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Where the Road Ends, Belonging Begins:
The Kern River Valley's Neighbor-to-Neighbor Initiative

How Kern County used a $500,000 Neighbor-to-Neighbor grant to rebuild social connection in three isolated rural mountain 

communities — shifting neighborhood belonging from 13% to 100% in under two years.

305
EVENTS HOSTED

~2,600
RESIDENTS ENGAGED

22
MONTHS OF 
PROGRAMMING

4
CORE PARTNER ORGS

$500K
GRANT AWARD

Executive Summary

The Kern River Valley sits deep in the southern Sierra Nevada, its communities, Wofford Heights, 

Kernville, and Lake Isabella, separated from the rest of Kern County by mountain passes and 

canyon roads. It is a place of real beauty and real hardship: a per capita income nearly half the 

state average, a poverty rate more than double, an older adult population three times the statewide 

proportion, and a history of wildfire evacuations that has left lasting emotional and social scars. 

Before the Neighbor-to-Neighbor initiative began, only 13% of surveyed residents reported a sense 

of belonging in their neighborhood. Forty-two percent expressed neutral or distrust toward their 

neighbors.

Between March 2024 and January 2026, the Kern County Administrative Office partnered with four 

community-based nonprofit organizations, Hopester, Inc., Riverstone Wellness, the Kern River 

Valley Art Association, and LCI, to design and deliver 305 community events across these three 

mountain communities. Programming was free, drop-in, and intentionally low-barrier, centered in 

the parks, libraries, and shared spaces where residents already felt comfortable. It addressed 

mental health and wellness, social connection through arts and culture, and emergency 

preparedness, three threads woven together in recognition that a community's capacity to survive a 

disaster is inseparable from the quality of its everyday social relationships.

The outcomes were among the most dramatic documented in the statewide Neighbor-to-Neighbor 

cohort. At the close of the program, 100% of post-survey respondents reported belonging in their 

neighborhood. Nine in ten had gotten to know more neighbors. Eight in ten had exchanged 

emergency contact information with a neighbor, a practical preparedness outcome that had not 
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previously existed as a community baseline. The trust gap that had defined the community 

narrowed dramatically.

The Kern River Valley's experience offers five essential lessons for local and county governments 

working in rural and unincorporated communities: that county government can and should play the 

role of convener and administrator in communities without municipal infrastructure; that partner-

delivered programming through trusted community organizations is the most effective equity 

strategy; that consistent, no-cost, third-place programming in welcoming spaces builds trust more 

reliably than any single event; that wellness and arts programming are underused pathways to 

social connection; and that the gap between isolation and belonging is a design problem with 

practical solutions.

Community Context and Challenge

The Kern River Valley is not one place but several, a string of unincorporated mountain 

communities along the Kern River, connected by a two-lane road and separated from the county 

seat of Bakersfield by the Tehachapi Mountains. Wofford Heights, Kernville, and Lake Isabella each 

have their own character, their own longtime residents and newer arrivals, their own informal social 

circles and community institutions. What they share is a geography that creates beauty and 

isolation in equal measure.

These communities have no city governments, no city managers, no municipal engagement offices. 

They are governed by Kern County, which administers services from a county seat four mountain 

passes and more than an hour's drive away. The road closures that follow heavy rain or fire activity 

can cut the valley off entirely. Transportation options are limited. Many streets are privately 

maintained. For older adults living on fixed incomes, who represent 33% of the Kern River Valley's 

population, nearly three times the statewide rate, the ordinary challenges of rural isolation are 

compounded by mobility limitations that make leaving home for services, programming, or social 

contact genuinely difficult.

The socioeconomic profile of the Kern River Valley deepens these challenges considerably:

28.5%
of residents below the poverty line (vs. state average of 
12%)

54%
of children living in poverty

33%
of residents aged 65 or older (vs. statewide 15.3%)

33.7%
labor force participation rate (vs. state: 63.9%)
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$26,228
per capita income (vs. state average of $47,977)

42%
of pre-program residents expressed neutral or 
distrust toward neighbors

The region's history of natural disasters has layered an additional dimension of vulnerability and 

trauma onto these baseline conditions. The Erskine Fire, French Fire, and Borel Fire each required 

evacuations that disrupted daily life, destroyed property, and generated the particular psychological 

exhaustion of repeated loss and return. Public Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) events, flooding from 

storm runoff on mountain roads, and extended utility outages added recurring stress, particularly 

for older adults, medically fragile residents, and households without backup power or reliable 

transportation.

Crucially, these disasters also revealed the costs of social disconnection. During emergencies, 

neighbors who don't know each other cannot share resources, coordinate evacuations, or check on 

vulnerable residents. Communities with weak social fabric are demonstrably less resilient in crises. 

The Kern River Valley's documented trust gap, 42% of residents expressing neutral or distrust 

toward neighbors before the program began, was not merely a quality-of-life problem. It was a 

preparedness vulnerability.

The economy of the Kern River Valley has historically been oriented toward tourism, the river, the 

lake, the mountains attract visitors, and community events have often been designed with those 

visitors in mind. This tourism orientation, while economically important, has had a subtle but 

significant effect on community cohesion: many public events and spaces have been designed for 

people passing through rather than for people who live there. The Neighbor-to-Neighbor initiative's 

explicit reorientation toward resident-centered engagement, programming designed for the people 

who will be there next week and next year, not for the people who won't, was one of its most 

consequential design decisions.

Listening First: What Residents Told Us

Before any programming was designed, the Kern County Administrative Office and partner 

organizations conducted a systematic listening process to understand the on-the-ground 

conditions shaping daily life in the Kern River Valley. Community assessments, partner interviews, 

and neighborhood surveys built a picture that was both sobering and clarifying.

The numbers told one story. Only 13% of respondents reported a sense of belonging in their 

neighborhood, a figure low enough to warrant careful examination rather than quick action. Twenty-

one percent reported feeling disconnected from their neighborhood. Sixteen percent said they had 

no strong social bonds. Forty-two percent expressed neutral or distrust toward neighbors. These 
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were not the statistics of a community with minor engagement gaps; they were the statistics of a 

community where social infrastructure had significantly eroded.

But the listening process also revealed something that the numbers alone might have obscured. 

Beneath the documented disconnection was a population with genuine commitment to place. 

Eighty-seven percent of respondents expressed optimism about the future of their neighborhood. 

Eighty percent reported happiness with where they lived and expressed intention to remain in the 

community for at least the next five years. The Kern River Valley's residents were not people 

looking for a way out. They were people who had chosen to make their lives in a beautiful and 

difficult place, and who wanted that place to be better.

Partner interviews reinforced what surveys documented. Service providers noted that many 

residents were unaware of the resources, programs, and volunteer opportunities that already 

existed in the valley. Fragmented communication channels, no central community information 

platform, limited digital access for older residents, no mechanism for cross-organization 

coordination, meant that existing resources and each other remained invisible. People who might 

have helped their neighbors didn't know their neighbors were there to help.

Four specific gaps emerged from the listening process and directly shaped the program's design:

FOUR GAPS THAT SHAPED THE PROGRAM

A shortage of welcoming, no-cost, accessible third spaces where residents could gather without financial 
barriers or formal commitments.

High concern about disasters with limited informal support networks. Residents knew disasters were coming 
but didn't know their neighbors well enough to rely on them when they did.

Underutilization of arts, culture, and wellness as community-building tools. Partner organizations offered 
strong programming, but it remained siloed and didn't penetrate deeply into the broader community.

The absence of sustained, coordinated engagement across organizations. Programs existed in parallel 
rather than as a unified, community-facing effort. Residents couldn't easily see or access the ecosystem of 
support that existed around them.

These four gaps became the program's design brief. Every program decision, the choice of venues, 

the emphasis on no-cost access, the consistent Neighbor-to-Neighbor branding, the deliberate 

inclusion of mental health and wellness alongside social events and preparedness programming, 

was a direct response to what residents had said they needed and what the listening process had 

documented.

Program Design and Theory of Change

The Kern River Valley's Neighbor-to-Neighbor program was built on a straightforward but often 

overlooked premise: that trust and belonging do not emerge from information campaigns or single 
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events. They are accumulated through repeated, positive, low-stakes encounters in familiar spaces. 

The program's theory of change was therefore less about programming design than about 

presence design, creating consistent, welcoming points of contact in the right places, delivered 

through the right partners, at no cost to participants, over enough time that strangers could 

become acquaintances and acquaintances could become neighbors.

The Kern County Administrative Office was the grant administrator and program coordinator, 

responsible for compliance, partner communication, budget management, and cross-

organizational alignment. This County role was deliberately constrained: the County did not 

attempt to design or deliver community programming directly. Instead, it created the administrative 

scaffolding within which four specialized partner organizations could operate in their areas of 

expertise. This division of labor, County for coordination and accountability, partners for trusted 

community delivery, was not simply convenient; it was the program's most important design 

decision.

The five goals that organized the program's work addressed the gaps that the listening process 

had identified:

PROGRAM GOALS

Increase social connection and belonging by creating recurring opportunities for neighbors to meet and build 
relationships in welcoming, no-cost settings.

Improve visibility and access to volunteer and service opportunities by connecting residents to existing 
resources they were unaware of and creating new pathways for civic participation.

Build trust across neighborhoods and organizations through consistent, professionally delivered 
programming that demonstrated reliability and genuine care for resident well-being.

Support mental, physical, and emotional wellness with programming that addressed the trauma and isolation 
accumulated through repeated wildfire events and pandemic-related disruption.

Enhance community resilience and preparedness by building the neighbor relationships that enable 
communities to function as informal support networks during and after disasters.

The program's engagement philosophy was deliberately drawn from third-place principles: the idea 

that communities need informal gathering spaces beyond home and work where people can simply 

be together without agenda, commitment, or cost. Parks, libraries, community centers, wellness 

studios, and outdoor gathering areas were selected as venues precisely because they already 

carried some community identity and were accessible to residents across age, income, and 

mobility. Rather than creating new institutional spaces, the program activated and invested in the 

spaces the community already had.

The decision to offer all programming at no cost was not simply a grant-enabled convenience; it 

was a programmatic commitment. In a community where 28.5% of residents live below the poverty 

line and where 33% are older adults on fixed incomes, financial barriers to civic participation are 
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real and well-documented. Free, drop-in programming removed those barriers explicitly and sent a 

clear signal: this programming is for you, not for your wallet.

The consistent Neighbor-to-Neighbor branding across all four partners proved more strategically 

important than anyone had anticipated. As implementation progressed, residents began to 

recognize the program's visual identity across different venues, different events, and different 

partner organizations. That recognition built a sense of unified community effort that no single 

organization could have generated alone, and helped counter the skepticism that had greeted new 

initiatives in a community with previous experience of programs that appeared and disappeared.

Implementation

From March 2024 through January 2026, the program delivered 305 events across Wofford 

Heights, Kernville, and Lake Isabella, engaging an estimated 2,600 residents. Programming 

unfolded through three integrated tracks, each reflecting the gaps identified in the listening 

process:

PROGRAMMING FOCUS EVENTS SHARE EXAMPLE ACTIVITIES

Mental Health & Wellness 178 58%
Yoga classes, wellness workshops, 

mental health education, stress-reduction 
programming

Social Connection & Arts 72 24%
Arts workshops, cultural gatherings, get-
to-know-your-neighbor events, resource 

fairs

Community Info & Disaster Prep 55 18%
Emergency preparedness education, 

resource sharing, public safety 
coordination, PSPS readiness

Programming breakdown by focus area, Kern River Valley Neighbor-to-Neighbor Initiative, March 2024, January 2026.

—  The Partner Model in Practice

Each of the four core partners operated within its established area of expertise while participating 

in a shared planning and coordination framework maintained by the County Administrative Office. 

Hopester, Inc. focused on creative and trauma-informed approaches to mental health and 

community wellness, with particular strength in reaching younger residents and those navigating 

disaster-related emotional challenges. Riverstone Wellness delivered yoga, movement, and mind-

body programming that proved consistently popular across age groups and became one of the 

program's most reliable drivers of repeat participation. The Kern River Valley Art Association 

organized arts and culture-based programming at the Wofford Village Art Center and other 

community venues, creating the hands-on creative experiences that residents across the listening 

process had identified as among their highest priorities. LCI coordinated community development 

programming and volunteerism, building pathways for residents who wanted to contribute as well 

as participate.
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PARTNER ORGANIZATION PROGRAM ROLE

Hopester, Inc. Creative mental health and wellness programming; youth-focused 
community engagement and trauma-informed support

Riverstone Wellness Yoga, movement, and mind-body wellness classes; recurring community 
health programming

Kern River Valley Art 
Association

Arts and culture-based community engagement; creative workshops and 
cultural gatherings at the Wofford Village Art Center

LCI Community development coordination; volunteerism; service-oriented 
programming and engagement facilitation

KRV Rotary Club (secondary) Bimonthly food distribution support; supplemental community resource 
access and food security programming

Core partner organizations and program roles, Kern River Valley Neighbor-to-Neighbor Initiative, 2024, 2026.

As implementation progressed, the original four-partner network expanded organically. Public 

safety agencies, local schools, businesses, libraries, and youth organizations joined as 

collaborators for specific events and series. This expansion reflected a dynamic that the program's 

designers had hoped for but not counted on: as the quality and consistency of programming built 

community confidence, other organizations wanted to be part of it. The Neighbor-to-Neighbor 

brand became associated with trustworthy, welcoming, community-centered activity, and that 

association attracted partners who wanted to signal those same values to their constituents.

—  What Consistency Made Possible

The program's most consequential implementation decision was also its most straightforward: 

showing up regularly, in the same places, with the same welcoming presence, week after week and 

month after month. In a community that had experienced programs appearing and disappearing, 

and where residents expressed significant distrust of new institutional initiatives, the simple act of 

sustained presence was itself an intervention.

Partners and County staff observed a measurable normalization of shared community spaces 

faster than anticipated. Residents who had not previously used county parks or the local library as 

social gathering spaces began doing so. Attendees who came once for a yoga class returned for 

an arts workshop. Residents who attended a resource fair for practical information found 

themselves returning for the social contact. The events were the occasion; the relationships were 

the purpose; and the relationship formation, over time, became self-sustaining in ways that the 

program did not need to engineer.

—  Multi-Generational Reach

One of the program's most notable implementation outcomes was its genuinely multi-generational 

reach. Programming that had initially been designed with the valley's large older adult population in 

mind drew participation from families with young children and from younger adults as well. In a 

community where social fragmentation often runs along generational lines, where older long-timers 

and newer younger residents rarely share spaces or conversations, events that drew multiple 
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generations simultaneously created something qualitatively different from what age-targeted 

programming could produce. Older adults and younger families sitting together at an arts 

workshop or a wellness class built the cross-generational relationships that strengthen community 

cohesion over the long term.

—  Organic Community Outreach

A reliable signal of program success appeared mid-implementation: residents began bringing 

people with them. When participants at a wellness class started inviting their neighbors, when an 

attendee at an arts event brought a friend from another neighborhood, when a family at a 

community gathering introduced themselves to the people next to them and then invited them to 

the next event, the program's social network effects began operating without any formal 

promotion. The consistent Neighbor-to-Neighbor branding meant that these organic invitations 

were connected to a recognizable program identity, not to a one-time event, making follow-through 

more likely.

—  Challenges and Adaptations

Implementation also surfaced limitations that future iterations will need to address. Transportation 

remained a significant barrier for older adults and residents in the most geographically isolated 

pockets of the valley. Non-digital outreach, critical in a community where internet access is 

inconsistent and where many older residents are not on social media, required more staff time and 

creativity than initially budgeted. Reaching residents living alone who had not self-identified as 

isolated required intentional partnership with organizations that already had contact with those 

individuals. And the data collection infrastructure needed to systematically capture outcomes from 

all 305 events was more complex than initial planning had anticipated. These are not failures; they 

are honest learning that the program's candid documentation makes available to future 

practitioners.

Outcomes and Impact

—  Participation Outcomes

Over 22 months of programming, the initiative delivered 305 community events reaching an 

estimated 2,600 residents across three communities. This represents a density of programming, 

roughly 14 events per month across a three-community service area, that was itself a departure 

from the Kern River Valley's previous experience with sporadic, tourism-oriented public 

programming. The sustained presence, consistent branding, and no-cost access produced 

participation that grew over the program period rather than declining, a pattern opposite to what 

grant-funded programs typically experience.

Cross-sector collaboration expanded throughout implementation, with public safety agencies, 

schools, libraries, local businesses, and youth organizations joining the initiative as co-participants 
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and co-presenters. This institutional expansion broadened the program's reach and deepened 

community visibility, demonstrating that the County, its nonprofit partners, and local civic 

institutions were working toward a shared goal.

—  Social Connection Outcomes

The program's social connection outcomes are among the most significant documented in the 

statewide Neighbor-to-Neighbor cohort:

INDICATOR PRE-PROGRAM POST-PROGRAM SHIFT

Sense of belonging in neighborhood 13% 100% +87 pts

Feelings of disconnection from 
neighborhood 21% ≈ 10% Reduced significantly

No strong social bonds with neighbors 16% ≈ 5% Reduced significantly

Neutral or distrust toward neighbors 42% ≈ 10% Reduced significantly

Got to know more neighbors in the past 
year — 90% New baseline

Have neighbor's emergency contact 
information — 80% New baseline

Feel connected to neighborhood — 90% New baseline

Optimistic about neighborhood's future 
(pre/post) 87% 90%+ Sustained ↑

Pre- and post-program survey results, Kern River Valley Neighbor-to-Neighbor Initiative. Post-program figures from resident surveys at conclusion of 
operations (January 2026). Approximate post-program figures for ongoing metrics are based on aggregate participant feedback; directional 
estimates marked with ≈.

The shift from 13% to 100% on neighborhood belonging is not a marginal improvement. It 

represents a community-wide change in how residents understand their relationship to the place 

where they live and the people around them. In a community where belonging had been nearly 

absent, where the dominant experience of neighborhood life was disconnection and low trust, its 

near-universal emergence over 22 months is evidence that the most severe social isolation is not 

permanent. It is, as the program's outcomes demonstrate, addressable.

—  Community Resilience Outcomes

The most practically significant resilience outcome was the emergency contact exchange: 80% of 

post-program respondents reported having a neighbor's contact information for use in an 

emergency. In a community that has experienced repeated wildfire evacuation orders, PSPS events, 

and road closures that can isolate households for extended periods, this is not a soft social metric. 

It is a survival resource. Before the program, this informal preparedness network effectively did not 

exist as a community-wide phenomenon. After 22 months of Neighbor-to-Neighbor programming, it 

did.
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Residents also reported meaningful improvements in their awareness of local resources and 

services, their willingness to participate in community activities, and their sense that the Kern River 

Valley's organizations and institutions were working together on their behalf. The normalization of 

shared community spaces, observed by partners and documented in resident feedback, created 

physical anchors for ongoing community life that will continue to function as gathering points long 

after the grant period has ended.

Resident Stories

The following vignettes describe experiences grounded in the program's documented outcomes 

and the patterns of participation observed across all three communities. They represent the kinds 

of encounters and transformations that program staff, partners, and post-program surveys 

confirmed were occurring throughout the initiative.

The Neighbor She Didn't Know Was There

An older resident of Lake Isabella had lived in her home for more than a decade without meaningful 
contact with the couple next door. She began attending a Riverstone Wellness yoga class at a nearby 
community space, drawn in by a flyer at the library, which she visited regularly for its air conditioning on 
hot summer afternoons. At the class, she was paired with a neighbor for a brief partner exercise. They 
discovered they lived within three houses of each other. Over the following months, they both continued 
attending the class and began walking together afterward. By the program's close, they had each other's 
phone numbers and a standing arrangement to check in during PSPS events. Neither had sought out the 
other; the program had created the occasion.

A Community Event That Brought a Community Together

A multi-generational arts event hosted by the Kern River Valley Art Association drew a mix of families with 
young children, retirees, and working adults from all three communities, a combination that, according to 
long-time program staff, had rarely if ever gathered under the same roof for a community activity. 
Participants worked side by side on a shared creative project. Conversations about the valley's landscape, 
its wildlife, and its recent fire history flowed naturally from the work. Several attendees noted in feedback 
forms that this was the first time they had met residents from one of the other two communities. Several 
came back the following month, and brought someone with them.
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From Isolation to Invitation

A resident who had moved to Kernville in the years following the Borel Fire described arriving in a 
community where the social landscape felt closed: established groups, informal social networks, and 
community events that felt designed for people who already knew each other. She attended a Hopester-
facilitated community wellness session after seeing the Neighbor-to-Neighbor branding, which she 
recognized from a previous event she had attended at the county library. At the session, she was 
welcomed, introduced to others, and invited to a follow-up arts workshop the following week. By the end 
of the program period, she was volunteering to help set up events and had built a circle of neighbors she 
described, in a post-program survey, as "my actual community for the first time since I moved here."

Emergency Preparedness as Neighborhood Conversation

A community preparedness event co-organized with local public safety partners drew residents who had 
attended previous Neighbor-to-Neighbor wellness and arts events alongside residents who had not. The 
combination of recognized faces from earlier programming and the practical urgency of wildfire 
preparedness information produced an unusually engaged conversation about evacuation routes, go-bag 
preparation, and how neighbors with mobility limitations could be supported during PSPS events. Several 
attendees exchanged phone numbers before leaving, specifically for emergency use. For program staff, 
this event illustrated the program's core theory of change in miniature: relationships built through arts and 
wellness programming had created the social foundation for a preparedness conversation that would not 
have been possible among strangers.

Lessons for Other Communities

The Kern River Valley's Neighbor-to-Neighbor initiative offers seven practical lessons for county 

governments, rural municipalities, and community organizations working in geographically isolated, 

economically underserved, or socially fragmented communities.

01   County government can, and should, fill the civic infrastructure gap in 

unincorporated communities.

Why It Matters: Millions of Californians live in unincorporated areas with no municipal government, 

no city manager, and no city-funded community engagement infrastructure. County government is 

the only institution positioned to play this role for these residents. The KRV program demonstrates 

that county government can administer a high-quality community connection initiative, without 

attempting to deliver programming directly.

Replication Advice: County administrative offices should assess what level of social infrastructure 

exists in their unincorporated communities. Where the gap is significant, the county-led, partner-

implemented model, County provides administration, alignment, and grant compliance; trusted 

nonprofit partners provide community delivery, is directly replicable.
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02   Partner organizations that hold community trust are the program's primary reach 

mechanism.

Why It Matters: In communities with historical skepticism of government initiatives, programming 

delivered through organizations that residents already trust reaches people that government-

branded programming cannot. In the Kern River Valley, the four partner organizations' existing 

community roots were the reason residents attended at all.

Replication Advice: Before designing programming, map which organizations already hold trust in 

the communities you intend to serve. Invest in those organizations as co-designers, not 

contractors. Their credibility is the program's most valuable asset.

03   Consistent, no-cost, third-place programming in welcoming spaces builds trust 

more reliably than any single event.

Why It Matters: The shift from 13% to 100% on neighborhood belonging did not happen because of 

any one event. It happened because 305 events over 22 months created a sustained, recognizable, 

welcoming presence that residents could rely on and return to. Consistency is the intervention.

Replication Advice: Design programming for repetition, not completeness. A smaller number of 

well-designed recurring series in familiar venues will produce stronger outcomes than a larger 

number of one-time events. Budget for the full program period from the start and resist the 

pressure to front-load programming.

04   Wellness and arts programming are unusually effective entry points for social 

connection in trauma-impacted communities.

Why It Matters: In communities shaped by repeated natural disaster and economic stress, directly 

inviting residents to 'connect with their neighbors' is less effective than inviting them to take a yoga 

class, make art, or share a meal. The social connection happens as a byproduct of the activity, 

which lowers the social stakes of participation and makes first encounters feel natural rather than 

forced.

Replication Advice: In rural and disaster-affected communities, lead with wellness, arts, and culture 

rather than civic engagement or preparedness framing. Use the relationships formed through those 

programs as the social foundation for later preparedness and civic programming.
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05   No-cost, drop-in access is an equity requirement, not a budget preference.

Why It Matters: In communities where 28.5% of residents live below the poverty line and where 

33% are older adults on fixed incomes, any barrier, financial, scheduling, or social, 

disproportionately excludes the residents most in need of connection. Free, drop-in programming is 

not generosity; it is a structural equity decision.

Replication Advice: Build no-cost access into program design as a non-negotiable requirement, not 

a feature contingent on available funding. Advocate to funders for the resources needed to 

implement it, including food, transportation, and childcare, which the KRV program identified as 

ongoing barriers that future iterations should address.

06   Cross-organizational branding builds institutional trust that no single organization 

can generate alone.

Why It Matters: The Kern River Valley's use of consistent Neighbor-to-Neighbor branding across all 

four partner organizations, in a community with historical skepticism of new programs, created a 

unified program identity that signaled sustained, collective community investment. Residents who 

encountered the brand at multiple venues and events came to associate it with reliability.

Replication Advice: Invest in a shared program identity from launch. Consistent visual branding, 

consistent messaging, and consistent partner coordination signal to residents that this is a 

sustained community effort rather than another program that will disappear. Brand continuity is a 

trust mechanism.

07   Build the measurement infrastructure before you need it.

Why It Matters: The KRV program produced dramatic outcomes but noted that systematic data 

collection across 305 events was more complex than initially planned. The 13-to-100% belonging 

shift required pre- and post-program survey design, consistent administration, and robust data 

handling, none of which can be easily retrofitted after implementation has begun.

Replication Advice: Design outcome measurement tools before program launch. Administer pre-

program baseline surveys before the first event. Maintain consistent tracking across all partner 

events throughout implementation. The outcomes you don't measure you cannot report, and the 

outcomes you cannot report you cannot use to make the case for continued investment.
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Conclusion

In January 2026, when the Kern River Valley's Neighbor-to-Neighbor program concluded, the 

communities of Wofford Heights, Kernville, and Lake Isabella were measurably different from the 

communities that the baseline surveys had described 22 months earlier. Not physically different, 

the mountain passes were still there, the roads still narrow, the nearest county service center still 

an hour away. But socially different: a community where only 13% of residents had reported a 

sense of neighborhood belonging had become, by post-program surveys, a community where 100% 

did.

That transformation deserves to be stated plainly rather than immediately qualified. One hundred 

percent is not a rounded number. It is the documented finding from post-program surveys. It does 

not mean every problem is solved or every relationship is strong. But it means that across these 

three communities, every resident who responded to the program's final survey could say, without 

qualification, that they belong where they live. That is a threshold the community had not crossed 

before.

The most important lesson of the Kern River Valley's experience may be the least complicated: that 

the distance between 13% and 100% is a design problem, not an intractable community condition. 

It is bridgeable through consistent, no-cost, partner-delivered programming in welcoming spaces, 

sustained over enough time that strangers become neighbors and neighbors become the people 

who check on each other when the power goes out.

For county governments across California, each responsible for the civic well-being of 

unincorporated communities that have no municipal infrastructure of their own, the Kern River 

Valley's model offers a direct and replicable answer to the question of how to reach the most 

isolated residents in the most challenging geographies. Administer through the County. Deliver 

through trusted partners. Show up consistently. Make it free. And measure what actually matters.

The Kern River sits at the bottom of a steep and beautiful canyon, running clear and cold through 

communities that have survived drought and fire and flood. The residents who live alongside it 

have made a life in a difficult place, and they have done so with more resilience than the pre-

program surveys suggested they knew they had. What Neighbor-to-Neighbor gave them was not 

that resilience, it was already there, but the opportunity to discover it in each other.

PROGRAM INFORMATION

LEAD AGENCY   Kern County Administrative Office

CORE PARTNERS   Hopester, Inc.  •  Riverstone Wellness  •  Kern River Valley Art Association  •  LCI  •  KRV Rotary Club 
(secondary)

TARGET COMMUNITIES   Wofford Heights, Kernville, Lake Isabella (unincorporated Kern County)

FUNDING   $500,000, California Volunteers / Governor's Office of Planning and Research, Connecting Neighbors to 
Neighbors Program, 2024, 2026
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