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Preliminary Written Reponses 
 

Can you give me an overview of how you have seen the economic development profession 

evolve over the course of your career? 

 

1. Primary target used to be manufacturing operations - now the targets are much broader. 

2. Primary focus used to be on business recruitment - now there is a much stronger inclusion of 

retention, expansion and start-ups. 

3. Primary activity used to be marketing - now we do much more community building. 

4. Primary people skill need is now matched with technology skill need. 

  

Can you describe your personal career path and how it evolved as the economic 

development profession evolved? 

 

Like most people, I got into the field by accident. My undergrad degree is in behavioral psych. I 

got out of the Marine Corps, having been on recruiting duty, and was looking for a job in the 

personnel/human resources field. Best I could find during the recession of 1971 was becoming a 

job developer for an anti-poverty agency. One of the Board members was the Director of a new 

Dept. of Community Development in my home town. He offered me a job as his assistant. 2 

years later he moved to another community and I was made Director. After 6 years I moved to 

another community because of a lousy political situation. This is a downside of the profession 

that remains today - too many of us our political appointees rather than recognized as 

professionals. After 2 years I moved to a private land development firm. After 4 1/2 years, 4 of 

us left and started our own firm. I think much of the progress on the public sector side of 

economic development is driven by the private sector consultants and site location firms who 

demand more information of higher quality in shorter timeframes. Without this motivation, most 

public sector EDOs would not spend the money to upgrade their capabilities. 

 

Bio: Mark D. Waterhouse is president and one of the founders of Garnet Consulting Services 

which specializes in market and feasibility studies, site searches and master planning, community 

and organizational evaluation, strategic planning, and other economic development services.  He 

has been in the field of economic development for 39 years. He previously worked as 

development coordinator and sales and special projects coordinator for Connecticut's largest 

business park developer. He also has experience in municipal economic development. 

  

What was your role in CUED/AEDC? How did your involvement with CUED/AEDC affect 

your own career development? 

 

I was originally a member of both AEDC and CUED although I always wondered why we 

needed 2 very similar, competing organizations. When I moved to the second community I 

worked in, I had a smaller budget and was told I could only be a member of one national 



organization. I had just been asked to go on AIDC's Board of Regents (in charge of educational 

programs), so I stayed with AIDC/AEDC. Over about a 20 year period, I served on many 

committees and eventually was Chairman. AEDC accredited the Economic Development 

Institute at The University of Oklahoma, of which I am a graduate. Because of my experience 

with the land development firm, I was asked to teach the land development courses at EDI. I 

eventually was asked to serve as Dean of EDI, and then as a consultant to OU. The need to be up 

to date in the classroom helps my consulting business by providing exposure and keeping my 

knowledge base current. 

  

Through your involvement with the organizations, how did you see CUED/AEDC evolve? 

Why did they evolve the way they did? 

 

Can only speak for AEDC. As the needs and foci of the profession changed (see #1), the 

programs and activities of AEDC changed to match. AEDC was very dependent on volunteer 

efforts rather than being staff driven like CUED was, so AEDC programs were created, changed 

and terminated rapidly to reflect the current thinking of the Board and Committees. This was not 

necessarily a perfect arrangement. As a management consultant we hired to help us improve our 

programs and services said: “Most organizations exist to benefit its members. In AEDC, it looks 

like the members exist to benefit the organization.” 

  

How did the merger fit into the evolution of the economic development profession? 

 

Took us 3 tries at merger, but we finally got it done. Increasingly EDOs were under financial 

pressure to support the fewest possible associations. At the same time, the practitioners were 

recognizing that both AEDC and CUED had good programs and services. Like our companies, 

the profession was forced to go lean. 

  

Where do you see IEDC and the economic development profession going in the future? 

 

We need to continue to build recognition as a legitimate profession. Economic development is 

the single most inter-disciplinary profession in the world, and it will continue to get more 

complicated. IEDC has still not become a true international force (but is slowly heading in that 

direction). If we can get to the point where what IEDC and its members say is recognized as 

really important stuff, we will have made a giant step for both the global economy and the ED 

practitioners who make it work. This, in turn, may reduce the job insecurities that currently exist 

because so many economic developers are political appointees. 

 

 

Follow-up Interview 
 

On the evolution of economic development, you said that the primary target used to be 

manufacturing operations and now the targets are much broader.  Can you go into detail 

about what these targets are now? 

 

Sure. It depends upon particular needs and marketable strengths. Some places are going after 

distribution operations because they have good highway or air transportation infrastructure. 



Some places are going after corporate regional offices. Some places are going after research and 

development. Some places are going after retail. Some places are going after hospitality and 

tourism. They all provide employment. In Arizona, retail sales tax is a major source of tax 

revenue for the municipalities, so they try to recruit retail operations. There are lots of different 

possibilities depending on the needs and opportunities of the location you are talking about.   

 

You said that the primary activity used to be marketing, but that now it is much more 

about community building. What exactly do you mean by “community building?” 

 

Economic development organizations are now much more involved in the master planning of the 

development of their communities. [This includes things like] environmental protection, mixture 

of land uses, infrastructure planning, and educational planning. We recognize education is so 

important to what we do. Economic development has become much more of a responsibility. It’s 

more than just marketing and trying to bring in new businesses. It is about building better places 

to live, work, play and run a business. 

 

You wrote: “Primary people skill need is now matched with technology skill need.” What 

do you mean by this? 

 

Development practitioners used to rely primarily on their own people skills to impress business 

prospects. They still have to do that, but [they] also have to be much more aware of the 

technology capabilities that are involved. This includes GIS systems and advanced 

telecommunications so that we can talk to our prospects all over the world at very low cost. 

Increasingly, it is trying to figure out how to use social media. 

 

How have you seen financing change throughout your career? 

 

There have been lots of new financing programs that have been created. The one thing that 

hasn’t changed, and it is a major obstacle, is [the lack of] financing available for startup 

companies and companies that are moving to a second generation. They need financing to help 

them grow and become successful. Venture capital firms really are not looking at start-ups, they 

are looking at companies that are further along in the growth process. Governmental financing 

programs are very limited when it comes to supporting the entrepreneurial start-up process. That 

is a big weakness in the profession and the economy.  

 

What skills did you come to acquire over time? 

 

I acquired a lot of skills related to the real estate development process. I have had some 

construction background, but in terms of land development and land analysis, understanding 

topography, wetlands, environmental considerations, and soil characteristics and those types of 

things, those are certainly all added skills. Understanding financing was a big skill. I spent six 

weeks in a class in Washington way back in the 1970s to understand how to do business plans 

and financial analysis, so that was an additional skill. I think those would be the two biggest ones 

for me. 

 



Can you give examples of any specific challenges that you had to overcome and how you 

did?  

 

I don’t look at challenges in terms of them being obstacles or difficulties. I’m from the “John 

Kennedy School” [where] every challenge is an opportunity. When something new and different 

presented itself, it became a source of excitement to go out and learn what needed to be learned 

in order to move forward with that opportunity. What that then comes down to is the importance 

of lifelong learning in a wide variety of disciplines, which really goes to the point I made about 

economic development being the single most interdisciplinary profession you can get in to. The 

challenge really is trying to develop some level of expertise in a really broad range of disciplines, 

while also developing a support system that includes people who are very knowledgeable in the 

areas you are not.    

 

How did you tackle this? 

 

It was combination of two things. I found the classes and the seminars that were available related 

to that particular topic area. But the more important thing had to do with the networking 

opportunities [provided by] organizations like IEDC, AEDC, the University of Oklahoma’s 

Economic Development Institute. They all put you in contact with lots of people, and those 

people have specific areas of expertise. Being able to take advantage of that network is very 

important in the business.    

 

You said: “Too many of us are political appointees rather than recognized as 

professionals.” What do you mean by this?  

 

If you look at most everybody on the public sector side of economic development…those 

working for a town, city, county, or state…lots of them are at risk of losing their job when 

somebody new gets elected to the chief elected official’s role. They are appointed by the mayor, 

or the county executive or the governor. When administrations change, lots of those people lose 

their jobs. We start all over again, having to rebuild the expertise in the economic development 

field at that level.  

 

Have you seen this situation worsen over the years or has it gotten better? 

 

I haven’t seen it get better at all. I haven’t seen it get worse, but it has been a constant challenge 

for people in the profession. It is really one of the reasons why we have the degree of churning of 

people in and out of the economic development profession. They come in, they get excited, they 

get some education, they learn some stuff, they do the job, and then they lose the job. Rather than 

move to another community for another economic development job, many of them stay in the 

community and go to work in real estate, banking, or local manufacturing. So we have people in 

and out of the profession…a much higher turnover rate than many other professions.  

 

What was your role in AEDC? How did becoming involved with the organization affect 

your own career development? 

 



[Note: role in AEDC was summarized on the first page.] I think being involved in a national 

association is a good learning exercise for anybody…no matter what community they are in. 

Even if they are just a member and they come to the Leadership Conference or the Annual 

Conference, they meet other people with other areas of expertise. That has some transferability to 

what they are able to do in their own office. Whenever we do a survey, and ask the membership 

to say what they think are the biggest benefits of being a member, networking always comes out 

very high on that list.  

 

Through your involvement with AEDC, how did you see the organization evolve and why 

did it evolve the way it did? 

 

This is really looking from the outside of CUED, because I haven’t been a member of CUED for 

a long time. I always had the sense that, because Jeff was a strong leader, CUED was much more 

staff-driven than AEDC. AEDC had consciously chosen to be volunteer-driven. It was two 

different management styles. Neither one was right or wrong, but they had different results in 

how the organizations operated, changed over time, and decided what to do on behalf of the 

members. I think that the current model in IEDC has a strong staff matched with a fairly strong 

Board and committees. So we’ve taken the best of both worlds, and we have built them into a 

new organization. 

 

Were you involved with the merger at all?   

 

I was involved in the first two attempts directly, as part of the groups that were meeting on [the 

issue]. The third time around, I was kind of in the background. Jim Griffin, from the AEDC side, 

would contact [me] when he wanted to bounce around ideas or ask for support on things. 

 

Why didn’t it work at first? What made it work eventually? 

 

The first time around, folks on the AEDC side were a little wary of CUED’s financial situation, 

and that created some roadblocks. The second time around, we couldn’t get beyond the 

organizational cultural differences between AEDC and CUED. We let them get in the way of 

what should have been a more meaningful discussion of the merger as the right thing to do. So, 

the third time around, the representatives from both organizations said, “This is the right thing to 

do. Let’s commit to do it, and then we’ll figure out all of the details that need to be handled in 

order to make it work.” We got hung up on the details too early the first and second time around. 

 

Did you see any positives or negatives result from the merger? 

 

By and large, it’s all positive. Now practitioners don’t have to pay to be members of two 

organizations or pick one. The one thing that I am a little concerned about is that it is expensive 

to get into the leadership of IEDC because of the travel involved. I think we are getting too many 

people from larger organizations with the big budgets that can cover the expense and perhaps not 

getting adequate representation from the smaller organizations with smaller budgets.    

 

How have you seen IEDC change since the merger? 

 



One of the major things is that we had to go through a streamlining process. We took seventy or 

seventy-five Board members from two organizations and made a “mega-Board.” Now, little by 

little, we’ve streamlined the Board down to a more workable size. We all knew that that was a 

process we were going to have to go through. We’ve changed the committee structure and how 

the volunteers and the staff interact with each other. That seems to be a change that is working, 

so that’s good. We continue to tweak the programs and services and try to provide the best value 

to the members for the dues that they are paying.  

 

Do you see any emerging trends in economic development? 

 

The business continues to get more complex and more multi-disciplined. The people in it must 

have a certain level of expertise in more things. That is going to continue as the world gets more 

complex and as technology and information get more complex. That is really going to require 

practitioners to be better educated and more professional themselves. [That] gets us back to how 

we go beyond the political appointment problem we talked about earlier.  

 

You also mentioned IEDC needing to tap in to a more international perspective. Can you 

elaborate more on this? 

 

I think that is the right thing to do. If we can get a global group of people who are recognized as 

being experts in the field of economic development, then that gives us a much stronger platform 

from which to speak. There may be a fair number of people domestically in the United States 

that say, “I don’t need an international organization. I need a strong national association because 

I’m a US-focused person.” IEDC may have to educate people at the local level, particularly in 

smaller [and] more rural areas, that a strong global economy will be directly beneficial to their 

local economic development program.  
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