for Poverty Interventions

On their website, the United Way identifies five focus areas as part of their Financial Stability Partnership: family -sustaining employment, affordable housing, savings and assets, manageable expenses, and income supports (2011).  The theoretical basis for best-practice interventions to address each of these focus areas can be found in the literature, across the disciplines of sociology, economics, political science, psychology, and education, among others from within the larger field of the social sciences.

John McKnight advocates forcefully for a citizen-centered approach to the improvement of communities in poverty in his body of work.  McKnight puts forward the challenge to think of people and communities in poverty in terms of intangible assets, including social capital, rather than in terms of what they are lacking.  This perceptual shift introduces the possibility of self-determination as a key factor in the sustainability of initiatives that seek to provide financial stability within communities in poverty. 

At the same time, a critique of the institutional model of anti-poverty intervention becomes a consideration.   The institutional model is based on the assumption that there is a fundamental flaw or deficit within the community that continues to perpetuate the state of poverty, and that the intervention provided by the institution in question will ameliorate the problem.  An analogy can be made with a disease and its treatment in the practice of medicine.  
In medicine a condition is diagnosed, treatment is undergone, with the end result being an improvement.
McKnight’s work on citizen or participant centered poverty prevention suggests that comprehensive approaches to intervention, including education and the identification of strengths within the community, are the most effective over time. (McKnight, et. al, 1993).  

The effectiveness of this approach was verified by the evaluative work on McKnight’s foundation in Chicago, conducted by Michael Quinn Patton.  Patton utilitzed a qualitative, user-focused evaluation which interviewed participants in the poverty-prevention initiative.  His results indicated that people who were directly involved in decision making, who Patton refers to as the “users” of the evaluation, were more likely to work effectively with the initial providers of the service. (Patton,  )

This involvement of stakeholders, from the outset of the intervention, led to greater engagement and to mutually beneficial communication, both of which are crucial elements for the sustainability of a program over time. (McKnight, 1993)

An examination of poverty and interventions, both remedial and preventative, is especially important at the present time.  Jeffrey Sachs, the Director of the Earth Institute at Columbia University, writes: “It’s fair to say that in the highly commercialized economies, market values trump social values: the poor, both those at home and abroad, are more or less forgotten.” (Sachs, 2011)

Methods and Suggestions for Practice

One of the methods employed by McKnight, Patton, and their colleagues in Chicago was the creation of an Asset Management Questionnaire.  This questionnaire asked people in the area which was to receive the intervention about their dreams, aspirations, and talents.  McKnight and his colleagues then used that information to design programs which could draw on those talents, and which addressed the interests of the participants. 
 The specific term for this approach is Participatory Action Research.  This methodology has, as its most basic premise, the idea that those who are directly affected by decisions are most informed about the setting events, context, desired outcomes, and probable outcomes which will result from decisions and actions.  The involvement of stakeholders in the decision-making process has been noted as a factor in probable success and sustainability by many key scholars, most notably Albert Bandura, the developer of Social Learning Theory. (Bandura and Jones, 1962) 

The Tamarack Institute for Community Engagement utilizes Systematic Opportunities Selection, a formal process in which the active participation of stakeholders is essential.  Systematic Opportunities Selection helps an organization to articulate its rationale for prioritizing areas of need within the larger category of a community or population in poverty.  As Mark Cabaj wrote  in “Making an Impact”, a handbook published by The Tamarack Institue, “The challenge for members of a collaboration is to determine how to spend their limited time and energy in order to create the greatest reduction possible in the number of people experiencing poverty and the depth of that poverty.”  (Cabaj,2004)

Practice Methodologies and Poverty Interventions

A recurring theme in the literature is the importance of long-term employment, and the central importance of steady, reliable employment to the creation of sustainability for families and communities.   Robert Reich, the former Secretary of Labor, writes: “At the current rate of job growth (averaging 90,000 new jobs per month over the last six months), 14 million Americans will remain permanently unemployed. The consensus estimate is that at
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One way to conceptualize procedures to examine both problems and possible solutions to job growth and wealth or assets creation in micropolitan and rural communities is to look at them though the lens of a systems approach model.

A systems approach to assets or wealth growth improves multiple facets of an economy, and relies on collaborative processes to include several entities, including the environment, people, and employers (Yellowwood and Markley, 2010).  One example of a systems approach to financial stability programming is the U.S. Household Finance Initiative, sponsored by Innovations for Poverty Action.  This research and practice initiative blends concepts from multiple disciplines, including behavioral economics and sociological inquiry, in order to assist families in poverty with the formation of beneficial budgeting and spending habits. (Innovations for Poverty Research, 2011)  

Systems thinking takes into account all of the inputs which go into effective planning for programs and interventions.   In the example of the U.S. Household Finance Initiative, individual consumers, banks, and social support agencies are viewed as collaborative partners in working with participants in order to form more effective money management habits.  

Information about programs and interventions that show promise can be found at The Abundant Community website, where Peter Block and John McKnight have shared their own experiences, along with those of programs from the United States.  The majority of these interventions come from urban settings.

Rural and micropolitan regions have their own success stories, and many of these, along with essential data concerning the leading economic indicators for those areas, can be found at the homepage for the Carsey Institute at the University of New Hampshire.  

Additional information about model programs can be found at the Center for Rural Affairs (CFRA).  Although the Center is located in Nebraska, much of the material available in their online resource library is applicable to the needs of Belknap County.  The publications and links concerning start up assistance for small businesses and the revitalization of downtowns and main streets are especially informative.

Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Research

An in-depth examination of the academic literature across the disciplines of sociology, economics, psychology, child development, education, and political science indicates that there are few academics publishing papers on this topic at the present time.

A scan of materials found on the various websites sponsored by practitioners in the area of poverty intervention and prevention, however, reveals a vital community of practice. 
Several key themes emerge from a review of this information. One of these is the importance of participants and beneficiaries of interventions taking an active role in decision making.  Communication and collaboration among organizations and individuals, like banks, schools, health care providers, and communities in poverty is another theme, which is interrelated with the first theme. 

Self-determination and participatory action research are theories and methodologies for data collection and information gathering which fit together with both of these themes, and further study in this area should involve in a central and meaningful way the population who is to be served by the information collected.

Longitudinal data about the efficacy of programs like those put into action by the Tamarack and Yellowwood Institutes would also help to evaluate their sustainability in the long term.

Additional information about the state of people and communities in poverty within Belknap County would also be helpful in determining the depth and breadth of interventions that could be put into practice to address that condition.   Detailed information about the experiences of people and organizations which have been working in the towns and urban centers of Belknap County would be important for this.  Data collected about employment trends, educational attainment, as well as other demographic and key economic indicator information will also need to be kept current, so that context will be established for future research and programming.
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