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Each issuE, as i gathEr my thoughts for this 

article, i look for a common thread—a theme, a point, 

a purpose or a story. ironically, this month, the fact 

that i cannot identify that theme, point or purpose 

is in fact, the story itself. so humor me, if you will, 

while i make some general observations that in the 

end should all be related—that can be our common 

thread—but today they are not. 

in my world of philanthropy and all things 

community “good,” i do not go a day without hearing 

or saying the words quality of life. in fact, most people 

on the northshore use that phrase as the go-to reason 

they are here. Protecting that quality of life is at the heart 

of philanthropy. Likewise, in similar circles but with 

a business focus, the equally most-common phrase is 

economic development. so, in my simple mind, that 

tells me two things. one, we all really like our quality of 

life, and two, a lot of people are talking about and doing 

economic development. But, what does that really mean? 

to better answer that question, our 

Foundation is spearheading a visioning 

process for the northshore region that might best be 

described as “What do we want to be when we grow 

up?” What elements of our community demonstrate 

our ideals and how can we replicate them? if we string 

them together do they support our goals of economic 

development and preserving our quality of life? 

General Observation Number 1
i have recently done a great deal of reading and 

research on economic development, specifically within 

the world of philanthropy. two things keep popping 

up that i find very interesting. traditional economic 

development has historically been about counting 

jobs, payrolls and identifying direct revenue payback 

into a defined economy. at the same time, traditional 

philanthropy has historically been people with wealth 

giving to the less fortunate and supporting those 

people and places that need it the most. But we now 

know that traditional methods of looking at those 

concepts independently is the equivalent of a dusty 

Vcr supporting a modern Wi-Fi-connected 

tV. Progressive economic development and 

modern philanthropy work more like apple 
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by Susan H. Bonnett tV and Netflix, advancing the common 

thread of protecting quality of life while 

promoting economic prosperity. 

these can no longer be two separate 

solo approaches. the future of successful 

economic development and flourishing 

philanthropy lies in the collaboration 

between the two. around the country, 

thriving communities focus on these 

two fundamentals, and the by-products 

are really good things. When those 

elements are in balance in a place, more 

people want to live in that place, and 

quality employees bring more quality 

jobs to that place. higher-quality jobs 

bring more money, and more money 

gets passed around that place. Not just 

in taxes and local businesses, but in our 

churches, our schools, our social service 

agencies and the arts community and so 

on. Philanthropy thrives and preserves 

our quality of life. suddenly, economic 

development and our quality of life 

become not only intertwined, but in 

many respects the same thing. 

so if a progressive, thriving region is 

what we want to be, it stands to reason 

that we should focus on those two 

things, right? Economic prosperity and 

quality of life. the former seems pretty 

straightforward and easy to measure. We 

can track tax revenue, bank deposits, 

median salary statistics and countless 

other fact-based numbers to document 

wealth creation. But how do we track 

quality of life? in fact, how do we first 

even define it? What i measure as 
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useable? Not so much, because after all, 

what does one do with a jar of pearls? 

General Observation 
Number 3

the most successful community 

foundations in the country are in areas 

where there is a strong commitment 

to place. here is what i know. We are 

a people who are deeply committed to 

our “place.” Not being from here, it took 

me years to realize the might of the old 

boundaries to which many of us and 

our institutions still pay homage. But 

here is my take on the east-west or rural-

city talk that permeates conversations 

and decisions at all levels of our region. 

undeniably, each place (city, town, 

village or “side”) has a unique history 

and value that it brings to the whole. 

But, we are in the midst of a natural 

growth evolution where boundaries 

blur and plenty of overlap exists. We 

are stronger when we embrace the fact 

that the real value of this bigger place 

lies in preserving the uniqueness of our 

cities, towns, villages and “sides” as we 

grow and transition into a greater, more 

integrated and connected whole. 

so what’s my point? i believe we are 

missing the string—the common thread. 

We want to protect our quality of life, 

and we want economic prosperity. We 

have the pearls, we have the places, 

we have the assets and we have the 

committed people. truth be told, we 

are the envy of the entire state in that 

regard. Which is what the visioning 

process is all about. What are the words 

that create the thread that produces the 

beautiful string of pearls? until we as a 

whole community find and utilize that 

string that pulls us together, we will 

remain just a jar of pearls. Beautiful, 

valuable, and desirable but sitting on 

a shelf waiting to be shown-off for 

everyone to see. 

important in my life may be different 

from what you value as quality in yours. 

the best way i know to quantify the 

unquantifiable is the subject of my next 

general observation.

General Observation 
Number 2

Pearls. that is what i call them—

and hopefully, that will make sense to 

you, too. in my quality of life list i am 

about to rattle off, consider every “asset” 

a pearl. a unique, beautiful pearl that i 

am dropping into a jar as i list them. i 

make no apologies for how long this list 

is because we should be deeply proud of 

how long it can be.

my pearls. safe, walkable streets 

for my children to have freedom 

while they learn independence in 

their community—pearl drop into 

jar. Quality educational options, both 

public and private, boasting the highest 

act scores in the state—drop big 

pearl in jar. recreational opportunities 

from bike riding to water sports to 

horses to organized teams at beautiful 

parks—pearl, pearl, pearl. the beauty 

of our eco-system including waterways, 

trees and amazing access to abundant 

nature—pearl, pearl, pearl again. 

reasonable access to all levels of policy 

makers; in other words, we can always 

get our leaders on the phone or see 

them in a coffee shop—huge pearl. 

Value of our unique city and town 

centers and their historical importance—

pearls everywhere (insert name of your 

place here). a regional higher-education 

system that is responsive to students, the 

local marketplace and workforce needs; 

southeastern and Northshore technical 

community college—pearl and pearl. 

my list could go on and on, and so 

could yours. at the end of the day, what 

we have is full jar of pearls. Desirable? 

yes. Beautiful? yes. Valuable? yes. 


