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City told to talk more to residents  
By Kevin Osborne  
Post staff reporter 
 
An internationally known management consultant believes Cincinnatians 
can more effectively improve their city by listening less to consultants 
and designated leaders, and talking more with their neighbors. 

Peter Block touted the power of dialogue and frank conversation as a 
crucial first step to creating a healthy community and addressing chronic 
local problems like strained race relations.  

Successful efforts require an emphasis on boosting the civic 
involvement of residents and relying less on those in leadership 
positions to offer remedies, he added.  

Reliance on corporate leaders and elected officials creates a false 
sense of security for people, which accomplishes little while fostering a 
sense of entitlement among the public.  

"Citizens want safety, they want someone to take care of them," Block 
said. "Campaigns make promises that are unfillable. In those (types of) 
conversations, there is an escape from freedom.  

"To have an action plan doesn't change the world," he continued. 
"Someone has to act on the plan, someone has to embrace it."  

Block -- who has worked with organizations ranging from Chiquita to the 
New York Times to the Union Institute -- spoke Tuesday night to the 
Cincinnatus Association at downtown's University Club.  

As Cincinnatus tries to refocus its mission to become more active 
locally, Block drew upon his expertise in helping organizations and 
communities change their views about service and accountability.  

The outlook -- which combines equal doses of philosophy, psychology 
and activism -- is detailed in various best-selling books like "Flawless 
Consulting: A Guide to Getting Your Expertise Used" and "The 
Empowered Manager: Positive Political Skills at Work."  

"Commitment is about what promise I'm willing to make, with no 
expectation of return," Block told the crowd.  

"What's the price I'm willing to pay for the future I imagine?"  

Block, who quietly moved to town four years ago, has been taking a 
higher public profile in recent months, offering his services free of 
charge to various civic organizations.  

In recent weeks, Block has consulted with several local groups including 
the Urbanists and Leadership Cincinnati.  
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The Queen City has much promise, Block said, but "in some ways has 
lost faith in itself."  

Too often, the city seeks structural solutions to more deeply rooted 
problems. Instead, people should focus on building relationships, 
particularly with segments who feel alienated.  

"We had a strong city manager, now we have a strong mayor, as if that 
will make a difference," Block said. "This city isn't suffering from a lack of 
structure. I don't know that it's suffering from a lack of leadership.  

"We want to elevate the level of informed debate," he added.  

Block's musings elicited a mixed reaction from Tuesday night's crowd.  

"It's a good thing to shake us up and make us think about what we're 
doing and why we're doing it," said Jane Anderson, a University of 
Cincinnati political science professor who is a Cincinnatus member.  

"When you talk about engaging other people, it can be the most 
damnedest hard thing in the world to do if they've been discounted in 
the past," Anderson said. "I think it's the essential problem in this 
community."  

But another Cincinnatus member, Hamilton County Auditor Dusty 
Rhodes, was more skeptical.  

"The only citizen participation that honest to God matters happens on 
the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November," Rhodes said. "We 
ought to concentrate on getting more people to the polls on Election 
Day.  

"To have a 30 percent turnout is a shame," he added.  

"Voting is the least we can do," Block replied. "I would take low voting as 
a symptom."  

Although critics sometimes deride Block's message as elliptical and 
esoteric, he counters that its basics are simple: People must become 
more engaged, deciding for themselves what change or action they 
want to create around them.  

"Twenty percent of the people, if they decide to do something, 
everything begins to change," Block said.  

"You don't need everyone on board."  
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