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Have you ever played that game, “Three Truths and a Lie?” It’s used as an icebreaker and it works like this: each person takes a turn sharing four comments about herself or himself, and the audience has to determine which one is a lie.

As I think about the future of communities, it’s important that citizens discern the truths from the lies. A few months ago, leaders in Humboldt County asked me to reflect on my 15 years of experience, helping communities attract and keep their future generations.

Here are Five Truths about strong communities.

1. Strong communities solve problems inter-generationally.

Communities that attract and keep people of all ages do so in part because they make a place at the table for everyone. Youth are involved in making decisions for their schools. Young professionals help shape the future of civic organizations. And community elders don’t “age out” of service; they’re always engaged, working side by side with their children and grandchildren.

It’s a myth that “young people are apathetic” and a national psychosis that institutionalizes our communities’ elders. In strong communities, all generations work side by side on community solutions.

2. All communities have a psyche. What’s yours?

A few years ago, I worked in a community where - during my first visit - everyone talked about the flood. The flood had drowned their downtown, washed away homes, and shut down many prominent businesses for many months.

But as I walked around, everything seemed so...dry. I didn’t detect must or mold or fresh water marks. Finally, I had to ask, “When was the flood?”

Ten years ago.

In this community, the flood was long gone but the scar remained. And the floodwaters were still holding them back, because it had become part of the community’s psyche.

Humboldt has a psyche, too. Is it positive? Future oriented? Progressive? Regressive? Your community’s image of itself can be a great attractor or detractor. But if you want to appeal to the next generation, you must believe that your best days are ahead of you, not in the past. Young professional and entrepreneurs want to move to communities that are become, not one that has been.

3. Be authentic, and work in your strengths.

Humboldt is not Silicon Valley. Or San Francisco. And you shouldn’t try to be. 

Humboldt has its own vibe and strengths; those become the raw material on which you build future success. 

The myth of economic development 15 years ago was that you needed to have a “tech sector.” A few years later, the myth was that you needed a life science sector. And next year, it will be something different.

Stop doing what everyone else is doing, and inventory your unique strengths.

Let me give you an example.

Two years ago, my partner Marti read about Steve Sillett, a Humboldt State professor who climbs giant redwoods to study and inventory the vast flora and fauna of the forest canopy.

Immediately, Marti wanted to learn to climb trees. Preferably redwoods.

So for her birthday, I searched for a place in Humboldt where she could learn to climb trees. Sillett doesn’t take people out to teach them to climb, but I thought I’d find other options.

Nope. None.

This is a small example of an opportunity to build on your precious, unique Redwoods and develop a robust ecotourism sector. From an outsider’s perspective, you live in a postcard. How can you turn that into a once in a lifetime experience and sell it to those who are looking for eye-popping outdoor adventure vacations?

4. First, who. Then what.

If you use a mouse to navigate around the desktop of your computer, you can thank IDEO. The Palo Alto firm has played a leading role in some of the most iconic designs of our time. In fact, they're now being asked by the Feds to help redesign government.
How do they roll out hit after hit?

By putting people at the center of the design process.

This is harder than it sounds. Think about your community. The last time you renovated a city building or designed a new park, you may've started with the zoning codes or blueprints. You probably didn't start by asking, "Who's this for?"

But that's what IDEO - and firms like mine - do. We first ask, "Who?"... and then start to sketch.

As you think about Humboldt’s next economy, take a moment to consider who your 21st century citizens will be. In 2021, who will be your city's professionals, electeds, and leaders? What will your next generation citizens expect from their communities and you, their leaders?

This matters. Because all of us want to leave our cities better than we found them. We want our kids and grandkids to inherit communities that are a joy to live in, and are easy to promote to others.

It all starts by asking, "Who are we building for?"

5. Knowledge work and the great outdoors

In 1959, Peter Drucker predicted that “knowledge workers” - those who create and manage information and knowledge - would be the most important folks in society. He was right. Richard Florida estimates that in the United States, knowledge workers make up about 30% of the workforce, and command over 50% of the wages.

Attracting and keeping knowledge workers to Humboldt will be one important component of your community’s economic development plan.

But also remember that people who work in their heads most of the day ache to be in their bodies after hours and on weekends. And you can offer that in spades. The infrastucture for the knowledge economy includes high speed fiber optics and well laid bike and hike trails.

