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FOREWORD

At Fifth Third Bank we are committed to building strong 
communities, and we believe that the money and resources 
we invest make an immediate and positive impact where we 
live and work.

As contributing members of the communities we serve, 
we see tremendous growth and vitality on the horizon, and 
we are dedicated to investing the time, resources and the 
people to help create the conditions for a better, stronger, 
more viable tomorrow.

Fifth Third Bank is proud to support the NewCitizen 
Kentucky partnership among the NewCities Institute, the 
Kentucky League of Cities, the Kentucky Community and 
Technical College System and other institutions of higher 
learning in Kentucky. It is our privilege to provide funding 
for The Little Red Book of Everyday Heroes, which will be 
presented to students who graduate from a community and 
technical college in Kentucky.

We are fi rm believers in excellence in education, and 
we know fi rsthand how important “everyday heroes” can 
be in the lives of students. Through Junior Achievement of 
the Bluegrass, volunteers from Fifth Third Bank and other 
local businesses share with students what it’s like to run a 
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company, work in the business world and be a smart consumer. 
Young people need these “everyday heroes” to help them 
make their way through school and through life. We support 
the Big Brothers/Big Sisters program in Lexington as well as 
other local educational initiatives, for the same reason.

Fifth Third Bank also understands how essential it is 
that citizens take responsibility for making our communities 
great. Fifth Third Bank employee volunteers in Louisville  
have helped refurbish the Americana Community Center, 
which provides support services to help families in the 
surrounding area — where 29 languages are spoken —
assimilate into society and work toward successful futures. 
We also support the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which 
provides assistance to homeless men, women and children to 
meet immediate needs and to help them become self-reliant 
and independent…creating a brighter future.

None of this would be possible without the support 
of our customers and community partners. Thank you 
for allowing us to serve your immediate and long-term 
fi nancial needs and for working with us philanthropically
to help build a better tomorrow. 
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 We look forward to all the good work and new ideas 
that will be garnered from The Little Red Book of Everyday 
Heroes.

Samuel G. Barnes, 
President & CEO, 
Fifth Third Bank 
Central Kentucky 

Philip R. McHugh, 
President & CEO, 

Fifth Third Bank Louisville 
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When my colleagues and I at the NewCities Institute 
fi rst came up with the concept for The Little Red Book of 
Everyday Heroes, we envisioned it as part of a trilogy of 
“little books” to explore a new defi nition of citizenship and 
community building for America’s cities. 

We wanted the books to be short enough to read on a 
plane or car trip, yet substantive enough to inspire civic 
leaders and ordinary citizens — the “community patriots” 
—  whose contributions can make such a difference for their 
cities and communities. We decided on a patriotic theme: 
fi rst a little blue book, then a little red book and last a little 
white book.

We believe it is imperative that cities and communities 
tap into the energy and ideas of their citizens because of 
the dramatic change they are experiencing in the age of 
technology. Some communities are growing at unprecedented 
speed while others are slowing down to retool. And all of 
them are reaching far beyond their borders — connecting, 
and often competing, on an international stage. 

At the same time cities today must prepare for the 
catastrophic crises that could affect any community. I wrote 
The Little Blue Book of Big Ideas in the 9/11 era, when 



xvi

THE LITTLE RED BOOK OF EVERYDAY HEROES

cities were focused on protecting themselves from overseas 
terrorists. Today we’re in the era of Hurricane Katrina, an 
insane gunman at Virginia Tech and the bridge collapse in 
Minneapolis — when it’s clear that some of the most serious 
threats to our communities may come from within.

At the NewCities Institute it is our belief that adapting to all 
this change — and change is the one constant for cities today 
— depends largely on citizens becoming more involved in 
local decision  making. Many others, including economists, 
historians and government offi cials, have reached this same 
conclusion, citing the paradox of our modern “growing out 
of control” world. Theologian and scholar Larry Rasmussen 
put it this way: “The more ‘planetary’ our lives become, the 
more necessary small communities are.”

 This collaboration between elected offi cials and ordinary 
citizens is already happening in some communities, including 
several cities where NewCities has been a part of the process. 
Thus The Little Red Book of Everyday Heroes picks up where 
The Little Blue Book of Big Ideas left off. In this book, we 
explore the changes that cities and citizens are experiencing 
and introduce readers to some of the “everyday heroes,” also 
known as community patriots, who are stepping up to lead 
their communities in the 21st century.                                                               

These everyday heroes are special people. They do not 
just engage in good works. They are true “citizens” who defy 
labels such as conservative and liberal, choosing instead to 
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roll up their sleeves and make the world a better place one 
community at a time. Among other things, they have:

a deep sense of caring for others and doing the right 
thing, which may put them at odds with their fellows 
and friends;
a desire to encourage others and seek others’ ideas;
a certain confl ict about decisions that are diffi cult but 
must be made; and
a passion for results and for making a measurable 
difference.

Another goal of The Little Red Book of Everyday Heroes 
is to energize and inspire young people who, having studied 
the principles of civic engagement, are ready to get involved 
in their local communities.

To that end, the book will be a component of our 
NewCitizen Kentucky collaboration with Kentucky 
Community and Technical College System (KCTCS) 
and several of our state’s institutions of higher education. 
NewCitizen Kentucky is intended to raise the civic capacity in 
Kentucky communities, creating new economic opportunities 
throughout the Commonwealth. The partnership will educate 
students — our future leaders — while providing safe harbors 
for city and county offi cials to collaborate, exchange ideas 
and resolve problems.

•

•
•

•
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These institutions are leading the way in educating the 
community patriots who will be the key to their communities’ 
progress in the 21st century. For instance:

As a fi rst step for NewCitizen Kentucky, President 
Michael McCall of the Kentucky Community and 
Technical College System, alongside the NewCities 
Institute, has instituted a year-long civic responsibility 
program for select community college students. In 
addition, KCTCS is redesigning its Phi Theta Kappa 
leadership course for honors students based on the 
NewCities 12 Principles of Community Building. It 
also supports programs to help community leaders 
adapt to change and opportunities for them to discuss 
complex issues.
Commenting on community engagement, KCTCS 
President Michael McCall said, “If you’ve 
ever wondered how you could really help your     
community — and if it was worth the effort — you 
need to read The Little Red Book of Everyday Heroes. 
Sylvia Lovely and her NewCities Institute staff have 
gotten to the essence here: positive change begins 
with individual decisions, when people just like you 
and me make those fi rst steps, big or small.”

•

•
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To take NewCitizen Kentucky a step further, the 
University of Louisville will provide training in 
civic engagement for third- and fourth-year students 
through the Urban Solutions Center created by 
President Jim Ramsey and the NewCities Institute. 
The center will also be a resource for civic leaders 
and city administrators throughout Kentucky. In 
addition, U of L is home to the Citizenship Training 
Academy for students and is collaborating on a 
pilot project with the Kentucky Department of 
Education to develop civics courses for Kentucky 
high schools. It is also partnering with several other 
statewide offi cials and organizations, including 
Northern Kentucky University, on the Civic Literacy 
Initiative of Kentucky to enhance civic engagement      
throughout the state. 

“My vision of encouraging civic involvement through 
programs on our campus has been realized through our 
relationship with the NewCities Institute and the Kentucky 
League of Cities,” Dr. Ramsey said. “I’m proud that our 
students will have the opportunity to bring citizenship to 
life through real-world experiences as they further their 
education.”

•
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Northern Kentucky University is deeply involved 
with local communities at the direction of President 
James Votruba, a leader of the region’s Vision 
2015 Initiative. President Votruba is also a national 
leader in the area of student civic engagement. The 
university houses the Scripps Howard Center for 
Civic Engagement and Nonprofi t Development, the 
Outreach and Public Engagement project focusing 
on regional stewardship and the Library for Civic 
Engagement. NKU also supports the involvement 
of both faculty and students in community projects 
through several initiatives. 

On education and civic engagement, Northern Kentucky 
University President Votruba remarked, “I have believed 
all of my professional life that the American university has 
more capacity to be a force for both individual and social 
progress than any other institution in the land. We harness 
this capacity through our research, teaching and dynamic 
civic engagement. Could there be more important work? 
Could there be more inspiring or renewing or poetic work? 
I don’t think so!”

•
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Morehead State University’s Institute for Regional 
Analysis and Public Policy has developed the 
NewCities Performance Scorecard and the NewCities 
Community Scorecard to help benchmark and track 
results of civic engagement initiatives over time. In 
addition, students in the Morehead State Leadership 
Development Program assume civic responsibility 
through projects on campus and in the community.
Septemberfest, for example, celebrates democracy 
and the American community, and concludes with 
the presentation of awards for civic engagement 
initiatives among students and adults.

“The essence of our defi nition of regional engagement 
is that we take responsibility for passing on a better place 
to our children,” said Morehead State President Wayne D. 
Andrews.

The University of  Kentucky offers both under-
graduate and graduate degrees through its Department 
of Community and Leadership Development in 
the College of Agriculture. UK’s Cooperative 
Extension Service provides educational programs 
in both leadership development and community 
economic development, and also conducts com-
munity enhancement projects statewide. With ex-
tension agents in all 120 of Kentucky’s counties, 

•

•
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UK recognizes that sustainable rural development 
includes not only farmers but also the communities 
that provide the marketplace for their products. When 
citizens are engaged, farmers and city folk alike are 
the benefi ciaries of the outcomes. 

“We often hear people talk about the importance of 
leadership,” said University of Kentucky President Lee 
T. Todd, Jr. “Leadership must start in our homes and 
our neighborhoods. We must become engaged in our 
community and work together with our friends, neighbors 
and colleagues to discover solutions to the complex 
issues that each of us face. When we do those things, we 
will all benefi t from a stronger, livelier community.”

All of Kentucky’s comprehensive state universities, 
including Morehead State, Northern Kentucky, 
Kentucky State, Murray State, Western Kentucky                                       
and Eastern Kentucky, are participating in the 
American   Democracy Project, an initiative involving 
225 campuses that help students understand and 
experience civic engagement. It is sponsored by 
the American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities and The New York Times.

•



xxiii

INTRODUCTION

These efforts add up to more than the sum of their parts. 
By prioritizing civic engagement both in the teaching of 
students and in community outreach, Kentucky’s public 
colleges and universities are sending the message that it 
is a fundamental element of education. Many other higher 
education institutions across the country are doing the 
same thing, as are an increasing number of elementary and 
secondary schools.

And they’re not doing it just because they “should.” Not 
only is civic engagement critical to the future of our cities and 
communities in the 21st century, but it is a uniquely satisfying 
pursuit for all individuals. People want to contribute, to give 
back and to share what they can with their communities. It’s 
just a matter of fi guring out how.

We believe that by starting and building locally, citizens 
will prove us right. Strong local communities, knit together 
with each other, will create better regions, states, nations 
and, ultimately, a better world.
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 CHAPTER ONE 

WHY WE ARE WRITING THIS BOOK

During a recent speaking engagement in Tucson, I was 
confronted by a young woman from another Arizona city 
who was clearly at her wit’s end. 

“I’m not leaving here,” she declared, “until you tell me 
how to talk to my stupid mayor.” 

The moment was an epiphany of sorts for me. Here in 
the Internet age we can tap into our computers and become 
instant experts on virtually any topic. Yet we still do not  
understand – either as individual citizens or elected offi cials 
–  how to engage each other in the messiness of democracy, 
especially under the new rules of the 21st century. 

Certainly the pace of change has thrown many of our 
civic and elected offi cials for a loop, especially as traditional 
employers go by the wayside, technology takes over our 
work lives and young people move away to fi nd the jobs or 
quality of life they’re seeking. 

Some city leaders — perhaps like the young woman’s 
mayor, and certainly like the rest of us — are afraid of being 
swept away by forces they can’t control. Still others work 
frantically to forestall problems or anticipate opportunities 
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by adopting solutions that seem to have worked for other 
communities.

Yet more and more of them have realized that to ride this 
wave of change — and the next one, and the next one — 
they must tap the energy, ideas and commitment of their own 
citizens. And citizens are stepping up to the plate. Former 
Missoula, Mont., Mayor Daniel Kemmis put it this way in a 
recent issue of The Kettering Review:

“The one clearest, strongest and most democratic lesson 
that I learned from my tenure in the mayor’s offi ce was simply 
this: when it came to addressing the community’s challenges 
and seizing its opportunities, Missoula was several thousand 
times smarter than I was ever going to be. It is that lesson 
that, more than anything else, continues to sustain my hope 
for democracy.”

The NewCities Institute was founded to help citizens join 
with civic leaders to build great, sustainable communities 
where people come together to agree on a vision and make 
it a reality. Our 12 Principles of Community Building in the 
21st century can be distilled into four P’s: perspective, place, 
people and prosperity.

We piloted this work in two very different places: 
Moscow, Idaho and Morehead, Kentucky. What we found 
in both cities were citizens who were passionate about their 
communities and eager to share their thoughts and ideas. 
At the same time they wanted less talk and more action.
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More importantly, as citizens and elected offi cials began 
collaborating, they began expecting more of each other. And 
each saw the other’s participation as essential.

That said, engaging citizens is not quick or easy. In fact, 
it can be confusing, frustrating and time-consuming, as we 
also learned.

So why is it so essential?
Because, as we at NewCities like to say, the cavalry isn’t 

coming — cities can no longer depend on a big auto plant 
riding into town with enough jobs to save the local economy 
or a federal windfall that will transform the storefronts on 
Main Street. 

Nor can they necessarily depend on government alone 
when disaster strikes, a lesson that became all too clear 
during the tragic aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

In fact, economic and political realities in the 21st century 
often depend on local initiatives:

taking advantage, in a big or small way, of 
technological advances;
making global connections, at a community level, 
with employers or customers;
starting or developing small businesses; and
improving the community’s quality of life, including 
schools, health care and green space. 

 Yet even as we warn that there’s no cavalry on the 
outskirts of town, we have good news, too: the cavalry’s 

•

•

•
•
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already here. Citizens are a city’s greatest resource, both in 
envisioning its future and making that future a reality. 

How do we know this? We’ve seen it in our own 
experience in Moscow and Morehead and observed it in 
other cities across America and the world.      

But if cities are only as strong as their citizenry, we must 
do more to help citizens and community leaders engage with 
each other. 

The young woman who asked for help with her mayor, 
for instance, wanted to turn an old hotel into transitional 
housing for the homeless. But she had no idea how to build 
support for her idea among elected offi cials and the public. 

For their part, elected offi cials may not know what to do 
with an individual citizen’s big idea or when and how to seek 
input from a broader cross-section of community residents.

Fortunately, we’ve learned that it’s not an arduous task 
to teach citizens and communities about productive citizen 
engagement in the 21st century. Our fi rst pilot program took 
a year; the second was completed in half that time. We’ve 
also discovered that much can be accomplished in only a 
month, or even a day.

Consider again the young woman from Tucson. That 
day several of us talked to her about gathering facts and 
building partnerships, and she quickly put it to use. 
Today, she is providing a vital community service for 
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homeless residents – and says she has a new understanding 
of how to become involved in community life.

Perhaps the biggest challenge cities face, however, is 
coming to grips with what civic engagement really means 
today. We’re used to thinking of it in traditional ways: 
citizens joining the Jaycees, for instance, or showing up to 
speak at a public meeting. 

But because of social, cultural and economic forces, 
citizenship today is less about joining the PTA than about 
sharing individual skills and passions. 

We’re not just talking about “good works” and volun-
teerism; our communities need citizens to wrestle with the 
complexities of the community’s most vexing issues. Take 
affordable housing for low income families, one of the biggest 
challenges for many communities. On average, 13 out of 
every 100 people in the U.S. live in poverty; so, in addition 
to building a single Habitat house in a particular community, 
why not look at changing housing policy altogether? In 
many ways it’s a more diffi cult and time-consuming task. 
However, in the long run, it can do much more to make the 
community livable for people of all income levels.

“We need to look at front porches as crime-fi ghting 
tools, treat picnics as public health efforts and see choral 
groups as occasions of democracy,” says Lew Feldstein of 
the New Hampshire Charitable Seminar and co-chair of the 
Saguaro Seminar: Civic Engagement in America, a project 
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of Bowling Alone author Robert Putnam at the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. 

Moreover, the citizens who may contribute the most 
social capital may not look like the “good citizens” we’re 
used to. Leadership may come from anywhere.

I always chuckle when I think of the experience of 
one small Kentucky town several years ago. The town had 
depended for decades on an underwear plant that closed, 
eliminating more than 3,000 jobs. Soon, however, a major 
distributor moved from the West Coast into the cavernous 
space that had been abandoned, bringing with it employees 
who were relocating from California. 

One day the mayor walked into a real estate offi ce to 
see a young woman with purplish hair and multiple earrings 
in the waiting room. “She’ll not get a home loan here,” he 
predicted in the privacy of the real estate agent’s offi ce. 

“She won’t have to,” came the reply. “She’s the manager 
of the new plant. She can probably buy the bank.”

The everyday heroes who can make a difference truly 
will come from all walks of life: they may be young or old, 
natives or transplants, traditional or nontraditional in their 
approach to life and work. Their contributions will come in 
many forms, from sharing their dreams for the community at 
a planning meeting to starting an art gallery in an abandoned 
building to running for offi ce. 
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Engaging them is not only doable, it gets results. The 
NewCities prescriptive for citizens and elected leaders alike 
includes three basic steps:

being informed about the community’s strengths and 
opportunities;
being inclusive so that citizens together with elected 
and civic leaders are setting priorities and examining 
options before a plan of action is proposed; and
exerting leadership, including making bold decisions 
when consensus appears elusive.

This book will tell the stories of communities and 
citizens that are fi nding a way, on their own or with the help 
of NewCities, to ride the wave of change. It will include:  

a history of local community life in America and its 
signifi cance in enhancing our appreciation for that 
ballyhooed but elusive quality called “citizenship”;
changes in the American lifestyle that have affected 
local community building;
how those challenges can be turned into opportunities 
in America’s communities — and why that matters; 
and
how the bottom line comes down to people who are 
committed and enlightened — and why their stories 
must be told.

   

•

•
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THE LITTLE RED BOOK OF EVERYDAY HEROES

We will start by exploring why it can be so diffi cult for 
communities and citizens to change their ideas about what 
civic engagement and community building looks like. The 
answer lies in our history as communities and how it is 
changing dramatically in the 21st century.






