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WHAT WE BELIEVE

The Orton Family Foundation’s mission is to empower people to shape the future of their 
communities by improving local decision-making, creating a shared sense of belonging, and 

ultimately strengthening the social, cultural, and economic vibrancy of each place.

We do this by assisting the residents of small cities and  
towns in the use of the Heart & Soul method, a barn- 
raising approach to community planning and develop-
ment designed to increase participation in local decision  

making and empower residents to shape the future of 
their communities in a way that upholds the unique  
character of each place.
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A qualified coordinator is vital to the 
success of Community Heart & Soul.™ 
The coordinator must be mindful of far 
more than project management, and he 
or she will do more than coordinate. 
In our experience, coordinators have acted as coach, 
spokesperson, liaison, confidant, recorder, reporter, 
facilitator, observer, cheerleader, strategist, host,  
bull’s-eye, head cook and dishwasher, magnet, glue,  
and referee.

While it seems nobody can possibly succeed in all of 
those roles, you’d be surprised. Granted, the list below 
is aspirational, but it gives a taste of what a coordinator 

will likely be asked to do and be. That said, your process 
might be able to succeed without some leadership char-
acteristics and absolutely require others. Reconcile this 
list with the particulars of your project and the experi-
ence of other community members and partners who 
are involved [see Resource: Forming Your Heart & Soul 
Team] to agree on the most essential and complemen-
tary qualities of your coordinator.

Essential leadership qualities

The Foundation’s fieldwork has helped us recognize 
leadership qualities of a strong Heart & Soul coordina-
tor. Some may sound like common sense, but we all 
know it’s easy to overlook fundamentals, so here they 
are as reminders. 

Characteristics
1. Respected: Coordinators have a lead role in 

inviting people to participate in the Heart & Soul 
process. For the invitations to be well received, 
the coordinator must not be easily associated with 
divisive or acrimonious initiatives or activities. 
Instead he or she must demonstrate “plausible neu-
trality” to pre-empt folks from disregarding Heart 
& Soul based on the coordinator’s prior activities 
or affiliations. In other words, you need someone 
who is respectful of all people in the community, 
is fair-minded, has a welcoming presence and isn’t 
perceived as having an agenda.

2. Knowledgeable: The successful coordinator must 
be familiar with and understand local culture and 
people or have the ability to learn this quickly.  

You don’t want events scheduled on Thursday 
evening, for example, if Thursday is the same week-
night as pick-up basketball, BINGO at the VFW, and 
choir practice at local churches. Instead, you want 
the coordinator to understand or learn the local cus-
toms, routines and culture well enough to incorpo-
rate them in the project’s mechanics and tenor. 

3. Adaptable: Community Heart & Soul planning 
is designed to be an entirely new way of doing 
business. New methods, tools, and approaches are 
experimental, and will cause push back from those 
who are more comfortable with convention. In 
other words, predictable results are far from guar-
anteed and early skepticism and a few naysayers are 
a near certainty. The coordinator must have a high 
tolerance for experimentation and uncertainty and 
maintain focus through all the ups and downs.

4. Strategic: The coordinator must help volunteers 
to stay on track with goals and not get side tracked 
by the myriad distractions that go with community 
work. Yet he or she must strike a balance, not  

http://www.orton.org/heart-soul/
http://www.orton.org/heart-soul/
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hewing rigidly to plans, but finding time to be 
reflective—to learn from experiences and adjust 
plans based on mid-course assessments. 

5. Flexible: The ability to be nimble and react 
thoughtfully and creatively is key. Heart & Soul’s 
inclusive approach to community engagement can 
make for new, sometimes surprising, insights and 
results. It’s critical, therefore, that the coordinator 
be able to think on his or her feet, accommodate 
surprises, and develop thoughtful alternatives to 
plans that play out unexpectedly. 

6. Open and Optimistic: The coordinator will be 
asked about the Heart & Soul process in nearly 
every setting and may be publicly tested by skep-
tics. It’s helpful for your coordinator to have a stout 
heart and be an optimist. (It also helps to have a 
sense of humor!) He or she must be welcoming 
and open to hearing the widely diverse opinions 
in town and look for the hidden opportunities to 
raise awareness or find some common ground. The 
coordinator must be culturally sensitive and willing 
to lead the way by putting themselves outside of 
their comfort zone to meet all kinds of folks on 
their turf. 

7. Committed: The Heart & Soul coordinator will live 
and breathe this work for a few years, so he or she 
needs to really believe in it. A paycheck alone won’t 
be enough to get through the challenging patches 
or be equal to the emotional pay-off a committed 
coordinator will get after a successful outcome.

Skills 
1. Event Planning: Never underestimate the impor-

tance of a well-organized event; it’s the equivalent 
of a well-hosted party. The ideal coordinator has 
experience producing successful events—a skill 
that integrates communication and outreach with 
public process design.

2. Communications & Outreach: A successful Heart 
& Soul project demands a team of people who can 
generate buzz, get media attention, and reach out 
to a wide variety of audiences. A coordinator must 
have enough knowledge about communications to 
be able to conduct activities or to lead volunteers 

in these activities. Experience with assorted media 
and with local media outlets (newspaper, radio, TV) 
is helpful, yet in many instances a variety of simple 
efforts work better than a fancy media campaign. 
The coordinator will learn what is most effective 
in his or her town for different audiences, but that 
education can be accelerated when a person already 
has experience getting the word out. Creativity and 
clarity in messaging are essential. Public speaking is 
regularly required, so a wallflower won’t do; nei-
ther will a drama enthusiast. We’re also seeing the 
effectiveness of social media tools like Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube as well as e-newsletter tools, 
like MailChimp, in outreach efforts. It is extremely 
helpful if a coordinator has the capacity to use each 
of these tools. 

3. Facilitation: Collaborative efforts cannot succeed 
without a point person who can keep a group mov-
ing toward agreement about goals, direction, and 
desired outcomes. Leadership of a Heart & Soul 
process requires someone who can skillfully coordi-
nate the Heart & Soul Team, partners, and com-
munity leaders in meetings, discussions, disagree-
ments, and tasks. The coordinator must be able 
to set agendas, facilitate dialogues, and develop 
summaries of meetings to ensure that the process 
not only moves forward, but progresses in a way in 
which everyone feels ownership. An organized, but 
typical, project manager who convenes the team 
and/or partners simply to update them on tasks to 
do or tasks completed will not succeed in leading a 
collaborative initiative. He or she needs much more 
nuanced facilitation skills to ensure that the effort 
is a sum of all the team members’ contributions.

4. Management: Every undertaking, from building a 
sawhorse to planning a wedding, requires resource 
tracking, tools and time. A Heart & Soul process is 
no different. The Coordinator must master project 
mechanics such as scheduling meetings and events, 
reporting to partners, identifying tasks and delegat-
ing them appropriately, tracking deadlines, budget-
ing, and evaluation. A coordinator competent in 
those administrative tasks will allow everybody 
involved to focus on more substantive elements of 
planning your town’s future. One who falls down in 
these areas will jeopardize success. 
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5. Public Process Design: Given the Heart & Soul 
emphasis on citizen engagement, you won’t be sur-
prised to hear experiences with designing and/or 
facilitating public engagement are handy. The team 
will need to develop an engagement plan as well as 
design engagement activities and events. While this 
skill is critical to the success of your project, it is 
also rarely found. If you cannot find it in a coor-
dinator or team members, it is one for which you 
should seriously consider using consultants in or-
der to augment the team’s skills. External expertise 
can build the future capacity in your community for 
conducting public engagement.

6. Computer Skills: It’s true, not everybody uses a 
computer, but experience shows that an effective 
coordinator must have computer skills and comfort 

with electronic communication. Email, Microsoft 
Word documents, Excel spreadsheets, and Power-
Point are ubiquitous for a reason: in experienced 
hands they are powerful organizational and com-
munication tools. 

7. Volunteer Management: The Heart & Soul Team 
gives of their time and expertise without compen-
sation. They do it because they want to be part of 
something good in the community, to meet new 
people, and a myriad of other reasons. The coordi-
nator must treat them as volunteers, not employ-
ees, and as such find ways to coach, support, and 
recognize their efforts. Experience as a volunteer or 
with prior volunteer-based efforts would  
be helpful.

Coordinator organizational models

Deciding how to staff a Heart & Soul project is a big de-
cision and there are a number of questions to consider 
including:

•	 Will the coordinator be associated with an  
individual agency or with a collaborative of  
the partner agencies?

•	 Who will supervise or oversee the coordinator? 
Who does he or she report to?

•	 Who will be responsible for hiring and selecting  
the coordinator? Will it be a closed or open  
selection process?

•	 Will the position be a new hire or someone already 
in an existing position who takes on additional 
responsibilities? And therefore gives up some  
existing ones?

•	 Will the position be an employee or independent 
contractor/consultant?

In the Foundation’s field experience, four different 
organizational models for the Heart & Soul coordina-
tor were used, each with its own set of strengths and 
challenges:

1. Local organization provides staff: The coordina-
tor for Biddeford Maine’s Heartworks project also 
served as Executive Director of the City’s Main 
Street program, Heart of Biddeford. This model 
works best when Heart & Soul goals are core to the 
mission of the organization and when the partner 
organization works well with the municipality and 
is seen as a neutral convener for the Heart & Soul 
process. It can also help support long-term imple-
mentation of results.

2. Regional organization provides staff: In Dam-
ariscotta, Maine the coordinator was also the 
executive director of Friends of Midcoast Maine, 
a regional smart growth non-profit that provided 
technical assistance to communities. This model 
succeeds when the organization has a strong work-
ing relationship with the municipality and can es-
tablish a local presence to effectively lead the Heart 
& Soul team and interact with community mem-
bers. A regional organization can sometimes help 
coordinate results with neighboring communities.
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3. Municipality provides staff: Members of Golden 
Colorado’s City Planning Department fulfilled the 
Coordinator roles. At one point there was a single 
city staff person who dedicated most of her time to 
the project. At other times two or more city staff-
ers collaborated. This model appears to work well 
when elected officials support City staff, staff has a 
measure of trust in the community, and all groups 
agree about the scope and importance of the work. 
The advantage is having municipal resources readily 
available and for implementation of results. 

4. New position led by partners: Victor, Idaho 
selected its coordinator through a formal hire pro-
cess to ensure it had a neutral person for this role. 
The coordinator served under the direction of all 
the project partners. This approach requires more 
time and energy than when a project begins with 
a built-in coordinator. However, a competitive hir-
ing process involving your partners or committee 
highlights how Community Heart & Soul is a more 
collaborative and transparent approach to making 
decisions. 

Conclusion

It is well researched that successful collaborative com-
munity initiatives require dedicated leadership capac-
ity. The coordinator’s leadership qualities are essential 
to ensure that your Heart & Soul initiative gets off 
the ground, carries out its strategy, and successfully 
achieves its desired results. This person needs to fit 
the culture of the community and complement the 
skills of the team. Selecting the right person is a huge 
responsibility and a decision best left to a small com-
mittee rather than an individual. While a time consum-
ing effort, selecting the right person will significantly 
increase the success rate of Community Heart & Soul in 
your town. Good luck! 
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Appendix: Sample position template

Coordinator job description

Note: From field experience we recommend no fewer than 40 hours per week for the duration of the project.

•	                  hours/week

•	 Position reports to:                                                          

•	 Compensation:                              

Background

Replace this text with short summary of your project including goals, timeline, key activities and partners.

General duties of coordinator

The coordinator will work to achieve goals of the Heart & Soul project with guidance from the 
project partners and Heart & Soul Team (collectively the “Partners”). He or she will be responsible 
for ensuring that day-to-day operations are carried out including but not limited to project manage-
ment, meetings/events coordination, and communications. He or she will often be the public face 
for the project. 

Specific responsibilities

1. Communications and community outreach

a. Develop and manage a communication strategy.

b. Work with the partners to develop and implement innovative and creative public outreach 
and relations techniques throughout the project to engage a broad and diverse representa-
tion of the community in all activities.

c. Develop and or coordinate development of communication materials.

d. Work with partners to design Heart & Soul website and ensure that it is maintained.

e. Work with the Heart & Soul Team to publicize meetings with an emphasis on  
community-wide participation using a full range of outlet options.

f. Keep members of the public and local officials informed of activities and progress.

g. Maintain transparency by ensuring materials are posted to the website.

2. Project management

a. Work with the partners to design the project concept and goals with a strong emphasis  
on broad-based community engagement.

b. Work with the partners to create and maintain a detailed project action plan, timeline,  
and budget.

c. Work with the Heart & Soul Team and partners to design, schedule, and advertise an  
extensive program of public meetings. 

d. With assistance from the partners and others, carry out activities as defined in the  
action plan.

e. Manage consultant contracts in cooperation with the partners.
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f. Develop and maintain regular communications/progress reports with the partners and 
Heart & Soul Team.

g. Coordinate volunteers and/or consultants to carry out project tasks. 

h. Work with local partners and leaders to make arrangements for meeting logistics.

i. Manage project records including communication materials, strategic documents, meeting 
minutes, public meeting summaries, etc. 

j. Recruit and manage volunteers to advance the project goals. 

3. Heart & Soul Team coordination

a. Coordinate team activities and work to keep its members engaged.

b. Lead/facilitate team meetings as appropriate.

c. Prepare meeting information and distribute materials in a timely manner.

d. Ensure meetings are documented and that documentation is widely shared.

4. Qualifications

a. Degree in community planning, community development or other related field or possess-
ing equivalent in demonstrated experience.

b. Experience with public outreach and community organizing.

c. Experience with project design, management and evaluation.

d. Experience managing teams and committees.

e. Familiarity with innovative planning tools and processes, particularly as they relate to com-
munity engagement.

f. Proven leadership, listening qualities and interdisciplinary thinking.

g. Excellent oral and written skills and comfort speaking publicly.

h. Experience with bringing together a wide variety of groups and diverse constituencies to 
achieve common goals.

i. Strong organizational skills and ability to manage multiple tasks.

j. Enthusiasm for experimentation and learning.

k. Experience with a variety of communication technologies including online formats and 
social media.

l. Honesty and integrity.

m. Commitment to the goals and approach of Community Heart & Soul.

n. Willingness to travel and work evenings.

Terms

Replace this text with any required legal language.

Response

•	 Please send cover letter and resume to:                                                          

•	 Deadline for applications:                              
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