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Background 
Identifying and working with community 
leaders can be extremely beneficial when 
promoting conservation through locally-led and 
watershed planning activities.  It is even more 
crucial when working with underserved 
communities that have not previously worked 
with the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS).  The advantage of working with 
a community leader is that you will be working 
with someone who has already earned the 
community’s trust.  Gaining the community’s 
trust will be a major hurdle for you to overcome.  
In some instances, it can take a period of 
months if not years for you to earn a 
community’s trust.  Identifying the right 
person/leader to work with you can help 
decrease the length of time it takes to 
accomplish your goals.  The danger of not 
working closely with a community leader is he/ 
she can easily hamper your efforts. 
 
Leaders tend to stand out from other commu- 
nity members.  Remember, the public is only 
marginally involved in most issues.  Only 
about 5 percent of community members are 
directly involved in decision making and not 
even all of these people are community leaders. 
Indicators based on research suggest that 
leaders might possess some, but certainly not 
all, of the following characteristics: good at 
giving instructions, empathetic, talkative, 
persistent, self-confident, popular, and 
original/creative. 
 
 
 

 
 

Methods of Identification 
 
The first step in identifying a community leader is 
to consult with agencies and organizations who 
have successfully worked with the community. 
These organizations may include small farmer 
cooperatives, churches, county Extension 
Service, other USDA agencies, and land-grant 
universities.  The Conservation District and 
Resource Conservation and Development board 
members are typically leaders themselves and 
they can be a source of information.  They also 
can lead you to community leaders or to people 
who can help you determine who the leaders are 
in the community. 
 
There are four traditional methods to identify a 
community leader.  The methods are position, 
reputation, event analysis, and social participa- 
tion.  While the methods of identification are the 
same for traditional and non-traditional communi- 
ties, the examples have been customized for small 
underserved communities. 
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In the position method, you identify people in authority. 
In small communities the local government officials may be 
mayors, sheriffs, or school board representatives.  Keep in 
mind that all leaders do not have to be in positions of 
authority and this method fails to identify informal leaders 
such as respected elderly community members, parents, 
coaches, and athletes. 

 
In the reputation method, you are looking for those members 
of the community who are the most respected. Different 
racial and cultural groups more than likely will identify 
someone from their group as a leader.  It is unwise to ask 
someone from a majority group to identify a minority leader.  
Simply ask about five community members who they feel are 
“the three most respected people in the community.”  When 
you begin to hear the same names repeated you will know 
that these people are the leaders in this particular community. 

 
In the event analysis method, leaders are those persons who 
most actively influence specific community decisions. Some 
people more consistently influence decisions by actively 
pursuing decisions they consider to positively influence the 
community. 

 
The social participation method entails finding those 
persons who occupy positions of authority in the greatest 
number of organizations such as heads of community- based 
organizations.  One example would be a person who is all of 
the following: District Supervisor, Rotary club officer, 
treasurer in the Veterans of Foreign Wars, church deacon, 
local president of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People, and a member of the local 
school board. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all 
its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, 
age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, 
parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political 
beliefs, reprisal, or because all or a part of an individual’s income derived 
from any public assistance program.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all 
programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for 
communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, 
etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and 
TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office 
of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 
20250-9410 or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) and (202) 720-6382 (TDD). 
USDA is an equal opportunity provider. 

 

 
 
The Importance of the Community Leader 
You want to identify a leader with outstanding community 
leadership traits.  He/she should want to work toward 
positive change in the community.  He/she should be able 
to work with other people, encourage others, plan work, 
conduct meetings, bring forth new ideas, find resources, 
speak out for the community, seek information, listen 
attentively, and most importantly, persistently work on 
behalf of the community. 
 
Once you have identified the leader(s) which you want to 
move forward with, the very crucial next step is to develop 
a strategy to help that person(s) understand and support 
natural resource management issues.  Be prepared when 
you meet with the leader to educate the individual about 
how NRCS can provide services and resources that can 
improve the community’s quality of life. Ultimately, you 
want that leader to serve as a spokesperson, a catalyst for 
change, and a bridge for you to establish a positive and 
productive working relationship with the whole community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WWhat Do You Want the Leader To Do? 
 

1.   Ensure that the leader  buys into your plan by 
being available to answer questions, visiting 
successful farms, and establishing trust 
(refer to Gaining Trust with Small Farmers fact 
sheet) 

2.  Persuade him/her to adopt conservation practices 
and systems 

3.  Encourage the leader to host demonstrations, 
take farmers to farms with conservation plans, 
and share visual information such as pictures and 
videos 

4.  Sponsor group meetings 
5.  Be available to speak at official and unofficial 

community gatherings 
6.  Provide testimonials 
7.  Introduce you to other community leaders 
8.  Participate in locally-led and area-wide activities 
9.  Become acquainted with the Conservation 

District and Resource Conservation and 
Development board members 

10. Provide you with feedback on your activities 
 
 
 
 

   Issue 43  Updated  June 2000 


