
Rural Aperture Project Story 4:
Swimming upstream on the path to thriving

Introduction

In the final installment of the Rural Aperture Project, amulti-story series funded by the
RobertWood Johnson Foundation’s Thrive Rural initiative, we build upon our previous
exploration of the realities of rural America.

Our journey beganwith "Defining rural America," where we examined how theway rural
areas are defined and counted has a significant impact on our perception of and resource
allocations to rural places.

We then delved into the question of who lives in rural America— the geography of rural race
and ethnicity, and an exploration of how data shapes our understanding of these
demographics.

Central to this effort is the goal of envisioning a future where rural communities andNative
nations across the United States emerge as healthy places— environments where every
individual not only lives with dignity but truly thrives. This vision compels us to consider
health andwell-being as fundamental threads woven through the narrative of rural
America's reality and potential. Data illuminates the rich diversity of rural America,
underscoring the strength and variety within communities oftenmischaracterized as
overwhelmingly white, conservative, and low-income.

In our third story, “The equity of economic opportunity in rural America,” we highlighted the
widening economic divide between rural and nonrural areas, exacerbated by technological
advancements and the rise of the knowledge economy.

Nowwe turn our focus to rural communities that aremost affected by various systemic
inequities but who are nonetheless demonstrating signs of vitality and improvement that
suggest they are on the path to thriving. In addressing the limitations of solely relying on
traditional short-term economic growthmetrics, we emphasize a balanced approach that
considers broader indicators of well-being that research suggests are leading indicators of
long-run economic success.

Within our framework, "economic growth" is seen as a critical element of a wider strategy. In
deeply disadvantaged areas economic growth is a necessary component of revitalization
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efforts not as an end goal but as ameans to overcome structural inequities and expand
community resources in areas where the economic base has been deeply eroded. Our focus
on underlying community assets and barriers aims to foster long-term, inclusive growth
that supports vibrant and equitable development.

This article weaves together insights from our previous stories to provide a clearer picture of
rural America's ongoing struggle for equity and opportunity, and spotlights the pockets of
hope and advancement that signal a potentially promising andmore inclusive future.

Fourmajor takeaways from this story:
1. Understanding deep disadvantage is crucial: Recognizing the profound impact of

persistent poverty and a broader understanding of deep disadvantage is essential. It's
not just a temporary economic setback but a legacy of generational decisions, deeply
entrenched in the fabric of communities. Decisions that resulted in the
concentration of poverty that shaped the geography of economic opportunity.
Understanding these distinct racial and geographic patterns is necessary to address
the root causes and break the cycle of poverty. It's about acknowledging the past to
effectively shape amore prosperous and equitable future for these communities.

2. Community-centered economic development is necessary: This approach
outshines traditional economic development strategies by tailoring development
efforts to local strengths and needs. It's about understanding that sustainable growth
in rural areas needs to start from the ground up. Thismeans creating job
opportunities across industries, diversifying the industrial base, and embracing the
knowledge economy,making these areasmore resilient to economic shifts.

3. Local entrepreneurship supports are key: Encouraging local entrepreneurship will
support budding businesses in rural areas, and can ignite a chain reaction of growth
and innovation, leading to a stronger andmore dynamic local economy. 

4. Communities should invest in the futurewith “race-to-the-top” initiatives:
Investments in the community through education and career training, and
infrastructure like broadband and innovation hubs are indispensable alongwith
improving quality of life. They're not just amenities, they're necessities for rural areas
to compete and succeed in themodern economy. 

A note on "economic growth" in our framework:
Recognizing that net community-level economic growth does not inherently ensure benefits for
individuals across the entire socio-economic spectrum, wemeticulously balance classic
measures of economic health withmore holistic indicators of well-being.
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Within our framework, "economic growth" is seen as a critical element of a wider strategy
designed to promote sustainable, inclusive, and equitable community development. This
approach is particularly crucial in deeply disadvantaged areas, where structural inequities
have historically led to a contraction of the economic base. This structural approach is what
allows us to direct our attention toward the underlying community assets and barriers that
shape the foundation that enables long-term inclusive growth.

In such contexts, fostering economic growth is vital notmerely for its own sake but as ameans
to expand the resources available for comprehensive community development. Achieving
economic growth in these areas is essential to counteract entrenched disadvantages and
support efforts towards creatingmore vibrant, equitable, and thriving community conditions.

Understanding deep disadvantage is crucial

Persistent poverty is not amomentary economic downturn but a generational challenge
deeply rooted in geographical and societal contexts. A county is classified as being in
persistent poverty when its poverty rate has exceeded 20% for at least three decades. This
statistic is pivotal as it underscores a form of poverty deeply entrenched not in individuals,
but in entire communities across generations.

Because this form of poverty impacts the broader community ecosystem, it impacts access
to fundamental services and resources, and access to economic opportunity. Persistent
poverty is amanifestation of deep-rooted institutional and structural issues, notmerely the
result of isolated events or individual choices.

There are distinct racial and geographic patterns to persistent poverty, with rural counties
making up 80% of all persistent poverty counties. In Story 3 of the Rural Aperture Project, we
showed rural Black andNative populations experienced persistent poverty at the highest
rates.

Povertymeasures only capture one part of the story, however, so to understand the
implications of disadvantagewe look instead to amore holisticmeasure, the University of
Michigan’s Deep Disadvantage Index. This index incorporates socialmobility and health
measures alongwith povertymetrics. This research showsmany similar geographic and
demographic patterns to those found in persistent poverty research— both highlight the
stark truth that themajority of this country’smost deeply disadvantaged populations live in
rural areas.We know fromStory 1 of the Rural Aperture Project that certain federal
definitions of rural can sometimes obscure this fact.
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In their new book, “The Injustice of Place,” authors Kathryn Edin, Luke Shaefer, and Timothy
Nelson reveal that these deeply disadvantaged areas shared the experience of extractive
economies, historically dependent on one industry, with a small group profiting while the
majority remained impoverished. Research confirms that over-reliance on one industry,
typically the tradable goods sector, has led to lower growth in rural areas (Goetz et al., 2018;
Kilkenny and Partridge, 2009).

In Story 3 of the Rural Aperture Project, we discussed howmany rural areas have historically
suffered due to over-reliance on a single dominant firm or industry that was able to take
advantage of the community’s geographic isolation (or remoteness), often resulting in
exploitative labor practices and lowwages. Many of the communities facing the deepest
disadvantage are rural areas in the historic cotton belt where the effects of slavery, themost
extreme form of exploitation, and Jim Crow are still evident today (Edin, Shaefer, and
Nelson, 2023).

Rethinking economic development strategies for communities
facing deep disadvantage

Communities facing deep disadvantage that are contendingwith job losses from the decline
of a dominant industry or the closure of a large plant aremore likely to rely on outdated
traditional economic development policies that offer subsidies and tax incentives to attract
large plants (see for example, Betz et al., 2012). Many policymakers and communities
sincerely hope that traditional economic development incentive programs, a type of
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one-size-fits-all approach,may offer a quick fix to turn around a history of economic
disadvantage. But the fact that a widening opportunity gap between rural and nonrural
areas has persisted for decades calls for a fundamental shift in our approach to rural
economic development.

“Modern recruitment strategies have their roots in The Great Depression eraMississippi
Balance Agriculture with Industry Act (BAWI), which initiated awave of incentive-based
economic development strategies that lower costs for businesses. Many communities still
use these strategies to attract businesses to their areawith lower tax rates, wage credits,
real estate development, and other subsidies. Yet, very few businesses actuallymove each
year and as a result a potentially costly strategy is geared toward a very small set ofmobile
firms.” (Conroy and Deller, 2018)

Formost businesses, the incentive package does not change their location choice, making
the incentive packages unnecessary as well as costly (Bartik, 2018). Even if a community can
lure a business, there is little empirical evidence to suggest these traditional economic
development incentives succeed in creatingmore jobs in the long run.

On average, incentivized firms fail to createmore jobs than other non-incentivized
businesses (Donegan et al., 2021). Those that receive financial assistance for capital
investments aremore likely to substitute capital for labor, for example by increasing
automation that can replace local workers (Patrick, 2016). It is possible to find community
success stories of business relocation, but research shows these are the exception, not the
rule. “In contrast to the high profile accorded it by policymakers, business relocation plays a
negligible role [in employment growth]” (Neumark et al., 2006).

As the size of traditional economic development incentive packages has increased— tripling
between 1990 and 2015— a growing body of research suggests that the costs aremore likely
to outweigh any benefits. Formany small towns, the large upfront costs can be particularly
burdensome and risky, especially if the company fails to create the jobs as promised (see for
example, what happened inMount Pleasant,Wisconsin).

Ultimately, “Themore generous the tax incentives are, the higher tax rates have to be
elsewhere to collect the same amount of revenue” (Ruger and Sorens, 2018). Traditional
economic development incentive packages are paid for either through higher taxes
elsewhere or spending cuts (Bartik, 2018). Spending cuts in K-12 education and other public
goods and services can be especially detrimental to long-term economic growth and to
helping individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds access economic opportunity.

Traditional economic development incentives that increase taxes on residents or on small
businesses to pay for these incentive programsmay also have the unintended consequence
of crowding outmore businesses than they create. Indeed, a 2020 study found that
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traditional economic development incentives aremore likely to crowd out economic
activity, reducing the number of business startups, which alongwith expansions of existing
firms (rather than firm relocation) are associatedwith higher job growth (Neumark et al.,
2006). Small businesses and self-employment play a crucial role in promoting economic
growth, especially in lagging regions (Stephens et al., 2013).

Thus, traditional economic development approaches are especially detrimental to the
long-term growth prospects for rural areas. “Themost robust estimates indicate that
increasing the ability of governments to aid private enterprise has a significant negative
medium-term effect on rural county employment levels” (Patrick, 2014). States with larger
traditional economic development tax incentive programs (measured in 2015) tend to have
lower employment growth in rural counties in the state.

There is little evidence that traditional economic development incentives are effective nor is
there evidence that they are equitable.

The industries that receive incentive dollars aremore likely to be large firms (withmore
than 1,000 employees), in large urban areas, and in industries that are predominantly white
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and predominantlymale (Slattery and Zidar, 2020; Martinez, 2023).1Additionally, traditional
economic development incentive programs tend to bemore costly for struggling
communities as “poor places provide larger incentives and spendmore per job” (Slattery
and Zidar, 2020). Yet, traditional economic development programs are still the dominant
strategy inmany places across the nation. As previous research shows, places that are
thriving aremore likely to be doing so despite these strategies, not because of them.

Similarly, economies based on natural resource extraction, despite showing high initial
growth rates characterized by a “boom,” are not sustainable because they tend to bemore
volatile with even larger “busts” that follow the boom (Black et al., 2005). Despite their initial
wealth of natural resources, places in the U.S. that extract these resources tend to
experience lower long-term growth characterized by the “natural resource curse” (James
and Aadland, 2011; Douglas andWalker, 2017).

Although the natural resource curse is likely, it's not inevitable. Sustainable economic
development involves reinvesting natural resource gains back into the community (known
as the Solow-Hartwick rule), requiring investment in various forms of community capital
— (e.g., human capital like education or natural capital like amenities).

Research shows thatmany of the rural areas that are experiencing higher growth are doing
so by capitalizing on their natural amenities, not by extracting their natural resources (Goetz
et al., 2018).While extractive industriesmay initially lower poverty rates, the long-term
effect on a community is to increase poverty rates (Deaton andNiman, 2012).

The natural resource curse is associatedwith negative long-term impacts on communities
through various paths— for example, environmental degradation and disincentives to
educational attainment (Douglas andWalker, 2017). These places typically require some type
of policy or initiative to actively address themechanisms behind the resource curse, such as
focusing on education or increasing industry diversity to reduce volatility.

In Rural Aperture Project Story 2 and Story 3, we discussed how these histories provide a
critical lens throughwhich to understand the persistent poverty in these regions and
exemplify a pattern observed across themost distressed rural communities. The reliance on
a single industry, often tied to labor exploitation and inequities, has left deep-rooted
economic vulnerabilities.Without alternative industries to replace them, or to buffer against
these shocks, these places became stuck in cycles of generational poverty thatmade it
harder and harder to developwithout targeted interventions.

1More than 30% of all firms opening new locations with over 1,000 employees receive subsidies, while
the percentage is less than 0.2% for firmswith under 250 employees (Slattery and Zidar, 2020)
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These patterns of persistent poverty indicate a need for tailored, place-based interventions.
Place-based policies acknowledge the specific economic, social, and cultural contexts of a
location, address its unique challenges, and leverage its distinct assets. The goal is to build
opportunities from the ground up to help communities pivot into growing industries that
offer a range of economic opportunities. In the following section, we shift our attention to
communities facing deep disadvantage that are outperforming expectations to show it is
possible.

Thriving communities demonstrate steady progress

In places often relegated to the periphery of rural decline narratives, there's evidence of
improvement in expanding access to economic opportunity. This progress is incremental
yet impactful and is reshaping the prospects of these communities.

Sometimes this progress just looks likemaintenance, but in places that are burdenedwith
decades of economic, institutional, and systemicmarginalization this stability, or slow,
steady growth can be a hugewin. These are places that are swimming upstream against
strong currents thatmight otherwise lead to decline.

Wecall these communities “thriving” because they are on the path to thriving, to
prospering, to expected long-termgrowth that comesnot all at once butwith persistence,
step by step.

To highlight the progress that is possible in deeply disadvantaged places, we have identified
communities with higher inclusive growth thanwewould expect given the social and
economic challenges they have faced. Specifically, we examine the relationship between the
index of deep disadvantage andMastercard’s inclusive growth score, ameasure of
place-based economic development.

We can see that counties with a history ofmore advantages are associatedwith higher
growth, while deeply disadvantaged counties are associatedwith lower growth.We selected
counties that buck this trend, with a higher inclusive growth score thanwewould expect
given their disadvantage index.

Center on Rural Innovation 8

https://poverty.umich.edu/projects/understanding-communities-of-deep-disadvantage/#:~:text=Index%20of%20Deep%20Disadvantage,-To%20understand%20disadvantage&text=This%20index%20represents%20a%20holistic,(Opportunity%20Insights%20Mobility%20Metrics).
https://inclusivegrowthscore.com/


Crucial to our selection process was the input from our in-house Southeast region expert,
and our external partners fromMDC. Their expertise and insights added a valuable
qualitative dimension to our quantitative analysis, ensuring a comprehensive and informed
selection of communities for our study.

The deep disadvantage faced by the thriving communities we selected can be attributed to
factors at the intersection of race, place, and class. All of the thriving places are rural
micropolitan areas which Story 1 of the Rural Aperture Project showed exhibit the lowest
growthwhen compared to other geographies (urban, suburban, and open lands). Most of the
thriving counties continue to experience persistent poverty, though not all. Taos, for
example, has recently fallen out of the persistent poverty classification.

All of the thriving communities have larger-than-average Black, Indigenous, and people of
color (BIPOC) populations thatmay bemissed by our preconceptions about rural places that
we highlighted in Story 2 of the Rural Aperture Project. Each of these communities
showcases unique strengths and strategic choices that contribute to their economic success
and demonstrate a trajectory toward inclusive growth.

To help explain how these communitiesmay have been able to achieve this progress, we
compare the set of thriving communities to other persistent poverty counties— other
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communities facing deep disadvantage— and a group of comparators.2We selected
comparable counties within the same state, having similar populations, demographics, and
degree of disadvantage, although our thriving counties are slightlymore disadvantaged than
our comparator group based on the index of deep disadvantage.

Despite their high poverty rates and deep disadvantage, these thriving communities have
seen significant declines in poverty rates between 2017 and 2022, with poverty rates
decreasing by 3.9% from a poverty rate in 2017 of about 24.5% to 20.6% in 2022. In thriving
communities, the poverty rate declined even faster for Black residents, dropping 4.7%
(comparedwith 2.9% for the comparator counties).

The thriving communities are on a path of steady growth—no small feat for places that have
facedmany obstacles on their path. The population growth rate for the U.S. hovered just
under 7.7% between 2010 and 2022, while in communities facing deep disadvantage the
population growth rate declined 4.9%. Our thriving communities havemanaged to diverge
from this trend, however, and are experiencing population growth closer to 5.8% (2010 and
2022 census).

2We include only rural counties as defined by the nonmetro counties for these comparisons.
Disadvantaged counties include all rural counties with a deep disadvantage index of -1.28 or lower.
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When contrastedwith similarly disadvantaged communities, these thriving communities
showed similar patterns associatedwith their growth, namely:

● Growth from the groundup: increasing industry diversity and job growthwith
improved business supports and infrastructure such as broadband that promote
entrepreneurship and existing businesses.

● Better access to healthcare and education: better healthcare outcomes and higher
educational attainment from their public K-12 schools to their institutions of higher
education, including nontraditional workforce training programs.

● Higher quality of life: promoting amore place-based approach to economic
development that considers the foundational elements of the community,
contributing tomaking it a nice place to live.

● Inclusive growth: economic growth is associatedwith lower poverty rates and
reductions in inequality by improving access to opportunity within the community
and across the region.

Economic development requires community-centered,
place-based policies

When exploring rural resilience and development initiatives, considering place-based
policies becomes vital. Economic theory has traditionally emphasized people-based policies
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and efficiency, often overlooking concerns about place-based strategies or inequity. This
disregard persisted despitemountingworries about growing income inequality and
growing geographic inequality in the U.S. The expectationwas that if economic opportunity
declined in one place people would, or could, pick up andmove to the place that offered
greater opportunities.

The assumption that people could easily relocate for better opportunities overlooks the
complexities of uprooting lives. Moving incurs various costs —monetary and otherwise—
such as severing social networks crucial for support. In rural areas, social capital ismore
important for growth (Taylor et al., 2023), and particularly important in rural Black-majority
communities that aremore deeply interconnected (see graphic from Story 2 of the Rural
Aperture Project).

Despite the growing geographic inequality that would seem to amplify the potential rewards
from relocating to amore prosperous community, research shows that fewer people are
moving. Internalmigration rates have been declining for decades. Fallingmigration rates
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are largely driven by themost educated individualsmoving less—where geographic
mobility has been replaced bymobility across industries (Stone, 2017; Partridge et al., 2012).

In thewake of the pandemic, there was a notable population shift toward smaller
communities. Smaller counties experienced higher netmigration and larger counties
experienced lower netmigration during the first year of the pandemic, however, these
migration trends have since returned to pre-pandemic levels and overall migration rates
remain historically low (Rogers et al., 2023, Frey, 2023).Whilemanyworkers returned to
large urban areas, many families with kids have remained in smaller counties (O’Brien,
2023). The rise of remote workmay have increased the potential for small towns to keep
families, offering an avenue formobility across industries previously unavailable in rural
places while small towns also continue to provide better access to social networks that can
support families.

These social networks, though not always quantifiable, contribute significantly to
community well-being andmay be an asset overlooked by some. Many rural communities
are fostering social connectedness, beyond traditional institutions like libraries and schools,
with innovation hubs. These spaces often emphasize personal connections, understanding
that relationships play a pivotal role in thriving communities. Ashley Harris, community
exchange coordinator at Gig East, an innovation hub inWilson, North Carolina, explains:

“I really think it's like that personal touch, right? And being able to call somebody by
their name and knowwho their kids are and have conversations with people. I think
sometimeswhenwe think about aspects of business or running organizations or
innovation, wemiss the relationship part of things. And I think relationship is important
becausewhen people feel comfortable, they'll let you knowwhat's good andwhat's bad
and they'll let you know it in awaywhere you can improve it.”

Migration rates have historically been lower for individuals with lower socioeconomic status
— and this remained true even during the pandemic. Thus, to access economic opportunity,
especially in high-poverty places, people increasingly need to access it within their
community.

To be effective at providing access to economic opportunities, policies should consider a
place’s unique assets to help communities grow from the ground up. Instead of firm-specific
tax incentives, policies should focus on expanding customized business services to locally
owned, small andmedium-sized businesses (Bartik, 2018), and foster an entrepreneurial
culture of seeking out creative ways to leverage local resources tomeet the needs andwants
of the community (Kim and Kim, 2022).
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Sustainable long-term economic growth from the ground up

“Efforts to promote entrepreneurial capacitymay be among the few economic development
strategies with positive payoffs in remote regions.” (Stephens and Partridge, 2011)

Business support services canmake the difference in building entrepreneurial capacity.
Innovation hubs are dynamic spaces that help bring together these support services, often
functioningwithin amixed-use coworking environment. They aremore than just a physical
location, they function as a nurturing groundwhere startups, entrepreneurs, investors, and
sometimes academic entities can collaborate and intersect. They excel in building and
enhancing networks, providing vital business services, and facilitating the exchange of ideas
and resources, thereby driving progress and entrepreneurial success.

We are seeing these types of spaces emerge in our thriving communities:

● In Statesboro, Georgia (Bulloch County), Georgia Southern University has created an
Innovation Incubator as well as the BIGx Accelerator program to enable cohorts of
incubator participants to receive intensive entrepreneur support through peer
advising and leadership development.

● Mississippi State University in Starkville, Mississippi (Oktibbeha County), also boasts
a business incubator in their research park (completed in 2012).

● One rural tech startup, Hyperion Technology Group, that recently announced a $10
million defense contract award, got its start in the Renasant Center for IDEAs in
Tupelo, Mississippi (Lee County). The Renasant Center for IDEAs has also helped
other companies, such asMabus Agency, amarketing firm for banks, to expand their
business.

Thriving communities are seeing higher growth, on average, in the number of businesses
established in the community, increasing by 12% since 2014.
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New leaders are also emerging from thriving communities that are paving new paths to
make entrepreneurshipmore accessible to all rural residents. For example, Juliana Bolivar,
director at the Troy University Small Business Development Center Network (Pike County,
Alabama) created a trailblazing entrepreneurship program tailored specifically for Alabama
Department of Human Services clients. Bolivar’s collaborative and innovative approaches to
small business development led to her being named one of America’s SBDC 40Under 40
and an SBDC state star. As she puts it:

“Entrepreneurship ismore than just starting a business. It’s about transforming lives,
building sustainable futures, and fostering economic wellness.”

Other thriving communities are on a similar path taking steps to expand their business
support services further:

● Stephen F. Austin University in Nacogdoches, Texas, launched the Arnold Center for
Entrepreneurship in 2022which hosts an annual pitch contest, the Lumberjack
Entrepreneurship Competition, and includes a small business resource hub.

● Northwestern State University in Natchitoches, Louisiana, recently received over $2
million in federal funds to build an innovation center.

● And the University of NewMexico-Taos was awarded a Build to Scale grant in 2022 to
fund a new accelerator program in their HIVE innovation hub.
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These spaces and programming are important hubs for entrepreneurs to build out a local
innovation economy.

In Story 3 of the Rural Aperture Project, we discussed the importance of allocatingmore
venture capital to support rural small businesses that received less than 1% of venture
capital dollars in 2018. Natchitoches is bucking this trend, receiving the fourth-highest
amount of venture capital funds amongmicropolitan areas between 2019-2021 (CORI
analysis of SEC FormD and ACS data).

Small businesses, regardless of their location, also need access tomarkets.While innovation
hubs canwork to grow the networks of startups, investments in infrastructure can also help
to connect startups tomarkets. Many rural areas lack access to largermarkets, making
infrastructure investments crucial for their success.

Whereas proximity to a largermetropolitan area provides access tomarkets formany rural
businesses, broadband is necessary, especially formore remote rural businesses. To have
the broadest impacts, broadbandmust also be affordable and accessible. The thriving
communities now have the lowest share of the population that is unserved by broadband
among the comparison groups despite having a higher share of the population unserved by
broadband than the comparator group in 2014.

Broadband access is tied to a host of local economic benefits such as higher GDP and
business formation,making it a vital economic resource (Story 3 of the Rural Aperture
Project). “Researchers widely agree that high-speed Internet improves economic outcomes
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of rural areas, whether it is through increases in business activity or inmore general
economic developmentmeasures (e.g. productivity, jobs, income)” (Mack et al., 2023).

The economy inWilson, North Carolina,was built upon agriculture, primarily cotton and
tobacco. The economic base started to diversify and branch intomanufacturing after
WorldWar II. But as these industries collapsed the city recognized the need to invest in
the tools to keep upwith a rapidly changing economic landscape.Wilson saw
infrastructure investments, particularly broadband, as a key economic development tool
to grow 21st-century jobs.

It took the city seven years, starting in 2001, to develop and deploy itsmunicipal internet
service, now namedGreenlight. Greenlight has listed their guiding principles as follows:

1. Supporting the economic health of the community
2. Improving the delivery of city services
3. Enhancing the quality of life for the citizens ofWilson

Greenlight was the first community-owned, symmetrical gigabit, fiber-to-the-home
network in North Carolina. Building on thismomentum,Wilson launched the Gig East
innovation hub for the local tech economy, providing physical coworking and office
spaces, and entrepreneurship support programming, including the RiOT accelerator.
Local tech startups like ShyftAuto and B.Riveted showwhat is possible in rural economies
with the right infrastructure and supports in place.

Infrastructure investments such as broadband are effective and efficient in creating the
conditions necessary for long-term, sustainable economic growth. Infrastructure
investments in depressed regions also have substantially lower costs per job created
compared to traditional economic development incentives (Bartik, 2018). Additionally,
infrastructure investments don’t leave with a company but are investments built to last
(Schwartz, 2018). Instead, infrastructure investments are part of a “race-to-the-top”
approach that provesmore effective for economic development (Goetz, et al., 2011) as it
helps lay a strong foundation for businesses across various industries.

Industry diversity as a pathway to increase access to economic
opportunity

Thriving communities have seen higher job growth, progress likely in line with having built
up their entrepreneurial capacity. Previous research indicates that targeted, place-based
policy initiatives focusing on local job growth— such as increasing entrepreneurship and
broadband access— reduce poverty, especially in persistent poverty communities where the

Center on Rural Innovation 17

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01600176231202457?icid=int.sj-abstract.citing-articles.1
https://ruralinnovation.us/community-impact/community-stories/wilson-north-carolina/
https://northcarolinahistory.org/encyclopedia/wilson-county-1855/
https://www.greenlightnc.com/
https://www.gigeast.com/
https://riot.org/startup-accelerator/
https://www.shyftauto.com/
http://www.briveted.com/
https://ruralinnovation.us/resources/videos/the-rural-edge-wilson-north-carolina/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/helping-manufacturing-intensive-communities-what-works
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/realities-economic-development-subsidies/
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/75224194/Sharing_the_Gains_of_Local_Economic_Grow20211126-14515-pxf31u.pdf?1637939583=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DSharing_the_gains_of_local_economic_grow.pdf&Expires=1703654046&Signature=X1Uu9PFNLKkSVjZhhOmkvpazyulcNijI2q8Wf5LRBiUq-qN~4Wajsy7yNCIXI556N-fzUFfL-xbujBAfOc2TYYfCPOx~5FtKku-YvP8qa9AYTXpYNveNrNb~6AevULU4p8RgLV5lVEo1jeLkhA27glG1k4o58-7HS0O5m1fT8lW7aDAu6BLrK-u7hY2AeL8ZsXVWAc7gihKRxFBbvqcw4~ppCrDtxRbUAeVwv-jlOkGBQTZgLEk79H~BZnJwwNIRRT6soHgN~Q0H8tVPgQD4r4dmIWPvsjbcg9ZaB4HaydbarpXwpGYiaKxCE4xV3wmpPKXGIM9h0TT2BdaHTw~7fg__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA


magnitude of the impact of these programs on reducing poverty is approximately three
times greater (Goetz et al., 2011, Partridge and Rickman, 2007). The communities that are on
the path to thriving have sustained job growth that would suggestmany of these
communities should see further improvements in reducing poverty rates and in expanding
access to economic opportunities.

Insights from thriving communities and prior research shed light on how these
communities sustain remarkable economic growth. Research indicates that places with
greater industry diversity aremore stable and resilient to employment shocks (Brown and
Greenbaum, 2017; Deller andWatson, 2016).

Over time, rural areas have shown increased industrial diversity, offering a broader range of
job opportunities. Comparing thriving communities with other disadvantaged counties
reveals an even higher level of industry employment diversity asmeasured using the
Herfindahl-Hirschman Indexwhere higher numbers are indicative ofmoremarket
concentration and less industry diversity. Thriving communities have also becomemore
industrially diverse since 2010.
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Tupelo, Mississippi, exemplifies this by balancing traditional industrial recruitment with
economic diversification strategies. This includes supporting small- andmedium-sized
businesses, enhancing quality of life, investing in human capital through educational
partnerships, and balancing development plans with local school systemneeds.

Alongside a significantmanufacturing presence, Tupelo is the smallest city in the U.S.
housingmultiple banks with assets over $10 billion. This commitment to economic
diversification and community development traces back to the 1940swhenGeorgeMcLean,
a local newspaperman, began reinvesting profits into economic initiatives.

Increasing the entrepreneurial capacity of a communitymay help increase industry
diversity and reduce themarket power of any dominant firm or industry. It can also help
communities pivot into growing 21st-century industries, and specifically, the knowledge
economy.

This is particularly important as Story 3 of the Rural Aperture Project showed the knowledge
economy haswidened the economic opportunity gap between rural and nonrural places.
Thriving communities have a higher share of tech jobs (measured by the employment share
of computer andmath occupations), which offer higher-paying jobs with a largermultiplier
effect, with the gains being sharedmore broadly across the community (Bartik, 2018). A
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largermultiplier effectmeans that growth in high-tech industries comeswith growth in
other industries as well — further increasing the impact on industry diversity and the
broader community.

Starkville,Mississippi, has developed an innovative tech sector, including the opening of
Insitu offices, a company specializing in unmanned aviation systems research. The
county is also home to the RASPET Flight Research Laboratory withinMississippi State
University. The region boasts unique assets in this field, including the largest fleet of
unmanned aerial systems (UASs) in academia and a vast expanse of approved airspace
(over 50,000 squaremiles) for testing operations.

MSU has also been named one of thewinners of the highly competitive NSF Engines
development awards, which it will use tomodernize the localmanufacturing industry by
incorporating new technologies. It will involve collaboration between local universities,
colleges, and businesses to improve production efficiency, provide advanced training,
and support new startups, aiming to strengthen the regional economy. A key focus area
for the project will be independent driving solutions for people with disabilities.

Founded in 2006 and headquartered in Starkville, Camgian leverages technologies such
as artificial intelligence (AI) andmachine learning to develop advanced sensing and
analytics solutions for industrial and defense applications. Dr. Gary Butler, Camgian’s
CEO, chose to start his company inMississippi where it could have a positive impact on
the state where both he and his wife are from.

The company is known for its culture of driving positive impact in Starkville including
workingwith local food banks, Habitat for Humanity, and creating amiddle school
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robotics program and course on AI andmachine learning for kids in the local public
school system. Butler suggests that high-tech entrepreneurship is the “greatest driver” of
highly skilled jobs that paywell in a community.

Coworking spaces play an important role in supporting and attracting remote workers
across industries, facilitating networking, collaboration, and knowledge sharing. The
coworking space in Statesboro, Georgia, emphasizes the importance of shared knowledge
and community. Coworking spaces can also be vital hubs of fast, reliable broadband in rural
regions where broadband quality and access can be unreliable.

The coworking space in Oxford, Mississippi, connectsmembers to some of the fastest
internet available in town. Particularly important for techworkers with the highest share of
remote workers (BLS, 2022), these spaces, when linkedwith services like housing or
childcare, reshape the perception of rural economies, making the digital economy
accessible (CORI, 2021).

In addition to practical workspace solutions, coworking spaces foster educational
opportunities and a sense of community among entrepreneurs. In Taos, NewMexico, the
UNM-Taos HIVE recently launched a partnership with Youth Coding League, a program
developed by another Rural InnovationNetwork community, Cape Girardeau, Missouri, to
introduce 5th-8th graders to coding and computer science through friendly competition. By
offering training programs, they contribute to enhancing the education and skills of the local
workforce.

Increasing worker productivity is key to building a stronger,
more sustainable, and more innovative economy

Education is a cornerstone of human capital, encompassing the knowledge, skills, and
abilities within a community. Human capital includes both formal and informal training to
develop skills and abilities. It not only contributes to individual development but also
bolsters the overall economic health of a region by increasing productivity.

A highly trainedworkforce can also help communities better adapt to economic shocks. The
most advantaged communities in the U.S. tend to have considerably higher investments in
education and high levels of high school graduation rates and college attendance (Edin,
Shaefer, andNelson, 2023). Higher educational attainment in communities, including rural
areas, is associatedwith higher income growth and higher job growth (Gibbs, 2005).
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Thriving communities aremore highly educated, asmeasured by the share of the
populationwith a bachelor’s degree or higher, than similarly disadvantaged communities
andmost of the thriving counties have higher education institutions. For example, Oxford,
Mississippi, is home to the University of Mississippi (“OleMiss”). SamHouston State
University is located in Huntsville, Texas; Northwestern State University is in Natchitoches,
Louisiana; and Georgia Southern University is in Statesboro, Georgia.

College proximity is associatedwith higher educational attainment, especially for students
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. But that proximity isn’t the only factor: , 28.3% of
the population in Tupelo, Mississippi, has a bachelor’s degree or higher— slightly above the
average for thriving communities— even though Tupelo doesn't have a traditional four-year
university.

Thriving communities also have higher high school graduation rates, on average, than the
comparators, with Oxford and Taos tied for the highest high school graduation rates among
all of the thriving and comparator communities. Improving K-12 schools can boost the
educational opportunities for students in thriving communities as well asmake a
community amore attractive place to raise a family.

It's also essential that quality education is accessible to all members of a community,
regardless of their race or socioeconomic background: Segregated schooling systems often
lead to disparities in educational outcomes and in resource allocation, which can perpetuate
cycles of disadvantage.

A comprehensive and inclusive approach to education, considering its various dimensions,
is essential for fostering resilient and thriving communities. The thriving communities have
lower school segregation, on average, than the comparator counties (calculated using school
segregation data fromCounty Health Rankings & Roadmaps).

Center on Rural Innovation 22

https://www.nber.org/papers/w4483
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/leecountymississippi,MS,US/PST045222
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/news/advancing-racial-equity-rural-prosperity
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/news/advancing-racial-equity-rural-prosperity
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/explore-health-rankings/county-health-rankings-model/health-factors/social-economic-factors/education/school-segregation?year=2023


OktibbehaCounty,Mississippi, home toMississippi State University, amajor public
research university, has seen significant developments in recent years, reflecting its
focus on education, technology, and community engagement. The county, and
particularly its county seat, Starkville, have been active in various innovative initiatives.

The county’s focus on improving public education at all levels has produced remarkable
achievements. The consolidation of the predominantly white Starkville public school
district and the predominantly Black Oktibbeha County public school district has
enhanced educational resources and opportunities for local students, fostering an
inclusive environment for learning and growth. Many predicted the consolidationwould
lead to awhite flight to the local private school — one of the academies that was originally
founded in response to school desegregation. Instead, white students have left private
schools to attend schools in the newly consolidated district.

The local high school principal's appointment to the National Assessment Governing
Board is a testament to the area's educational leadership and commitment to holistic
educationmodels. TheMillsaps Career and Technology Center at Starkville High School
offers various certificate programs in unmanned aviation, software development, and
digital media technology, to name a few, that provide non-traditional pathways into
higher-paying careers such as tech that are growing in the region.

Prioritizing education in Oktibbeha County, from primary to higher levels, not only
cultivates a skilled workforce but also establishes the county as a hub of intellectual and
economic development inMississippi.

Research shows inclusive education produces better outcomes. For example, public school
desegregation had themost dramatic effect in the South— and by 1972, the South had the
most racially integrated schools. “The data show that in both reading andmathematics, at
each of the grade levels tested, gains for southern Black students have exceeded those for
any other category” (Wright, 2013 pg 178). After the transition to desegregation, southern
Black students had dramatic gains in educational attainment and eventual earnings relative
to white students with no adverse effects noted for white students (Ashenfelter et al., 2006;
Boozer et al, 1992).

While Oktibbeha County, Mississippi, increased the inclusivity of its education system by
consolidating school districts, Taos sought to increase accessibility to higher education by
making itmore affordable throughNewMexico’s statewide program to cover tuition and
fees at any public higher education institution for eligible in-state students.

This policymay be particularly important for rural students and students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. Research indicates that rural students tend to fall behind their
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nonrural counterparts in attaining bachelor’s degrees due to the constraints imposed by
their comparatively lower socioeconomic status (Byun et al., 2012). Inmost states, school
funding across rural and nonrural districts remains inequitable, limiting access to
education and the ability of rural schools to adapt their curriculum to the changing needs of
the economy.

To adapt to economic changes and uncertainties, communitiesmust focus on preparing a
workforce with the skills for 21st-century jobs. This involves providing educational programs
through a variety of platforms. Many non-traditional education training programs are now
available to help workers pivot into high-paying careers. For example, LockheedMartin in
Troy, Alabama, opened aworkforce training facility while the Ogeechee Technical College in
Statesboro, Georgia, recently announced the state had approved funding to construct the
Georgia Industrial Systems and Industrial Robotics Training Center.

A recent task force formed by the Foundation for the Carolinas set out to discover what a
community needs to improve access to economic opportunity and “identified early
childhood development, college and career readiness, family stability and strong social
networks as key factors that enhance upwardmobility. It singled out segregation as a key
obstacle.” (Ydstie, 2018).

Despite progress inmany of these areas, many thriving communities still lag in early
childhood education access. This issue, prevalent in disadvantaged rural areas, widens the
rural-nonrural gap. One exception, Troy, Alabama, a thriving community, has improved
access to quality early childhood education through the state's First Class Pre-K program,
targeting poor counties and expanding successfully since 2000. “[Alabama] has targeted
some of the poorest counties in the state— especially those in the Black Belt. And according
to the latest in a series of issue briefs on the region from the University of Alabama’s
Education Policy Center, these strategies haveworked” (Archibald, 2022).

Improving access to economic opportunity likely starts from birth and extends beyond
graduation.

Quality of life helps keep and attract families and businesses

“Recognizing that knowledgewill likely remain the catalyst for economic growth and
innovation, regionswith an attractive quality of life for high-skilled workers will have an
advantage.” (Partridge andOlfert, 2011)

When innovative entrepreneurs were askedwhat attracts them to a location, they
responded by saying theywere attracted to a location that had talentedworkers and the
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quality of life these workers like (Endeavor, 2014). Small towns (micropolitan areas) with
higher estimated quality of life are associatedwith higher population growth, higher job
growth, and larger drops in poverty rates (Weinstein, Hicks, andWornell, 2022).

Additionally, quality of life and a highly skilled workforce have even larger effects on growth
for rural areas, and there is a positive interactive effect between the two (Fan et al., 2016).
Thus, quality of life —which encompasses various factors influencing an individual's overall
well-being and satisfactionwith life in a community— is likelymore important for rural
areas.

We examined quality of lifemetrics for the thriving and comparator counties (using the
methodology fromWeinstein, Hicks, andWornell, 2022 to estimate quality of life). This
helped us gauge the improvements or declines in quality of life over time.

Thriving communities have higher estimated quality of life, on average, than their
comparators and larger improvements in quality of life since 2010. Thriving communities
saw improvements in their quality of life that were over 2.5 times higher than the quality of
life improvements for the comparator counties, which significantly improved their quality of
life ranking among 1,920 rural counties across the country.

Taos, known for its ski resorts, stood out as the top-rated thriving community for estimated
quality of life in both 2010 and 2019. Taos is the only thriving community in our sample that
is considered a “high amenity” county according to the USDA’s natural amenity index. Yet,
other thriving communities are capitalizing on the natural amenities they have.

Natchitoches, Louisiana, has been leveraging its history as the oldest town in Louisiana and
its scenic river location to become a popular tourist destination, boosting
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bed-and-breakfast inns (now hosting themost in the state). Natchitoches has also been
named an ideal place to retire and the best small town in the state. The community has
capitalized on Cane River Lake, which has become a key spot for university sports teams'
training, as well as for fishing, boating, and kayaking.

Successful community development in Taos has relied not just on natural amenities but on
how these assets are leveraged. Taos is building on its scenic beauty and recreation by
investing in the community, creating a unique downtown that also attracts people— and
expanding economic opportunity by creating high-paying tech jobs through education,
entrepreneur programming, andmentorship that help support the vibrant downtown.

“Everyone deserves access to a vibrant community: A place with a thriving local economy, rich
in character, and features inviting public spaces thatmake residents and visitors feel they
belong. Ourmission is to facilitate a shared vision for our downtown, to encourage economic
vitality, and to celebrate Taos’ cultural and historical assets.” (TaosMainStreet)

Efforts to revitalize downtown Starkville include engaging the public in setting priorities,
such as through a street safety survey on the city's website. This initiative reflects a
commitment to public participation in urban planning. Furthermore, the city has been
investing heavily in parks and recreation, funded through tourism sales taxes. This
investment, amounting to approximately $2.5million annually, indicates a strong
commitment to enhancing community spaces and quality of life.

Similarly, Troy's decade-long downtown improvement project, funded by community
development block grants and guided by community input and placemaking best practices,
aims to transform a historic Academy Street high school into a vibrant hub, reflecting a
trendwhere quality of life enhancements signify strong leadership and community
engagement.

Although Taos has the highest estimated quality of life among the thriving and comparator
communities, Oxford has experienced the largest increase in estimated quality of life
between 2010 and 2019.

“Oxford,Mississippi, has everything: history, charm, amazing food and local residents
who are as passionate about OleMiss as they are about welcoming visitors to town.”

Metrics that capture quality of life can give us insights into various community assets and
investments that have drawn people to particular communities or kept them there. But
there are important aspects of quality of life that are difficult tomeasure, things like
culture, howwelcoming a community is, and the social connections and fabric that
strengthen the community and its unique identity.
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Oxford is one of the five fastest-growingmicropolitan areas in the country and the
second-fastest growing college town. It was built to be a college town, named after
Oxford, England, so that the townwould be known as a center of knowledge here in the
U.S.

The University of Mississippi, in partnership with the city and local businesses and civic
organizations, has worked to build on that college town feel. Oxford has independent
bookstores in downtown a short walk from campus, and is known for being the home of
authorWilliam Faulkner. A coworking space, The Edison, brings people downtown to
enjoy the restaurants and other downtown amenities while they work. “As the Southern
epicenter of the Slow Foodmovement,” the town attracts award-winning chefs to run
exciting new restaurants, and also boasts recreation activities nearby at Sardis Lake and
Holly Springs National Forest.

College town amenities improve quality of life for residents and also supply local
businesses such as tech companyNext Gear (recently acquired by Corelogic) with a
steady supply of talentedworkers with southern hospitality that comes through in how
they support their clients. Garret Gray foundedNext Gear after starting 3 Guys Pizza in
Oxford. He chose Oxford to start a business because it was near where his husbandwas
from and they foundOxford to be awelcoming and comfortable place to live and do
business.3

Oxford has built on its reputation for educational opportunities to improve quality of life,
with its public school district rankedNo. 8 in the state. The growing population supported
the opening of Baptist Memorial Hospital - NorthMississippi in 2017 which has expanded
healthcare access for the region.

Using several key data-drivenmetrics about a location, Niche ranks Oxford as the
fifth-best place to live inMississippi.

Thriving communities (and economies) are built on a solid foundation of assets that we at
the Center in Rural Innovation refer to as “foundational elements.” Local talent needs
affordable housing, access to education and healthcare, vibrant workspaces, and lively
downtowns. Public sector support, in partnership with private, nonprofit, and higher
education sectors, is vital for coordinating these efforts to improve quality of life.

Many of the amenities associatedwith higher quality of life (or improved conditions of
place), including higher public school spending and programs to increasemobility, also
promote the success of all residents (Weinstein, Hicks, andWornell, 2022). That success,
including access to economic opportunity, in turn, provides further support for local
businesses that improve quality of life.

3 Interviewwith Garret Gray on 1/17
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Healthy communities

There is a wide literature on the relationship between health andwealth, showing that better
economic standing increases health outcomes across the income ladder (Finkelstein et al,
2022;Woolf et al, 2015). And that better health outcomes increase the productivity of
workers, which in turn improves economic outcomes (Raghupathi and Raghupathi, 2020).
Better health outcomes are also associatedwith higher estimated local quality of life
(Weinstein, Hicks, andWornell, 2022).

Although the health equity considerations are vast, in our analysis we examined factors that
would help us gauge the health status of communities, recognizing its critical importance in
both community well-being and long-term sustainable economic development.

We found the thriving communities’ self-reported healthmetrics were higher than the
comparators, yet they still lagged behind in the share of uninsured residents (County Health
Rankings). The thriving communities also showed lowermortality rates compared to all
other groups. Themortality rate is important because it is an indicator that helps us
understand the overall health of a population, and is also consistent with our expectation
that better economic indicators would coincide with better health outcomes. Highmortality
ratesmight indicate health problems or poor living conditions in an area, while low rates
often suggest better health and living standards.

Disparities in health outcomes across rural and nonrural places are driven in part by access
tomedical facilities (Probst et al., 2019). Rural areas, particularly those with shrinking tax
bases and dwindling populations, have been disproportionately affected by healthcare
consolidation and hospital closures.
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This is also an important equity concern because it is a particularly vicious cycle that
continuously impacts race, place, and class: The economic challenges in rural areas, often
worsened by the policies and economic trends that don't favor them, as we discussed in
Story 3 of the Rural Aperture Project, significantly impact their ability to keep hospitals
running.

Research also suggests that these hospital closures disproportionately impact rural people
of color, with a higher proportion of rural hospital closures taking place inmicropolitan or
small towns comparedwith isolated rural areas (Thomas et al., 2016; Kay, 2023).

The closure of these facilities can negatively affect communities in various ways. Not only do
rural hospital closures limit access to essential health services, forcing residents to travel
greater distances for critical care, but they can also result in significant economic
repercussions.

The loss of healthcare jobs and related economic activities can impact the economic vitality
of these communities, and the people who remain in rural areas are often lower-income,
older, sicker, andmay have less insurance coverage. This results in a less favorable payermix
for hospitals, asMedicare andMedicaid typically reimburse less than private insurance,
leaving hospitals struggling to remain financially viable (Gujral & Basu, 2019).

Unsurprisingly, each of the thriving communities we’ve highlighted has a hospital or
medical center.

Tupelo,Mississippi, benefits from access to largemedical facilities such as theNorth
Mississippi Medical Center, the largest non-metropolitan hospital in the U.S. It serves 24
counties in northernMississippi and northwest Alabama.

Compared to both other thriving communities and comparators, residents had better
provider-to-patient ratios and better self-reported health status. County Health Rankings
suggest that access to quality healthcare explains approximately 20% of the health
factors associatedwith observed health outcomes (County Health RankingsModel).

The presence of thismedical center also influences the local economy: It is amajor
employer in the region, in addition to its role in improving quality of life in the region
more broadly. County Health Rankings also suggest that the socioeconomic
determinants of health explains approximately 40% of the health factors associatedwith
observed health outcomes (County Health RankingsModel).

In addition to its growing economy, Tupelo also has the lowest childcare cost burden
among all of the thriving and comparator communities, helping to provide stronger
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family and social support (County Health Rankings).

Tupelo is rated the fourth-best place to live inMississippi andNo. 2 among the best places
to raise a family inMississippi.

Investment in healthcare has a significant impact on the broader well-being of a
community. Efficient and accessible healthcare services attract residents and businesses,
contributing to the overall economic stability and growth of the area. Robust health systems
are a cornerstone of thriving communities, offering both direct and indirect economic
advantages.

There aremany social and economic factors, and local factors that affect health outcomes—
income, human and social capital, environmental quality, and safety among them. Using a
variety of social and economic conditions that predict long and healthy lives specifically for
Black Americans, data from the Black Progress Index indicates that the thriving
communities have, on average, higher predicted Black life expectancy than the comparator
counties. Various conditions of place in thriving communities have laid the foundation for
better long-termhealth outcomes for the broader community.

Inclusive growth

Thriving communities appear to be on a path of steady growth, despite their disadvantages.
A comparison of the thriving communities shows that they are also experiencing higher
income growth. Yet, this higher income growth has not been accompanied by growth in
inequality — the opposite in fact.
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Despite income growth in the highest quintile of earners in the thriving communities,
incomes grew at an even faster rate for the lowest quintile.

In the thriving communities, the highest income quintile saw an average increase in their
income of 26.6% (16.4% in the comparator counties) while the lowest quintile saw income
gains of 29.5%—nearly three times greater than the 10.4% growth seen in comparator
counties (ACS, 2022 compared to ACS, 2017 five year averages).

Indeed, the thriving communities seem to be growingwithout leaving people behind. This is
especially important as income inequality can diminish the poverty-reducing impacts of
economic growth (Nasir, 2017).

The thriving communities have experienced the greatest decrease in inequality among
other disadvantaged places asmeasured by the Gini coefficient, ametric often used to
analyze the income distribution or wealth disparity among a populationwhere a higher
index indicatesmore inequality. Thriving communities also have lower neighborhood
segregation in addition to lower school segregation, on average, than the comparator
counties (calculated using segregation data fromCounty Health Rankings).
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Inclusive growth helps ensure that economic development benefits everyone, especially
those in the lowest income bracket. For communities with persistent poverty, it is also
indicative that they are on their way toward exiting the persistent poverty category.
Research indicates thatmore equality, alongwith investment in education and high social
capital are common in themost advantaged communities.

The thriving communities tend to have an approach to economic development that ismore
inclusive not only within their communities but across the region. For example, Mississippi
has The Golden Triangle which refers to the region in the northeastern part of the state that
encompasses three cities — Columbus, Starkville, andWest Point — highlighting the
collaborative efforts aimed at fostering economic prosperity and job creation in the region.
In Troy, Alabama, a regional andmore cooperative approach to economic development is
often touted:

“In interviews of business, political, and economic development leaders, there is awidespread
recognition of the need for regional cooperation around economic development and a
willingness and desire tomove toward that goal.” (Spencer).

A regional approach to economic development can help places leverage each other’s
strengths to grow together rather than compete against each other for jobs. “Economic
development— especially regional economic development—matters. It matters because it
is place-based, responsive to geographic inequality, and comprehensive in scope,” one of
three key pointsmade by Amy Liu testifying to the U.S. Senate Committee on Environment
and PublicWorks on Economic Development Administration programs.

Conclusion and recommendations

This final story of the Rural Aperture Project focuses on deeply disadvantaged rural
communities andmicropolitan areas that are on the path to thriving, showing signs of
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long-term sustainable economic growth. These thriving communities, often lost in the
narrative of widening rural-urban gaps, show progress inmany areas that research
indicates can profoundly impact economic conditions and access to economic opportunity
by diversifying their economies, many through developing a knowledge economy and
support for local entrepreneurs, investing in infrastructure and improving access to
healthcare and access to educational opportunities andworkforce skill development while
improving quality of life in their town.

Many thriving communities we studied likely owe their success to long-term grassroots
initiatives with visionary institutions and leadership that led to targeted investments in the
community:

● Tupelo’s transformative journey beganwith GeorgeMcLean's work in the 1940s to
diversify local economic production and bridge the gaps between rural and city work,
leading to the creation of the CREATE foundation that still invests in education and
community development initiatives today.

● Wilson, North Carolina's commitment to public utilities and investments in
infrastructure dates back to 1890, evolving into a state-leadingmunicipally owned
broadband service.

● Taos's Kit Carson Electric Cooperative, operating since 1944, has a long history of
community service and commitment to sustainability, recently 100% daytime energy
from solar power for theirmembers. Similarly, Kit Carson Electric Cooperative not
only provides accessible utilities to the community but also invests in resources for
making the knowledge economymore accessible like the UNM-Taos HiVE.

● The T.L.L. Temple Foundation in rural East Texas, established in honor of the
Southern Pine Lumber Company founder, has amission to “work alongside rural
communities to build a thriving East Texas and to alleviate poverty, creating access
and opportunities for all” through philanthropy. As Jerry Kenneywith T.L.L.
Foundation puts it, “Philanthropymust prioritize the work of revitalizing and building
new rural institutions that will power success in place." Their work to revitalize and
build new rural institutions includes support to develop the tech ecosystem in
Nacogdoches, Texas.

But their work is not done. Continued investment is likely necessary to stay on the path to
thriving. Many rural communities that have fallen behindwill also likely need the resources
and funding to improve access to economic opportunities within their community. But our
final story of the Rural Aperture Project showed it is possible for deeply disadvantaged rural
communities tomake real progress.

We examined rural communities on different paths to thriving, yet we also needmore
research into the specific community-centered economic development strategies that will
bemost effective given the unique challenges and strengths of each community. Further
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research into effective funding sources (both public and private) and policies for
place-based economic development in disadvantaged rural areas is essential to build out
leadership capacity and turn data into actionable strategies to propel these communities
forward.
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Communities on the path to thriving

Each of these communities illustrate a unique journey toward economic growth and
community development, showcasing theways in which small towns can leverage their

unique strengths to overcome challenges and forge promising futures.

Statesboro,
Bulloch County,
Georgia

In Bulloch County, Georgia Southern University and Ogeechee
Technical College spearhead innovationwith their incubator and
entrepreneur support programs. Recognized in America's Best
Communities competition and as a 'live, work, play' city, Bulloch
stands out for its focus onmanufacturing, healthcare, and
education. - Visit Statesboro

Oxford,
Lafayette County,
Mississippi

With the University of Mississippi in Oxford, the university’s
presence underscores the town’s educational and cultural
importance. Sometimes referred to as the “Cultural Mecca of the
South, Oxford has become the vibrant area known today by
leveraging its educational and cultural assets for community
development. - Oxford Chamber

Tupelo,
Lee County,
Mississippi

The city of Tupelo in Lee county became the first city to receive
power from the Tennessee Valley Authority, thus giving it the
nickname 'The First TVA City'. Tupelo showcases a remarkable
transition from amanufacturing hub to amodern city with
strong healthcare, retail, and financial sectors. -Community
Development Foundation

Nacogdoches,
Nacogdoches County,
Texas

Known as the 'Oldest Town in Texas', Nacogdoches is rich in
history and is home to Stephen F. Austin State University. The
town's economy historically revolved around agriculture,
particularly timber and poultry industries. Nacogdoches
Chamber

Natchitoches,
Natchitoches County,
Louisiana

Known for its well-preserved historic district boasting themost
bed and breakfasts in the state of Louisiana, the city's economy
historically centered around plantation agriculture and is a
cultural hub for Creole heritage. ChamberWebsite

Starkville,
OktibbehaCounty,
Mississippi

Starkville, located in Oktibbeha County, is famous forMississippi
State University. The university significantly influences the local
economy and culture, particularly in areas related to agriculture
and engineering, and is emerging as an important player
Unmanned Aviation Systems research and innovation. -
Chamber website

Troy, Pike County is known for its agriculture, specifically peanut
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Pike County, Alabama farming. The county is also home to Troy University, a significant
contributor to the local economy and culture.- Pike Commission

Taos,
Taos County, New
Mexico

Home to the Taos Pueblo, a UNESCOWorld Heritage Site and
breathtaking natural landscape, Taos has a thriving arts and
tourism industry alongside their blossoming innovation sector.
Town of Taos website

Huntsville,
Walker County, Texas

Home of SamHouston State University, the city of Huntsville is
home to cultural elements like theHuntsville cultural district,
Huntsville State Park, SamHoustonNational Forest, and the
notable sculpture, 'The Dreamers.'-Walker County website

Wilson,
WilsonCounty, North
Carolina

Once known as the 'tobacco capital of the world,' Wilson is now
more likely to be known for thewhimsical Vollis Simpson
Whirligig Park or for its first-in-state gigabit broadband service.-
DiscoverWilsonwebsite
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