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Abstract  

Interpretive planning methods and processes can be effective means for community building. The process 

in and of itself helps break down stereotypes. Examples will be drawn from two places in North America. 

The first is Thomas Jefferson’s plantation retreat, visited occasionally by the founding father and his 

grandchildren; permanent home of more than 60 enslaved workers. The process of planning the 

interpretation itself includes engaging descendants of those who suffered oppression and slavery, a 

process that can strengthen the community and offer some measure of reconciliation. The second example 

is the redevelopment of a park over a Native American archaeological and burial site where exhibit 

development planning helped overcome centuries of conflict between the local town and Ojibwe 

community. Both projects serve as examples of the value of the interpretive planning process, when done 

with forethought: small steps in helping communities be less fearful of confronting our demons.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Interpretive planning methods and processes can be effective means for community building. The process 

in and of itself helps break down stereotypes. When done with forethought, interpretive planning can help 

communities be less fearful of confronting our demons: things about ourselves we don’t like, are ashamed 
of, or how we’ve behaved badly. This paper begins by defining interpretive planning, describing its goals 

and laying out a typical process. It then explores the goals of community building in order to highlight the 

goals common to both interpretive planning and community building. With the groundwork established 

for an understanding of the goals and methods of interpretive planning, two case studies are highlighted. 

For each, the context is briefly described before a number of key lessons learned are shared. Finally, 

recommendations for successful strategies for interpretive planning methods and processes for effective 

community building are offered. 

 

DIFFERENT APPROACHES, CONVERGENT GOALS 

Goals and Methods - Interpretive Planning 

Interpretive planning is a decision-making process that blends management needs and resource 

considerations with visitor needs and desires to determine the most effective way to communicate 

messages, stories, information, and experiences to a target audience using interpretation. As defined on 

the Interpret Europe web site (http://www.interpret-europe.net/): 

 

Great interpretation unlocks the significance of a natural site, a museum collection, a historic 

place or a cultural landscape. It employs advanced educational and communication skill to 

inspire a wider public.  

 

Interpretive planning is a goal-driven process that recommends strategies to help places achieve their 

mission, protect their resources, and provide the best service to visitors to achieve great interpretation. 

The first steps in the interpretive planning process are: 

 identify a place's key resources and stories through research, resources inventory and oral 

histories 

 understand the mission  

 understand staff and stakeholders’ visions for the place 

 identify opportunities and challenges to achieving the vision 

 build or clarify guiding principles for the place  

 engage stakeholders and facilitate an open-ended approach to dialogue 

 

Goals and Methods - Community Building 

Community building involves members of a community working together to seek solutions to issues 

affecting their community. It is about: 

 understanding the community’s unique sense of place (identity) 

 the community's aspirations (goals) 

 adapting what has worked elsewhere (lessons learned) 

 what needs to happen to enable change (strategies) 

http://www.interpret-europe.net/
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 enlisting support from others to act together to create change (collaboration) 

 

As with interpretive planning, community building should take a ground-up approach that inspires 

communities to reach their full potential as places where people want to live, work and recreate. The first 

key step in the community building process is to understand the community’s identity; but identities shift 

as they are based on history, culture, and current residences. The community is the equivalent to the 

audience in interpretive planning. It is beyond political and civic leaders. For a community to have a 

strong identity and convey a sense of pride and commitment to the place and its people requires extensive 

community engagement, research and knowledge about the topics that matter most to the community, and 

a commitment across the spectrum for growth and development. This will lead to people being able to say 

“I love where I live” or “I’m proud to come from here” or “I want to share my home town with others.” 

 

Common Ground 

Whether interpreting a place or building a community we share, or should be sharing, common goals. 

Planners and community leaders should always strive to: 

 be more connected 

 be more authentic 

 be more collaborative 

 be more empathetic 

 be stronger than our individual parts and encourage synergy  

 

Following are two case studies that provide examples of how these goals have been achieved in very 

different locations and situations. 

 

CASE STUDIES 

Introduction  

Why are we looking at American examples for a European context? Because U.S. examples of working 

with historically disenfranchised people—African American slaves and indigenous people of North 

American—can inform how 21st century communities work with the newly disenfranchised, such as 

recently-arrived refugees. Having said this, it is important to clarify that this paper is not about 

immigration policies, Native American treaty rights, or issues of restitution to slave descendants. These 

case studies demonstrate how one relatively accessible and approachable tool (interpretive planning) can 

make inroads into resolving contentious issues within communities and even among broader audiences.  

 

Thomas Jefferson's Poplar Forest 

Poplar Forest was Thomas Jefferson’s personal retreat later in life. Located amongst the gently rolling 

hills of Virginia, this authentic house designed by Jefferson, the third president of the United States, 

stands surrounded by a historic landscape. A host of archaeological remains enriches the landscape and 

reveals the stories of those who lived here: Jefferson, his grandchildren, and the community of enslaved 
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men, women and children who lived and labored at Poplar Forest. As a plantation and a retreat, it was 

operated by enslaved workers and paid overseers. 

 

The story of Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest is nationally significant and deeply engaging to a variety 
of audiences. As the private retreat of a publicly prominent man, Poplar Forest offers a unique 

opportunity to consider Jefferson and the ideals of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. In light of 

this, the new leadership at Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest, which was formed in 1983 to preserve the 

site for the public, took action to build lasting relationships within their local community and broaden 

their interpretation to reach wider audiences. Noting the downward trend in visitation and public support 

for historic houses, Poplar Forest needed to build a stronger future, and they chose to do so 

collaboratively with their community of Lynchburg, Virginia. Poplar Forest selected the 106 Group to 

develop a Master Interpretive Plan, a process that included facilitating outreach with the local African 

American community as a critical part of building relevance and a sustainable future.  

 

The process of identifying stakeholders from the community began with forging robust institutional 

partnerships that built upon past work and leveraged the expertise and networks of existing organizations. 

Poplar Forest reached out to Lynchburg’s Legacy Museum of African American History to partner on a 

workshop. The Legacy Museum in turn invited leaders from the African American community who were 

part of existing cultural and sociopolitical networks to provide local insight. Key stakeholders included 

Legacy Museum board members; the former mayor of Lynchburg; current and past presidents of the 

NAACP local chapter; advocates from the Race & Racism Dialogue: Many Voices, One Community; and 

other community members. 

 

The 106 Group facilitated a workshop at the Legacy Museum. This workshop offered a safe environment 

where participants discussed Poplar Forest’s past role in racial division born out of slavery, as well as its 

potential as a venue for reconciliation. To encourage active participation and clarify key issues, we began 

by organizing participants into small groups. The groups discussed and revised ground rules at the 

beginning of the session, enabling participants to address potential conflicts together. By working on the 

rules collaboratively, groups created a safe space together for different views to be expressed. Participants 

could safely express emotions such as anger or pain within an agreed-upon framework of respect and 

honesty. Small groups were encouraged to re-imagine Poplar Forest in new, different ways. 

 

During these group discussions, questions were proposed such as why Poplar Forest matters to 

participants; what visitors should know about Thomas Jefferson and the plantation; how Poplar Forest 

should convey the story of slavery; and how the site museum might have been different if it had been 

under African American leadership. The format of the questions helped participants focus their feedback 

through stories and experiences rather than through facilities or structures. Poplar Forest staff joined the 

conversation as observers and listeners. They welcomed criticisms from the participants to improve the 

historic site. Many participants had practical suggestions for integrating interpretation, while others 

offered deep reflections on the African American community's historical and contemporary struggles. 

 

Together, we had to confront challenging issues about the complex legacy of Thomas Jefferson—a 

visionary for freedom of all mankind, yet a slave owner. A critical step in this process was building trust 
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between the 106 Group, Poplar Forest and the community. Ongoing investment in the relationship beyond 

the initial workshop was essential to solidify that trust and show credibility. After the workshop, 106 

Group staff attended services at Diamond Hill Baptist Church, which had been active in the civil rights 

battles of the 1960s and 1970s, and provided a summary of Poplar Forest’s community engagement 

efforts.  

 

The choice of workshop location at the Legacy Museum was significant and symbolized a new direction 

for the institution. While many interpretive planning workshops are held at the site of the future exhibits, 

we went directly to the community, rather than expecting the community to come to Poplar Forest. The 

nearby town's Legacy Museum of African American History proved to be critical partners in this process, 

not only hosting the event, but helping to build a network of stakeholders and spreading the word about 

the event. In turn, these leaders were front and center during the workshop itself and have become 

valuable partners since in developing a range of meaningful and well-attended programs.  

 

Poplar Forest staff led their first "salon evening conversation" during Black History Month this year. 

They focused on slave resistance, using stories of actual slaves who resisted authority at Poplar Forest. 

African American leaders and local scholars gave a talk about slave resistance and discussed resistance in 

the context of the Black Lives Matter (an international activist movement, originating in the African 

American community, that campaigns against violence toward black people). In 2013, the Black Lives 

Matter movement began with the use of the #BlackLivesMatter on social media, after the acquittal of 

George Zimmerman in the shooting death of African-American teen Trayvon Martin. Black Lives Matter 

became nationally recognized for its street demonstrations following the 2014 deaths of two African 

Americans: in Ferguson Missouri, and New York City. Since the Ferguson protests, participants in the 

movement have demonstrated against the deaths of numerous other African Americans who have died as 

a result of police actions or while in police custody. 

 

Another recent program, “The Legends of the Land Lantern-lit Tour,” is a testament to Poplar Forest's 

ongoing efforts to engage the local community in the enslaved people story throughout their site. This 

program was reestablished in 2014 and now includes community partners from the Legacy Museum and 

the choir of Diamond Hill Baptist Church. This incredibly popular tour "shines light on the lives of the 

enslaved men, women and children of Jefferson’s plantation." These consist of guided, lantern-lit evening 

tours through the plantation grounds—from the site of the slave quarters to the tenant houses and the 

Poplar Forest kitchen—with stops along the way where visitors congregate to hear the stories of the 

people who, with their families, kept the plantation running. This tour provides a sharp contrast to the 

typical visitor tour that focuses on Jefferson's house, family, and life on the plantation, from his 

perspective.  

 

The workshop held at the Legacy Museum and subsequent outreach activities continue to transfer 

ownership and authority to community members, and facilitate safe forums for open expression on 

difficult topics. Using feedback and input gathered from these efforts, Poplar Forest has already begun to 

incorporate the unvarnished story of the plantation into the site’s interpretation, including the histories of 
enslaved people at the site. Expanding the pool of stakeholders to include descendants of historically 

disenfranchised people provided a fresh world perspective and is a great asset to vision building. This 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Activist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_v._Zimmerman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Zimmerman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shooting_of_Trayvon_Martin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trayvon_Martin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_City
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holistic approach to community engagement resulted in a new vision and anchor for the community’s 
identity and reestablished Poplar Forest as a site of national importance that is both meaningful and 

engaging to visitors of all backgrounds.  

Lessons Learned 

Following are some summary observations of what worked well for the interpretive planning work at 

Poplar Forest, and strategies that can be applied in similar situations. 

 When working with historically disenfranchised people, always be conscious of the history of 

relationships based on unequal power and control – the legacy of slavery continues to mar 

black/white relationships  

 Reinforce institutional commitment  

 Don't promise something you're not sure you can deliver  

 The timing of change is critical. There has to be sufficient support from key players and decision 

makers to support the effort beyond a single event 

 Consider the appropriate pace of change. Change can cause fear and be counterproductive if not 

managed tactfully and sensitively  

 Design meetings and gatherings to anticipate feelings of fear and mistrust 

 Go to the stakeholders, don’t assume they will come to your site 

 Provide a safe environment where participants can be part of conversations that emphasize 

listening and encourage participants to not be afraid of being offended or uncomfortable  

 

Diamond Point Park, Bemidji, Minnesota  

Before beginning to discuss a project example in Minnesota, I ask you to consider, for a moment, what 

immediately comes to mind when you hear the word ‘Indian’ or ‘Native American.’ In many cases, the 

images and thoughts that materialize are bound within a Euro-American frame of reference and in turn, 

the negative and clichéd often supersede the positive and genuine.  Common understandings of Native 

culture are often grounded in: 

 History textbooks that present Native Americans as a defeated people 

 Hollywood’s pop culture: from John Wayne to “Dances With Wolves” 

 Alcoholism and impoverishment 

 Casinos 

 The stereotype of  "the Noble Savage" 

 

These stereotypes preclude an understanding of the history of conflict and struggle that characterizes the 

experience of Native people since the arrival of Europeans, as well as the depth of Native history in North 

America. When most people think of the history of the American Midwest, they think of a relatively new 

region - ‘Ancient’ is a word associated with the pyramids of Egypt and the Paleolithic cave paintings of 

southern France, but ancient is rarely a term related to North America. Yet, Native people and their 

ancestors are very much an ancient people, while also being very contemporary. The temporal depth of 

their experience on the land is profound and thousands of years old. The history of Native peoples in the 

Americas since the arrival of Europeans is not ancient history to Native people; it is as real and vivid as if 
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it happened just yesterday. Therefore, it greatly affects and challenges the process of interpretation of 

Native stories and history by the descendants of the colonizers. 

 

The city of Bemidji in northern Minnesota, with a population of 13,000, is deemed "the first city on the 

Mississippi. The city, named after the 19
th
 century Chief Bemidji, is a central hub located between three 

Ojibwe reservations: Red Lake, White Earth, and Leech Lake. Bemidji lies on the southwest shore of 

Lake Bemidji, the northernmost lake feeding the Mississippi River. The City sought to redevelop 

Diamond Point Park on the shore of Lake Bemidji. In addition to highlighting the beautiful lakeside 

views, the City wanted to bring to light the park’s incredible layers of cultural history, including a 3,000-

year-old archaeology site and burial mounds. The archaeological record indicates a long-time occupation 

by indigenous people in the area, as well as the presence of early Euro-American pioneer families.  

 

Since the arrival of Europeans in the area in the mid nineteenth century, there has been conflict between 

the white and Native peoples in the form of removal of Native people to reservations, disenfranchisement, 

and racism. The potential for conflict between the Native and Euro-American community during park 

redevelopment was great because of the sensitive nature of the park's location on the site of an 

archaeological site that includes burial mounds. The 106 Group approached the project on two parallel 

tracks—conducting archaeological investigations that would inform park design and minimize physical 

disturbance to key resources and features, and creating and working with a newly formed American 

Indian Advisory Group to look at effective ways to interpret Native history in the park and tell the hidden 

stories of this place. The 106 Group consulted with local leaders to identify key representatives in the 

Native community who might be interested in participating in such an advisory group – who would be 

open to meaningful dialogue and working together to seek solutions to the challenges posed by the 

proposed park development. 

 

The 106 Group, in collaboration with the American Indian Advisory Group, recommended that 

interpretation at Diamond Point Park focus on the overlap, and, to some extent, the blending of three 

cultural periods: Native American, when flourishing and complex tribal life characterized the area; the 

contact period between European fur trappers, traders and indigenous people; and the European period, 

when early settlers first came to the area to make new homes and exiled Native people from their 

ancestral lands to reservations. When multiple historical events converge in a place, the most powerful 

form of interpretation is one that explores those very intersections. By developing the concept of “The 
Lure of the Water’s Edge,” we settled on a primary interpretive theme that had the capacity to articulate 

connections both past and present.   

 

The Lure of the Water’s Edge 

For over 3,000 years, people from different cultures have been drawn to this shoreline. People 

have gathered by the beaches of Diamond Point Park for many of the same reasons visitors come 

today: beauty, recreation, food and comfort.  

 

Applying some simple principles of goodwill, respect, and connectivity led to an outcome for this project 

that has been tremendously successful. Results include protection of the archaeological resources, a new-

found understanding of shared interests and desires through collaborative interpretation, and some new 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Lake_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Earth_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leech_Lake_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Bemidji
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mississippi_River
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bridges built between the Native and Euro-American community that could be used for future planning 

efforts. The process of fostering dialogue with Native American leaders to be part of key decision making 

in park development has continued to this day for many city and community planning efforts. 

 

Lessons Learned 

Following are some summary observations of what worked well, and strategies that can be applied in 

similar situations. 

 Timing was just right as the city desired to find ways to reach out and rebuild relationships with 

the minority indigenous community and in turn the indigenous community had long advocated 

for respectful and accurate interpretation of their heritage on Lake Bemidji's waterfront 

 The city sought to avoid conflict and recognized the need to find new, effective means of 

outreach to the Ojibwe community so were open to new methods for outreach and engagement 

 Strategically selecting leaders in the Ojibwe community who could provide meaningful input and 

had proven experience in eliciting dialogue 

 Working with an advisory group of stakeholders, in this case indigenous people, to find stories 

and themes that transcend one culture 

 Meeting informally onsite at the park and during archaeological work underscored transparency 

in the planning process 

 Having clear and intentional plans to address the Native community's fears of damage to the 

burial mounds and further disrespect and broken promises by Euro-American leaders 

 

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 

The basic principles employed to collaborate with historically disenfranchised communities in these two 

American experiences can help inform how to work with new residents that are subject to 

disenfranchisement in evolving worldwide communities. While the case studies concern communities 

who have suffered oppression in the past 400 years, the success of these stories bear witness to the notion 

that success is possible when approached in the appropriate manner. Both projects discussed in this paper 

reveal how the value of the interpretive planning process, when done with forethought, provides small but 

meaningful steps in helping communities be less fearful of confronting our demons.  

 

The process to develop interpretive and collaborative programs with Native peoples in Minnesota and 

African Americans in Virginia involves some essential guiding principles that apply in any community 

building exercise. Below are universally applicable principles of planning and engagement that have 

evolved out of lessons learned from the interpretive planning process. 

 

Show Respect  

Respect is a word we hear so much these days but it is undeniably at the very core of any successful 

dialogue. Gestures of respect can be explicit, but they can also require subtlety and take place without any 

overtones of grandstanding. Allow people to voice their frustrations but not highjack the process. Be 

respectful without being defensive, overly apologetic or hostile. 
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Show Hospitality with Food 

Sharing food is a universal and timeless expression of hospitality. Provide food and refreshments when 

organizing any form of gathering. Consider what would be appropriate, do not just buy off the shelf but 

rather how you would welcome a guest in your home. For many Native Americans, tobacco is an 

appropriate gift, as a pinch of dry tobacco is used in many ceremonies and prayers. Requests to elders to 

relate oral traditions or other special knowledge is accompanied with a gift of tobacco. 

 

Be Strategic 

Approach the local institutions and communities to partner with you as soon as possible in the planning 

process. This is an important element for building trust. Strategically select stakeholders based on their 

ability and willingness to provide meaningful input. Also, select stakeholders in collaboration with key 

leaders from relevant communities, to avoid incorrect assumptions about who best represents a 

community. Workshops and meetings should be conducted at the stakeholders’ location of choice. Follow 

up and invest in long-term relationships.  

 

Follow Through  

Feedback moves community engagement beyond token partnership. How you respond to feedback is 

essential. Be prepared to change course. 

 

Be Patient  

Patience is an essential component for all participants in any interpretive planning or community building 

process. Patience is required in terms of the time factor for discussion and decision-making, but patience 

is also necessary to consider an issue from new angles or to re-examine long-held beliefs. 

 

Be Held Accountable  

Be prepared to be held accountable for “the sins of our fathers” - events in the past for which the 

dominant culture may only have a vague and detached knowledge may have huge significance to 

historically or currently disenfranchised people.  

 

Ensure Institutional Commitment 

In our 21
st
 century world of tight timelines and the desire for instant gratification, notions of a ‘long haul’ 

and ‘unpredictability’ can be unsettling. Before embarking on an interpretive planning or community 

building process with stakeholders, organizations and/or government agencies must give careful 

consideration to the level of effort and resources they have available and the desire to commit to such an 

undertaking. Once the door is opened to collaboration, it cannot be shut without doing damage to 

relationships. Beware of any tendencies towards lip service in lieu of real communication and partnership 

building. 

 

Be Prepared to be Accept Criticism without being Defensive 

It’s not always an easy or natural task - even for seasoned planners - to sit down and talk with one another 

in meaningful ways. It takes courage to accept criticism for what others of your cultural or racial group 

have done, but you have to be willing to be vulnerable to build trust among strangers. Be prepared to 

listen and work with the young and angry as well as community elders. 



10 

 

Overcome Stereotypes 

Be prepared to be surprised - strange friendships and alliances can develop from open dialogue and 

collaboration. Stereotypes are often broken and overcome. 

 

By applying these principles in our interpretive planning and community building work we should get a 

little closer to reaching the goal of being more connected, authentic, collaborative, empathetic and reach a 

synergy that makes us stronger than our individual parts. 

 

In closing, I'd like to share the following phrase from the Lakota language 

 Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ  - we are all related 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lakota_language

