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Executive Summary:  

Lessons Learned from the Distributed Leadership Model 
 

We are grateful to the Bush Foundation for giving us an opportunity to try out and learn about using a distributed 

leadership model to implement the Resilient Region Plan. We have learned a great deal.  

 

¶ There are times when it looked like this approach was the next best thing since sliced bread, and at other 

times we seemed to lack the support and resources needed to move the plan forward. 

¶ We learned that sometimes it worked well for some of the themes. For other situations it did not work as 

well as we hoped.  

¶ It has become a model for the way we did our work this past year, as well as the way we will continue to do 

our work. 

¶ Nearly all champions have committed to another year! And we have in addition brought on some new very 

important playersï42 in all have stepped up to the plate to build a Resilient Region! 

 

So all in all, it has been a worthwhile experiment that has become the way we will continue to do our business! 

 

A Resilient Region Distributed Leadership Model. To help others learn, we will tell our story. Why a distributed 

leadership model? Who are we? How was the distributed leadership model employed? When did it work? When 

didnôt it work as well as we had hoped? What are the impacts/outcomes from the work to date? What can we tell 

others about the lessons we have gained from this approach? 

 

Why a distributed leadership model? When the Resilient Region Plan was completed we knew we had a 

responsibility to the 600 who were engaged in developing it to put their plan into action.  But the question becameï

how?  The HUD/DOT/EPA no longer had implementation dollars available. We knew we would need to move 

forward with individual grant writing on projects, but worried that we would lose so much of the value of having 

truly multi-sector, cross-disciplinary visionaries working to help build a resilient region.  

 

So how do you move forward without implementation dollars? 

 

Dan Frank said it best, ñWe can either say we canôt do anything because we have no moneyïor we can say we have 

infinite resources!ò  
 

We already had 22 individuals who agreed to be Resilient Region Champions and an additional 11 who agreed to 

support that work, called ñEx Officos.ò The Ex Officio member ñis the one who kept sending out reminders and 

prompts to keep everybody focused and to keep us in line with deadlines for getting reports in and to help protect the 

day of the Champion meetings. So in addition to their expertise and their input, that person kept us focused on the 

right time and place to get all the people together and the ideas shared.ò (Todd Holman). They provided the critical 

back-office support. 

 

With the Bush Foundation support we were able to retain Dan Frank as facilitatorïa role he served so well during 

the two-year planning work. We were able to obtain meeting space, provide stipends, and serve food! We found that 

the Champions in fact did not take the stipends, which means that we can obtain space and food for another year.    
 

The Bush Foundation support also allowed for us to evaluate each meeting, profile the work of 11 themes through 

the video/ storytelling project, and write this final report. The videos are available on our Resilient Region website 

and will be crucial to 

helping us continue to 

tell the story of this 

work.  
 

Enter the 

Champions!  
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1 I would also like to thank Dr. Elizabeth Peterson who served a report editor! 

http://www.resilientregion.org/region-plan/index.html
http://youtu.be/VkH3MngbhXk
http://youtu.be/ZcieC8dn7sI
http://youtu.be/JI2-MEpiue0
http://youtu.be/9DELc5Uc2cU
http://youtu.be/5W6NeFGoJbQ
http://youtu.be/b8DdDAtbCGo
http://youtu.be/raNAuEKaJ24
http://youtu.be/7axBvi1x42I
http://youtu.be/kovIJdsbLw8
http://youtu.be/EdjP58V_7-c
http://youtu.be/0NXfp-rl4Uk
mailto:erikajohnsondl@gmail.com
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WHO ARE WE? 

We are a community-driven, university-assisted public/private partnership 

pursuing economic and environmental vitality in Cass, Crow Wing, Morrison, 

Todd, and Wadena Counties. 

  
Our full story can be found on the Resilient Region website2 and in our final report, Building a 

Resilient Region3. In summary: 

 
Region Five. Crow Wing, Cass, Morrison, Todd, and 

Wadena counties, located in central Minnesota, make 

up ñRegion Five.ò This is a rural and small town area 

with a population of 162,000 in 69,194 households 

spread over an area of 3,996,051 acres.  

 

Our Assets. Our five-county area is blessed with an 

abundance of business, industry, cultural, and natural 

resources. Tourism is one of the major economic 

engines of the region and our region is referred to as the 

Central Lakes Region due to the abundance of lakes. 

Geographically our region is uniqueïthree distinct 

environments or biomes meet.  

 

Our People. The ethnic makeup of Region Five is largely representative of the first Germanic 

and Scandinavian settlers as well as a sizable Ojibwa population. Latino and Amish populations 

are increasing today in Todd County. The region is very proud and supportive of former military 

service people who make up a disproportionately large percentage of the population. Camp 

Ripley U.S. Army Camp, is one of the largest employers in the region. The culture of our region 

has a distinct flavor. The people are trusting, hardworking, and hearty individuals ready to face 

the challenge of sustained temperatures below zero. Many residents consider ñUp Northò the best 

place to live where cutting wood is a family activity; birds, deer, and fish are plentiful; and wide-

open spaces and solitude can be found just a few minutes or miles from bustling commercial 

hubs.  

 

The Need for a Sustainable Development Plan. The citizens of Region Five are struggling to 

survive. It is the only region in the state where all five counties are classified by USDA and EDA 

as ñeconomically distressed.ò The recent unemployment rate (PositivelyMinnesota.com) was 

9.3% for our 5-county area (7.8% for the US and 5.8% for MN). The average weekly wage (from 

the same source) is nearly half of that for the state of Minnesota and many places in the US 

(2011: US = $924; MN = $920; R5DC = $592). The closing of the Potlatch Plant meant that the 

region lost 150 FTEs. For the 87 counties included in the 2012 Minnesota County Health 

Outcomes ranking (representing health of a county) the rankings were these: Cass 84, Crow Wing 

62, Morrison 78, Todd 67, and Wadena 80. For the Health Factors (influences the health of the 

county) the rankings remain poor: Cass 81, Todd 77, Crow Wing 59, Morrison 76, and Wadena 

66. The MN State Demographer has projected that our senior population will increase as much 

39% by 2035. 

 

                                                           
2 Resilient Region Website2 (http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/) 
3 Building a Resilient Region3 (http://www.resilientregion.org/region-plan/index.html) 

 

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/
http://www.resilientregion.org/region-plan/index.html
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In 2010, we were awarded one of the first HUD/DOT/EPA Sustainable Communities Planning 

grants. We formed the community-driven and university-assisted partners and leveraged $1.8 

million dollars ($800,000 from HUD/DOT/EPA and $800,000 in-kind local match) to develop a 

five-county strategic plan through highly 

involved civic engagement. 

 

The Core Team. The planning work was 

supported by a core team from: Region Five 

Development Commission (R5DC); Central 

Minnesota Initiative Foundation; Clean Energy 

Resource Teams (CERTs); Central Minnesota 

Housing Partnership (CMHP), Envision 

Minnesota, EnSearch, Inc.; University of 

Minnesota Regional Sustainable Development 

Partnerships.  

 

We successfully engaged more than 600 

residents (3 times the projections) in 

developing a multidiscipline, region-wide 

vision for the five-county region of Cass, 

Crow Wing, Morrison, Todd, and Wadena 

Counties. Although focused on Economic 

Development, Housing, Land Use and 

Transportation, the interdependence of these 

focus areas was always taken into 

consideration. This consanguinity is an 

especially critical factor in rural areas.  

  

 

 

The 18-month planning process, supported by the 

HUD/DOT/EPA Sustainable Communities 

Project, earned us the status of ñhigh-achieving 

granteeò (ñIn part because of our ability to 

deliver all reports and all proposed activities on 

time and on budget; and because of our 

uncommon success at community engagement 

across virtually every measure of diversity,ò Don 

Hickman, Initiative Foundationò). 
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The 18-month planning process led to the development of a comprehensive regional plan 

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/ fully integrating 11 themes in the areas of:  

 

1) Housing,  

2) Connectivity/broadband,  

3) Energy,  

4) Natural resources & development 

patterns,  

5) Education & workforce 

development,  

6) Transportation,  

7) Economic engines,  

8) Healthcare,  

9) Changing populations,  

10) Government efficiency and 

effectiveness,  

11) Affordable housing. 

  

Our work has been recognized by the National Association of Development Organizations 

(NADO) and we have been asked to speak twice at the White House Rural Council Forum on 

Regional Innovation (Fall 2012 and Fall 2013ïwhere Cheryal Hills was asked to provide a 

keynote address). 
 

Why a distributed leadership model? 
 

When the Resilient Region Plan was completed we knew we had a responsibility to the 600 who 

were engaged in developing the plan to put their plan into action.  
 

But the question becameïhow?  

 

The HUD/DOT/EPA no longer had 

implementation dollars available. We knew we 

would need to move forward with individual 

grant writing on projects, but worried that we 

would lose so much of the value of having truly 

multi-sector, cross-disciplinary visionaries 

working to help build a resilient region.  

 

So how do you move forward without 

implementation dollars? 

 

Dan Frank said it best, ñWe can either say we 

canôt do anything because we have no money, or we can say we have infinite resources!ò  
 

The idea to use a distributed leadership model came from Dan Frank, Community Specialist 

from the Initiative Foundation who was charged with facilitating the planning process. When 

asked if he had a definition for distributed leadership, he wrote:4  

Wish I did. Really just came out of what I saw with the core team with the Resilient Region planning 

process. Seemed we, the core team, each had a part to play and that we all did our part without having to 

                                                           
4 D. Frank. (E-mail correspondence, October 14, 2013). 

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/
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be directed. The group communicated well and it seemed no one had to be assigned to do something, they 

just stepped up and into the roles that seemed to make sense for them, seemed organic and natural to me. 

In preparation of this report, Dan Frank and I explored the definition of distributed leadership 

model. We found there were more than 2,000 sources when searching the Metro State University 

Library System and more than 1,000 peer-reviewed/scholarly journals on the topic. The 

definition that seemed most like how we were operating was from the Australian Government 

Office of Learning and Teaching.5 This definition works well to explain how the distributed 

leadership model was used to implement the Resilient Region Plan: 

 ñDistributed Leadership é is a leadership approach in which collaborative working is undertaken between 

individuals who trust and respect each otherôs contribution. It occurs as a result of an open culture within 

and across [organizations]. It is an approach in which reflective practice is an integral part enabling actions 

to be critiqued, challenged and developed through 

cycles of planning, action, reflection and assessment 

and re-planning. It happens most effectively when 

people at all levels engage in action, accepting 

leadership in their particular areas of expertise. It 

requires resources that support and enable 

collaborative environments together with a flexible 

approach to space, time and finance which occur as a 

result of diverse contextual settings [within the 

region]. Through shared and active engagement, 

distributed leadership can result in the development 

of leadership capacity to sustain improvements [and 

implementation of the Resilient Region Plan]. 

In the summer of 2012 during one of the last Resilient Region planning sessions, we identified 

the need for Champions and Resource Organizations.  The implementation structure was based 

on a distributed leadership model, meant to be flexible and organic, able to expand and contract 

its level of activity as opportunities appear and are addressed.  
 

¶ It is organized around the 11 themes. 

¶ It has at least two champions per theme. 

¶ It has more than 400 resource organizations. 

¶ Theme champions meet once a month within their theme areas and four times a year 

across themes. 

  

Therefore we had a unique, working model in place to improve the economic and environmental 

vitality and health of this region.  

 

                                                           

5 Australian Government Office of Learning and Teaching. What is distributed leadership? Retrieved October 14, 

2013 from http://emedia.rmit.edu.au/distributedleadership/?q=node/10 

 

http://emedia.rmit.edu.au/distributedleadership/?q=node/10
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We already had 22 individuals who agreed to be Resilient 

Region Champions and an additional 11 who agreed to support 

that work, called ñEx Officos.ò The Ex Officio member ñis the 

one who kept sending out reminders and prompts to keep 

everybody focused and to keep us in line with deadlines for 

getting reports in and to help protect the day of the Champion 

meetings. So in addition to their expertise and their input, that 

person kept us focused on the right time and place to get all the 

people together and the ideas shared.ò (Todd Holman). They provided the critical back-office 

support. 

 

With the Bush Foundation support we were able to retain Dan Frank as facilitator, a role he 

served so well during the two-year planning work. We were able to obtain meeting space, 

provide stipends, and serve food! The Bush Foundation support also allowed for us to evaluate 

each meeting, profile the work of 11 themes through the video/storytelling project6 and to write 

this final report. The videos are available on our Resilient Region website and will be crucial to 

helping us continue to tell the story of this work. Because the Champions did not take the 

stipends, we can obtain space and food for another year.  

 

In brief, the implementation of the Resilient Region Plan using the distributed leadership model 

flowed as follows: 

 
1. Summer 2012: 22 Individuals agreed to serve as Resilient Region Champions. The Core Team 

agreed to serve as ñEx Officioò members to support and guide the work of the champions. 

 

2. Champion Meeting #1: October 23, 2012 Champion Orientation 

 

3. Champion Meeting #2: January 15, 2013 

 

4. Champion Meeting #3: April 16, 2013 

 

5. Champion Meeting #4: July 15, 2013 

 

6. Champion Meeting #5: October 22, 2013 

 

In between each meeting, Champions and Ex Officio members were to work with resource 

organizations (using existing networks) to identify priority projects, seek funding, and implement 

projects. 

 

Prior to each Champion 

meeting, the Ex Officio 

members, primarily made up 

of those who served as the 

core team for the Resilient 

Region Planning Process, 

met to prepare the agenda. 

                                                           
6 The videos can be found on ñThe Planò http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/ mid-way down the page. 

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/
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The list of our Champions is impressive. All of these individuals have stepped up to work on a 

region-wide basis to improve the economic and environmental conditions of our five-county 

region.

Resilient Region Theme Champions 
CHAMPION CHAIR:  

Tim Houle, Administrator, Crow Wing County 

  

EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE 

DEVELOPMENT  
Dr. Larry Lundblad (President) Central Lake 

College (CLC) 

Craig Nathan (Regional Director) Rural MN CEP 

** Dr. Chad Coauette (ED) National Joint Powers 

Alliance (NJPA) 

*Cheryal Lee Hills (ED) Region Five 

Development Commission (R5DC) 

  

EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS  
Don Hickman (Vice President) Initiative 

Foundation 

Andrea Lauer, Mayor of Royalton 

*Mel Radermacher (Controller of External Affairs 

and Members Services) R5DC 

  

TRANSPORTATION  
Tim Houle (Engineer) Widseth, Smith, Nolting 

Jarrett Leas (Engineer) Kadrmas, Lee & Jackson 

*Tad Erickson (Community & Economic 

Development Planner) R5DC 

  

ECONOMIC ENGINES  
Greg Bergman (Director) Small Business 

Development Center (SBDC) 

Rick Utech (ED) Todd County Economic 

Development Corporation 

*Joe Schulte (Bus/Loan Developer) R5DC 

** Vicki  Chepulis (Grants Coordinator) Five 

Wings Arts Council 

** Arlene Jones (Owner/Operator) The Farm at St. 

Mathias & (Manager)  SPROUT Food Hub 

  

CONNECTIVITY  
Pam Mahling (Corporate Resource Specialist) 

West Central Telephone Association (WCTA) 

Kevin Larson (CEO) Consolidated Telephone 

Company (CTC) 

Janelle Riley (CEO) Syvantis Technologies 

*Dr. Stacey Stockdill (CEO) EnSearch, Inc. 

** Merritt Bussiere (Extension Educator) 

University of Minnesota Extension 

 

ENERGY 
Bob Schaefer (Instructor) CLC 

Jason Edens (President) Rural Renewable Energy 

Alliance (RREAL) 

*Molly Zins (ED) University of Minnesota 

Sustainable Development Partnership 

  

HEAL THCARE  
Jani Wiebolt (retired COO) Essentia SJMC 

Tim Rice (CEO) Lakewood Health System 

John Solheim (CEO) Cuyuna Regional Medical 

Center 

*Bob McLean (COO/GM) Hunt Utilities Group 

** Adam Rees (CEO) Essentia Health 

** Mike Larson (COO) Essentia Health 

  

AFFORDABLE HOUSING/HOUSING  
Lynn Hunt (Board Chair) Resilient Living Council 

Jennifer Bergman (ED) Brainerd HRA 

Colleen Faacks (ED) Mid-MN Builders 

Association 

Janie Weston (ED) Greater Lakes Association of 

Realtors 

*Deanna Hemmesch (ED) Central Minnesota 

Housing Partnership (CMHP) 

Amy Hunt McLain (Board) Resilient Living 

Council 

  

CHANGING POPULATIONS  
Mary Sam (Director of Intercultural 

Services/Diversity/Tribal Relations) CLC 

DeAnn Barry (ED) Brainerd Lakes Area Senior 

Center 

*Dan Frank (Community Specialist) Initiative 

Foundation 

  

NATURAL RESOURCES AND 

DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS  
*Todd Holman (Program Director) The Nature 

Conservancy 

John Sumption (President) 

Sumption Environmental 

*Phil Hunsicker (Author) 

Conservation Design 

Score Card 
 

  
*Served as Ex Officio  

**New Fall 2013 
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How was the distributed leadership model employed? 
 

In essence the distributed leadership model framework included: a) All Champion Meetingsïonce per 

quarter; b) Theme Champion and Resource Organization Meetingsïsometimes monthly, sometimes once 

a quarter; and c) organic/fluid work driven by demand, need, and resources availableïsometimes across 

themes. 
 

A great deal of preplanning went into the quarterly All Champion Meetings. To retain this incredible 

group of skilled, over-committed, regional champions, the meetings had to be a very effective and an 

efficient use of their time. We were lucky in that Tim Houle (Administrator, Crow Wing County) agreed 

to serve as chair. His requirement for serving in this capacityïthe meetings had to be ñcrisp, focused, and 

worthwhile.ò So the theme oral reports at each meeting were limited to 2 minutes! We were also lucky in 

that the Ex Officio members participated in this preplanning work (often without compensation) and to 

have Dan Frank serve as facilitator. 
 

From those initial preplanning meetings some key PowerPoint slides were developed and used with each 

meeting to remind everyone about the focus and purpose of our time together. Below are a few samples. 

(See Implementation of the Plan http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/ for a complete set.) 

We always started the meeting with the Resilient Region purpose and mission to connect everyone to the 

work that had gone before. Some of the Champions were new to the work while some had been intensely 

engaged in the development of the Resilient Region Plan. We needed to bring them all to the same place 

to begin the work. 

  

  

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/
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We also needed to clarify roles and responsibilities. The role for the Champions was provided in 

documents as part of the recruitment. We wanted to make sure that before they committed to serving as a 

champion they understood the various roles. These roles and responsibilities were reinforced at the first 

meeting and referred to throughout the year. 

  

  

 

Before each meeting they were also asked to provide a report on their work from the past three months. 

By design these were to be kept brief. (See Implementation of the Plan 

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/ for a complete set of reports.) Upon reflection this meant that we did 

not always have the depth of information we had for the HUD/DOT/EPA quarterly reports. 

  

http://www.resilientregion.org/plan/
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Sample Report Template 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Champion Report Template 

Theme Area: ___________________  

Champions: ___________________ 

                        ____________________ 

Date: _________________________ 

 

Submit to Champion Facilitator to be compiled,  

cover highlights in one-minute report 

1. What is happening in our region related to our themeôs goals and/or 

recommendations? 

¶    

¶  

¶  

¶  

 

2. What are some opportunities for action/alignment and collaboration? 

¶    

¶  

¶  

¶  

3. What one or two Key Theme recommendations are you working on? 

¶  

¶  

¶  

¶  

 

 

  



Enter the Champions: Lessons Learned from the Distributed Leadership Model 

B u i l d i n g  a  R e s i l i e n t  R e g i o n :  P a g e 13 | 40 

 

 

At the end of each meeting, Champions were given assignments (see examples below).  

Champion Meeting #1 Assignment Champion Meeting #2 Assignment 

  

Champion Meeting #3 Assignment Champion Meeting #4 Assignment 

  

 

Above all else, we understood that to keep partners at 

the table they had to see visible signs of success. At 

each meeting we reinforced the ñsuccess measuresò 

message.  

When did it work? 

Throughout the year, we obtained evaluation 

feedback from our partners. The data indicate that at 

the very first meeting excitement about the work was 

generated. The evaluations tended to remain strong 

and positive throughout the year. The one area that 

showed a steady decline was the area of expectations 

regarding the ex-officio role (in that fewer at each 

meeting agreed that this role was realistic).  


