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NEIGHBOR GRCUPS

Observations From Iredell and Rockingham Counties
North Carolina

By

William E. Barnett* and Selz C. Mayo¥**
Department of Rural Sociology

3

This report is baséd on the observations of Mr. Barnett and

. PR T
informal discussic;r_i with other participants. E. J. Niederfrankl,' Exten-
sion Rural Sociologist, U. §. D. A., and Frark Doggett. Extencion Soil
Conservation Specialist, S; C. 8., N. C. State College, with Mr. Barnett
comprised the team of observers. These observations were made during
February 1952 in Iredell and Rockingham Céunties_ in North Carolina. The
participants were in the field only two days, consequenily these observa-
tions must be interpreted 'as. very tentative statements.

GBJECTI\?ES ¥ OBSERVATICN
Three objectives formed the framework for thé; observations

and the informal discussion: |

(1) To observe neighbor groups in action and to obtain g
better understanding of the mechanism of a neighbor

group;

(2) In the light of insight gained into the mechanism of the
v neighbor group and the use being made of them by the
Soil Conservation Service for the purpose of getting
more of their conservation practices accepted by more
of the farmers, to study the possibilities of adaptingthe
néighbor group concept to the Extension Service's program,;
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© "With Nexghbor Groups" o. 5, May 1952, pp. 80-ff.
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(3) To study the potent;alities of this‘ concept in relation
to community development programs. Do community
develop ment programs have something to gain in ap-
plying the concept or some variation of the neighbor
group? '
NEIGHBOR GROUP DEFINED
The neighbor grotp definition is based én the same general
principle as the neighborhood; but whereas the,neighborhood definition
involves both a space concept (definite geographical boundaries) plus
primary-type human associations or relationships, the neighbor group
definition involves only the concept of primary-type human associations
or relationships. The space concept is not a pé.rt of this definition. There
is no contiguous or adjoining farm spatial pattern which is essential to
developing such groups, although this i)attern frequently exists. Instead,
a neighbor group depends upon common bonds or ties -- visiting socially,
exchange of work obr tools, aid in timgs of need, face-to-face primary
- relations, etc., ;- as the foundation for its existence. The neighbor
gfoup is a grouping on the basis of social strata which aid in developing -
the necessary common bonds or ties. Thus thé criteria of the st>rata
may be econorhic, social, educational, religioﬁs, or even political. This
condition is not so evident or so true in the conéept of the neighborhocd.
The neighbor group appears to be a kind of adaptation to a
changing social struéture ih rural life. Whereas such a group used to
be more of the neighborhood type, now it is the neighbor group typ‘e.

Whereas the neighborhood used to be the first group outside of the family

to influence an individual, now it is the neighbor group. Due to these

)



| changes the neighborhood may be composed of a number of these neigh-
bor groups, which are seldom composed of more than 10 or 12 families.
Some neighbor gréups may be composed of families lfrom two or more
neighborhoods. The number of families in the groups observed ranged
from 3 or 4 to 10 or 12,

Mr. C. C. Julian, who is in charge of the Soil Conservation
Service office g.t Statesville, has conceived of his work with the neighbor
groups in the form of plans reaching three associational levels. The first
of these plahs he has named the ""Neighbor G.roup Plan - Neighbors Work-
ir;g.Together"; the second has been labeled the "Coinmunity Pkla.n - Neigh-
bor Groups Workinvg Togethef”; and the third is called the "Iredell Con-

servation Plan - Communities of Neighbor Groups Werking Together',

NEIGHBOR GROUP PLAN - NEIGHBORS WORKING TOGETIER

Identifying Neighbor Groups. The first step in carrying out a

neighbor group plan involves the identification of the group and its lead-
er or '"key man', and scmetimes designated as the ""key neighbor'. The
technique used so far has been a somewhat indiréct approach but has
proven rather successfual, The agricultural worker goes into an area and
establishes contact with a farmer. He asks him who his close neighbors
are -- those with whom he neighbors, as sociatés with socially rather fre-
‘ quen‘tly, would give him aid when he needed it in time of trouble, and
would exchang;e woi'k and tools with him --j and obtains édditional contacts

in this manner,



If the first contact is not the keyv man, then usually some men-
tion will be made of a man who has had some influence in the decision —.
making of this particular farmer. This results in the first clue as to
the identity of the key man. Those who have been identified by thg first
contact as his neighbors are then contacted and the same procedure fél-.
lowed until in the course of the conversations one man's name will have
been mentioned ’o>ften enougﬁ to indicate that his judgment is sought, his
ideas listened to, and his influence rather strongly felt among those farm-
ers already contactéd. These clues‘ point to the key man. They are like
the spokes of a wheel pointing toward the hub --‘ the key man.

Once the agricultural worker has satisfied himself that he has

‘located the key man, he contacts him and from him obtains, rather con-
clusively, the names of all those neighbors included in the neighbor group.
It is well to note here that the' key man occupies the position that he does
because the other members of the group recognize that ie has a strong
interest in their welfare, and that his ideas and judgment are sound. In
other words, they have a great deal of confidence in this man. Usually
he is more of an innovator than are the other members of his group.

This accentuates the importance of the key man to the agri—m
cultural worker, It bec.orries importaﬁt for the agricultural worker to
gain the confidence of and sell his program to the key man if he hopes
to reach all éf the other members of the neighbor groups in the immediate

future. If he should approach some other member of the neighbor group,



he may find thét.man unWilling to express his opinion or to commit him-‘
self in any way until he has had an opportunity to discuss it with the key
man of the group, Thus, the importance of making the selling approach
through the key man is indicated. 1If, in the case of a conservation prac-
tice or plan, the kéy man thinks it is a good idea, #hen _he will want to
give his neighbors an opﬁértunity to benefit from it. This presents the next
'step in the process. The key man is asked if he would like to get his
neighbors together in order to have the pla,ﬁ presented and to discuss it..‘
All steps are taken in terms of the normal functioning of the 'neighbor
group. | |

Cne of the reasons that the neighbor group is so important
as an avenue of reciprocal relations between the farmers and the agri;
cultural workers is that it is a group that ''thinks out loud'. The members
of this group can get tog.ether as a groizp, and because they all know each_
other well they never hesitate to discuss the problems at hand and to ex~
press their ideas on them. But this may not be true if these men are placed
in a larger group where all present are not well known‘ to them, Then they
‘have the tendency to remain silent and not express themselves on the pro:

gram being presented to them,

Neighbor Groups and the Agricultural Worker. ’Therefore,

the Soil Conservation Service worker in Iredell County presents his pro-
grams through the medium of the neighbor group. Once the neighbor

group is called together as a group by the key man, the worker presents
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“his program and the membersAof the g?oup will discussj its vme‘rits.‘ Since
the key man i§ valre»ady much in favor of the program, the oth.ers aré very ’
lik'ely to fall in line, in the case of the soil conservation prograrﬁ, they
all agree tb having.land ;:apability maps‘ made of é;éh of their farms. The
finished prdduct is a cémpleté land capébility map .plus a map of their
neighﬁor group for each member of the group. As soon as each has re:
céived his map and begun to follow the p.lans laid out, interest in th‘e éro-ﬂ }
gram increases and there is usually a noticeaiale imprm‘r‘e‘ment in thé co:
hesiveness pf the n‘éi‘ghbér group. Prior to this each farmer has bgen
thinking in terms of his own farm, but group aﬁproval becomes a force

when they have become a part of 'a. recognized plan. ‘

Informality is Stressed. Another important thing to note is

that seldom are the members of the 'neighbor group éonsciousl?r aware of
the roles‘ they are playing., It is -beli;a‘ved that the normal fuﬁctibning of
the group would be disrupted if anir degree of semi—’fofmalization of th‘e
group were to occuf. qu,example, th¢ role of the key man as the leadér
of the group should not vbe emphasized either in his eyeé or in the eyes of
tlﬁe other members of the group, When the group is ?:alled together it
éhouhd never be in the sénse of a consciously selected leader calling to:
-gether the group but in the sensé of one neighbér asking hié other neigh-
bors to meef with him, This is taken into qonsideratioq in connection with

the publicizing of the neighbor group teamwork by the Soil Conservation

Service,



Each week a column publicizing the work of a neighbor group-
is put in all three of the Iredell County newspapers. But the important
point is thatb the article says nothing about any member of the group being
the leader; instead, some reference is made to each member of that group
as to what they have said or done with regard to the soil conservation plans
they are carryihg out, The importance of this method of publicizing the
neighbor groups lies in the fact that it makes the members more group—‘
conscious and addé to the cohesiveness of the group. Also, it develops
a degree of competition between neighbor groups which benefits both the
groups and the Soil Conservation Service. The groups ber}efit from making
use of the conservation practices to a greater degree according to their
desire to do a better job than another neighbor group, and at the same time
it makes it possible for the S. C. S. to do a better job of disseminaﬁing
conservatién information and getting »co'nservati_on practices put into effect.

It should Be noted at this point that the soil conservation pro;
gram is particularly Qell adapted to dissemination through this type of
group. The soil is basic to fgrrning and constitutes a common interest
among all farmers. This means that all the members of a neighbor group
will have anvinterest:.iua in the soil in common, whereas with regard to other
farming practices in livestock, crops, etc., there may be special interests
and a resulting diversity of interest among the members of the neighbor
group itself. This does not mean that the neighbor group is not adaptable to
the work of other agencies, but rather that it is especially adaptable to the

soil conservation program,
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Communify Leader a By-Product.  In connection with the

identification of key men fbr the neighbor groupé, the soil coﬁservation
_a'gents belieye they have_established the identity of a community leader --
community in the ’sen»se of a neighborhood composé{d of a number of neigh-
bor groups. vThis man 1§ supposed to be a leader in the ""community" who
knows all the leadefs of the neighbor groups. This leader operates on a -
broade.r scope i:han thaf of the neighbor group level and is not a neighbor
group leadef hirﬁself. 'Instle(ad, he is a leader commanding theﬂ‘respect of
the heighbof groups and their k;y men.

‘This "cbmmuﬁity” leader is identified in much the same man-
ner aé is the key»maz.l of a> neighbor group except that the clues to his identity
are more likely‘to come ‘from‘the key men of ;hé neighbor groups composing
the "community' of neighbor groups. Once this leé.der has been‘ identified
and sold upon a pi'ogr'am in which the neighbor groups are invelved, it is
believed that he cé.n be of considerable value in helping the grouns main-~
j:ain their interest and activity.

Very littie use has been made of the "cémmunit.y"' leader in
the soil‘ conservation program as yet, so it is diffficult to det‘ermine just
how realistic this concept bay be. Only one "comrﬁunity!f' leader was inter-
viewed and observed during this short period of observation, On t‘he‘ basis
of this one contacf, it would be um&ise to attempt to draw any definite con-

clusions.



COMMUNITY PLAN - NEIGHBOR GRCUPS WORKING TOGETHER

The second plan worked out at the Statesville Soil Conserva-
tion Service offiée, "Commimity Plan - Neigﬁbo; Groups FWorking Togéther",
reaches a somewhat hi_ghel; aséo’ciaéional level. “‘I'his plan has been worked
out but has >nobt been put intd action. Briefly, it involves bringing together
the 'neighbbr grqup leaders or key m'en‘ for the purpose of selling the pro--
grarh to these neighbor group leéders who in turn will carry it back to the
members ofvtheir groups. The term '""Community Plan' is not used in the
sociological sense of the word "community".d(Commuhity as used here is
~ the same as the sociological definition of a ﬁeighborho_o‘d. Even at this
associatiqnal level all the néighbor group leaders know each other and will
not hesitate to express themselves ilj a meeting. A grouf meéting of this
sort also makes it possible to fuz;ther thé ends of the Soii Consefvatian Ser-
vice by deVelqping competition betweeﬁ the neighbor groups.

‘ CCUNTY PLAN : v
COMMUNITIES OF NEIGHBOR GROUPS WORKING TOGETHER

The third plan as outlinvedvby the Stétesville office of the Soil
Co.nservativon Service .is still in the process of being planned and is rather
tentative. The plan, "Iredell Conservation Plan - Communities of Neighbor
Groups Working T}ogether”, ‘reaches an even highef associatipﬁal level than

does the second plan. At this level there would be meetihgs composed of

the neighbor group key man from all of the neighborhoeds in the county.
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DANGERS AND OPPORT"UNI"I‘IES

Frorﬁ the viewpoint of a sociologicaily'oriented observer,
the community and county plans have the inherent ‘danger df introducing
formalization 1n theée» associations. If this should happen, it might well
defeat the purposes of the plans. There is even'more dangéi" in the county
than in the community plan because it is based on‘a higher associational
level. In both plans it must be femerhbered that when t};e key men come
together for meetings they should be as representatives selected by their -
neighbor groups rather than as agency-recognized leaders called together
by an agency.

In addition to this danger, the county includes another. When
the key men from all of the county méet toge.ther there‘when be .many'who
do not know each other or who know each other dnly ca.sur;.i.lly. This group
is likely to lack the free expreésion of ideas and opinions that is found in
the neighbor groups .which tend to''think out loud". Of c§urse, it is recog-
nized that this can be overcome to some extent by the use of other tech-
niques of getting Iide'as across. For example, demonstration techniques
could be used, but even then wilthout some expreésion of opinion ;t would
be impossible to know what they think of the idea, prograrh, practices,
etc. It would seem that these are several of the}dang.ers that must be takea
into consideratién by th e agricultural workers or anyone else attempting
to make use of such normal z:elationships as are the neighhor groups.

Ther.e are other dangers involved in taking advantége of the

neighbor group as a means of bridging the gap between the individual
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farmer and the agricultural agenéies and wdrkers. First, there is 'the
danger of perrhitting agricultural workers with little ér‘no conceptidn of
the sociology involved to work with these groups., It i’ls important that a
worker have cpnsiderable appreciation and as mué:h tzlaining as possible

in the sociolégical épproachfo working with theée neiéhbor' groups (the
Soil Conservation Service is already carrying out sucfm a program). And
there is the second danger of overworking the neighbor gréup as a meéns
of reaching the individual farmer. In other words, if the group is going to
be be-deviled by a number of individual agricultural agencies making sepa-
'rat‘e and independent approaches >to‘the group in aﬁ attémpt to put across
thejr programs, ;hen much of the étrength 1s going té :be negated. A pos-
sible» solution to such é pfob_lem ma:yr lie in a more uniﬁéd ag-:icultural
program,

If the way to the neighbdr group hé.s Béeri paved by ,one. agri-
cultural agency, then let that agency serve as the coo:dinator of the entire
program. As the farmers are ‘faced‘ 'with‘ problems >oujtside the realm of
this particular agen’cy, then ‘this‘ agency suggests ‘anotlg'xer or other agencies
which could aid in the solution of tﬁe problems. It would not be necessary
to wait until the farmers ar‘e aware of a problem; but ;much could be done
‘in making them aware of théii' needs and thusv providinlg a _norrhal avenue
for other agencies to .put across their progr"ams. The::Se- dangers may. '
paint a bléck picturé in the minds of some, but all tha* is'be‘:ing_ emphasized
is that the neighbor group must be handled ﬁth care in order to realize

‘the maximum benefits for both the farmers and the agricultural workers.
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The advantages of the neighbor group --. bofh as a group and as

a concept -- are rather obvious. The neighbor group opens up an avenue
between the agriﬁ:ultu:al ag‘enp_:’ies and the in&i‘vidﬁal f'ari_n‘er . It provides
a much better two-\éay ‘exchange than now exists; Itb makes it possible for
the agricﬁltural agencies and their programs to more nearly reach 2}_1 of
the farmers. It 'serv_es‘ as a means of taking advantage of g‘roup approval -
in order to get things done. Eac!h farmer wants to keep the app‘roval of the
others in his _neivghbor group, and also he does not want t];je others’ to get
too far ahead of him; |

~ In the light of fhe foregoing diécussion, there is every indica-
tion that'the'neighbor' gx;oup has value forv extension work, and in addition
to this it has a very definite pdtential for use in community development
programs. In short, the neighbor group has potentialitieéas a means of

improving rural livin'g' -- if handled properly.



