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C ov e r  S to ry

Engaging the Community 
In a Dialogue on Race and 

Racism

by Bonnie Svrcek and JoAnn Martin

L
ynchburg, Virginia, chartered by the General Assembly of Virginia in 1786, 

is today a changing community, and issues of diversity and inclusiveness 

continue to be increasingly important in a number of areas, including pub-

lic safety, housing, and employment. The past five years have seen such 

troublesome situations as increasing youth gang activity, vocal opposition 

with undertones of intolerance to a low-income housing development, and an 

emotionally charged incident during which an African American man died while 

in police custody. Data also indicate that disparities based on race exist in home 

ownership, medical care, educational achievement, wealth, and the criminal jus-

tice system within our community.

Early in 2007, in the spirit of the city council’s vision that “Lynchburg acknowl-

edges and values its rich cultural, ethnic, racial and religious diversity while pro-

moting a respectful and cohesive community,” Mayor Joan Foster and City Man-

ager Kimball Payne proposed that the community begin a dialogue on race and 

racism. Community stakeholders came together to explore methods that would 

lead Lynchburg to an open, honest, inclusive, and sustainable discussion of race 

relations. Following research and discussion, a model for community dialogue was 

chosen, and planning began in earnest in May 2007.

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can 

change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.
—Margaret Mead
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The model that was chosen, “study 
circles,” is a dialogue-to-change pro-
gram created by the nonprofit orga-
nization Everyday Democracy (www. 
everyday-democracy.org) that ad-
vocates an approach to commu-
nity change that puts small-group, 
facilitated dialogue at the center. This 
study circles model works because it 
brings different kinds of people to-
gether around a public concern and 
creates a space that enables construc-
tive, respectful conversation. During 
the lengthy period of time that city 
residents  meet, people develop trust 
and relationships as well as a shared 
understanding of the issues under 
discussion. A vital part of the model is 
moving from dialogue to action.

After this dialogue model was 
chosen, the diverse group of stake-

holders and committed city staff came 
together as a working group dedicated 
to the planning, execution, and ongo-
ing implementation of the “Lynch-
burg Community Dialogue on Race 
and Racism.” The working group of 
20 active members operates through 
a working committee structure. 
Seven committees (communications, 
facilitators, documentation and evalu-
ation, kick-off, recruitment, planning 
and implementation, and logistics) 
worked independently to execute 
overall work plans. Each group stayed 
connected through biweekly meetings 
to share progress, gather input, and 
generate new ideas.

Group members created a clear 
project plan that set the stage for 
small, diverse groups of people to 
meet and discuss race and racism, and 

every group had an overall mission as 
well as goals:

Mission: To promote honest and open 
dialogue in order to gain an under-
standing of the challenges of race and 
racism and to improve the social, eco-
nomic, and educational opportunities 
in Lynchburg.

Goals:
•	 Enhance the understanding of the 

perspectives and experiences of 
other races.

•	 Improve attitudes and behaviors 
concerning individuals of diverse 
backgrounds and experiences.

•	 Generate ideas and implement 
strategies for improving race rela-
tions in the community.

Pilot Study Circles
Formally launched on July 20, 2007, 
the initiative “Many Voices, One 
Community” attracted 187 busi-
nesses, organizations, and individuals 
to be a part of a diverse sponsoring 
coalition that offers a wide variety of 
such tangible support as recruitment 
of participants, meeting sites, host-
ing presentations, transportation, and 
financial donations.

The members of the coalition 
comprise representatives of the over-
all community and include medical, 
governmental, faith, business, arts, 
and nonprofit organizations as well as 
interested individuals. Here are a few 
examples of support:

•	 Greater Lynchburg Transit Compa-
ny (GLTC) provided bus transpor-
tation as needed for participants in 
the communitywide study circles.

•	 Centra Health, the region’s largest 
employer, donated $10,000 and 
provided information to its work-
force as well as opportunities to 
participate.

•	 The Central Virginia Community 
Services Board (CVCSB) provided 
time during the workday for em-
ployees willing to be facilitators.

•	 The Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Lynchburg Community Council 
(MLKLCC) acted as the project’s 

Participants gathered to hear the action ideas that were generated by all the 
study circles.
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501(c)(3) partner for accepting 
tax-deductible donations.

•	 The Boys and Girls Club of Central 
Virginia provided a meeting site for 
a pilot study circle.

•	 Lynchburg College hosted the 
two-day training for facilita-
tors; this included all meals and  
facilities.

•	 The Chamber of Commerce en-
dorsed the project and in all cham-
ber newsletters included informa-
tion about the project and how to 
register.

The resulting outpouring of sup-
port clearly indicated that this project 
resonated with many members of the 
community.

A pilot was implemented to allow 
sponsoring coalition members the 
opportunity to experience the process 
and enhance support for the com-
munitywide dialogue. The pilot also 
allowed the working group to test 
plans and to gain experience from this 
smaller effort.

A launch of the pilot process was 
held on October 2, 2007; more than 
100 people attended. Ultimately, five 
pilot study circles composed of two 
co-facilitators and eight to 12 partici-
pants began meeting during the week 
of October 8, 2007, for two hours a 

week for six consecutive weeks. A 
pilot action forum was conducted in 
early December; this brought together 
study circle participants to identify 
ideas that would advance racial equity 
in the community.

Topical ideas identified by the 
pilot study circles included work-
ing with the police department to 
diversify its workforce, establishing 
school-based study circles, creating 
more opportunities for communica-
tion, forming a community com-
mission to coordinate further study 
circles, and providing resources for 
action groups. These ideas were as-
signed to action groups for study, 
planning, and implementation.

Communitywide Study 
Circles
After an extensive participants and 
facilitators recruitment campaign 
and armed with lessons learned from 
the study circles, the city launched 
58 communitywide study circles in 
February 2008. In April 2008, 16 
youth study circles were held. The 
communitywide study circles met for 
six weeks, two hours a week. Study 
circles met in the early morning, mid-
morning, late afternoon, and evening, 
Monday through Saturday.

Every opportunity was made avail-

able to accommodate any citizen who 
desired to be a participant in the initia-
tive. With the help of trained facilita-
tors, more than 600 individuals with a 
connection to Lynchburg through resi-
dency, work, school attendance, or lei-
sure activity had a safe and supportive 
environment in which to discuss the 
issues of race and racism. Although the 
discussions themselves created some 
individual change, a more strategic 
transition from talk to action has been 
a core component of this project.

Testimonials from participants in 
the study circle included:

“. . .Even if there were no action ideas 
that came from the dialogue, the rela-
tionships formed and opportunities to 
talk about the difficult issue of racism 
are priceless.”

“. . .The community dialogue has 
been a highlight of my 68-year life.”

“. . .Participating in the community 
dialogue has been as stimulating for 
me as being in the rat line in college.”

Everyday Democracy reported: “Of 
more than 500 communities assisted 
by Everyday Democracy, Lynchburg 
has recruited the most people for a 
single round of dialogue.”
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Following the communitywide 
study circles, the Lynchburg commu-
nity as a whole was invited to attend 
a three-day action forum. The forum 
was held in a vacant storefront in the 
center of the city, and it incorporated 
some of the attributes of a charrette. 
Liberty University, owner of the store-
front, graciously donated the space 
for the forum. Attendees were able to 
fi nd out more about the study circles 
process, to sign up to participate in an 
action group, and to vote on the more 
than 180 ideas presented by the 500 
individuals who attended this event.

neXt StePS
The Lynchburg Community Dialogue 
on Race and Racism is now in the 
dialogue-to-action	 phase.	 Individuals	
who expressed an interest in work-
ing on ideas that the study circles
brought forward have participated 
in capacity-building workshops and 
began meeting this fall to formulate 
plans and strategies in order to imple-
ment the ideas. Seven action groups 
will focus on police; communications 
and media; diversity events; work-
force development; citizens’ advocacy 
and strengthening the community; 
faith-based initiatives; and education, 
youth, and family.

These topics were the highest pri-
orities identifi ed at the action forum. 
Each action group will work toward 
the “Many Voices–One Community” 
racial equity vision: “Lynchburg is 

a community where race is not the 
most powerful predictor of how one 
fares socially, economically, educa-
tionally. . . .”1

Plans are under way to develop a 
strategy to continue study circles on a 
smaller scale so that more individuals 
can be engaged in the dialogue and 
then participate in an action group 
if desired. A timeline of activity that 
summarizes this initiative to date is 
shown on page 15.

The Lynchburg Community Dia-
logue on Race and Racism has been 
extremely successful at creating an 
environment that welcomes and en-
courages citizens to come together in 
dialogue. While proud of the success 
of the dialogue, the working group is 
well aware that this is a journey, not 
a destination. As the dialogue moves 
toward action, community members 
believe strongly that through this 
open and candid dialogue lasting 
relationships are built and that those 
relationships will begin to foster 
positive change in the Lynchburg 
community. PM

1The ellipsis points ( . . . ) in this state-
ment are intentional; they are meant to 
include all indicators of racial equity.

Bonnie Svrcek is deputy city manager, 
Lynchburg, Virginia (bonnie.svrcek@lynch 
burgva.gov), and JoAnn Martin is communi-
cations and marketing director, Lynchburg 
(joann.martin@lynchburgva.gov).

the ICMA Fund for Professional Management

 The Fund was created in 1985 to support professional management in all 
forms of local government and to encourage local government to adopt and 
retain the council-manager and general manager plans.

 On June 30, 2008, the Fund showed a balance of more than $1.27 million.
 Since 1994, when disbursements began, the Fund has provided more than 

$326,000 to citizens’ groups in 65 communities in support of professional 
local government management.

To learn more about the fund, visit icma.org/fund or contact Abigail Lundy 
at icma.org; 202/962-3594.
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