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RURAL MANAGEMENT TRAINING 

Billions of dollars’ worth of critical infrastructure has been instituted over the last three 

decades in rural Alaska (roads, airports, utilities, health clinics, etc.). The operation and 

management of these facilities is left to, for the most part, the communities. The Denali 

Commission is one of many agencies that has significantly invested in these new facilities and 

therefore has identified maintenance, operation and management of these facilities as a 

priority. The Denali Commission recognizes that many rural communities are experiencing 

difficulties managing the new facilities because of higher operating costs, new technologies and 

lack of a trained local workforce.  

It is difficult to recruit and retain qualified local managers to administer the full range of 

activities that are necessary to efficiently manage the essential services in rural communities. In 

response to this issue, the Denali Commission has commissioned a report that addresses two 

main concerns: 

 Create an inventory and review of Alaskan statewide 

accredited secondary business education training programs 

currently available and offered through distant delivery 

and/or regional training centers.  

 Conduct a survey of rural managers to determine any 

problems with the availability and delivery of accredited 

secondary business education programs and the barriers to 

obtaining needed training. 

This report gives a summary of the Alaska’s rural management training capacity and barriers to 

training. To give a clear explanation of the rural management issue, the following key questions 

are addressed: 

 What is rural management? 

 Who are rural managers? 
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 Why is rural management important? 

 What training do rural managers need? 

 Are rural managers getting trained? 

 Where can rural managers get training? 

What is “Rural Management?” 

Rural management is a complex issue in Alaska. Over 100 municipal governments and 220 tribal 

governments govern rural Alaska’s communities. In addition, essential services like health, 

social, and housing services are provided by a blend of regional entities like Alaska Native non-

profit corporations, health corporations, 

and housing authorities – all working 

collaboratively with the cities and tribes 

to maintain services and facilities critical 

to the basic needs of each community 

and its residents.  

Tribal government has different 

authorities than municipal government, 

but they both have similar management 

needs. Both forms of government need a 

chief administrator who is responsible for the overall planning, organizing, directing, and 

controlling of a variety of public utilities and services (electrical, water & sewer, solid waste 

disposal, roads, housing, health, child welfare, environmental protection, etc.).   

An ongoing problem for rural Alaska is that in the majority of rural communities, management 

training programs are not offered. Frequently, uncoordinated business/public administration 

classes are taught by a variety of sources that hopefully lead to some form of administrative 

certification. This compilation of certificates does not add up to a degree nor are they 

transferable to educational institutions. In addition, these certificates do not demonstrate a 
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community’s administrative capacity or competence when applying for federal or state grants 

or bank loans.  

Who Are Rural Managers? 

The survey of rural managers indicates a majority of these workers are female (62%). This 

statistic is in line with the Alaska Department of Labors’ statistic reporting that 58.5% of local 

government employees are women. 

Additionally, the Department of Labor 

reports that local government is the 

single largest employer in rural 

Alaska.  

Rural managers are rarely brought in 

from other communities unless the 

job requirements necessitate hiring 

outside of the community. The 

majority of rural managers are from 

the community in which they are 

working. The survey indicates that most of these administrators (65.5%) would like to continue 

training to meet the demands of their job but limited personal resources restrict their ability to 

leave for training.  

The survey also reports that almost 100% of the respondents have a high school diploma and 

the majority received additional education or job training beyond high school. The survey also 

reports that the vast majority (83.1%) are not enrolled in job training at this time. All the 

respondents want training to enhance their job skills but perceive a range of barriers to 

achieving this goal. The survey revealed that a majority of managers see the lack of financial 

resources as the major barrier but are also concerned with the lack of available time to leave 

for training. 
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Why Is Rural Management Important? 

There are many social and economic issues that continue to plague rural Alaska. One way of 

addressing these perplexing problems is to have local organizations 

effectively and efficiently manage their own essential programs and 

services. A crucial factor in achieving this objective is having rural 

managers that are adequately trained, competent, and confident that their 

knowledge will meet the challenges of a changing world.  

The following discussion illustrates some of the basic reasons a trained 

rural management staff is indispensable to a community.  

 Health and Safety. A prime concern for communities is to ensure resident health and 

safety. To address this issue, it is vital that administrators guarantee that essential 

services are operational and maintained, the operation is financial secure, and future 

operational needs are anticipated.  

 Protect Investment. The Federal and State governments have invested billions of dollars 

in establishing basic community services in rural Alaska. Having sound local 

administration to protect current infrastructure is essential to keeping these systems 

operational and protected over the long term. The availability of public funds to replace 

or build new infrastructure is extremely limited. 

 Develop Efficiencies. There are several intervening factors that are making the cost of 

doing business in rural Alaska more expensive. The rising cost of fuel has a tremendous 

impact on rural Alaska’s energy, freight, and food costs. The reduction in Federal dollars 

for rural programs and infrastructure development place a greater burden on rural 

communities’ abilities to generate revenue to cover the costs of operations and 

escalating costs. Having effective rural managers who can find efficiencies and avoid 

costly mistakes is crucial to these communities. When seeking funding, rural 

communities must be able to demonstrate their administrative capacity. 
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What Training Is Needed For Rural Management? 

The issue of rural management covers a broad range of jobs, each having specific requirements 

for effective job performance. However, many of these rural 

management positions have a number of basic similarities needed 

for effective performance. The survey illustrates the various kinds of 

general administration skills managers needed and desired.  

The following identifies the top administrative training needs as 

identified by the survey respondents. 

 Business Planning Skills: 66.7% of the survey respondents 

identified a need for training in strategic planning and facility, infrastructure and utility 

business planning. 

 Financial Skills: 61.7% of the survey respondents identified the need for increased 

training in financial skills. This skill set includes budgeting, financial and cash 

management, and basic accounting. 

 Capital projects management: 56.7% of the survey respondents identified the need for 

capital project planning and development and the management of capital projects. 

 Personnel management: 55% of the survey respondents identified the need for human 

resources training. This skill set includes understanding labor law, understanding and 

utilizing their organizations policies and procedures manuals, hiring staff and increase 

workforce productivity. 

 Grants management: 51.7% of the survey respondents wanted training in grants 

management. Grants in rural Alaska are an essential to planning and constructing many 

essential facilities and providing basic services.  

What Are The Barriers to Rural Manager Training? 

Rural managers in Alaska have a host of barriers that interfere with successfully identifying, 

accessing and completing management training. The survey data identified that 60% of the 
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rural managers have been in the job under10 years, 61.7% had only received on-the-job 

training from their employers and 83.1% are not currently enrolled in any management 

training. The following identifies the four main reasons identified by the survey respondents for 

not accessing or completing rural management training. 

 Need Financial Resources. Traveling to training is expensive in rural Alaska. The high 

cost of airfare and per diem when traveling outside the community is prohibitive. 

Frequently, neither the individual administrators nor their employers have the funds to 

pay for needed staff training.  

 Training is not Accessible. Most rural communities are many miles apart with no 

connecting roads to regional hubs where training might be available. Government 

agencies and training institutions cannot afford to travel to villages for in depth one-on-

one training. 

 Leaving Causes Hardship. Many rural organizations do not have other staff that can fill 

in for an employee leaving for long-term training, and 

employees do not have the financial resources to take leave 

without pay to complete job training.  

 Subsistence Timing Conflicts. In rural Alaska, subsistence food 

is not only a cultural necessity, it is a financial necessity. 

Summer fishing, fall hunting and spring gathering activities 

limit the available time for training. Subsistence activities 

make it very difficult to participate in training for extended 

periods of time. 

Where Can Rural Managers Get Trained? 

The survey of existing training programs offering training for rural management was completed 

as a part of this project. The survey of training and education organizations identified a range of 

excellent opportunities for rural management training. A listing of the major management 
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training and education programs and contact information can be found at the end of this 

report. 

These training programs range from several 

weeks to up to four years to complete. The 

longer, more comprehensive programs offer 

certifications, university credit and higher 

education degrees. None of the training 

organizations surveyed offer rural on-site or 

online training resulting in a recognized certificate 

or degree.   

Consequently, for rural Alaskans desiring to participate in management training requires leaving 

their community, families and employment for extended periods of time. As previously noted, 

these reasons combined with the high expense and lack of financial resources makes this 

option extremely difficult.   

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The following identifies several recommendations for developing effective rural management 

training. The recommendations are based upon the findings of the rural manager survey. Two 

thirds of the managers surveyed identified distance education as the best way to provide 

needed management training. 

Distance Education Training 

Two thirds of the managers surveyed identified distance education as the best way to provide 

needed management training to rural communities. Developing and providing distance rural 

management training also allows the number one barrier (need for financial resources) to be 

addressed by reducing costs to the individual and organizations needing trained staff. 
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Organizational Commitment  

For online training to work, the participating organizations must be willing to allow staff time 

for training. The second through fourth barriers to accessing training are concerned with having 

available time to participate. Distance education can provide that flexibility. In addition, it 

would help provide financial or workplace advancement to those successfully completing 

training. 

Training Organizational Coordination 

There are a number of institutions that currently provide rural 

management training. It would be advantageous to the overall 

rural management program if training institutions would 

coordinate and develop complimentary curriculums that allow 

rural managers to take courses from a variety of sources that 

lead to state recognized and transferable management 

certificates and/or degrees. 

Management Training Programs 

Sources in Alaska where rural managers can obtain training are shown in Table 1, below.  

Table 1—Training Sources 

Program Contact City Email 

UAF Tribal Management 
Program 

Steven Becker Fairbanks srbecker@alaska.edu 

UAF - Northwest Campus Barb Amarok Nome bjamarok@alaska.edu 

Tanana Chiefs Conference Melva Traverso Fairbanks melva.traverso@tananachiefs.
org 

Avtec - Alaska's Institute of 
Technology 

Fred Esposito Seward fred.esposito@avtec.edu 



2012 Rural Alaska Management Training Needs Assessment Executive Summary 

9 

Program Contact City Email 

RUBA Program, Div. of 
Community and Regional 
Affairs, Dept. of Commerce, 
Community and Economic 
Development 

Elizabeth Manfred Anchorage elizabeth.manfred@alaska.gov 

Dept. of Alaska Native 
Studies & Rural 
Development, UAF 

Gordon Pullar Anchorage glpullar@alaska.edu 

UAF - Kuskokwim Campus Mary C. Pete Bethel mpete@alaska.edu 

UAF - Bristol Bay Campus Michele Masley Dillingham mmasley@alaska.edu 
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