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UNDERSTANDING A 
COMMUNITY’S 
CAPACITY TO ENGAGE IN 
WATER RESOURCE 
ISSUES 
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What is the capacity 
of communities to 
engage in water 
resource issues? 

• A need for a wider lens 

• Community capacity theoretical 
model 

• Minnesota research 

• How can water resource 
professionals and community 
leaders change behavior to protect 
and restore water? 
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A WIDER LENS… 
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Individuals 

Communities 
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A THEORETICAL 
MODEL 
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Community Capacity Defined 

“The interaction of human capital, organizational 
resources, and social capital existing within a given 

community that can be leveraged to solve 
collective problems and improve or maintain the 

well-being of that community”  

(Chaskin et al. 2001, pg. 7) 



7 Multilevel Community Capacity Model  (Davenport & Seekamp, 2013) 
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MINNESOTA 
RESEARCH 
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Ramsey Washington Metro Watershed District 
Capitol Region Watershed District 
Mississippi River Watershed Management Organization 

Lake Nokomis subwatershed 
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Diverse 
communities 

• Vermillion River 
watershed landowners 

• Rush River and Mustinka 
River watershed farmers 

• Minnehaha Creek 
watershed urban corridor 
minority community 
members 

• Lake Nokomis area 
business owners 

Wilkinson (1991, pg. 2) 11 



Individual capacity 
• Are members aware of 

problems? 

• Do they feel personal 
obligation to engage in 
pro-environmental 
behaviors? 

Peter Crouser 
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Are water resources adequately protected in 
your community? 
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Vermillion River Watershed Landowner Survey, n ≥ 242 
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Do you feel personally obligated to engage 
in conservation practices? 

Vermillion River Watershed Landowner Survey, n ≥ 303 (some items adapted from Genskow 
& Prokopy, 2010; Schultz, 2001) 
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Relational capacity 

 

• How are information and 
ideas exchanged?  

• Is there social cohesion 
among members? 

• Do members work 
together to solve 
problems? 

 

E. Svanda 
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Relationship-building 

 

“Farmers are always talking. What’d you do there? What 
works? I noticed this, how’d that work?”  

-Rush River watershed farmer 

 

"there is a real sense of community, I think, when you get 
into these small rural ag towns. It doesn’t mean it isn’t very 

competitive at times, which it is lately, in particular, but 
people tend to look out for each other and there is a real 

sense of community here.” 

-Mustinka River watershed farmer 
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Organizational 
capacity 

 

• Are leaders effective? 

• Do organizations have the 
appropriate authority and 
legal options to 
implement water 
resource programs? 

• Is there accountability for 
water resource problems, 
consequences and 
solutions? 
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Does your community have the capacity to protect 
water resources? 
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Vermillion River Watershed Landowner Survey, n ≥ 222 



Organizational capacity 

 “The nature of the township [is] everybody knows 
everybody. …It’s the best and the worst form of 

government. …It’s the best because you’re right down at 
the lowest level of property ownership and you’re dealing 
with people all the time. You know what people are doing. 
[It’s the worst because] sometimes you elect people who 

would rather take care of their friends than take care of the 
laws. It’s really hard for them to say ‘no’.  

-Formal decision-maker, Vermillion River Watershed 
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Programmatic 
capacity 
• Are programs are 

coordinated across 
agencies and jurisdictional 
boundaries 

• Are programs are 
effective at engaging 
citizens in water 
resources 

• Do programs build 
community capacity 
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Programmatic 

 

“Time [is a barrier] and maybe some knowledge. I try to 
keep up on things, but I don’t know very much about the 

subject. I’ve heard of the permeable pavers. I mean, the City 
talks about them. When I paid $4,000 for a new sidewalk, 

[the City] should have talked to me about pavers, I 
would’ve gladly done that.” 

-Lake Nokomis area business owner 
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Programmatic 

 

“You think about stormwater and you think well, it falls into 
the lake in the first place, what’s the difference if it comes 

down here first. You don’t think about things like pesticides 
and stuff washing down with it. We look at the water bill and 
see the runoff tax or whatever it is, and it just pisses you off, 

because you don’t get it….You don’t get anything in the 
mail about any type of programs, so you don’t know what 

you can do about it besides just pay the bill.” 

-Lake Nokomis area business owner 
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Trust, legitimacy 
and fairness 
• Is there trust in 

information and people? 

• Are organizations viewed 
as legitimate? 

• Are programs perceived 
as fair?  

 

O. St. John, tcdailyplanet.net 
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Trust, fairness and legitimacy 

“100% referrals. Because, I think when new people come into the 
country, they’re scared. And if you know somebody that they 

know, somebody they already trust from their community…. So, I 
think it’s imperative to get to know somebody in the culture that 
you’re dealing with and then there’s automatically a bond of trust 
that they’re like ‘oh, this person knows you, they trust you, so I 

will know and trust you.’ So I think word-of-mouth.” 

 

“The elders and the faith leaders are the ones who will open the 
door for you, they will bring you in, and once they bring you in, 

you’re in.” 

 

-Minnehaha Creek watershed minority community members 
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HOW CAN WATER 
RESOURCE PROFESSIONALS 
AND COMMUNITY LEADERS 
CHANGE BEHAVIOR TO 
PROTECT AND RESTORE 
WATER? 
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Community Building 
• Build community capacity 

• Community change behavior change 

• Add more tools to the toolbox 

• Traditional tools: regulation, education, technical assistance, financial 
incentives 

• Contemporary tools: community building 

• Farmer-led councils, master water stewards, civic engagement cohorts, friendship 
tours 

• Monitor community capacity, evaluate programs and adapt 

• Need interagency support and commitment from policy makers to 
invest in community capacity-building 
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Regulations Education 

Technical 
assistance 

Financial 
incentives 
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• coordination 
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planning 
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• valuing diversity 
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Community Capacity 
• Behavior change focus 

• What role for gov’t (Julie) 

• People are influenced by many things (Lisa Nisbet) 

• What we know in psychology research 

• Barriers and motivators to environmental rb 

• Nature-relatedness tool, Individual differences 

• Nature connection influences behavior, relationship to happiness and well-
being 

• Message framing, interventions 

• Results of the survey that people will take at the conference 

• What is the capacity of communities? 

• Mn research 

• What is the role of individuals, social groups, organizations/agencies, and 
programs? 
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Organizational capacity 

“Coordination, prioritization, confusion among the 
landowners, inefficiencies, no collective vision for how 

each of their roles fit within the larger whole. It’s so 
fragmented. That’s not just [this watershed], that’s water 

governance throughout the state. You have all these 
different layers with little pieces. It’s very confusing and not 

very efficient.”  

–-Formal decision-maker, Sand Creek Watershed 
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Community-Building 
• Strengthening and expanding relationships for knowledge 

sharing, social identity, and social norms  of behavior 

• Example: The Lake Nokomis Business Community Manages Its Stormwater 

• Social Norms: “If others have shown [these practices] to work, we would be more 
willing. We don’t want to do anything that is new. Seeing other people have done 
this and that it works, would help.” 

• Social Identity: Business image to customers, community and other businesses 

• Organizational and leadership development, conflict management 

• Example: Partnerships between water resource and community 
organizations 
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Metro blooms quote about social norms 
• “If others have shown [these practices] to work, we would be more 

willing. We don’t want to do anything that is new. Seeing other 
people have done this and that it works, would help.”  
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