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Landscapes on the rural–urban fringe are experiencing rapid change. Along with
agriculture, additional fronts of landscape change are related to suburbanization,
conservation, and tourism. Building a framework related to heritage narratives, this
study analyzes stories told by stakeholders to make sense of landscape change and
influence their perspectives about growth. Drawing on focus groups of community
and development leaders at two sites in the Midwestern United States – Jasper
County, Iowa and Will County, Illinois – this study explores sense of place and
shared values in the context of landscape change. From 76 heritage narratives, five
thematic areas were identified: (1) agriculture, (2) tourism, (3) industry, (4)
grassland conservation, and (5) housing. Participants expressed needs to find
compatibility across multiple narratives and develop coherent visions for future
growth. A “planning for place” meta-narrative was explored to integrate diverse
perspectives and stimulate dialog about shared values with potential to unite
landscapes and communities.

Keywords: landscape planning; narrative analysis; prairie conservation; sense of
place; shared values

1. Introduction

Landscapes on the rural–urban fringe have evolved into hybrid places that reflect mul-
tiple pressures from growth and change (Antrop 2005). Like many areas on the outskirts
of cities, urban-proximate rural areas in the Midwestern United States have withstood
dramatic shifts in land-use patterns. Prior to the 1800s, much of the Midwest existed as
a tallgrass prairie. In the central US, 57 million acres of farmland exists today where
there was once native prairie (Savage 2011; United States Department of Agriculture
2012a, 2012b). Rural landscapes in proximity to urban areas continue to experience
new patterns of growth given pressures from suburbanization (Salamon 2002), industry
(Lafferty 2016; Slack and Jensen 2004), and decreasing productivity of various ecosys-
tem services (Auch and Laingen 2015; Choi et al. 2008; “Jasper County Fish Kill
Traced to High Ammonia Levels From Tile Line” Des Moines Register 2016).

Residents of these landscapes are searching for ways to make sense of growth, at
the same time planners and researchers are seeking to translate public perceptions of
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change into concrete land-use change directives (Lapka and Cudlinova 2003). Despite
two decades since the inception of urban development models to combat sprawl and
encourage compact cities (Duany, Speck, and Lydon 2010), urban areas are still push-
ing further away from city centers into the rural countryside. The encroachment of
housing and other development on former agricultural (i.e., row crops or pastureland)
and natural areas (i.e., green spaces for recreational use and nature protection) are cre-
ating unique stressors for people and ecosystems. This outward expansion is causing
communities that once held strong agrarian roots to experience scattered growth pat-
terns of an incoherent mix of industry, commercial strips, and residential patches,
while ecosystems undergo dramatic changes caused by water pollution, air pollution,
and loss of wildlife habitat (McDonnell et al. 1997). Because of these changes, trad-
itional ways in which residents have identified and connected with their home land-
scapes may become antiquated, causing residents to seek new framings that can
accommodate their new trajectories.

With land-use planning moving in directions that encourage community engage-
ment, frameworks have been developed to promote deliberation of social meanings of
policy in ways that are accessible to non-experts (Ferranti et al. 2014; Mason et al.
2015). A growing group of researchers are developing land-use planning models that
recognize narrative as a natural form of expression that integrates community values,
history, and expected trajectories for the future (Dare, Vanclay, and Schirmer 2011).
There is general agreement that narratives include a sequential arrangement of events
(Labov 1972; Polkinghorne 1995; Riesmann 2005; Wiles, Rosenberg, and Kearns
2005) in the form of a beginning, middle, and end (Hampton 2004; Labov 1972;
Soliva and Hunziker 2009) and that they embed norms and values as connecting link-
ages across events. Narratives as a vision for landscape change are not expected to
have reached their end state, but rather function to anticipate a preferred growth alter-
native in ways that it coheres with the past. Through their assessment of two Dutch
rural sites, Arts, Buijs, and Verschoor (2017) characterized stakeholder engagement as
narratives that integrate emotions and expertise and hold normative implications for
policy. In Green and Dzidic’s (2014, 1785–1786) study in rural Australia, stake-
holders’ perceptions of natural resource issues were explicitly framed as distinct layers
of stories that brought to life worldviews, preferences, and place meanings. Over the
past decade, other studies have also suggested that place meanings can be articulated
in stories told about the past that are anchored in various narratives of people and their
community (Rudestam 2014; Stewart, Glover, and Barkley 2013). With narratives
being a common form of expression within contexts of participatory planning, this
paper frames stakeholder engagement as an exchange of stories told to explain the
way a community comes into being and anticipates its future.

Heritage narratives are natural ways in which residents make sense of changes
within their local environments, and stakeholders strategically frame preferred growth
alternatives. The purpose of this paper is to adapt the concept of a heritage narrative
as holding promise for effective regional planning on the rural–urban fringe. A second-
ary purpose is to explore the existence of a meta-narrative that could account for vari-
ous fronts of growth and integrate a diverse set of heritage narratives into a coherent
vision for landscape change. A meta-narrative would recognize benefits that traditional
narratives bring to the community and account for concerns of various singu-
lar narratives.
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2. Heritage narratives that reflect place and guide change

At first read, narratives may appear to be descriptive histories that objectively chron-
icle the past up to the present (Lowenthal 1998). However, upon closer examination,
they are politically charged directives for community action (Bridger 1996). Macaraig
and Sandberg (2009, 451) referred to narratives as “socially produced, contingent, and
malleable categories that can be used… tactically to support different policy posi-
tions.” Macaraig and Sandberg’s definition aligns with that of Bridger (1996) who
developed the concept of a “heritage narrative” as:

“selective representations of the past that feed into and are partially driven by the
demands, sentiments, and interests of those in the present. Heritage narratives give
temporal persistence to a community by providing an account of its origins, the
character of its people (both past and present), and its trials and triumphs over time.”
(p. 355).

Our use of the “heritage narrative” concept follows from Bridger’s (1996) work,
and is applied to understand ways in which stakeholders frame their sense of place
and guide their preferences for landscape change.

The implications of heritage narratives are in their characterization of place and
associated human values for landscapes. Extending Tuan’s (1974) thesis of humans as
having emotional bonds to environments in their daily lives, particularly of home and
culture, Cronon (1992) indicated that places are valued through stories told about
them. Cronon (1992) and Sampson and Goodrich (2009) developed two dominant
American narratives that characterize national land-use debates of the last century,
namely the “use versus preservation” dichotomy. The “use” storyline is one of pio-
neers toiling with the land to make an otherwise unproductive landscape into a bounti-
ful breadbasket. What was once a wasteland has been cultivated by the hard work,
ingenuity, and perseverance of farmers to feed and house a growing American popu-
lous. The normative implications of this progressive narrative are that farming and
other types of human development should be prioritized, with an implied justification
anchored in American individualism, economic benefits, and nationalistic pride. The
opposing side of the debate is a tragic narrative that frames pristine land as virgin and
pure. Any human impact would degrade a landscape fresh from God’s creation.
Within these two narratives are embodied place meanings as well as imperatives to
guide decision-making about landscape change (cf., Williams 2014).

Distinct heritage narratives often compete with one another and, rather than work-
ing toward pluralism or compatibility, require an “either/or” choice – as if one heritage
narrative is more just than another. Because heritage narratives are inherently positive,
being forced to choose one over the other (as in a vision for land-use planning)
becomes arbitrary or, at best, is a complex and “wicked” problem (Patterson and
Williams 1998). Stakeholders are usually focused on expanding the influence of their
own perspectives and generally believe their narrative for change is superior. In this
sense, various contexts in which land-use planning occurs are framed as stakeholders
advocating for themselves as they pit heritage narratives – and their normative implica-
tions – against one another (Lowenthal 1998). Rather than competition between narra-
tives, the planning problem is one of exploring compatibility across narratives to
hybridize, synthesize, and otherwise develop a sense of coherence across the collection
of singular narratives. Developing a comprehensible whole is what we will refer to as
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a “meta-narrative” for landscape change. A meta-narrative holds potential as a policy
tool because it could function as a coalescing force to build linkages through shared
values that otherwise would not be apparent (Hampton 2004; Irvine et al. 2016).

Due to various layers of development across the past century, communities in the
Midwestern US may have numerous heritage narratives. People belonging to distinct
groups often tell different stories about themselves and their environments (Alkon
2004; Grieder and Garkovich 1994; Soliva 2007; see also Haller 2017, who found dif-
ferences in perceptions of landscape change across sub-groups in an urban-proximate
region of Peru). Because of the presence of a diverse collection of citizens, landscape
planning is complex and relies on the presence of multiple shared values that emerge
through deliberation and reflect normative implications for how places should be man-
aged (Irvine et al. 2016). Distinct values associated with landscape change could create
different perceptions of the same landscape and result in mixed directives for the
future (Stewart et al. 2007). In their comprehensive discussion of fragmented land-
scapes on the rural–urban fringe, Scott et al. (2013) developed a framework that recog-
nizes multiple growth narratives and the need to make connections between the past
and the future. Others have suggested that people’s beliefs about a landscape are influ-
enced by individual knowledge systems connected to their sense of place (Soliva and
Hunziker 2009; Wheeler et al. 2016). The contexts for research on landscape planning
are Will County, Illinois and Jasper County, Iowa. These two study sites were selected
due to recent growth patterns they both share regarding urban growth encroaching on
agricultural landscapes.

3. Methods

3.1. Study sites

Will and Jasper Counties are examples of rural landscapes dealing with growth and
change (see Figure 1). There are attributes of, and events, in both counties that could
be incorporated into residents’ heritage narratives and serve as visions for their sense

Figure 1. Map of study sites.
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of community. Will County, Illinois has a population of 677,500 and is on the rural–-
urban fringe of Chicago, and Jasper County with a population of 36,842 is experienc-
ing similar pressures on a smaller scale just east of Des Moines. The counties differ
economically. The median household income in Will County Illinois is $77,507 while
Jasper County Iowa has a median household income of $55,503 (United States Census
Bureau 2010).

Despite differences in population size and median income, these two counties have
similarities. Both counties have a NASCAR motor speedway, are home to federally
maintained tallgrass prairies with bison, and attract newcomers desiring small town
amenities with big city conveniences. In addition, both Will and Jasper Counties
reflect a patchwork of rural agricultural, urban housing, commercial development, and
conservation areas of protected grasslands and prairies. We purposely chose these two
study sites due to their comparable mixture of land-uses, similar pressures for land-use
change, and the promise they hold to advance prairie restoration and grassland protec-
tion on the rural–urban fringe of the Midwestern United States.

3.2. Focus groups

In 2016, we hosted focus groups in each of the two study sites. Through a referral method
starting with directors of respective conservation organizations in the counties, stakehold-
ers were interviewed either face-to-face or over the phone to introduce the study, learn
about the participants’ roles in land-use decisions, and discuss the general topics of
research related to sense of place and growth opportunities. After each interview, stake-
holders were asked for names of other leaders in the county and requested ones who may
have different opinions than their own (Babbie 2017). Focus groups consisted of seven to
eight participants selected to represent leadership from a diversity of organizations in
each county, including representatives of industry, higher education, conservation, tour-
ism, land-use planning, farming, housing development, and the local newspaper
(Mountjoy et al. 2014). In Will County’s focus group, there were eight participants – six
males, two females – representing seven industries; in Jasper County’s focus group,
there were seven participants – three males, four females – representing six industries
(see Table 1). The authors facilitated the focus group discussions in the roles of

Table 1. Focus group participants

Location of focus group Participants Organization represented

Will County, Illinois Six males/two females Agriculture
County-wide conservation
Economic development
Grassland management
Higher education
Land-use planning
Tourism

Jasper County, Iowa Three males/four females Agriculture
County-wide conservation
Grassland management
Higher education
Local Media
Tourism

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 1273



moderator (to ask questions), scribe (to record points), and assistance in set-up (to
arrange tables, audio record, and set out refreshments).

The focus group procedures aligned with the structure recommended by Morgan
and Krueger (1998). These procedures called for a format that began with introductory
items to initiate the flow of ideas, followed by transition to key points, and ended with
a final set of questions being asked to summarize and call for anything missing. Each
focus group used prompts directing conversation for an appreciative dialog about the
county’s sense of place and framing future landscape changes as something that could
be managed by them:

� What are positive aspects of life in the county?
� What have been changes experienced over the past 5 years?
� What are the impressions of the county taken away by your visitors and friends?
� What are your perceptions of various growth opportunities?
� What changes must occur in order for growth opportunities?

A visible flip chart to outline the points of the focus group was used to direct ideas
and keep the group on task (Bloor et al. 2001). Each focus group lasted about 2 h.

3.3. Analysis

This paper makes use of narrative analysis techniques developed by Labov (1972)
that have been widely applied to explain how people conceptualize their collective
situations in communities. Labov breaks narratives down into six parts: abstract,
orientation, complication, evaluation, result, and coda. The abstract is a short sum-
mary of the story. The orientation is the identification of the time and place of the
story. The complication is the crisis or problem in the story. The result is what hap-
pened to address the complication. The evaluation is where the storyteller indicates
the point of the story. The coda signals that the story is complete and sometimes
brings the listener back to the present. We did not expect every story to have all
these parts or follow the typical order. Additionally, we anticipated that some heri-
tage narratives that communities tell would be in the middle of their story with its
completion being anticipated, while others might tell their story as a com-
pleted account.

Transcripts were analyzed independently by the first three authors for identification
of narratives across 75 pages of text. Narratives were identified according to thematic
areas related to growth of agriculture, recreation and tourism, conservation, industry,
housing development, and those that integrated multiple themes and/or discussed the
need for large scale planning. After developing procedures for the identification of a
narrative structure and keywords that reflected the content of the text found in the tran-
scripts, the first three authors independently reviewed the entire texts of both focus
groups. They identified 76 narratives, many of which integrated multiple voices from
the focus group. Inter-rater reliability exhibited an acceptable level of agreement across
coders at 77% (MacQueen et al. 1998; Youngs, White, and Wodrich 2008). The narra-
tives were analyzed using Labov’s structure (i.e., abstract, orientation, complication,
result, evaluation, and coda) to understand desirable senses of place and preferences
for future growth.
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4. Findings

For each thematic area, a narrative is presented to illustrate its power of explanation
and normative implication for the future. The narratives presented are not meant to be
exhaustive, and have been edited to target the essence of the narrative.

4.1. Agricultural narrative

An agricultural narrative identified in the Iowa focus group championed the tremen-
dous productivity of Iowa’s farmlands and underscored the need to enhance its
national visibility. The agricultural industry was not only connected to technology and
agri-business, but also to transportation infrastructure that linked Iowa to the rest of
the world in direct and dependable pathways. As close to an ending point as possible
was an understanding that the way forward was to continue bringing international visi-
tors to the state for opportunities to see agricultural innovations on a first-hand basis.
The narrative asserts agriculture as a cornerstone of Iowa’s heritage, as well as lament-
ing the lack of public awareness for this heritage.

Abstract: I don’t think people realize how many foreign visitors come through the Des
Moines airport…And they’re coming to Iowa primarily for agriculture.

Orientation: And it’s a two-way street. We’re trying to sell them on what we’ve got is
what they need to buy.

Complication: I’m not sure everybody in the state of Iowa fully realizes that all our
excess on everything that we grow has to go somewhere else… the thing that gets me
when you go around the world, people around the world seem to know Iowa better than
some of your own friends [in Iowa] and at either end of the country.

Result: For somebody around the world, the price is right and the conditions are right,
will buy. And for a farmer, we’re more concerned about infrastructure that will get it
there, including the river and highway, and the rail… there is no question, that is what
makes all this viable.

Evaluation: We are, and will be, dependable suppliers of quality goods for you to buy.
That’s our message, loud and clear.

Coda: That’s why you get them on the farm, you get them out in the country, you show
them what you got, and I can tell you many instances of people that actually get in the
field and are impressed.

The problem of weak visibility for agriculture is larger than any given farmer or
agribusiness. Political visibility of an industry does not come from within the industry,
but from mutual respect and recognition from outside. A long-term solution to enhance
visibility for Iowa agriculture is needed to address the conclusion that foreigners know
the value of local farms better than Iowans and other Americans.

4.2. Tourism narrative

A tourism narrative in the Illinois focus group reflected the unique role that tourism
plays for rural communities. Framing it as an industry that has no downsides, it was
coupled with the advantage of bringing people and communities together. Participants
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knew well the places and activities of their hometowns, yet struggled to communicate
the collection of these places to attract visitors. They saw benefits in both developing
a more visible brand as well as collaborating across the communities of the county.
Although branding and collective action are dependent on one another, they came out
in the focus group as distinct.

Abstract: What would be upsides and downsides to increasing rural tourism? I don’t
know if there’s a downside.

Orientation: I don’t see the tourism part being a downside… there’s a lot of potential
for that in Will County.

Complication: … could you do it in such a way that it’s somewhat sustainable… it’s
organizing the message, I think conveying the message…what is that place that we
want Will County to be sold and perceived as?

Result: Be it Route 66, be it the rivers, be it Midewin and the bison, or the Joliet
penitentiary. You know, start adding up the packages. It’s like, boy, there’s a lot
there… I actually don’t see a lot of downside to that type of tourism. And with the bike
trails, health… they want to be able to bike distances for health… that would be very
sustainable.

Evaluation 1: We can identify and sort of brand our destinations. Places where people
come and visit and spend money and do tourist type things, tend to be more interesting
places…Think about what all that does to the energy of a community. And I think we
should be playing that as much as we can.

Evaluation 2: And this year the Red Carpet Corridor just celebrated its 10th
anniversary, so in respects to a festival, we’re still in the infant stages and growing.
And to help that, the 13 communities all along the route [who] were saying, every year
we have a commemorative give-way… Take that passport and get your stamps.c

Coda: You start adding up and boy there’s a lot of stories… Ultimately people love
stories… there’s a lot of stories it seems like we could tell.

Participants understood the need for sustainable tourism development that would
encourage local businesses and connect the seemingly disparate parts of their county.
They understood the need for a brand that would bring coherence to stories they told
about themselves. In the end, highlighting the many stories of the county – both past
and present – was considered one of the assets that would be instrumental in the pro-
gress of the tourism industry. Route 66 and the Red-Carpet Corridor were seen as just
starting, and participants felt an over-arching narrative had yet to be developed and
would need translation into a compelling brand.

4.3. Industrial narrative

An industrial narrative identified in the Jasper County focus group spoke to the need
for economic diversification after dealing with adversity from the closure of the head-
quarters and manufacturing site of a national brand appliance company – Maytag.
Understandably, the county built its identity around this plant and, after its closure, has
gradually recovered. They realized that, even with the prospect of these jobs never
coming back, they could move forward and reinvent themselves. They learned from
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this closing that having a diversified economy is essential. Despite problems created
from the Maytag pull-out, they would emerge an even stronger community.

Abstract: There’s been a change in the attitude of the places [in Jasper County].

Orientation: I think the whole county came out of the Maytag pullout and it had quite
an effect on the place. Both in terms of the reality of the situation and also the
perception of the situation.

Complication: You know the county was going to dry up and blow away because
Maytag wasn’t here because they’d been such a strong presence… . everybody knows
the UAW jobs that Maytag had, those aren’t going to come back. The wages aren’t
coming back, the benefits aren’t coming back, the retirement programs aren’t
coming back.

Results: I’ve really perceived an attitude shift that, ‘Yep, we’re ready to move forward.’
We have this great legacy and this great history of being the capital of the washing
machine industry for the last 100 years. But that’s what it was…we’re ready to
move on.

Evaluation: We are diversifying the industrial base. I mean, it’s happening right
now…we feel like we’ve made progress in terms of back-filling what we lost with
Maytag…we have a really good core of industry in a lot of central Iowa.

Coda: You go around this country and there’s a lot of places who haven’t done nearly
as good a job. And they’ve become ghost towns. I don’t think anybody necessarily
thinks that [being a company town] is the best model for a healthy community.

Economic diversification is both a message and set of actions that needs continual
vigilance. Through the closing of Maytag and other events, Jasper County residents
learned a valuable lesson to ensure the sustainability of their communities. They were
keenly aware of both economic and social implications of local industries to the point
of explaining their loss as one of eroding their sense of identity. The path to a diverse
economy involved expanding their sense of place to attract outside industry, working
collectively across a regional set of communities, and supporting development of
environmental amenities, quality of life, and opportunities for family activities.

4.4. Grassland conservation narrative

A grassland conservation narrative identified in the Illinois focus group connected
grassland protection to storm water management. After withstanding a decade-long
fury of housing development, Will County stakeholders were sensitive to the need for
strategies to alleviate flooding in residential areas. Although Midewin National
Tallgrass Prairie was established at the beginning of the housing boom in Will
County, it has been viewed as unrelated to amenities that attract new residents.
Connecting housing development to grassland protection is not a new design feature in
the greater Chicago region; however, its implementation in Will County has been slow
to gain traction. Instead, other land-uses have appeared to take priority, particularly a
booming transportation and warehousing industry. The upshot of this narrative sug-
gests that organizations who care about grasslands need to connect with organizations
who care about residential and community development.
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Abstract: There’s a number of benefits of looking at something like that [grasslands],
you can look at it from an environmental side and play that up. [The benefits of] storm
water. There’s a lot of different angles from setting aside land both from an
environmental standpoint and just a planning standpoint.

Orientation: Is there a way to look at how you define a sustainable water supply for the
future of Will County? Is part of that grassland and open space areas where water can
soak and infiltrate? Water’s going to be a more important issue in Illinois maybe 10, 20
years from now.

Complication 1: I love Midewin, but Midewin’s a destination. I can’t really get to
Midewin from my house easily, but I can get to an open space grassland.

Complication 2: The negative side is it [open space grassland] costs money… you’re
setting aside lands in public trust; it’s not free. And so, in order to maintain and
manage those, there’s an investment.

Result: It gets back to, what do you want your place to be, to look like, and what’s
sustainable? I know we’re trying to look at [doing] more with grassland… but how that
relates to storm water, water infiltration, water supply, and ground water?… You just
can’t keep endlessly pumping out and not have a ramification at some point. So I think
about preserved areas that allow the opportunity where water can actually soak in.

Evaluation: [Open space grasslands] break the monotony; it gives somebody a place to
get away out of their house, out of their work, out of their developed area, and even
[better] if it’s close to home.

Coda: What we want to do is bring it [open space grasslands] in closer and try to
develop it in those [residential] areas and work together.

The convergence of participants in the Illinois focus group who contributed and
agreed to this narrative was impressive. It was as if each stakeholder had individually
arrived at grassland development as a solution for residential flooding; yet, the focus
group was one of the few opportunities in which they could voice the need to connect
these seemingly disparate pathways for development. The public sharing that con-
nected grassland protection to flood mitigation led to the discovery of shared values
and created – at least in the context of the focus group – a strategy to move forward.
Undoubtedly, the problem of land costs to support grassland development is a hurdle
to address, and, fortunately, it was well-recognized among the stakeholders assembled.
The use of “we” in the coda held promise for a larger narrative that encompassed
more than one sense of place.

4.5. Housing narrative

A housing narrative identified in our Illinois focus group integrated housing, urban
infrastructure, and community quality of life. The specific narrative focused on build-
ing and subdivision codes but led to wider discussions about regional development and
the need for inter-community cooperation. Rapid development reportedly led Will
County down a path that lacked any regional coordination or information sharing of
best practices for growth. Participants shared experiences of communities in competi-
tion with one another and that surrounding towns compromised their building and
infrastructure standards to remain competitive.
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Abstract: The key here is the lay-down-our-arms concept between communities,
especially when it comes to regional infrastructure.

Orientation: I’m not just talking about roads. Storm water, and water itself. I think we
can take a page out of some other parts of the country that have done it
well…Regional sustainability helps each individual pod grow in a way it should. We
haven’t really spread that enough. The mentality that as a whole, everyone’s better off.

Complication: But how do you get these municipalities to buy into that? It is extremely
difficult. Some of them have adopted different types of resolutions or policies, and
they’ve carried them out and enforced those while others don’t enforce them. And
people start to see that, developers see that, and it snowballs.

Result: It depends how savvy and how territorial communities are. And that goes to their
leaders. Mayors or trustees, I think that the round table that you had with all of the
communities, I’m hoping that continues and grows because that’s a positive for us and how
we can change things. That they have to see past their municipal borders. They have to see
that what they adopt has a direct impact on their community to the north, or [elsewhere].

Evaluation: Some areas are more progressive. They follow the rules that are in place and
they make sure everybody else follows them too, where others don’t do that as much.

Coda: The policy approach [is that] communities that understand growth and how to
manage growth, [will] plan for growth.

The housing narrative provided insight on the need for communities to be cooperative
in their plans for residential housing growth. There was broad agreement among partici-
pants that regional cooperation was an important step for building desirable communities
with an attractive sense of place. Participants were hopeful for the dialog among mayors
to share information and discuss best practices to move forward together.

4.6. “Planning for place” as a meta-narrative

The meta-narratives identified were based on a growing appreciation for a regional sense
of place that needed deliberate planning. Across both study sites, participants wished for
a holistic plan that linked together multiple sectors (e.g., agriculture, tourism, housing,
and conservation) and contributed to a unifying vision that would materialize with con-
certed action and a coherent sense of place at the county level. This sort of planning has
not yet occurred in Jasper or Will Counties but, if embarked upon, could provide a path
to make sense of their past and connect with their future. In other words, meta-narratives
were not identified to build coherence among the various fronts of growth. Rather the
meta-narratives identified were about developing a process that would do so, and these
meta-narratives were mid-story and hopeful, rather than complete or retrospective. It may
be that the focus groups brought together a set of stakeholders who heretofore had not
viewed themselves as a united front. Alternately, the rural residents of this study were
discovering their regional interdependencies and searching for ways to expand their own
narratives to encompass a network of people and places rooted in shared rural values.

We identified a set of “planning for place” meta-narratives that warrant further dis-
cussion about shared values on the rural–urban fringe. These process-based meta-narra-
tives reflect three shared values framed as: (1) preserving authenticity, (2) cooperating
with others, and (3) defining acceptable growth. Figure 2 presents a schematic diagram
centered on regional planning for a sense of place, emphasizing the need for shared
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values. Although neither Will nor Jasper has a regional planning organization and their
meta-narratives were recurrent throughout the focus groups, participants converged on
their desire for synthesizing the diversity of their concerns. That is, participants identi-
fied a problem, suggested the need for landscape-level planning, and anticipated the
benefits that would emerge from negotiating their shared rural values (see Figure 2).
Each of the shared rural values identified are discussed within a planning narrative
that could address the challenges presented.

4.7. Preserving authenticity as a shared value on the rural–urban fringe

An anticipated outcome of some kind of regional planning effort was the identification
and preservation of areas viewed as authentic. Participants found authenticity in fea-
tures that made rural landscapes unique compared to their urban and suburban counter-
parts. This rural feeling was particularly important in comparison to the
undifferentiated development of metropolitan areas. One participant stated: “These
rural communities… you’d hate to see those swallowed up and lost. Will County is so
diverse… South of I-80…what we have that they [DuPage County] don’t have is a lot
of this agricultural area… . Not everybody’s going to be Naperville… . just accept it
and be yourself.” A participant in the Jasper County focus group identified authenticity
as an outcome of landscape-level planning:

Abstract: As somebody who works with all the towns, there’s really strong community
identity in all of these places.

Orientation: That’s something that I think we need to market in Jasper County, and that’s
a good idea to do because of some of the facelessness of the Des Moines metro area.

Complication: We like to joke that they’re building fake town squares in Ankeny, and
we have the real town square. Joking aside, we do feel like there’s an identity to Jasper
County that’s distinctive, but yet the access, if you work in Des Moines, is so that you
can have a life that has an identity.

Result: If we can sell that and market that better. And we’re in the process of trying to
put some numbers down that individuals can take into a financial institution and show
the pent-up housing demand [associated with communities with a strong identity], so
that a banker is comfortable loaning money to somebody who wants to open up more
ground [in Jasper County].

Figure 2. A meta-narrative directed at planning for a regional sense of place.
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Implied evaluation: County-wide information-sharing leads to appreciation and
preservation of community identity.

Implied coda: The authenticity of the towns in Jasper County are a significant impetus
to attract new residents for future growth.

Some expressed that they believed planning could do more than preserve authentic
places, that it could create authentic places. Overall, planning was considered a way of
maintaining uniqueness of places. By coordinating changes at a countywide level, an
outcome would be the creation of comprehensible places, where growth could be a
tool for the preservation and creation of authenticity.

4.8. Cooperating with others as a shared value on the rural–urban fringe

Planning reflected the shared values of cooperation over competition and caring for
those around one’s community. These values for cooperation were still in an emergent
stage, in part, due to the lack of landscape-level planning that had occurred. There was
talk about celebrating and emphasizing the uniqueness of each community rather than
competing to have the most economic growth. Several people made a seemingly eth-
ical appeal to planning, stating that people should recognize that what one community
does impact on other communities around them: That they [communities] have to see
things past their municipal borders, that they have to see that what they do, what they
adopt has a direct impact on their community to the north, or you know…

Cooperation did not necessarily mean that everyone would get everything they
wanted. One participant explained that comprehensive planning at a town or county
level meant defining a vision, not necessarily conceding to everyone’s interests.
Without this kind of tough decision-making, a community can become too piecemeal
and in the words of one participant like a “Christmas tree” with something for every-
one. Participants recognized the exclusion that sometimes occurs in a sense of place
and the necessity of making decisions to create coherency in the landscape.

In line with past research (Irvine et al. 2016), cooperation with others occurred
between organizations as well as individuals. The shared values of collaboration were
the context for one participant to praise the high level of inter-organizational activity
in the county, stating: I’ve worked in a lot of different parts of the country and when I
came here, I was amazed at how much connection there was between the social ser-
vice agencies, the business community, the environmental groups, and the farming
community. In response, another participant acknowledged, “we’re moving in the right
direction” with such comments garnering agreement from others.

4.9. Defining acceptable growth as a shared value on the rural–urban fringe

Planning was a way for people in the counties to determine the acceptability of various
kinds of growth. None of the participants maintained illusions about keeping growth
stagnant or shutting out development. They accepted change, but believed planning
was necessary for defining acceptable growth. They readily framed the need to estab-
lish a regional sense of place that was widely shared and articulated through a coordi-
nated planning process, which would provide fodder for rejecting development that
threatens identity. An example of a narrative about defining acceptable kinds of growth
goes as follows:
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Abstract: All [this growth] has to be planned.

Orientation: If you look at zoning from one county to the next, they are all different.
Polk, and Jasper, and Story, they are going to vary.

Complication: Builders are going to go where it’s easiest to build. And they’re going to go
to the land that’s easily developed, and many times that is some of the best prime
agricultural land. It’s ready made, without trees, and flat… if we try to entice one
population from another, you’re going to see counties competing to get the quick housing.

Result: We’ve got to break out of the county and look at more regional [development]
and the implications.

Implied evaluation: Regional planning would bring us together and guide county-wide
growth in the direction in a way that reflects our shared values.

Across the many narratives identified in the focus groups, coordinated dialog
and regional level planning was viewed as having significant roles to play in moving
forward. By reviewing the complications of the illustrative narratives, the hoped-for-
accomplishments of planning came into focus. The desire for regional planning rein-
forced and promoted their sense of place and associated shared values. Although the
two study sites were distinct in terms of population size and history of urban encroach-
ment, they were remarkably similar in their need for, and anticipated benefits of,
regional planning that framed growth and change as a place-making process.
Participants did not problematize the complexity of shared values in their county but,
instead, felt that there were widely shared values among county residents and commu-
nity leadership.

As indicated in the process-based meta-narrative of Figure 2, planning for a
regional sense of place was based on shared values that recognized the importance of
defining acceptable growth, cooperating with other communities and organizations,
and preserving authenticity in ways that recognized the seemingly ordinary places of
rural activity, such as town squares, open spaces, and gathering spots. By embracing
these values, the anticipated outcomes were a coherence in regional land-uses, shared
identities across neighbors and communities, greater social cohesion, and a sense of
place that integrates various geographic scales of home, work, town, and country.
Such outcomes were thought to influence shared values through feedback that would
build capacity for regional planning and coordination.

5. Conclusion

One contribution of this study is the connection of place meanings to narratives told
about the past. Sense of place was articulated in terms of a storied history that led to
unique qualities of Jasper and Will Counties. These community heritage narratives,
assert the value of rural places and function as guidelines for moving forward.
Although previous research has observed the expression of place-meanings as being
stories (Sampson and Goodrich 2009; Wheeler et al. 2016), the narrative analysis fur-
ther legitimized the claim of stories as being a natural form of expression for sense of
place. As part of this natural expression, a normative component of place-meanings
was apparent. The evaluation (i.e., outcome) was an opportunity to voice what ought
to be, or what should not happen. Place meanings reflected not just the description of
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the uniqueness and attachment one felt toward an environment, but also prescriptive
notions of future options for growth.

A second contribution is the applicability of heritage narratives as a framework for
understanding discussions about landscape change. Identifying 76 narratives across
two focus groups suggests that story-telling about growth and change is a natural for-
mat to explain one’s perceptions of the past as tied to preferences for the future.
Although many of the 76 narratives were not complete, they each attributed causality
between events and were understood by participants in terms of having both descrip-
tive and normative components (Wheeler et al. 2016). The high frequency of narrative
expressions highlighted the effectiveness of a story-telling structure as a common form
of communication. Embracing a dialog that invites the sharing of heritage narratives
and encouraging their use at community forums could function to mediate conflict
between stakeholders (Hawkins 2014). Such collaborative planning processes would
pay tribute to a complex past, while allowing for pluralism and hybridity in future
growth options.

A third contribution of this study is the recognition that coordinated planning holds
promise to capture shared values on the rural–urban fringe. Rather than being resistant or
acquiescent in the face of encroaching development, stakeholders of rural communities
are optimistic to enhance their resiliency through coordinated planning. There was broad
awareness that communities were interdependent upon one another and that activities in
one community influenced life in another community. Such awareness provided both a
positive sense of togetherness, as well as concerns that such interconnections were not
well-understood nor organized to plan for their collective sense of place. Acknowledging
the need for planning is a positive first step that brings hope for shared rural values to be
reflected in future growth. Across the two sets of stakeholders, the shared values that
needed deliberation within a planning process were preserving authenticity, cooperating
with others, and defining acceptable growth for the future (Coleman and Stern 2017).
This finding extends a growing body of research focused on shared values and deliber-
ation that aims to equip communities for their future and generate useable evidence to
guide decision-making (Irvine et al. 2016; Kenter et al. 2016).

Communities on the rural–urban fringe are looking to create landscapes that
enhance sense of place and strengthen interconnections with each other. Over the
course of the last century, the United States evolved from an agrarian society to an
economy with a diversity of sectors linked to agriculture, industry, tourism, housing,
and conservation. With uncertainty being an expectation for the future, appreciating
the various heritage narratives within regional planning contexts could be a first step
to embrace their future and understand the shared values at stake. Landscape-level
planning would be needed to honor a sense of place that respects our agrarian roots
and seeks compatibility across other vectors of change.
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