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Focus Group Findings and Executive Summary
Executive Summary

At the request of the Executive Director for the Bryan Area Foundation, Dr. Dale Dwyer conducted a series of eleven focus groups with invited citizens from six sectors within communities in and near Bryan.  Those sectors were civic/government/recreation, education, economic development and business, social services, arts/library, and health care.  Approximately 100 community residents participated.

The primary objective of these sessions was to define real community needs and gain insight on the role the Foundation might play in addressing those needs.  The groups also addressed the assets that are available in the community which could be tapped to provide additional support and assistance in addressing the identified needs.  Several creative ideas to bring the community together and to address identified needs were also offered by the focus group participants.  Recommendations from Dr. Dwyer are given at the end of this report.
Focus Group Results

The following represent questions that were generally asked of each group:

1. What is your understanding of the role of the Bryan Area Foundation in our community?  

2. Have any of you been involved in projects funded by Bryan Area Foundation?  If so, what might they have been?

3. What problems or needs do you see in our community that are not being addressed?  

4. How might these needs be appropriately addressed by the Foundation?

5. What do you think Bryan should keep doing, start doing, and stop doing as a community to enhance its citizens’ quality of life?
6. What do you think the Bryan Area Foundation should keep doing, start doing, and stop doing to provide the most help to our communities?
There were several common perceptions held by the participants:

1. The Bryan Area Foundation is a respected and credible entity and provides the Williams County area with the majority of the scholarships and funding for its citizens.  However, in addition to its role in providing seed money and money for specific one-time projects, the Foundation could provide more assistance in helping area citizens (a) to begin to work on the common issues facing the Bryan area and (b) to access additional sources of funding, including grants, that would particularly address participants’ concerns about the ability of organizations who received start-up money to sustain the program or project after its initial funding.
2. More information needs to be shared with community members in and near Bryan about who are members and trustees of the Board and, more importantly, how grant decisions are made.  The major concerns here are centered on (a) the need for more clarity in the criteria used to make funding decisions and (b) the need for making sure that more of the board accurately represents the full range of communities, agencies, and citizens that petition the Foundation for monies.  At present, the Board is seen as an elitist group within Bryan who does not understand the perspectives of a majority of its residents.  Additionally, the “lifetime” term required of board members is seen as a deterrent for younger community members to join the board when asked because of their work and family responsibilities.
3. There is a perceived disconnect among not-for-profit agencies, government entities, and private organizations with regard to providing services.  That is, many participants were unaware of available services, saw duplication in services, and perceived that some organizations were very territorial in sharing information or resources with other organizations.  
4. Bryan is changing from a “white collar” to a “blue collar” community.  As such, the needs and culture of the community are also changing.

The perceived top needs of the community are summarized below (in no particular order):

1. A unified vision for what Bryan can and might become in the next 10-20 years, 

2. The services of a qualified urban planner to help make the vision a reality and to  come up with a strategy for maximizing the uses for vacant or soon-to-be-vacant downtown buildings (e.g., First Baptist Church, buildings on North square with large ballroom above, Miller’s grocery store, etc.) and creating additional outdoor recreational spaces (e.g., biking and hiking paths, green space) that are well-lit and well-maintained,

3. Youth programming for late afternoon and early evening that is focused on all age groups, as well as a place for these programs to be held.  The types of programming needs seen by the focus group participants include career exploration and mentoring, leadership training, health and wellness awareness, and civic engagement, as well as for “safe” recreational activities,   

4. Expansion of the Families and Schools Together (F.A.S.T.) program and other programs (e.g., Community Advocates for Healthy Families) that focus on strengthening the family so that more of the community’s single and marginalized parents in Bryan and the surrounding communities can be included in these successful programs,

5. A performing arts center that can accommodate a variety of artistic groups and cultural events,

6. Available and reliable transportation for the indigent population to get to medical care, to shopping, and to other appointments (modeled after the Henry County Transportation Network),

7. Conveying to future generations the sense of  “community” that is such an important part of Bryan’s culture and history,

8. Leadership “succession” that builds upon the Leadership Williams County program, but that includes actual, continuing leadership experiences and mentoring for those who are the future leaders of Bryan and the surrounding communities,
9. Recruitment and retention of businesses (including retail and restaurants) that can help sustain and grow the economy of Williams County in general, and Bryan in particular,

10. More educational opportunities for special needs children, gifted children, and adults.  Particular subjects for adults would include English as a Second Language (ESL) training, first-time homeowner education, financial management, and job-seeking skills for those persons who have a high school diploma but who do not intend to pursue a four-year college degree,

11. Additional shelters and affordable housing that can accommodate short-term (6 months or less) homeless persons and returning ex-offenders while they are finding jobs or awaiting public assistance funding,
12. Programming and funding assistance for families and individuals who are not able to afford prescriptions or who are between jobs and cannot afford COBRA payments during the interim period of unemployment,

13. New school buildings and/or major renovations to existing schools.
The assets of the community that could be leveraged in conjunction with the Foundation to meet some of the needs identified above are summarized below:
1. Partnerships among local schools, educators, service organizations, and businesses to create and provide youth programming and service learning, including the use of buildings to house the programs.  Some of these might include the following:

a. Social Service Agencies (e.g., Red Cross, American Cancer Association, United Way, Community Advocates for Healthy Families),
b. High school student councils,
c. Service Clubs (e.g., Rotary’s “Interact” initiative, Lions, Kiwanis, Civic League, Claire Newcomer, etc.),
d. YMCA,
e. Industrial Division of the Chamber of Commerce and other economic development agencies (e.g., Bryan Economic Growth Council, WEDCO, Downtown Bryan, etc.),
f. The Arts community (music, drama, visual arts, etc.),
g. Hospital and other health care facilities.
2. Partnerships with local media (e.g., cable TV, radio, print media) in order to provide (a) community  service announcements about projects that need citizen involvement, (b) a master schedule of local events, and (c) promotion and public relations for the Foundation itself (e.g., promotional DVD, “All Around Williams County” interview, Foundation’s “Recipient of the Month,” etc.) 
3. Visits to other communities who have already created some of these partnerships or met some of the needs described by the focus group participants (e.g., Delaware, Ohio; Ft. Wayne, Indiana; Henry County, Ohio; Ashville, North Carolina; Madison, Wisconsin; Orville, Ohio)
4. Specific groups, individuals, or events that could be brought together to discover new projects or programs, to work on problems that involve mutual constituencies, and to provide diverse perspectives on the needs of the community.  Some of these include,
a. 211 “First Call for Help,”

b. Williams County Court,
c. Retired persons in a variety of professions and skilled trades,
d. Representatives from the lower economic echelon,
e. Individuals with grant writing expertise,
f. Tri-State University,
g. Child and Family Services,
h. Teen Task Force of Williams County,
i. Bryan Area Health Education (BAHED),
j. Community Advocates for Healthy Families,
k. Historical Society,
l. Williams County Community Theater,
m. Black Swamp Arts Council.
The following suggestions are ways to bring the community together:

1. Create an “Arts Collective” that is modeled after the one in Ft. Wayne, Indiana.  Tap into more of the arts (i.e., visual arts, dramatic arts, musical arts, etc.) as assets to revitalize and refocus the economic development of the area.  This could become the niche for economic development activities.
2. Hold a community event on the Square each quarter that highlights the season or a specific aspect of Bryan’s historical tradition (e.g., Christmas Cookie Bake-off, Fall Festival, Spring Garden Walk, Holiday Carriage Rides, Madrigal Feast, Candy Cane Marathon, Etch-A-Sketch Art Competition).
The following list contains suggestions on how some of the needs identified earlier could be addressed: 

1. Convene a Community Board that pulls together all social service agencies to work on specific issues in a systematic way.  

2. Persuade Ministerial Council and others to adopt Bridges Out of Poverty and movethemountain.org “circles” concepts.  This involves persons who wish to get out of poverty and a “circle” of mentors that advises and supports the individuals, but does not solve their problems for them.

3. Create a rural “Chamber of Commerce” that pulls together small business owners, farmers, and trades people from rural Williams County to share ideas and resources.
4. Create and convene a “Vision for Bryan” group that meets to discuss a strategic vision for the Bryan area and then shares that vision with appropriate leaders in the community to muster support for making the vision a reality.
5.  Expand the “TRUST” program to include not only not-for-profit organizations, but also for-profit organizations.
6. Explore the possibility of focusing on a niche for economic development, such as the Arts or High Tech.  Look into the possibility of building a Performing Arts Center or creating a Technology Park (similar to the current Industrial Park) that would provide space and services for start-up or existing high tech companies.  

7. Invest in a monthly marketing campaign for the Bryan-Williams County area, highlighting different aspects of the communities.
Consultant’s Recommendations for the Bryan Area Foundation’s Role
Many of the needs and suggestions mentioned in this report require funding assistance.  The Bryan Area Foundation is in a unique position to influence what gets priority attention through its wide-spread credibility, as well as its ability to provide seed money to individuals, groups, and agencies.  The Foundation could play a large role in helping Bryan achieve its goals.
One area that would utilize the Foundation’s unique position is by helping citizens to connect to ongoing and sustainable operational funding for projects and programs.  The Foundation could provide a grant writer or knowledgeable grants professional to help citizens to source and apply for additional funding for the projects it initially funds.  By linking the Foundation funds to other funding sources, the Foundation’s funds can be leveraged to provide the most “bang for the buck” and will help in the sustainability of the projects and programs funded by the Foundation.  
A second area in which the Foundation could be helpful is by acting as a facilitator to bring community citizens together to actually work on the needs identified in this report.  As a respected entity in the area, the Bryan Area Foundation has the credibility to engage a diverse group of community members in a summit in which actual work is done to begin to address the needs, not just to talk about them.  This would likely involve a substantial time commitment on the part of the community members, but the Foundation could provide structure and facilitators to help this process be successful.
The Foundation’s projects need more visibility and publicity in the community.  Participants’ knowledge of the Foundation seemed to imply that much of the publicity has been focused on the Board members themselves, rather than on the recipients of the funds and the projects. It may be helpful in future marketing efforts to highlight the outcomes of the funding in a more systematic way.  This should also help lessen the perception that the Board is elitist while broadening the community’s understanding of the types of programs and projects it funds.

Conclusion

Overall, the participants in the focus groups were positive and upbeat about the future of Bryan and the role that the Bryan Area Foundation plays in philanthropic endeavors throughout Williams County.  It is hoped that the Foundation can use the information contained in this report to expand its influence and provide even more focused help to the communities and their citizens. 
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