
Sustainable University Outreach:  
IIRA as an Example

Norman Walzer, Ph.D.         and           Christopher Merrett, Ph.D.

Professor Emeritus Director

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs

Located at 

Western Illinois University

Macomb, IL 

www.iira.edu

http://www.iira.edu/


Overview of 
Presentation

• Background and Reasons

• IIRA Mission and Goals

• Relatively Unique State-University Partnership

• Holistic Approach to Rural Development

• Focus on Management Metrics

• Results and Outcomes



Reasons and Need for Approach

• 1980s experienced major setbacks to farm economies & foreclosures

• Small towns relied on farm populations that were shrinking in number

• Long term population declines in rural areas

• Graduates left for higher education and then on to larger areas

• Increases in elderly

• Illinois is mainly an urban state with shrinking rural populations

• One size fits all approach to policymaking

• State policies were not coordinated

• State agencies had many programs but not coordinated in delivery

• State policies were not always based on research trends and issues

• Needed an agency to help provide a focus on rural issues



Illinois Rural Statewide 
Policy Units

• Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs

• Research and document best development practices and policies 

• Hold annual conference to bring promising practices to local officials

• Publicize materials regarding development topics

• Governor’s Rural Affairs Council

• Evaluate policies for use in Illinois and implement them as needed

• Submit legislation and create new programs as needed

• Recommend changes to GA and Governor for implementation

• Rural Partners

• Privately-funded statewide organization of private and public 
members

• Statewide Government Coordinating Council

• Document and help implement innovative development practices



Policy 
Approaches 

Used

• Task Force on Future of Rural Illinois in 1986
• Chaired by Lt. Governor with 25 Bi-Partisan members
• Staffed by Faculty in Four Universities
• Held more than 20 public hearings
• Drafted a Joint Resolution of House, Senate and Governor’s Office 

emphasizing importance of rural

• Created the Governor’s Rural Affairs Council (1987)
• Representatives from state agencies with rural programs
• Meets quarterly & publishes annual report to governor & General 

Assembly
• Status of rural with policy recommendations 
• Helps coordinate state programs dealing with rural issues

• Established the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs (IIRA) in 1989
• Governor’s initiative through the Board of Higher Education
• State agency located at a university based on university 

commitment to funding
• University academic mission reporting to Provost
• Statewide data center and clearinghouse
• Prepares annual GRAC report for governor and GA
• Helps lead & coordinate non-state agency initiatives e.g., Rural 

Partners



Funding Structure  (1989)

Startup Annual Funding

• $250K in Lt. Governor’s Office for staff 
and outreach programming

• $250K in Ag Premium Funds (IL Dept of 
Ag) for discretionary projects to IIRA

• $50K commitment from WIU as host 
agency

IIRA Support --Federal Government and 
other Sources

• $100K annually from US Economic 
Development Administration

• Started the Rural Technical Assistant 
Center

• $75K annually from US Department of 
Transportation

• Started the Rural Transit Assistance 
Center

• Grants and contracts with state/federal 
agencies



IIRA Organizational Structure 

• Design: as Holistic and statewide approach to rural issues.

• Purpose: Be major statewide source for applied policy research on rural issues.

• Vision: To be widely-recognized for innovative research and policy applications with 
rural agencies to enhance rural economic development while maintaining the 
importance of small communities.

• Mission: To improve quality of life in rural areas by working with public and private 
agencies on key local development and enhancement issues.

• Practice: Build the capacity of community leaders and policymakers by providing 
technical support, applied research, policy evaluation, and training across the state. 
IIRA is a clearinghouse for information on rural issues, coordinates rural research, 
and works with state agencies on issues of importance to rural communities.



IIRA Primary Goals

• Policy Development

• Promote Sound Statewide Rural Policy Development

• Collaborate with Other Groups e.g., GRAC and Rural Partners

• Research and Education

• Advance the State of Knowledge on Rural Issues through 
Applied Research and Educational Activities

• Outreach

• Offer a Variety of Community and Economic Development 
Focused Programs

• Work Directly with and through Local Leaders to Address 
Local Issues



Rural communities have needs. Do they have assets?
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• It is easy to be pessimistic when we focus on rural
Community Economic Development (CED) needs.
• Rural depopulation and youth outmigration.

• Loss of anchor institutions (e.g. grocery stores, schools).

• Digital divide is real (i.e. both broadband and cell phone coverage).

• Education gap (e.g. funding and student performance).

• Emphasis on both farm and rural non-farm economy – Farmers need off-farm jobs!

• Quality of life issues (e.g. recreation, health care).

• Can we help rural places identify their assets? YES.

• ABCD or Asset-Based Community Development.
• Goal: Help rural places design and implement CED strategies.

• Strategy: Build on community assets rather than on community needs.

• Help communities identify their own assets.

• IIRA MAPPING program represents one strategy to implement ABCD.

• CED is a process not an objective or endpoint. 



• Rural regions are losing people.
• Rural regions have higher median age.

The Basis of the Negative Narrative Surrounding Rural CED



Farmers need off-farm employment, too.
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Source: https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/june/farm-households-rely-on-many-sources-of-income/

https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/june/farm-households-rely-on-many-sources-of-income/


Poverty Rate by County, 2019
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The Basis of the Negative Narrative Surrounding Rural CED
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The Basis of the Negative Narrative Surrounding Rural CED





Source: https://www.nationalreview.com/2015/10/mobility-globalization-poverty-solution/

https://www.nationalreview.com/2015/10/mobility-globalization-poverty-solution/


How can we push back against the negative narrative and psychology of decline?
How can we help communities thrive? ABCD
We take communities through a planning and a plan implementation process.
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IIRA Organizational Chart
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19Many rural communities have experienced decades of population and quality of life decline.



What does strategic visioning do?
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How do you go from a 

community filled with 

conflicting visions and 

agendas….. 

…To a community with a 

shared vision that has been 

generated through 

consensus?
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Community Outcomes for Strasburg, IL

▪ 10 years elapsed, 2007 to 2010.
▪ CED is hard work. Maybe Sisyphean?
▪ Not every CED design project works.
▪ Heavily reliant on volunteers.
▪ Need widespread community buy-in.
▪ Strasburg emphasis on local assets:

o TIF district to raise funds.
o 24-hour gym is former school gym.
o Launched a community fund.



MAPPING 
Communities

Peace Corps 
Communities
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Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/us/rural-farm-market.html

Great Scott Market, Winchester, IL

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/us/rural-farm-market.html
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IIRA Metrics 1990 to 2020
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IIRA Metrics Fiscal Year 1990 2000 2005 2010 2014 2015 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total 

Inputs                      

Faculty and Staff                      

Full-time/Part-time 9/0 21/4 28/1 36/1 35/0 29/1 22/1 19/3 19/2 19/2 - 

Peace Corps Fellows on campus - 17 20 14 9 14 15 13 14 15   

Graduate Students - - - - 10 8 5 8 11 3 - 

Student Workers 5 13 2 9 13 11 15 8 11 6 - 

Peace Corps Preps             18 16 12 6   

VISTA Volunteers beginning 2019                 25 26   

Grants 5 26 46 49 37 30 31 33 33  28 849 

Indirect Cost Dollars (000's) - - -  257 197 202 122 164 144 138.7 2,444 

Appropriated Dollars (000's) 250  943 1,124 1,612 1,663 1,643 1,625 814 724 605.7 31,477 

Grant Dollars (000's) 480 1,227 1,974 2,673 1,858 1,703 1,407 1,510 1,760 1,466 45,646 

Total Dollars (000's) 730 2,170 3,098 4,285 3,521 3,346 3,031 2,324 2,484 2,072 77,162 

Leverage Ratio (Grant $ ÷ Appropriated $) 1.92 1.30 1.76 1.66 1.12 1.04 0.87 1.86 2.43 2.42 1.45 

% Grants Received 100 94 94 82 91 92 91 94 100 90 92% 

Toll Free Number 601 3,484 2,560 1,184 1,008 804 388 N/A N/A N/A 62,133 

Miles Traveled (000's) 31  136  216  273 148 130 96 89 93 19.6 4,234 

Outputs                       

Conference Presentations 15 41 42 23 75 143 109 113 47 21 1,378 

Presentations Non-Conference Beginning 2019                 43 45 88 

MAPPINGs - 11 5 4 5 4 4 6 7 3  258 

Mailings (000's) 10.4 40.3 23.2 9.3 7.6 10.0 4.5 6.8 7.4 2.5 706.0 

Surveys 2 9 8 59 54 71 25 7 1 1  703 

Teaching - # of Students Taught in all WIU Depart 260  273  719  219 140 176 119 161 108 98 8,464 

Teaching - Total # of Students in MA CED Program 0 - - -  - - 16 20 26 20 --  

Training Programs - 26  92  195 121 186 150 62 94 62 2,557 

Books - 2 - -  - 1  1 2 - - 20 

Chapters/Articles 24 22 11 22 18 10  4 9 14 24  533 

Rural Research Reports 3 10 10 6 4 3  2 2 2 2  224 

Trade Publications - 8 7 17 19 19 - 1 2 3  361 

Total Publications 27 42 28 45 41 33  7 12 18 29 1,114 

Outcomes                      

Conference Participants 1383 2,697 5,879 7,764 4,847 6,838 7,235 12,371 12,646 5,561 160,120 

Awards 1 5 5 1 1 -  2 2 2 2 77 

Jobs Created/Retained* - - -  684 130 353 497 112 369 402 7,017 

SBDC Debt and Equity Funding (Loans) (000's) - - - 5,303 2,652 3,356 1,000 2,248 3,009 3,900 57,474 

PTAC Government Contracts ($000's)       19,671  -   -  33,162 141,467 202,264 199,400 645,545 

 

Key Issues:
• Coping with budget cuts 

($1M cut 2017 to 2021).
• Sustaining capacity to 

secure external funding.
• Maintaining research 

productivity.
• Program expansion despite 

cuts (SBDC and MA in CED).
• Maintaining IIRA visibility 

and reputation in the face 
of university and state 
leadership turnover.

• Are we tracking the right 
metrics?



Concluding Thoughts
• What distinguishes the IIRA from other rural development centers?

• Partnerships with state executive branch (GRAC) and other agencies.
• Linking research, outreach, and teaching in one academic unit that reports to Provost
• Emphasis on plan implementation.
• Other?

• Local community and economic development efforts are a necessary but incomplete 
part of a rural development strategy in Illinois and elsewhere.
• IIRA represents an ongoing (32 year) effort to promote rural local development efforts.
• Also need state-level policy change and program support.

• (e.g. funding for higher education, community foundations)

• Also need federal policy change and program support.
• (e.g. immigration policy, USDA-RD funding)

• Are we sustainable? IIRA succeeds to the extent that it has partnerships with 
communities, as well as support from state and federal agencies.
• Subject to the whims of federal and state politics (e.g. program funding, $ for Higher Ed).
• Challenge of operating research and outreach programming at a regional teaching university.
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