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dear colleague
LETTER FROM THE CHAIR

	 It is a great honor to be IEDC’s newly-elected Chair. I look forward to contributing to this vital 
organization and upholding its standards of excellence in this seminal year.

	 I have an amazing team of dedicated and skilled professionals at my side on the IEDC Gover-
nance Committee. Serving alongside me are: Michael Langley, FM, Vice Chair of the Board from 
Saint Paul, Minnesota; Craig Richard, CEcD, Secretary/Treasurer of the Board from Atlanta, Geor-
gia; Tracye McDaniel, Chair of External Member Relations from Austin, Texas; Kenny McDonald, 
CEcD, Chair of Performance Oversight Monitoring from Columbus, Ohio; and Todd Greene, CEcD, 
Chair of Planning and Business Development from Atlanta, Georgia. I also welcome our board’s 
newest members, all of whom I know will make outstanding, insightful contributions to our team.

	 This is a special year for IEDC. The year 2016 marks IEDC’s 90th anniversary as the premier 
organization of economic development professionals. In 1926, 23 individuals came together on 
the eve of the Great Depression. Today, IEDC has reached more than 4,800 members.

	 But this anniversary is not about the history of IEDC; it’s about you, the economic developer. It’s 
about the monumental and often thankless task we all continue to do to keep jobs plentiful in ev-
ery community where people are looking for ways to apply their skills and talents. And it is about 
the task in front of us, which in 2016 is more dynamic and challenging than ever before. With 
this anniversary we will mark your achievements and contributions to the economic development 
profession. Just as those 23 individuals came together in 1926 because they recognized that the 
task before them was greater than what they could tackle alone, so too must we come together to 
reflect on our collective achievements and the challenges ahead as we look to the future.

	 To mark this anniversary we have launched a campaign to mark 2016 as the “Year of the Eco-
nomic Developer.” We hope you will support and increase awareness for three activities, which 
include: 52 Weeks of Economic Developers, a weekly campaign of stories in IEDC publications 
featuring members and past employees answering questions about their experiences in the field. 
We will also mark Economic Development Week from May 8 – 14, a week-long awareness-raising 
campaign for the profession and the professional. And we will have a Celebration Reception at 
IEDC’s 2016 Annual Conference in Cleveland, which is sure to be an event like none other. We 
hope you will all participate and support this year of commemorating events and activities!

	 I look forward to a fantastic year with you. Together, and with your help, we will continue to 
provide leadership and excellence in economic development for our communities, members and 
partners.

	 Cheers to 90 years!

	

	 Barry Matherly, CEcD, FM

	 IEDC Chair
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eople with seemingly impossi-
ble-to-overcome barriers can be 
found in every community, large 
and small, urban and rural.  Of-

tentimes, these individuals may see themselves 
as unemployable, or find that the world around 
them deems them to be so.  As a result, regard-
less of the level of job creation and business 
growth generated within a community, these in-
dividuals are at risk for being further and further 
left-behind. 

	 An increasingly important question facing the 
economic development profession today and into 
the future is as follows: what can be done to help 
high-barrier individuals – those facing major ob-
stacles from participating in the workforce and 
economy – rise above their challenges and become 
productive members of society?   To help answer 
this question, following is a case study on one high-
performing and model-setting program that took 
place in Georgia.  This program involved dynamic 
partnerships among workforce developers, human 
services providers, employment specialists, busi-
ness connectors, employers, and mission-driven 
funders.

INTRODUCTION
	 It was through a four-year demonstration grant 
awarded by the U.S. Department of Labor in 2011 
that Goodwill of North Georgia, Inc. and partners 
launched what they referred to as the GoodTransi-
tions program, an intensive suite of services that 
moved the needle with respect to helping people 
rise above significant barriers to become gainfully 
employed.  Helping individuals overcome signifi-
cant barriers to employment is nothing new for this 
Goodwill, an organization that recently celebrated 

its 90th anniversary and has long had a highly suc-
cessful track record in serving individuals and em-
ployers throughout north Georgia. With this said, 
individuals served through the GoodTransitions pro-
gram collectively represented above average chal-
lenges to overcome.  

	 The purpose of the grant was to see if provid-
ing transitional training jobs – along with training 
in job readiness skills, soft skills, life skills and oc-
cupational skills – actually helps high barrier indi-
viduals to obtain and retain employment.  In addi-
tion to training and placement, this grant sought to 
provide participants with intensive wrap-around, 
supportive human services for long-term impacts 
– an approach that has long been modus operandi 
for Goodwill.  By design, those served through this 
particular program were low-income, non-custodi-

FOSTERING ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AT THE MOST PERSONAL LEVEL
	 In 2011, Goodwill of North Georgia, Inc. and partners launched an intensive suite of services to help individuals 
overcome significant barriers to employment.  These services were delivered through a program known as Good-
Transitions that took place from July 2011 to June 2015 through funding provided by the U.S. Department of Labor. 
GoodTransitions helped 387 individuals attain the competitive employment needed for transitioning to a better life.  
Participants included low-income, non-custodial  parents who were not paying their child support obligations.  The 
Goodwill team helped participants rise above these challenges not only to take better care of themselves but also, in 
many cases, their children.  In doing so, they fostered economic development at the most personal level.

Joy Wilkins, CEcD, is an 
advisor, speaker, facilita-
tor, instructor, and author 
on community develop-
ment, economic develop-
ment, and leadership 
development matters. 
(joy@servingcommuni-
ties.net)

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
Special thanks to Marylee 
Putnam, former Goodwill 
program director for 
GoodTransitions and 
Reuben Lawrence, 
former Goodwill case 
manager, for providing 
extensive information on 
the program’s operations 
and outcomes.  Views 
expressed herein do not 
necessarily represent 
those of Goodwill, its 
current or former staff, 
or anyone affiliated with 
the agency.

p

a model-setting approach
FOR PUTTING HIGH BARRIER INDIVIDUALS TO WORK IN METRO ATLANTA
By Joy Wilkins, CEcD

GoodTransitions program participant Lloyd Foster had a very clear career goal, working 
on the new Atlanta Falcon’s stadium. Goodwill helped him get the construction training 
and credentials he needed to get started on that career path.
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al parents with open child support orders, and helping 
these individuals meet their child support obligations 
was also a desire for both grant administrators and pro-
gram leaders.

	 By its conclusion in June 2015, the GoodTransitions 
program had exceeded the performance goals set forth by 
grant administrators – putting a total of 387 individuals 
to work with area employers.  Individuals served through 
the program hailed from six counties in metro Atlanta 
– Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Fulton, Gwinnett, and Henry 
counties.  With the assistance received, program partici-
pants were hired for good jobs that enabled them not 
only to take better care of themselves but also, in many 
cases, their children.  In doing so, the Goodwill team fos-
tered economic development at the most personal level.

A COLLABORATIVE INITIATIVE FROM THE START
	 GoodTransitions would not have been possible with-
out outstanding partnerships from the very onset and 
throughout the course of the program.  The $5.7 million 
demonstration grant from the U.S. Department of Labor 
was designed in consultation with the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services and U.S. Department of 
Justice.  The Georgia Department of Human Services’ 
Division of Child Support’s Fatherhood Program invit-
ed Goodwill to partner in applying for the grant.  After 
Goodwill was awarded the grant, the two would later 
partner in launching the GoodTransitions program and 
recruiting potential participants.

	 The program’s success was also made possible with 
the collaborative efforts of a number of other external 
partners in the Atlanta area.  Beyond the Georgia Depart-
ment of Human Services, other key partners included: 

•	 The United Way of Greater Atlanta: provided 
$250,000 in start-up funds to cover needed expenses 
not covered by the grant, such as transportation costs 
for the participants.

•	 Area Workforce Investment Boards: provided 
referrals for the program.  

•	 The Urban League of Greater Atlanta and The 
Center for Working Families, Inc. (nonprofits that 
offer workforce development services): provided 
training in soft skills and job readiness for program 
participants.  

•	 Families First (a nonprofit that focuses on connect-
ing, strengthening and sustaining families): visited 
with program participants to help them deal with 

access and visitation and to develop better communi-
cation with their children and the custodial parent.

•	 Atlanta Regional Commission: helped with form-
ing partnerships with businesses to provide transi-
tional and permanent jobs.  

•	 Morehouse College and Georgia State University: 
served as program evaluators.  Evaluations by these 
institutions of higher learning yielded insights that 
not only informed Goodwill’s efforts during the 
GoodTransitions program but future efforts as well.

	 Goodwill served as the lead organization for the Good-
Transitions program, which the agency did throughout 
the program’s duration.  The program was led by a mem-
ber of the senior management team within Goodwill and, 
at its peak, included a collaborative and multidisciplinary 
partnership among 17 staff members within the agency.  

AIMS OF THE PROGRAM
	 To meet the directive of the demonstration grant, the 
GoodTransitions program aimed to serve men and wom-
en, age 18 years old or older, who were low-income, non-
custodial parents with open child support orders.  Be-
yond these qualifying characteristics, participants could 
also be unemployed or underemployed individuals, 
dislocated workers, people with disabilities, high school 
dropouts, people with criminal records and other disad-
vantaged individuals. 

	 Also, while Goodwill provides training and job place-
ment services to numerous populations, through Good-
Transitions, the agency focused on serving a specific 
targeted population.  This resulted in an exciting oppor-
tunity to learn how to serve a specific cohort and con-
sider which approaches work best given their unique 
needs and interests.  It also revealed some insights into 
common needs shared by these individuals.

	 In order to receive grant funds, Goodwill committed 
to the following performance goals:

•	 Enroll 500 non-custodial parents into the GoodTran-
sitions program.

•	 Provide transitional training jobs and supportive 
services, such as assessments, case management and 
help with transportation for program participants.

Goodwill served as the lead organization for the 
GoodTransitions program, which the agency did 
throughout the program’s duration.  The program 
was led by a member of the senior management 
team within Goodwill and, at its peak, included 
a collaborative and multidisciplinary partnership 
among 17 staff members within the agency. 

Goodwill Employment Specialist Quandarious Brinkley works with 
GoodTransitions participant Anthony Davis on his résumé.
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•	 Assist with placing 60 percent of the program partici-
pants into competitive employment.

	 Goodwill’s performance was also measured according 
to goals set for the participants after they were placed 
in a permanent job.  For example, grant administrators 
wanted to see an average wage of $9.00 per hour earned 
by program participants placed in a permanent job. The 
majority of placed individuals were also expected to re-
tain their jobs for a measurable period of time.  Last but 
not least, program leaders hoped to see at least half of the 
participants meet their child support obligations upon 
being gainfully employed.

RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS
	 Goodwill and partners recruited more than 3,000 
candidates through a variety of outlets.  In order to de-
termine who should be enrolled in the program, Good-
will implemented Assessment Week, a boot camp of sorts 
that proved to be a successful process for screening and 
qualifying program candidates.  

	 The GoodTransitions team worked through a number 
of important details in order to launch Assessment Week.  
For example, where were the sessions going to be held, 
and what tools would be used to assess the participants?  
Who was going to lead the sessions, and what additional 
materials would they need?  After a significant amount 
of upfront planning, the team held the first Assessment 
Week in November 2011.

	 On average, Assessment Weeks were conducted twice 
a month for two years until program participation goals 
were met.  During these weeks, the team reviewed each 
candidate to assess eligibility for grant services.  They 
weighed considerations such as whether a candidate 
could get a job on his or her own, needed help in vo-
cational rehabilitation beyond what Goodwill could 
provide, and whether the person could be truly helped 
through this program.  Candidates also had to meet cer-
tain financial guidelines, and, if male, they had to comply 
with selective service registration requirements.  

	 According to program leaders, at least 30 percent of 
those attending the first day of Assessment Week sessions 
did not return.  While some individuals did not meet 

income or selective service requirements, it was under-
stood that several individuals did not return because they 
did not want to submit to a drug test.

	 Once eligibility was determined, evidence of motiva-
tion, reliability, and dependability was most important 
for selecting participants for the program.  The attendees 
would do group exercises led by a vocational evaluator.  
Case managers, job coaches, and employment specialists 
were in the room to observe, assess and assist as needed.  

	 The team used a specific rubric for recommending 
whether participants were appropriate for the program 
and could move on to random assignment.  Some partici-
pants were referred to vocational rehabilitation or pro-
vided other help if they were deemed to be not a good fit 
for the grant program.  Rubric considerations included:

•	 Punctuality and attendance: Did the participant attend 
course sessions on time and work productively?

•	 Curiosity (ability to ask appropriate questions): Did the 
participant make an effort to understand and clarify 
concepts?

•	 Motivation: Did the participant demonstrate interest 
in course material and participate in skills training?

•	 Critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving: Did the 
participant resolve assigned or encountered problems 
with/without help?

•	 Writing sample: Did the participant’s writings demon-
strate an understanding of concepts?

•	 Employment history: Did the participant work in the 
last three months to two years, and was this work 
consistent or moderately consistent?

•	 Criminal background: Did the participant not have a 
serious criminal background?

	 For each rubric area, participants received a score of 
“2” for having an above average performance, “1” for av-
erage and “0” for below average.  Those individuals who 

Goodwill Employment Specialist Ameedah Williams assists  
GoodTransitions program participant Ronald Clark in one of  
Goodwill’s Career Centers.

GoodTransitions program participant Robert Felder shows Goodwill 
Director of Information and Training Jonathan Wilson some of the 
products he merchandises daily at his new job at BJ’s Wholesale Club.
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received all “2s” did not qualify for GoodTransitions; they 
did not appear to have significant barriers to obtaining 
competitive employment on their own.  Those individu-
als who received a cumulative score of less than “6” were 
deemed to need assistance beyond GoodTransitions and 
referred to an appropriate resource.

	 After a three-month ramp-up, the grant allowed two 
years to enroll all participants in the program.  From 
November 2011 to November 2013, a total of 1004 in-
dividuals were deemed to qualify for the program and 
assistance.  Of these, a total of 504 participants were ran-
domly selected to be served through GoodTransitions.  

	 What surprised program leaders was the largely ho-
mogenous nature of the group beyond the common 
characteristics of being low-income, non-custodial par-
ents with open child support orders.  For example, most 
of the participants were male and had a criminal back-
ground.

PUTTING PEOPLE TO WORK
	 GoodTransitions program participants received a full 
array of services available through Goodwill.  As an early 
step and before they were placed in a transitional job, 
participants received training on sexual harassment pre-
vention because program leaders identified this as a lead-
ing and essential educational need.  Next, they were in-

troduced to the concept of 
creating their Individual 
Employment Plan (IEP), a 
plan they would continue 
to work on with Goodwill 
staff throughout their par-
ticipation in the program.  

	 The participants also 
took a Test of Adult Basic 
Education (TABE) assess-
ment with a vocational 
evaluator.  Case managers 
helped participants review 
their career and finan-
cial goals, assess whether 
their goals were realistic, 
and consider their talents, 
what they could do to 
support their families, and 
what additional training 
was needed to help them 
reach their goals.  

	 While many grants are designed to have participants 
partake in upfront training for some length of time and 
then be placed into competitive employment, this grant 
was different. GoodTransitions participants started work-
ing in their transitional training job during the week im-
mediately following Assessment Week, enabling them 
to earn money right away.  To make this happen, par-
ticipants were placed in jobs at Goodwill stores so they 
could work while receiving training and supportive ser-
vices.  Upon arrival, the participants were given a cloth-
ing card to buy clothes from the store so they could meet 
the dress code.

	 Regarding the training, beyond basic job-readiness 
training, staff considered whether there was any spe-
cific occupational skills training that Goodwill could 
offer during the course of the program that would help 
improve the participants’ chances at employment.  The 
training provided was highly individualized to fit par-
ticipant needs.  Examples of training arranged by staff 
to help participants included Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration certification, commercial drivers’ 
licenses, CPR and first aid certification, forklift certifica-
tion, floor tech certification or apartment maintenance 
certification.   

	 Program participants were assigned a job coach who 
evaluated their work habits (punctuality, general attitude 
and demeanor, dealing with co-workers and supervisors, 
serving customers, handling work flow processes, man-
aging conflict, etc.) at the stores and provided feedback 
to participants on a daily basis.  The participants contin-
ued to receive training every day on job readiness while 
earning a paycheck at their transitional job site.  

HOW ECONOMIC DEVELOPERS CAN GET INVOLVED

	 Economic developers are usually the main conveners, connec-
tors, and facilitators of dynamic collaborations among multiple 
stakeholder groups within the communities they serve.  Ever so 
importantly, they are the main connectors to area business owners 
and other employers.  In many cases, they are also able to stay in 
tune with other community-based organizations that are focused 
on helping high-barrier individuals develop the skills needed by 
businesses and other employers and participate in the workforce 
and economy.  

	 From a big picture standpoint, economic developers can  
provide the macro view with respect to industry trends and needs 
in order to strategically inform workforce developers, employers, 
and individuals alike.  In addition, given they are usually uniquely 
positioned to know who is doing what, where, and for whom in 
their respective communities, economic developers can serve as  
the bridge between the workforce developers, employers, and 
individuals. Facilitating connections and fostering regular  
communication among and between these three parties so that 
workforce development efforts best align with employer needs  
is an essential role economic developers can play in serving their 
local constituencies.

	 Indeed, economic developers have the potential to serve as the 
“marriage counselor” between people and the economy.

GoodTransitions program participants received a 
full array of services available through Goodwill.  
As an early step and before they were placed in a 
transitional job, participants received training on 
sexual harassment prevention because program 
leaders identified this as a leading and essential 
educational need.

Goodwill partnered with Atlanta Toyota to 
deliver training for participants to become 
Certified Forklift Operators.
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	 Throughout the time of their assignment, their job 
coach advised them on their tasks at hand, how to carry 
out directions, and how to get the job done.  Job coaches 
provided ongoing feedback and guidance on what par-
ticipants needed to change in order to be employable.  
They also provided daily encouragement to them.  Case 
managers were on site periodically and as needed to meet 
with and provide individual counseling and support to 
participants, as well.  

	 As participants improved at their Goodwill store jobs, 
their job coach and case manager determined when they 
were ready to move on to a community site.  This was a 
transitional job with an employer contracted by Good-

will.  Community site employment provided participants 
with greater autonomy than their previous transitional 
jobs.  Job coaches were not on site and there were typi-
cally not many (if any) other program participants on 
site, either.  

	 Case managers checked in on participants regularly, 
and continually monitored and assessed their progress.   
This was an important precursor and step toward moving 
into competitive employment, that is, a permanent job 
provided by a regular employer.  Participants received as-
sistance with purchasing tools, clothes, glasses and any-
thing else needed for the job.

ABOUT THE JOB CLUB 

	 On Fridays, instead of working at their transitional jobs 
(whether at Goodwill or a community site), participants 
were required to attend a job club.  Initially, individual clubs 
were held at each Goodwill store that served as a transi-
tional job site.  The program would vary week to week and 
was customized to meet participant needs as determined by 
the job coaches.  

	 Participants received coaching on preparing their 
resume, preparing for an interview, and calling on employ-
ers.  They learned from employment specialists about job 
searching techniques and specific behaviors that would 
improve their chances for getting a job.  They also received 
further guidance from their job coach and case manager on 
how they could become more ready for the workforce.  The 
participants were paid to attend the job clubs.

	 In April 2013, the clubs at each store were combined 
into one larger Job Club for all participants. While the clubs 
were a helpful experience for participants beforehand, the 
combined Job Club reached new heights in terms of value 
and impact.  Program leaders see it as one of the best 
things to come out of GoodTransitions.  They noticed a dif-
ferent level of creativity and freshness among participants as 
they came together from various transitional job sites.  

	 Participants were able to interact with and learn from 
peers and Goodwill staff they did not work with or see 
regularly.  The unified club was observed to bring new 
energy to the participants’ experiences, as well as provide 
more channels for encouragement and reinforcement.

	 Over time, the Job Club training became more in-depth.  
Sometimes the training was provided by Goodwill staff and 
other times it was provided by partners.  Job coaches, case 
managers and employment specialists were all on site so 
that participants could benefit from multiple perspectives.  
Participants received training on topics such as: 

•	 Anger management,

•	 Balancing work and home,

•	 Basic computer skills,

•	 Building a positive relationship with your boss,

•	 Career planning and salary negotiation,

•	 Conflict resolution,

•	 Customer service,

•	 Diversity in the workplace,

•	 Effective communication skills,

•	 Financial management,

•	 Getting along with co-workers,

•	 Goals and motivation,

•	 How to keep a job,

•	 Interviewing skills,

•	 Problem solving and decision making,

•	 Resumes and cover letters,

•	 Sexual harassment prevention,

•	 Stress management,

•	 Succeeding at job fairs, and

•	 Workplace safety and health.

	 In addition to this training, the Job Clubs provided a 
venue for other learning activities.  Program participants 
eventually developed and led some of these activities.  They 
started a book club, led discussion groups, and invented 
new group activities.  As an example of the latter, they cre-
ated a financial literacy game for participants to take home 
and play with their children.

	 What impressed program leaders most was how 
Job Club participants bonded and developed a genuine 
camaraderie and concern for each other.  They assisted 
staff with identifying and addressing participant needs.  As 
one example, one participant delayed his start date for a 
competitive employment position for three weeks until he 
researched the new health insurance laws and made sure 
everyone in the club understood the laws and signed up for 
coverage.  

	 Even after graduating to competitive employment, 
program alumni often returned to the Job Club to offer 
words of encouragement and share their real-life experi-
ences and stories with participants.  They talked about how 
they had to pull themselves together and accept help to find 
employment, and their stories resonated with the partici-
pants.  Their words of advisement about the importance of 
listening to the case managers, job coaches, and employ-
ment specialists also provided impactful reinforcement.  The 
alumni experienced firsthand that the program worked, and 
they were eager to let others know about it.
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	 Once a participant was deemed ready for competi-
tive employment, the case manager completed a Partici-
pant Employment Profile (PEP) and the individual was 
matched with an employment specialist.  Prior to this 
point, the employment specialists visited job club meet-
ings to provide job-seeking tips to participants.   They 
also met approximately every two weeks with case man-
agers to provide advisement about individual cases and 
situations.  

	 Once an employment specialist was matched with 
a participant, he or she would search for possible jobs 
based on the participant’s PEP and IEP.  The specialist 
would look for a job that matched participant goals, skills 
and geography, and worked in tandem with the case 
manager and job coach to find a suitable placement.   

	 Ultimately, each participant had three individuals – 
the case manager, job coach, and employment specialist 
– who served as an integrated team to help him or her be 
successful in transitioning from the program to the gain-
fully employed.  Staff kept and shared meticulous case 
notes on their involvement with participants to ensure 
that everyone was “in the know” on important informa-
tion for best serving them.  They worked together to help 
participants to become job-ready, prepare for interviews, 
and become successful members of the workforce.  

	 In addition to helping participants develop appropri-
ate workplace behavior, the GoodTransitions team also 
helped them with developing realistic expectations.  For 
example, some participants thought they could go to 
work immediately.  Others were unaware of their bar-
riers.  Through the care and attention provided by the 
case managers, job coaches, and employment specialists, 
the participants were able to gain a better understanding 
about their limitations and their opportunities for gainful 
employment. 

	 Goodwill case managers also helped participants with 
developing a better relationship with their children, 
when possible.  They worked with the participants to tap 
into their innate desire to connect with their children, 
and provided counseling in this regard.  Indeed, the key 
motive for many participants to stay in the program was 
the understanding that their participation could have a 
long-term impact on their children.   

	 Throughout the course of their participation in the 
program, participants attended weekly “job club” meet-
ings.  The job club ultimately became a dynamic vessel 
for mentoring and peer-to-peer support which program 

leaders point to as a critical 
success factor.  Once par-
ticipants moved into com-
petitive employment, they 
were considered graduates 
of the program.

ABOUT THE PATH TO 
EMPLOYMENT
	 Dealing with a criminal 
background was viewed 
by participants as their 
most challenging barrier 
to employment.  Staff saw 
the lack of transportation 
also as a lead barrier. Other 
challenging barriers iden-
tified by a team with Geor-
gia State University in-
cluded poor mental health 
and self-esteem, substance 
abuse and addiction, lack 
of job-seeking skills, com-
puter illiteracy, reading il-
literacy, poor communica-
tion skills, and lack of housing.  The GoodTransitions team 
worked with each participant individually to overcome 
these barriers.

	 Despite these barriers, some participants did well in 
rising above them during the course of the program.  Not 
surprisingly, however, others did not do so well and had 
to repeat some steps.  For example, some participants did 
not transition to their community site well and had to 
return to a Goodwill store for further training.  Likewise, 
some participants struggled in competitive employment 
and had to be re-assigned to a transitional job at a Good-
will store or a community site.  Several participants had 
to be placed in competitive employment jobs more than 
once.  Program leaders indicated that a lack of impulse 
control was a leading cause.  

	 When a participant exhibited certain negative behav-
ior (poor attitude, frequent lateness, conflict with others, 
trouble following direction), job coaches would address 
it immediately and the case manager would make a note 
of it.  After the first instance, the participant received a 
verbal warning.  After the second instance, the partici-
pant had a conversation with their case managers about 
the negative behavior (what shouldn’t have been done) 
and explored ways to stop such behavior (what can be 
done better in the future).  After the third instance, a 
written “behavioral contract” was developed with the 
participant, with specific action steps for preventing the 
negative behavior.  

	 The decision on how to proceed with difficult situ-
ations depended upon the severity and specifics of the 
case.  With the goal of helping participants go back to 
work and keep their jobs, Goodwill staff did not seek to 
dismiss participants from the program but sought ear-
nestly for corrective ways to address the challenge.  In 

Large employer partnerships allowed for many 
different kinds of training opportunities, including 
the automotive center at BJ’s Wholesale Club.

Throughout the course of their participation in 
the program, participants attended weekly “job 
club” meetings.  The job club ultimately became 
a dynamic vessel for mentoring and peer-to-peer 
support which program leaders point to as a criti-
cal success factor.  Once participants moved into 
competitive employment, they were considered 
graduates of the program.
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some cases, participants were placed on “interrupt” sta-
tus (that is, a hiatus from the program) to take care of 
personal situations.  They were allowed to return once 
they could again meet the program requirements. 

	 Goodwill staff also determined if the participants 
needed more one-on-one coaching. For example, if par-
ticipants did not show the same type of misbehavior un-
til working outside a Goodwill store, staff would return 
them to the store to work with a job coach on addressing 
the problem.

OUTCOMES
	 From the onset, Goodwill had agreed to meet certain 
performance goals with respect to: 

•	 Number of program participants,

•	 Percentage of participants who entered work,

•	 Those who stayed working for three consecutive 
quarters,

•	 Those who were paying child support, and

•	 Average salaries earned by participants when  
employed.  

	 Goodwill exceeded each of these goals through the 
GoodTransitions program.    

	 A total of 387 participants (77 percent of the 504 pro-
gram participants) went to work through the program, 
largely in jobs with business employers.  Staff made a 
total of 625 placements, as some participants were placed 
more than once.  

	 The following chart illustrates that the vast majority 
(85 percent) of the participants worked for three con-
secutive quarters after graduating from the program.

	 Nearly two-thirds of the participants made child sup-
port payments for three quarters past their quarter of 
placement, regardless of whether they kept their jobs.

	 While the average wage per hour earned by partici-
pants was $10.14, more than 40 participants earned 
hourly wages at $14 and above.  The highest wage earned 
was $30 per hour.

	 Ultimately, individuals with some of the highest barri-
ers to employment – people with a criminal background 
– received life changing help.  While this was not the 
intended focus of the grant, it became the focus given so 
many of the participants served through the program had 
a background for offenses beyond having an open child 
support order.  

	 Goodwill staff successfully worked with participants 
to help them talk about and overcome their backgrounds 
and earn respect from their employers.  Staff also lever-
aged trusted relationships in place with employers who 
agreed to provide job placements for the participants.  
Many participants were able to be reunited with their 
children and heal broken relationships with their loved 
ones.   Participants also received essential help for deal-
ing with mental health problems, substance abuse issues, 
and other obstacles holding them back.  Goodwill ex-
ceeded expectations in helping these returning citizens 
rebuild their lives.

CONCLUSION
	 Four years and 387 changed lives later, Goodwill can 
look back at the GoodTransitions program with a feeling 
of great accomplishment.  Experiences with the program 
confirm that it does take a multifaceted team (of work-
force developers, human services providers, employment 
specialists, business connectors, employers and mission-
driven funders) to help individuals with significant bar-
riers overcome them and become gainfully employed 
members of our society. Such interventions not only help 
these individuals but also employers who repeatedly 
point to workforce issues as a leading concern with re-
spect to maintaining or strengthening their competitive-
ness.  What Goodwill accomplished through GoodTransi-
tions is nothing short of economic development at the 
most personal level – helping individuals improve their 
productive potential to take care of themselves and their 
loved ones, and contribute to the world around them.  

PROGRAM GROUP PARTICIPANTS
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Become an Accredited Economic Development Organization (AEDO)

The AEDO designation recognizes the professional excellence
of economic development organizations and provides them with useful

feedback on their operations, structure, and procedures.

The benefits of AEDO status include:

H Increased visibility	 H A profile in IEDC’s bi-monthly newsletter

H Exclusive use of the AEDO logo	 H Participation in the Annual Meeting 
	     of AEDO Organizations

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800

LESSONS LEARNED

	 During the course of GoodTransitions, program leaders had the opportunity to develop, test and pilot a variety of ap-
proaches.  Following are examples of some lessons learned as revealed from their experiences.  

•	 Assessment Week:  Including a team process for recruiting, assessing and vetting potential program participants was 
clearly the difference maker for ensuring that the right people were served through the program.  

•	 Transportation Assistance:  The lack of transportation is a leading barrier for participants who are struggling to make 
ends meet.  Had assistance to take public transit not been available, several participants would not have been served 
through the program.  

•	 Holistic Approach: Case managers, job coaches, and employment specialists working as a team to serve each individual 
participant provided a holistic, customized approach.  Participants not only attained essential occupational skills but also 
the supportive human services to overcome job readiness and life management barriers.

•	 Job Club: The Job Club provided a valuable way for participants to stay connected and engaged with each other.  
Gathering regularly provided opportunities for valuable peer-to-peer learning and mentoring.  In addition to receiving job 
search support, participants received help in developing essential life skills.

•	 Dealing with Substance Abuse:  The high level of substance abuse among participants was beyond expectation by 
Goodwill staff.  Program leaders identified intense training on substance abuse and its impacts as a core and mandatory 
component to ideally incorporate in similar programs offered in the future.

•	 Partnering with Business: Through building, maintaining and strengthening trusted relationships with businesses in 
the region, employment specialists were able to exceed program goals in placing participants in permanent jobs.

•	 Importance of Credentials:  Many of the participants received an industry preferred certificate.  Given that industry-
preferred credentials are a major hiring criterion among employers, program leaders suggest that it become mandatory 
for all participants in such programs to earn at least one certificate. 

•	 Sustainability Planning: Goodwill was not interested in simply executing a one-time program.  Instead, the team fol-
lowed a plan to apply the learning from this program in other efforts to serve through current and future programs, and 
also to sustain some of the momentum achieved during the program.

www.iedconline.org
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IDENTIFYING THE APPROPRIATE  
LABOR SHED 

inding the skills and labor needed 
to run a successful business is at 
the top of most expanding firms’ 
checklists as they consider new lo-

cations.  For many economic developers, pro-
viding evidence that their region has the number 
of workers with particular skills needed for the 
expanding firms is a challenge.  It is particularly 
challenging in rural or remote areas where the 
labor force is relatively small.  In these cases, it 
is important for economic developers to identify 
the appropriate labor shed and a full count of 
workers who could fill positions needed from the 
pipeline of incumbent workers, the unemployed, 
and students being trained for the needed skills.

	 Identifying an appropriate labor shed, which is 
defined as where a firm will be drawing its workers, 
is crucial information for expanding firms to ensure 
that their labor force needs are available and sus-
tainable. Underestimating the size of the labor shed 
could mean a deal is lost because the prospect won’t 
be confident they can hire enough people.1  Over-
estimating the size of the labor force could lead to 
shortages in staffing the new business and leave the 
region with the reputation of over promising. 

	 Typically, using the geographic borders of coun-
ties or a specified mile radius around a location to 
identify the labor shed is inaccurate and leads to 
costly worker shortages or excluding a location in a 
rural area that may be ideal. As shown in the exam-
ples here, drive-time analysis is needed to prevent 
such problems.  

	 Consider a computer system design firm that is 
contemplating an expansion of 87 workers in Leba-
non, Virginia, that has a population of 3,386 and 
is the county seat of Russell County – population 
nearly 29,000 based on Census 2010 over an area 
of 477 square miles. 

	 Russell County is an obvious starting point for 
the labor shed but it is clearly too narrow so adding 
in the contiguous counties makes sense.  The larger 
region of eight counties and one city has a popula-
tion of nearly 270,000 based on Census 2010 over 
an area of 3,802.5 square miles.  

	 Based on the typical computer system design 
firm, the new firm will hire 12 applications soft-
ware developers, eight computer systems analysts, 

labor economics
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Typically, using the geographic borders of 
counties or a specified mile radius around 
a location to identify the labor shed is 
inaccurate and leads to costly worker 
shortages or excluding a location in a 
rural area that may be ideal.

Economic developers in rural areas face unique 
challenges in demonstrating that their area has a 

sufficient supply of workers with the skills needed 
to support an expanding firm. If the labor shed is 

defined too narrowly, a deal could be lost because 
the prospect is uncertain that they can hire the 
people needed to expand successfully. A labor 

shed defined too broadly, however, could result in 
the expanding firm being unable to appropriately 

staff its new operations and the region’s economic 
developers earning a reputation for overpromising 

and underdelivering.
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and six computer programmers. Table 1 shows addition-
al occupations that fill out the top ten skills needed as 
well as the number of people in the region who are either 
employed or unemployed with the necessary skills.  

	 Firms or site selectors that we have worked with say they 
like to see at least 50 people, on average,2 either working 
or unemployed, in the occupations they will need to fill to 
ensure success. The potential candidate-to-opening ratio3 

in Table 1 is green when the ratio meets or exceeds what 
is required and is shaded from yellow to orange to red 
when the ratio is so low that an expansion to the region is 
predicted to result in the inability to hire enough workers 
with the needed skills. Not surprisingly, expanding the 
labor shed from Russell County to the Russell + Contigu-
ous Counties region shows more promise that enough 
workers will be available.  However, the potential candi-
date-to-opening ratio remains orange for most of the top 
ten occupations needed.

	 Labor sheds do not stop at state or county lines.  This 
is particularly relevant for Lebanon that is located in the 
southwest corner of Virginia with interstate access to 
Tennessee and West Virginia. Although the willingness 
of workers to travel a long distance is dependent to some 

TABLE 1: OCCUPATION REQUIREMENT FOR COMPUTER SYSTEMS DESIGN AND RELATED SERVICES

	 Russell County	 Russell Contiguous Counties

Title	 New			   Potential			   Potential 
	 Employer	 Current	 Current	 Candidate/	 Current	 Current	 Candidate/ 
	 Demand	 Employed	Unemployed	 Opening Ratio	Employed	 Unemployed	 Opening Ratio

Software Developers, Applications	 12	 63	 2	 5	 274	 9	 24

Computer Systems Analysts	 8	 45	 2	 6	 228	 10	 30

Computer Programmers	 6	 30	 2	 5	 120	 6	 21

Computer User Support Specialists	 6	 46	 4	 8	 269	 20	 48

Software Developers, Systems Software	 6	 30	 1	 5	 132	 4	 23

Computer and Information Systems Managers	 4	 25	 1	 6	 145	 5	 38

Network and Computer Systems Administrators	 3	 27	 1	 9	 176	 6	 61

Sales Representatives, Services, All Other	 3	 64	 7	 24	 400	 39	 147

Computer Network Architects	 2	 12	 0	 6	 61	 1	 31

Computer Network Support Specialists	 2	 16	 1	 8	 83	 6	 45

Source: JobsEQ®							     

TECHNOLOGY PARK DRIVE 60-MINUTE DRIVE TIME, 
COMPUTER OCCUPATIONS BY PLACE OF RESIDENCE

Source: JobsEQ®

Number of
Computer
Occupations

< 1
1 to 2
2 to 7
7 to 29
29 to 61
≥ 61

TABLE 2: 60-MINUTE DRIVE TIME LABOR SHED FOR COMPUTER SYSTEMS DESIGN AND RELATED SERVICES

Title	 New Employer	 Current	 Current	 Potential Candidate/ 
	 Demand	 Employed	 Unemployed	  Opening Ratio

Software Developers, Applications	 12	 460	 14	 40

Computer Systems Analysts	 8	 458	 19	 60

Computer Programmers	 6	 213	 11	 37

Computer User Support Specialists	 6	 529	 37	 94

Software Developers, Systems Software	 6	 238	 7	 41

Computer and Information Systems Managers	 4	 280	 9	 72

Network and Computer Systems Administrators	 3	 356	 12	 123

Sales Representatives, Services, All Other	 3	 845	 80	 309

Computer Network Architects	 2	 117	 2	 59

Computer Network Support Specialists	 2	 172	 12	 92

Source: JobsEQ®				  
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degree on the wages and salaries earned as well as gas-
oline prices, a 60-minute drive time is a good starting 
point to estimate a labor shed because some people will 
drive that distance to work.

	 A map showing the residence by zip code tabulation 
area (ZCTA)4 of people with computer occupations in-
dicates some promising concentrations of people with 
the skills needed by the expanding firm just across the 
border in Tennessee. Drilling down to the detailed oc-
cupations shown in Table 2 indicates a sufficient num-
ber of candidates for most but not all of the occupations. 
The second part of this article deals with how rural areas 
can measure the pipeline of potential candidates that will 
fill out the number of workers needed by the expanding 
firm.

	 It is also important not to overestimate the size of the 
labor shed because it could lead to a failed expansion.  
Using a 60-mile radius instead of a drive time puts rural 
areas at risk of overestimating the potential labor force  
especially if nearby mountains, lakes, or rivers slow 
down travel time.  As shown in the map of the radius 
versus drive time from Lebanon, the mountains limit  
the driving distance in some directions from Lebanon, 
which suggests the labor force shown in Table 3 will not 
materialize.

TABLE 3: 60-MILE RADIUS LABOR SHED FOR COMPUTER 
SYSTEMS DESIGN AND RELATED SERVICES			 

				    Potential 
	 New			   Candidate/ 
	 Employer	 Current	 Current	 Opening 
Title	 Demand	 Employed	Unemployed	 Ratio

Software Developers, 
Applications	 12	 1,124	 36	 97

Computer Systems Analysts	 8	 1,170	 50	 153

Computer Programmers	 6	 549	 28	 96

Computer User Support  
Specialists	 6	 1,466	 105	 262

Software Developers, Systems 
Software	 6	 569	 18	 98

Computer and Information 
Systems Managers	 4	 754	 26	 195

Network and Computer Systems 
Administrators	 3	 979	 35	 338

Sales Representatives, Services, 
All Other	 3	 2,332	 232	 855

Computer Network Architects	 2	 311	 5	 158

Computer Network Support 
Specialists	 2	 463	 34	 249

Source: JobsEQ®				  

COMPARING TECHNOLOGY PARK DRIVE 60-MINUTE 
DRIVE TIME TO CONTIGUOUS COUNTIES

Source: JobsEQ®

COMPARING TECHNOLOGY PARK DRIVE 60-MINUTE DRIVE 
TIME TO A 60-MILE RADIUS

Source: JobsEQ®
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MEASURING THE PIPELINE OF WORKERS
	 When the potential candidate-to-opening ratio falls 
short of the needed workers, measuring the pipeline of 
potential workers in a rural area becomes very important 
to win a prospect firm.  In this case, rural areas can point 
to the number of people who have similar skills and can 
be upskilled, or are currently in school and will be gradu-
ating with the skills needed by the prospect.

	 The 60-minute drive time potential candidate-to-
opening ratio for “software developers, applications” 
with a Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) system 
code of 15-1132 is somewhat below the threshold of 50 
that would make a prospect comfortable with an expan-

sion (Table 2).  However, as shown in Table 4, there are 
1,728 individuals within a 60-minute drive time that are 
in occupations with alternative SOC codes that could be 
upskilled for the software developer job.  

	 In addition to upskilling workers, rural areas can 
point to the number of graduates that typically enter the 
workforce on an annual basis as part of the ongoing fu-
ture pipeline to support the prospect firm’s workforce. 
Table 5, for example, identifies 93 graduates with a cer-
tificate or two-year degree and 41 with four-year degrees 
that graduated within the labor shed of the Technology 
Park 60-minute drive time in the 2013-2014 academic 
year.

TABLE 4: NUMBER OF PEOPLE WITH RELATED OCCUPATIONS FOR SOFTWARE DEVELOPERS, 
APPLICATIONS (SOC CODE 15-1132)				  

SOC Code	 Occ Description	 Employed	 Unemployed	 Regional Average  
				    Wage

15-1121	 Computer Systems Analysts	 474	 19	 $74,700

15-1142	 Network and Computer Systems Administrators	 364	 13	 $68,900

15-1133	 Software Developers, Systems Software	 238	 7	 $84,100

15-1131	 Computer Programmers	 226	 11	 $53,800

15-1199	 Computer Occupations, All Other	 160	 7	 $70,600

15-1134	 Web Developers	 113	 4	 $57,700

15-1141	 Database Administrators	 106	 3	 $81,000

17-2061	 Computer Hardware Engineers	 34	 1	 $101,400

15-1111	 Computer and Information Research Scientists	 12	 0	 $89,000

	 -Total-	 1,728	 67

Numbers do not sum to total due to rounding. 
Source: JobsEQ				  

TABLE 5: REGIONAL POSTSECONDARY PROGRAMS, TECHNOLOGY PARK 60-MINUTE DRIVE TIME	

	 Annual Awards 		

Title/School	 Certificates and	 4-Year Degrees	 Postgraduate  
	 2-Year Degrees		  Degrees

11.0101 Computer and Information Sciences, General			 

Mountain Empire Community College	 9	 0	 0

Northeast State Community College	 35	 0	 0

Southwest Virginia Community College	 26	 0	 0

The University of Virginia’s College at Wise	 0	 3	 0

Virginia Highlands Community College	 23	 0	 0

11.0103 Information Technology			 

King University	 0	 36	 0

Virginia Highlands Community College	 0	 0	 0

52.1201 Management Information Systems, General			 

Bluefield College	 0	 0	 0

The University of Virginia’s College at Wise	 0	 2	 0

Total	 93	 41	 0

Data as of the 2013-2014 academic year			 

Source: JobsEQ and National Center for Education Statistics			 
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CONCLUSION
	 Economic developers in rural areas face unique chal-
lenges in demonstrating that their area has a sufficient 
supply of workers with the skills needed to support an 
expanding firm. If the labor shed is defined too narrowly, 
a deal could be lost because the prospect is uncertain that 
they can hire the people needed to expand successfully. 
A labor shed defined too broadly, however, could result 
in the expanding firm being unable to appropriately staff 
its new operations and the region’s economic developers 
earning a reputation for overpromising and underdeliv-
ering. Identifying an area’s labor shed using drive time 
analysis, as opposed to a labor shed defined by a specific 
radius from the firm’s potential location, will help a pros-
pect gain an accurate picture of its potential labor supply. 
Once the labor shed is properly defined, the pipeline of 
potential workers should be identified; this may include 
workers who have similar skills and can be upskilled, or 
are currently in school and will be graduating with the 
skills needed by the prospect. With a sound understand-
ing of how to define the local labor shed and identify the 
pipeline of potential workers, economic developers in 
rural areas will be properly equipped to provide critical 
labor market data to prospects.  

ENDNOTES
1	 Another issue that rural areas often face is nondisclosed data 

because one firm makes up 80 percent or more of the area’s 
employment or there are fewer than three firms in an industry 
grouping.  In these cases, it is important to obtain estimates 
of the number of employees in those firms as well as their oc-
cupations.  Commercially available labor data software tools, 
such as JobsEQ, provide such estimates.

2	 The number of workers required often varies by occupation.
3	 The candidate-to-opening ratio is derived by summing the 

number of people currently employed or unemployed in a 
particular occupation and dividing it by the new employer 
demand.

4	 ZCTAs is a trademark of the U.S. Census Bureau.  Additional 
information can be found here: https://www.census.gov/geo/
maps-data/data/zcta_rel_download.html

STAY CURRENT
Visit IEDC’s Online Bookstore for the very best offerings

of ED publications from major publishers, plus IEDC’s

own technical reports and education manuals.

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org 
Or call: (202) 223-7800

Identifying an area’s labor shed using drive 
time analysis, as opposed to a labor shed 

defined by a specific radius from the firm’s 
potential location, will help a prospect gain an 

accurate picture of its potential labor supply. 

https://www.census.gov/geo/maps-data/data/zcta_rel_download.html
www.iedconline.org
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t might not show up in the bottom 
line, but developing bike trails, parks, 
alleyways and commissioning pub-
lic sculptures can be as integral to 

economic development as a timely and 
enticing financial or tax incentive. Across 
Michigan, businesses are looking for communi-
ties with a distinctive sense of place that attracts 
people, builds community, and brings people to-
gether to create a strong local identity. 

	 The Michigan Economic Development Corpora-
tion serves as the state’s marketing arm and lead ad-
vocate for business growth, jobs, and opportunity 
with a focus on helping grow Michigan’s economy. 
In response to the need for creating a sense of place 
in Michigan communities, MEDC has developed 
Public Spaces Community Places, a crowdfund-
ing initiative, which aims to enhance community 
spaces with cultural, communal, and recreational 
amenities that offer a compelling reason – among 
other economic considerations – for businesses to 
remain or locate to a community. 

	 Crowdfunding is a process of raising money 
to finance a project or venture through many in-
dividual contributors using an online platform, in 
this case Patronicity, a Michigan-based crowdfund-
ing platform. Public Spaces Community Places 
provides matching grants for public space projects 
through the Patronicity website, https://www.pa-
tronicity.com/. The plan is based on a collaboration 
among MEDC, Michigan State Housing Develop-
ment Authority (MSHDA), and the Michigan Mu-
nicipal League (MML).  

	 Launched by MEDC, Patronicity, and MML in 
June 2014, PSCP is the first program of its kind 
in the country in which local residents can be part 

of the development of transformational projects in 
their communities and be backed by the state, dol-
lar for dollar, up to $50,000. MSHDA joined the 
program in fall 2014, providing financial and staff 
resources. A total of $1.8 million in funding – a 
combination of MEDC and MSHDA funds – has 
been made available for the program for FY2016.

	 The grant program is available to municipalities 
or nonprofits with projects that focus on “activation 
of public spaces and community places.” These 
are projects that make tangible improvements to 
a downtown or neighborhood space, and already 
have established public awareness and local mo-
mentum. Examples include outdoor plazas, nature 
trails, public art, community centers and other en-
hancements that engage and draw residents to that 
space.

public spaces community 
PLACES – A CROWDFUNDING INITIATIVE
By Katharine Czarnecki

ADDING “HUMAN TOUCH” IS TRANSFORMING MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES
	 In 2015, IEDC recognized the Michigan Economic Development Corporation’s Public Spaces Community 
Places program with the gold Public Private Partnership Award for populations greater than 500,000.  The 
award recognizes outstanding and innovative development projects that have significantly enhanced the economic 
revitalization of distressed communities, states, or regions. The first program of its kind in the country, PSCP is a 
crowdfunding initiative that helps communities, non-profit organizations, and other business entities raise money 
for various projects with the common goal of activating public spaces. Through the program, local residents are 
part of the development of transformational projects in their communities with their donations backed by the 
state, dollar for dollar, up to $50,000. 

Katharine Czarnecki is 
vice president of Com-
munity Development for 
the Michigan Economic 
Development Corporation 
(czarneckik@michi-
gan.org)

i

The Midtown Green Alley project in Detroit
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	 Projects are approved on an ongoing basis and come 
about in a couple of ways: MEDC field staff works with 
communities to identify potential projects, or communi-
ties can go directly to Patronicity to develop an applica-
tion. Once a project has been chosen and the funding 
gap has been identified, the community or nonprofit 
can apply to conduct a crowdfunding campaign of up 
to $50,000 generated in part by donations from com-
munity residents and stakeholders. The applications are 
reviewed by a team of MEDC, MSHDA, and MML staff. 
Approved projects are awarded matching grant funds 
from MEDC and MSHDA once the crowdfunding goal 
has been met.

	 Interested individuals can learn about specific proj-
ects, view their progress and make donations by visit-
ing the Patronicity website. Patronicity, a reward-based 
crowdfunding platform headquartered in Detroit, en-
ables residents to make a difference in their very own 
communities by supporting local businesses, organiza-
tions and events, while simultaneously rewarding them 
for doing so. 

	 Patronicity uses donation crowdfunding exclusive-
ly within Michigan’s vibrant communities. Projects in 
Michigan’s traditional downtowns are aided by Public 
Spaces Community Places, which assists the fundraising 
efforts of patrons. With the incentive of a funding match 
from MEDC/MSHDA if the financial goal is reached, the 
creative funding mechanism mobilizes community mem-
bers to make individual contributions. 

	 Michigan’s ability to attract and retain young, knowl-
edge based talent is greatly increased by taking advan-
tage of unique, downtown placemaking assets in each of 
our communities, making this funding mechanism even 
more valuable.

	 “This is the best program the state has put together in 
terms of creating a sense of place in Michigan communi-
ties,” said Dan Gilmartin, CEO and executive director of 
the Michigan Municipal League. “MEDC’s Public Spaces 

Community Places program is having a tangible impact 
on Michigan communities. The overwhelming success 
of the many crowdfunding campaigns also shows we’ve 
struck a chord with the public and they are recognizing 
the importance of creating desirable places in their com-
munities.”

	 As these projects affect the lives and well-being of en-
tire communities, it is important that they have estab-
lished public awareness and local momentum. For more 
information on the Public Spaces Community Places ini-
tiative, visit https://www.patronicity.com/puremichigan.

EXAMPLES OF PROJECTS

Midtown Green Alley, Detroit
	 One major focus with all of our Public Spaces Com-
munity Places projects is the aspect of placemaking. 
Placemaking is how a community shapes its public 
spaces to maximize shared value, based on the participa-
tion of its inhabitants. The city of Detroit has been going 
through a resurgence over the past few years, and many 
of its once abandoned buildings and public spaces are 
now being restored with a modern twist. One section of 
Detroit in particular, the Midtown Detroit area, has been 

Patronicity uses donation crowdfunding exclusively 
within Michigan’s vibrant communities. Projects 

in Michigan’s traditional downtowns are aided by 
Public Spaces Community Places, which assists the 

fundraising efforts of patrons. With the incentive of 
a funding match from MEDC/MSHDA if the  

financial goal is reached, the creative funding 
mechanism mobilizes community members to 

make individual contributions.

Before and after shots of the Midtown Green Alley project in Detroit
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going through a significant cultural renaissance as of late. 
The area has been focusing on placemaking and turning 
its community into one where people enjoy living, work-
ing and playing.

	 With this focus in mind, Midtown Detroit Inc. (a non-
profit planning and development organization that sup-
ports the physical maintenance and revitalization of Mid-
town Detroit) partnered with Shinola, a Midtown-based 
manufacturer and retailer of watches, bicycles, leather 
goods, and journals. They turned to MEDC for sup-
port in revitalizing an unused, unattractive alleyway into 
a source of life by making it a green alley. The project’s 
goal was to transform a 415-foot long alley into a walk-
space that promotes future development and community  
connectivity. 

	 To make a grant from MEDC possible, the project was 
submitted through an application process for review. 
Once the project was approved and the fundraising goals 
were set at $50,000, it was added to Patronicity’s web-
site where donations were collected from patrons inter-
ested in making the project possible. After the funds were 
raised by the project’s deadline, MEDC matched dollar 
for dollar in the amount that was allocated to go toward 
the alley. 

	 Updates to the deteriorated cluttered alley included a 
cleanup job to strip the alley of garbage and broken pave-
ment. Then features were added such as rain gardens, 
permeable pavers, historic brick, LED lighting, storm 
drains, and other landscaping improvements. The alley 
was not only improved just based on its basic condition, 
but was given an aesthetic upgrade that reflects the look 
and feel of the community around it. The alleyway now 
allows pedestrians to walk down the pathway from block 
to block with enjoyment and also allows them to do so 
safely.

	 The Midtown Green Alley project raised $52,290 
from 136 patrons, and MEDC matched $50,000 that all 
went into the revitalization of this now vibrant public 
space.

Expanding Our REACH – Lansing 
	 REACH Studio Art Center, located in the heart of Lan-
sing, was founded in November 2003 by textile artist 
Alice Brinkman. REACH is a nonprofit corporation that 

offers free drop-in art programs and summer camps for  
kids, along with various free and scholarship based art 
classes for children and adults taught by local artists and 
educators. 

	 When REACH realized it had outgrown its small 
space, it began expanding out to neighboring buildings 
on the block. This presented it with new possibilities as 
well as the chance to give Lansing a true community arts 
center, but also uncovered some new challenges. Faced 
with unforeseen building costs and necessary renova-
tions, REACH turned to the Public Spaces Community 
Places program for financial assistance. 

	 MEDC offered REACH a $48,000 matching grant if 
it could raise the same funds. REACH and 289 generous 
patrons raised $49,365, and MEDC approved a grant to 
go toward the art center’s goal of expanding.

	 With the financial support of MEDC and REACH’s 
patrons, construction has already begun. The plans for 
expansion include an outdoor courtyard, a new youth 
art gallery, larger main classroom, a reception area, and 
office. This will allow room for REACH to offer more 
classes for children and adults, along with art galleries 
for community members to enjoy.

	 REACH’s long history in the city of Lansing and the 
backing from its local community clearly show just how 
important this community place is to the city and its chil-
dren. Once this city block is complete it will be a place 
of pride among its community and will draw in people. 
This project is a true example of placemaking and will 
give Lansing a cultural lift it needs. The Lansing REACH 
Community Arts Center will surely bring people together 
to form a local bond, as well as attract new businesses 
and talent into the area.

	 To learn more about the Lansing REACH program, 
visit their website at http://www.reachstudioart.org/.

REACH Studio Art Center in Lansing

Top: Photograph of the block as it was when REACH purchased the property.
Middle: Architectural plans for four of the five storefronts.
Bottom: Artist rendering of the proposed block of renovated buildings.

www.reachstudioart.org
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The Red Mill Pavilion Project – Portland 
	 While many of our Public Spaces Community Places 
projects succeed with flying colors in larger communi-
ties, some of the program’s projects in Michigan’s smaller 
communities take a little more work to get the fund-
raising they need for a matching grant. These projects 
wouldn’t be possible without the hard work of their 
dedicated volunteers in each community. Portland, a city 
with a population just under 4,000, is one of these spe-
cial communities that has very dedicated patrons.

	 The Red Mill Pavilion Project came to fruition two 
years ago when Boy Scout Troop 58 disbanded. The 
troop had been around for 80 years and wanted to give 
the community it had been longstanding members of a 
thank you gift with its funds. The troop settled on a com-
munity pavilion across from the Red Mill which serves as 
Portland’s Farmer’s Market.

	 Upon its completion, the Red Mill Pavilion will be 
used for a multitude of activities including family re-
unions, class reunions, weddings, anniversary parties, 
flea markets, car shows, school dances, graduation par-
ties, and an ice skating rink. With the already strong 
support Portland’s Farmer’s Market gets, this made the 
pavilion a solid candidate to become a popular commu-
nity gathering place. The Red Mill Pavilion and Farmer’s 
Market offer Portland the chance to have a great place-
making location that will create an identity for this small 
town and bring people together at a centralized location 
for years to come.

	 The small community of Portland raised over its 
$50,000 goal, with 749 patrons donating to the pavil-
ion, and MEDC providing a matching grant of $50,000. 
Donations came from all over. Whether it was the local 
VFW hall or the quilt shop in town, everyone chipped in 
to raise the funds for this community space. 

	 These donations would not have been possible with-
out Noreen Logel, who works with Friends of the Red 
Mill as a volunteer. She took it upon herself to get a so-
licitation license in order to raise funds properly, as well 
as allocate them for the pavilion. 

	 While construction is not yet finished for the Red Mill 
Pavilion, Logel says they are already receiving calls to re-
serve the spot for graduation parties and wedding recep-
tions. The groundbreaking for the pavilion will be spring 
2016 once construction is complete. 

	 “The Red Mill Pavilion project started out as a build-
ing that would help provide protection for our farm-
er’s market. It has developed into so much more. This 
community pavilion will be used for family gatherings, 
class reunions, weddings, graduation parties, flea mar-
kets – anything where people will want to gather. This 
project has brought the community together in ways I 
never imagined,” Logel said. “Citizens of Portland and 
the surrounding communities have helped with the tim-
ber-framing, provided food for the workers, thought of 
fundraisers and helped with them, contributed money 
and helped in even the smallest ways such as providing 
encouragement. I get calls and stopped on the street on 
a regular basis to be told what a wonderful and beautiful 
pavilion/project this is. I cannot say enough about all of 
our volunteers – they are the best!”

	 View a time lapse video of the pavilion’s construc-
tion by visiting: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
CslwJnBqtHY.

THE RESULTS 
	 When MEDC started this program, we expected it to 
make a difference in the state of Michigan’s communities, 
but the results have far exceeded our initial expectations. 
MEDC has sponsored more than 50 projects and our suc-
cess rate is 97 percent. Projects range throughout large 
and small communities across the state’s lower and upper 
peninsulas. 

	 The support from volunteers and patrons in each of 
these communities raised a total of $1,736,563 from 
6,954 patrons through the Public Spaces Community 
Places program and our partners at Patronicity. MEDC has 
matched funds totaling $1,468,500 covering 2,312,422 
total square feet as of January 1, 2016. This support is 
encouraging as MEDC moves forward with the program. 
There are four projects currently underway as we move 
into 2016, and many more are to come throughout the 
year.

	 Striving to give people a place to gather or improve the 
look and feel of their community is the focus of the PSCP 
initiative. Knowing that talent stays in a community or 
is drawn in due to these successful projects is what the 
Michigan Economic Development Corporation strives to 
see. 

Rendering of the Portland Pavilion

The small community of Portland raised over its 
$50,000 goal, with 749 patrons donating to the 
pavilion, and MEDC providing a matching grant  

of $50,000. Donations came from all over.  
Whether it was the local VFW hall or the  
quilt shop in town, everyone chipped in  

to raise the funds for this community space. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CslwJnBqtHY
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LESSONS LEARNED
	 The creation of vibrant communities across the state 
of Michigan is the goal we set out to accomplish with this 
initiative, and it is rewarding to see such great results. 
Stressing the idea of placemaking to bring communities 
together is a major key when funding a project. This idea 
of placemaking stems from members of a community 
willing to make a difference in the culture of their com-
munity. 

	 We have learned that when a project has a core fol-
lowing, the idea of placemaking values is set in place and 
community members already looking forward to the ben-
efits of a space make the success of these crowdfunding 
projects possible. The efficiency of Public Spaces Com-
munity Places starts from within the community and its 
members. We would not be so successful if it weren’t for 
the dedication and hard work of community members 
and patrons with the desire to make their community 
a more vibrant and connected place. We have seen the 
results of successful projects and the kind of impact they 
can have on a community – whether that is keeping tal-
ent in a community, attracting talent, or giving a commu-
nity an identity. 

	 With Patronicity as our online crowdfunding plat-
form, we are allowing people from all over to donate eas-
ily and directly see just how impactful their donations 
become. This speaks to the crowdfunding success the 
campaigns have had and allows MEDC to continue al-
locating funds to communities that are willing to put in 
hard work to create a vibrant space that will change the 
face and feel of a community.  

www.iedconline.org
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IEDC would like to thank the sponsors and exhibitors of the 2016 Leadership Summit for demonstrating their commitment to the important 
work of economic developers. It is through their generous support that IEDC has brought leaders of the profession together for this forum 
of professional development, peer networking, and discussions of the most imperative issues facing economic developers today. We proudly 
recognize the following sponsors and exhibitors as partners in helping economic developers to build strong, more vibrant communities.

2016    LEADERSHIP SUMMIT SPONSORS & EXHIBITORS

CHAIRMAN’S CLUB: SILVER SPONSORS:
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GOLD SPONSORS:
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NEWS FROM IEDC
EDRP RELEASES PAPER ON INFRASTRUCTURE; 
TWO NEW PAPERS COMING THIS SPRING
     Quality infrastructure 
is a necessary factor for 
economic development. 
Yet today, our infrastruc-
ture system faces a host 
of financial, demographic, 
environmental, and tech-
nological challenges.

     The Economic Develop-
ment Research Partners’ 
(EDRP) latest report, Criti-
cal Condition: Infrastruc-
ture for Economic Development, discusses how 
economic developers can take the lead in educating 
policymakers on the importance of infrastructure, 
ensuring that business concerns are heard in plan-
ning processes, and initiating new funding arrange-
ments, such as value capture finance and public-
private partnerships.

     Download your copy today—and look for new 
EDRP papers this spring on revitalizing distressed 
neighborhoods and presenting accurate, meaning-
ful data. 

RESHORING DISCUSSIONS HELD AT LEADERSHIP 
SUMMIT
     Over 50 economic development leaders partici-
pated in a series of interactive discussions on the 
topic of reshoring at the Leadership Summit in New 
Orleans. The discussions explored four reshoring 
themes: Preparing a Manufacturing Labor Supply, 
Incorporating Reshoring into Business Retention 
and Expansion Efforts, Attracting the Attention of 
Reshoring Companies, and Reshoring Opportuni-
ties for Smaller Communities. 

     Harry Moser, founder and president of the Re-
shoring Initiative in Kildeer, IL, facilitated the first 
three discussions. Tim Chase, CEcD, FM, president 
& CEO of Hutto Economic Development Corporation 
in Texas, facilitated the final discussion. ED Now 
published a summary of the discussions.

WORKSHOPS PRESENTED IN THE DELTA REGION
     The Delta Regional Authority (DRA) and IEDC and 
partners are presenting a series of intensive, free 
two-day courses to enhance the effectiveness of 
elected leaders and economic development prac-
titioners and to protect businesses and families in 
the Delta region.

     Thirty-two workshops are being held over a 
10-month period – 16 economic development 

courses and 16 disaster recovery and resilience 
courses – in the Delta region’s eight states (AL, AR, 
IL, KY, LA, MO, MS, TN). Participants can attend 
either or both of the economic development and 
resilience courses.

     Course content is especially designed for may-
ors, county leaders, other elected officials, policy 
makers, and economic development leadership.  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPERS ASSOCIATION OF 
CANADA SIGNS MOU
     IEDC and the Economic Developers Associa-
tion of Canada (EDAC) signed a memorandum of 
understanding at IEDC’s Leadership Summit in 
New Orleans. By way of the MOU, the organizations 
agree to work together to better serve the economic 
development profession in North America.

     The partnership will share information, products, 
and services, including professional development 
and certification opportunities. This includes ac-
crediting each organization’s courses for respective 
members’ professional development recertification.

     The MOU allows those seeking the Ec.D. or CEcD 
certification to take EDAC or IEDC courses inter-
changeably. For those pursuing an Ec.D. designa-
tion, 70 percent of courses are required to be from 
EDAC’s professional development program. 

AEDO PROGRAM REACCREDITS THE HUNTINGTON 
AREA DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL
     The Accredited 
Economic Develop-
ment Organization 
(AEDO) program is a 
means of recognizing 
the professional excellence of economic develop-
ment entities.

     IEDC has recently reaccredited the Huntington 
Area Development Council (HADCO). Located in 
Huntington, West Virginia, HADCO has been led 
by President & CEO David Lieving since July 2015. 
HADCO is the second longest tenured AEDO, hav-
ing been first accredited in 1998. The organization 
embodies the commitment to excellence that the 
designation requires.

    To learn more about becoming one of the 46 
members, contact Program Manager Tye Libby at 
tlibby@iedconline.org. 
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CONFERENCES

2016 Federal Forum
April 3-5
Arlington, VA

Economic Future Forum
June 12-14
Tulsa, OK

2016 Annual Conference
September 25-28
Cleveland, OH

2016 TRAINING  
COURSES

Economic Development 
Marketing & Attraction
March 22-23 
Toronto, ON

Foreign Direct  
Investment & Exporting
(advanced course)
March 31-April 1
Arlington, VA

Business Retention & 
Expansion
April 14-15
Lansing, MI

Economic Development 
Strategic Planning
April 28-29
Albuquerque, NM

Workforce Development 
Strategies
May 12-13
Atlanta, GA

Real Estate  
Development & Reuse
May 19-20
Minneapolis, MN

Economic Development 
Credit Analysis
June 8-10
Tulsa, OK

Business Retention & 
Expansion
June 15-16
Vancouver, BC

Entrepreneurial and 
Small Business  
Development Strategies
June 23-24
Baltimore, MD

Economic Development 
Marketing & Attraction
July 14-15
Orlando, FL

Entrepreneurial & Small 
Business Development 
Strategies
July 21-22
Denver, CO

Foreign Direct Investment 
& Exporting
(advanced course)
July 28-29
San Diego, CA

Managing Economic  
Development  
Organizations
August 11-12
Atlanta, GA

Workforce Development 
Strategies
September 15-16
Baltimore, MD

Neighborhood  
Development Strategies
September 22-23
Cleveland, OH

Business Retention & 
Expansion
October 13-14
Madison, WI

Technology-Led  
Economic Development
October 13-14
Calgary, AB

Technology-Led  
Economic Development
October 20-21
Atlanta, GA

Economic Development 
Credit Analysis
October 26-28
Chapel Hill, NC

Economic Development 
Marketing & Attraction
November 3-4
Phoenix, AZ

Neighborhood  
Development Strategies
November 17-18
Toronto, ON

Real Estate  
Development & Reuse
December 8-9
Atlanta, GA

2016 CERTIFIED  
ECONOMIC DEVELOPER 
EXAMS

April 2-3
Arlington, VA

June 11-12
Tulsa, OK
(Appl. Deadline: April 12)

September 24-25
Cleveland, OH
(Appl. Deadline: July 26)

2016 WEBINARS

Rural Growth with New 
Markets Tax Credits 
(NMTC)
March 23

Strengthen Your  
Manufacturing Workforce 
(Free)
April 6

Demonstrating the Cost 
Benefits of Sustainable 
Developments
April 13

Ethics & Economic  
Development (Free)
May 11   

Attracting Foreign  
Direct Investment to Your 
Community
May 25  

CALENDAR OF EVENTS
RECERTIFICATION 
FOR CERTIFIED  
ECONOMIC  
DEVELOPERS

Fulfill a recertification 
requirement without 
tapping into your  
budget! 

Earn two credits  
towards your next  
recertification by  
having an article  
published in the  
Economic Development 
Journal, IEDC’s  
quarterly publication.

This is one of a number 
of ways that you can 
pursue recertification 
credits. 

Submissions  
are accepted throughout 
the year. The Journal 
Editorial Board  
reviews all articles  
and determines which  
articles are accepted  
for publication.   

For more information 
contact Jenny Murphy, 
editor, at  
murp@erols.com  
(703-715-0147).

IEDC sponsors an annual conference and a series of technical conferences each year to bring economic de-
velopment professionals together to network with their peers and learn about the latest tools and trends from 
public and private experts. 

	 IEDC also provides training courses and webinars throughout the year for professional development, a 
core value of the IEDC. It is essential for enhancing your leadership skills, advancing your career, and, most 
importantly, plays an invaluable role in furthering your efforts in your community.

	 For more information about these upcoming conferences, webinars, and professional development  
training courses, please visit our website at www.iedconline.org.

www.iedconline.org
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INTRODUCTION 
ber has never made a car and 
AirBnB owns no hotel rooms, 
yet they are valued at $62 billion 

and $25 billion respectively.  These rapidly-
growing companies are disrupting their indus-
tries by creating enormous value with platforms 
that facilitate efficient exchange.  GREATER MSP, 
the regional economic development partnership 
for the 16-county Minneapolis-Saint Paul MSA, 
is taking a lesson from the leading edge of the 
economy to find a scalable solution to a critical 
workforce challenge.  Using a methodology bor-
rowed from the tech community, the region cre-
ated Make It. MSP., a new fast-growing talent 
retention and attraction initiative that embodies 
the focused, nimble, and ambitious spirit of a 
start-up.   

MAINTAINING OUR EDGE
	 In response to economic growth, demographic 
shifts and the rapidly changing needs of industry, 
workforce issues are becoming a priority for ev-
ery U.S. state and region.   Minnesota committed 
to building a world-class human capital base more 
than a generation ago, and the results of this peo-
ple-first strategy can be seen today.  Based on the 
most recent data, the MSP region enjoys: 

•	 One of the lowest unemployment rates of any 
major U.S. metro: 3.1 percent,

•	 Highest labor force participation rate: 72 per-
cent, and

•	 Highest percentage of residents with high 
school degree or more among largest U.S. met-
ros: 93.2 percent.

	 A highly-educated, productive workforce is 
MSP’s top competitive advantage.  We are winning 
economic development projects around the world 
on the strength of our human capital.  However, 
the formula Minnesota used to create this success – 
high-performance in our educational pipeline and 
strong resident retention – threatens to come un-
done within the decade due to demographic shifts 
and increasing competition for talented workers.  

	 In 2013, GREATER MSP led a process involving 
dozens of partners to create a five-year regional eco-
nomic development strategy.  The strategy analysis 
included a deep examination of our human capi-
tal system, which determined the following trends 
could create a shortage of up to 100,000 skilled 
workers in our MSA by 2020:

•	 Minnesota’s labor force growth is slowing to 
less than 1 percent at the same time as the 
state’s large cohort of Baby Boomers will retire.

make it. msp. – 
CREATING A TALENT START-UP
By Peter Frosch

USING THE LEAN START-UP METHOD TO LAUNCH A NEW TALENT  
RETENTION AND ATTRACTION INITIATIVE IN MINNEAPOLIS-SAINT PAUL 
	 Workforce issues are climbing the priority list of every U.S. state and region in response to economic growth, 
demographic shifts, and the rapidly changing needs of industry. In Minneapolis-Saint Paul, leaders are working to 
strengthen performance at each stage of the human capital pipeline: development, retention and attraction. With 
one of the lowest unemployment rates of any major U.S. metro, the MSP region is working to build on a tradi-
tion of successfully developing workers with a new talent retention and attraction initiative. GREATER MSP, the 
regional economic development partnership, built a new initiative called Make It. MSP. by taking a lesson from the 
tech sector.

u Peter Frosch is vice 
president of Strategic Part-
nerships at GREATER MSP, 
the Minneapolis-Saint 
Paul regional economic 
development partnership. 
(Peter.Frosch@greatermsp.
org)  

GREATER MSP is a 
private non-profit 
organization (501C3) 
dedicated to providing 
public and private sector 
leadership, coordina-
tion and engagement 
to grow the economy 
of the 16-county 
Minneapolis-Saint Paul 
region. With a team of 
investors and economic 
development partners 
throughout the region, 
GREATER MSP is advanc-
ing a regional economic 
development strategy, 
a regional brand to 
promote the region’s 
assets and a coordinated 
regional business reten-
tion, expansion, and 
recruitment program to 
stimulate capital invest-
ment and job creation in 
the region.Godson Sowah, National Association of Black Accountants, highlights op-

portunities to improve social inclusion at the Make It. MSP. launch event.
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•	 The fastest growing segments of MSP’s population are 
minority communities where educational attainment 
and labor force participation gaps persist.

•	 Demand for creative and degreed talent will increase 
in MSP due to accelerating economic growth in mul-
tiple sectors, including technology, health and life 
sciences, food solutions, headquarters and business 
services, financial services, and advanced manufac-
turing.

•	 Other states and regions are executing strategies to 
retain and attract talent, intensifying competition for 
the knowledge-workers MSP needs to fuel its growth. 

	 In response to these findings, the 2013 strategy analy-
sis made “Prioritizing Talent” one of three pillars of the 
new regional strategy.  The CEO-led Executive Steering 
Committee agreed that improving performance at every 
stage of the talent development pipeline is critical to our 
region’s future success, from early childhood education 
to worker training and retraining.  The group committed 
to increasing regional support to the dozens of institu-
tions and cross-sector collaborations working to meet 
these needs.  The strategy analysis also elevated the im-
portance of talent retention and attraction for our region, 
and revealed no coordinated effort existed to focus on 
this expansive set of challenges.  The Executive Steering 
Committee directed GREATER MSP to move aggressively 
to fill the gap on talent retention and attraction as one of 
the first initiatives of the new regional strategy.

THE LEAN START-UP METHOD
	 GREATER MSP emerged from the regional strategy ef-
fort in late 2013 with a comprehensive view of the com-
ing workforce challenge and a mandate to build and ex-
ecute a new talent retention and attraction initiative.  The 
question we faced was how best to approach the work.  
How could we better define the problem with data, build 
the partnerships necessary to execute and create a struc-
ture that could create and sustain impact at the scale of 
the problem?  

	 We recognized this was a disruptive moment in MSP’s 
human capital system.  Traditional approaches and pi-
lot projects would not drive the significant change we 
need in only a few short years.  A fundamentally different 
approach was required.  We made an early decision to 
meet disruption with disruption by turning to the tech 
community for a model called the lean start-up method to 
develop the new talent retention and attraction initiative. 

	 Lean start-up is a methodology for increasing the 
chance of success when creating a new product or enter-
prise.  Steve Blank outlined this method in a May 2013 
article in the Harvard Business Review titled, “Why the 
Lean Start-up model changes everything.”  Blank sum-
marizes lean start-ups by saying they “favor experimen-
tation over elaborate planning, customer feedback over 
intuition, and iterative design over traditional ‘big design 
up front’ development.”  While still relatively new, the 
practice is spreading quickly, Blank explains, with “new 
ventures of all kinds attempting to improve their chances 
of success by following its principles of failing fast and 
continually learning.” 

	 GREATER MSP adopted the lean approach to develop 
our region’s new talent initiative because its three main 
principles provided the guidance we needed to create a 
“product” that would be private-sector led, scalable to 
the point of impact, and sustainable over time.  

LEAN PRINCIPLE 1: SKIP THE BUSINESS PLAN
	 Every decision made at the beginning of a major proj-
ect is deterministic.  Early choices either create opportu-
nity and accelerate success or they move you off-course, 
cause delay and create barriers to achieving your objec-
tives.  Yet, at the beginning of a venture, it is difficult if 
not impossible to fully understand the problem you are 
attempting to solve, the needs of your potential custom-
ers or the ultimate size of the market opportunity.  The 
first principle of the lean start-up approach is to avoid 
codifying a highly-speculative view of the future by writ-
ing a traditional business plan. Blank dismisses the value 
of business planning based on his experience building 
and watching start-ups, saying: “No one besides venture 
capitalists and the late Soviet Union requires five-year 
plans to forecast complete unknowns.”  

	 Some partners expected GREATER MSP to launch the 
talent effort quickly with an approach commonly seen 
across the U.S. – a national marketing campaign target-
ing young professionals.  A marketing campaign would 
be in scope for us as a regional economic development 

The first principle of the lean start-up  
approach is to avoid codifying a highly- 
speculative view of the future by writing a 
traditional business plan.

MSPortraits at Northern Spark allowed residents to highlight what they think 
makes the region great.
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partnership, and developing a business plan for that ap-
proach would be simple.  Yet, we quickly dismissed the 
idea.  We questioned whether we knew enough about the 
audience to effectively shape messages and target specific 
geographies.  We doubted whether a marketing effort 
could be financially sustained for the number of years 
required to create real impact on the problem.  Moreover, 
we were skeptical about raising capital to develop a solu-
tion to a problem – talent retention and attraction – that 
few regional leaders understood or embraced.  

	 GREATER MSP was committed to a private-sector ap-
proach to developing the new talent initiative but not at 
the cost of assuming the answers to fundamental ques-
tions about customers, market, and competitors.  The 
alternative offered by the lean start-up method is to be-
gin with what every good entrepreneur does have – a 
set of untested hypotheses.  Instead of writing a busi-
ness plan in relative isolation from customers, lean en-
courages founders to summarize their hypotheses into a 
framework then systematically test those hypotheses to 
learn how their product could create value for specific 
markets. 

	 Based on insights gained from the regional strategy 
analysis, GREATER MSP drafted a set of assumptions 
about how our region needed to approach talent reten-
tion and attraction (see sidebar).

	 At the end of 2013 we had a set of theories about how 
to build an effective talent initiative in Minneapolis-Saint 
Paul but no evidence to prove we were on the right track.   

LEAN PRINCIPLE 2: GET OUT OF THE BUILDING
	 The second principle of the lean method directed us 
to “get out of the building” and put our ideas to the test.  
In this customer development phase, founders go out and 
ask potential users, purchasers, and partners for feed-
back about all elements of their model, including prod-
uct features, pricing, distribution channels and affordable 
customer acquisition strategies.  The goal is to elicit cus-
tomer feedback quickly and at minimal cost.  The feed-
back helps founders revise their assumptions and rede-
sign offerings.  

	 To accomplish all this, GREATER MSP created a team 
called the “Talent Task Force.”  This 12-member group 
was no study committee; it was charged with using data 
to define the challenge, identify potential solutions, and 
engage partners.  To lead the effort, we recruited Eco-
lab CEO Doug Baker and Pohlad Company CEO Bert 
Colianni.  Leadership from these GREATER MSP Board 
Members guaranteed the output of the Task Force would 
have visibility.  We brought philanthropic, university, and 
academic leaders onto the team to ensure a broad com-
munity perspective.  And we recruited young talent – a 
leader in new media, a tech entrepreneur, and a diversity 
expert from higher education – to infuse this group with 
insight from the market our new talent initiative needed 
to reach. 

STARTING ASSUMPTIONS

•	 We need to build the case for action: Unlike workforce 
development, which was widely embraced across the region as 
a priority, talent retention and attraction was a relatively new 
topic outside of the private sector.  Data on the subject was 
limited and no analysis demonstrated how improved perfor-
mance on retention and attraction was critical to the future of 
our region.  The first step was not to develop solutions to serve 
the needs of a “market” but instead, foster the creation of a 
market with a solid fact-base and coherent story.  

•	 We should focus on connecting over creating: The MSP 
region is rich with assets that attract and retain world-class tal-
ent.  Rather than focus on building a new ecosystem of events, 
organizations and activities, we should find ways to discover, 
connect and share what exists.  The secret to getting to scale 
quickly may be a set of common platforms to connect and 
focus the best of what we have, which could include a new 
brand, shared goals, and a structure that enabled cross-sector 
collaboration at a greater scale.  

•	 Customers must also be creators: After benchmarking 
other U.S. regions we knew the “customers” for a new talent 
initiative would be cross-sector and cross-generational.  Talent 
retention and attraction is a team sport involving companies 
and community, both young and established leaders.  If done 
right, each group had insight and resources to contribute to the 
effort and the opportunity to create collaborative solutions to 
meet their specific needs. We would seek out a diverse range 
of stakeholders and encourage them to engage as co-creators, 
rather than simply consumers.

	 The second principle of the lean method directed us 
to “get out of the building” and put our ideas to the 

test.  In this customer development phase, founders go 
out and ask potential users, purchasers, and partners 

for feedback about all elements of their model, includ-
ing product features, pricing, distribution channels and 

affordable customer acquisition strategies. The goal is to 
elicit customer feedback quickly and at minimal cost. The 

feedback helps founders revise their assumptions and 
redesign offerings.

Members of the Makers Community strategize on talent platform and how 
to accelerate impact.
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The Big Ask
	 As GREATER MSP prepared to initiate the Task Force, 
critical gaps in our region’s insight about talent quickly 
emerged.  There was no data set indicating how many 
of the young professionals living and working in MSP 
planned to stay.  No comprehensive analysis described 
what really motivates people to come or stay in a region.  
Before moving forward with “product development,” we 
needed better data on our potential customer base. 

	 By necessity, we pulled our solution from the start-up 
playbook.  In the early months of 2014, a scientific sur-
vey was out of the question because we had few financial 
resources dedicated to developing the talent initiative.  
However, we did have a growing network of young pro-
fessional contacts and a relationship with a University of 
Minnesota graduate student group looking for a short-
term, pro-bono project.  Working with that graduate 
student team, GREATER MSP created a comprehensive 
survey we branded “The Big Ask.”  We reached out to our 
network of 40 young professional leaders in the region 
and asked for their help in circulating the survey through 
social media, primarily Facebook and Twitter. 

	 It was a no-cost experiment that worked better than 
we could have expected.  In 12 days, we received 1,139 
survey responses from 18-39 year olds in the MSP region.  
The survey sample was highly educated and equally split 
between individuals native to the state and in-migrants.  
Some of the results were surprising.  Others confirmed 
long-held assumptions.  In every case, this original data 
provided essential insight we used to set our direction 
and sharpen our focus over the next 24 months.  

The Design Team
	 While the Task Force included several young leaders, 
the group was intentionally weighted toward established 
leaders – CEOs, a foundation executive, university presi-
dent, and business school professor.  GREATER MSP did 
this to ensure the conclusions of the Task Force had suf-
ficient credibility and visibility to motivate change within 

the community.  However, solving one problem created 
another.  A group comprised primarily of Baby Boomers 
and Gen Xers could not credibly craft a talent initiative 
targeting Millennials.   

	 To keep our focus on the customer, we created a sec-
ond structure called the “Design Team.” This group of 40 
creative young leaders represented organizations includ-
ing the YWCA, Teach for America, the City of Minne-
apolis, trade associations, and arts organizations. Design 
Team participants reflected a wide range of personal, 
professional, racial, and ethnic backgrounds, which pro-
vided much-needed diversity to the nascent initiative.  

	 This Team met at critical stages of the process to pro-
vide a generational “reality-check” to Task Force assump-
tions and conclusions.  The Design Team validated the 
importance of “Improving Social Inclusion” and “Sup-
porting Innovative Talent” as goals for the talent initiative 
and elevated these aims to the top of the list.  The strong 
focus the initiative has today on diversity and innovation 
is rooted in early Design Team feedback.  Design Team 
members also provided the language and messengers we 
needed to make the case that improving talent retention 
and attraction was central to the future quality of life of 
all the region’s residents, and not just an issue relevant 
to economic developers.  Multiple iterations between 
the Task Force and Design Team refined the direction, 
priorities and assumptions of the talent initiative.  This 
intergenerational back-and-forth transformed the initia-
tive’s scope from a narrow marketing effort into a broader 
and deeper project that we started to view as a regional 
movement for change. 

Human Resources Outreach
	 All this input surfaced another key “market” for the 
talent initiative: human resource leaders from the region’s 
major employers.  If young professionals were an impor-
tant part of the “supply” in our region’s evolving talent 
equation, HR groups represented “demand.”  Task Force 
members hypothesized large employers may be willing to 
invest time and finances into the initiative if it produced 
tools that increased the effectiveness of HR teams.  It was 
exciting to imagine MSP’s legion of corporate recruiters 
becoming an organized, national distribution system for 
new messages and materials aimed at prospective resi-
dents.  Armed with our learning from The Big Ask, we 

“THE BIG ASK” SURVEY  
(Minneapolis-Saint Paul region, survey period February 
2014)

•	 78 percent of respondents plan to remain in the 
region over the coming 3-5 years

•	 Career opportunities are the most important factor 
among those surveyed when making decisions about 
where to live and work, with outdoor recreation op-
portunities ranking second most important, ahead of 
education, professional sports, food culture, and all 
other factors

•	 Weather was a location consideration but among the 
least important 

•	 Sorting the data by race and ethnicity revealed impor-
tant distinctions regarding the value proposition MSP 
offers different residents and prospective residents  

To keep our focus on the customer, we created a  
second structure called the “Design Team.” This group 
of 40 creative young leaders represented organizations 

including the YWCA, Teach for America, the City of 
Minneapolis, trade associations, and arts organizations. 

Design Team participants reflected a wide range of 
personal, professional, racial, and ethnic backgrounds, 

which provided much-needed diversity to the  
nascent initiative.  
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assembled a comprehensive survey for senior talent pro-
fessionals in our region’s employers that asked questions 
including:

•	 Are you having increased difficulty finding the tal-
ent you need?  If so, is your organization willing to 
collaborate with other employers to compete more 
effectively in a tighter talent environment?  

•	 What occupations are in greatest demand?  Where 
do you go to recruit?     

•	 Based on their experience, what are the strengths and 
weaknesses of MSP when recruiting talent?

	 We distributed the survey to GREATER MSP investors.  
Within two weeks, we had responses from over 75 small, 
medium and large sized companies that collectively em-
ploy tens of thousands of people across the MSP region.  
Respondents included a mix of senior talent leaders and 
c-suite executives.  The data was rich and insightful.  Sur-
vey respondents told us they were interested in working 
together on several specific issues, with the greatest inter-
est in collaborating to improve the retention and attraction  
of professionals of color (85 percent).  Importantly, 87 
percent of all respondents said their organization was 
ready to collaborate in new and innovative ways to retain 
and attract professional talent.  This validated a funda-
mental premise of the approach we hoped to take with 
the initiative.  

	 Using a simple data collection tool and GREATER 
MSP’s investor base of 150 regional employers, the Talent 
Task Force gained access to an original, comprehensive 
data set on employers’ needs in three weeks at almost 
no cost.  There is nothing ground-breaking about Survey 
Monkey – but that is the point.  Lean start-up is about 
finding ways to get exactly the feedback you need, quick-
ly and cheaply to ensure your decision-making is based 
on data.

Results 
	 Between June and December of 2014, the Talent Task 
Force employed multiple strategies to “get out of the 
building” and fulfill its objectives.  In partnership with 
hundreds of other individuals, the Task Force:

•	 Identified young professionals and corporate talent 
leaders as key customers for a new regional retention 
and attraction initiative. 

•	 Developed a new talent brand– Make It. MSP. – 
working with Olson, an internationally acclaimed 
creative agency based in Minneapolis. 

•	 Created a case for regional action using a trove of 
original data describing the state of talent retention 
and attraction in MSP, including an analysis that re-
vealed MSP is best among the largest 25 U.S. regions 
in retaining professional talent but ranks 19th at at-
tracting professionals (source: Myles Shaver, University 
of Minnesota, IMPUS analysis).

•	 Defined our region’s value proposition to prospective 
talent: MSP is one of the few places in the world 
where you and your partner will find so many career 
opportunities combined with a world-class quality of 
life you can afford. That’s why MSP leads the nation 
in retaining professional talent. 

•	 Consolidated its learning into a set of five goals that 
provide scope and substance for Make It. MSP.  

	 In addition to these outputs, the Task Force phase of 
the effort created a set of informal, but distinct working 
principles that continue to guide Make It. MSP.   These 
include keeping data at the center of the work, embrac-
ing the productive tensions at the intersection of sectors 
and generations, and a dogged focus on defining success 
based on outcomes, not activity. 

LEAN PRINCIPLE 3: AGILE DEVELOPMENT
	 The lean method suggests that as soon as something 
stops working, stop doing it.  After eight intense months 
and hundreds of hours of relationship building and care-
ful management, the Talent Task Force had become a 
high-functioning team.  Just when the Task Force was at 
peak performance, we shut it down.  

THE GOALS OF MAKE IT. MSP.  

•	 Improve Social Inclusion

•	 Support Innovative Talent

•	 Connect Talent to Community

•	 Connect Talent to Employers

•	 Close Near-Term Talent Gaps

The lean method suggests that as soon as  
something stops working, stop doing it. After 

eight intense months and hundreds of hours of 
relationship building and careful management, 

the Talent Task Force had become a high- 
functioning team. Just when the Task Force was 

at peak performance, we shut it down.

The author leads ideation session to develop strategies for Make It. MSP. 
talent initiative.
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	 At the end of 2014, the central question became how 
to use the work products of the Task Force – case for 
action, goals, talent brand – to create a fully operational 
regional talent initiative.  There was no dedicated budget 
to sustain the initiative, no long-term structure to sup-
port implementation, and no set of individuals or orga-
nizations who saw it as their job to do this work.  The 
Task Force process was not designed to provide answers 
to this new set of questions.  It was time to pivot – the 
question was, in which direction?  At this moment of un-
certainty, the discipline of lean start-up provided critical 
guidance.  

	 The third and final principle of lean start-up is called 
agile development.  This concept works in concert with 
customer development.  Agile development encourages 
entrepreneurs to make rapid “pivots” or changes to their 
approach based on experience in the field.  Agile devel-
opment is how start-ups create the “minimum viable 
product” or “MVP” they test.  An MVP represents a basic 
version of the product that can be deployed quickly with 
the least possible effort and expense.  

Finding an MVP
	 In January 2015, we started reorganizing the effort 
around the two key “markets” identified by the Task 
Force: talent leaders within large corporations and the 
region’s young professional community.  

	 The senior talent leaders of GREATER MSP’s 25 larg-
est investor companies became a new team called The 
Corporate Collaborative.  The purpose of the group was to 
demonstrate that a collaborative approach to talent reten-
tion and attraction could create solutions to real business 
problems they faced faster, better, and at less cost than 
doing it alone.  To identify our Minimum Viable Product 
for Make It. MSP. we asked the group to identify three 
specific, shared needs we could tackle together.  In one 
90 minute session, they defined the MVP (see sidebar).

	 None of the talent leaders felt they had sufficient time 
or budget to address these needs.  In fact, their compa-
nies often lacked access to the stories, relationships or 
insights needed to understand the issues well enough to 
develop effective responses.  To our surprise, the largest 
companies in the room – those with the greatest resource 
base to draw from – were fastest to articulate their limita-
tions and see the potential benefits of collaboration.   

	 Based on the “customer” feedback, GREATER MSP 
initiated a new phase of Make It. MSP. called “early im-

plementation” in the spring of 2015.  Six working teams 
were given an October deadline – five months – to de-
liver the MVP.  Two of the six teams were designed to pro-
vide strategic-level thinking to shape and guide the early 
implementation phase: the Corporate Collaborative, and 
another team we created called the “Makers Community.”  

	 The Makers Community rallied over 40 organizations 
around the five goals of Make It. MSP.  This group in-
cluded large institutions such as the University of Min-
nesota and the cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul as 
well as small, grassroots entities such as Meet Up groups 
and start-up firms.  Like the Design Team, the Makers 
Community was extremely diverse and weighted heavily 
toward young professionals.  Organizations opted into 
the Makers Community to build an initiative that would 
facilitate collaboration and help them scale their impact.  
GREATER MSP positioned the Makers Community as 
leaders of this stage of the initiative, equal to the Cor-
porate Collaborative since community institutions held 
many of the answers to employers’ top talent retention 
and attraction challenges.

	 The six team structure of the early implementation 
phase was designed to test our hypothesis that connect-
ing and focusing existing regional assets could signifi-
cantly reduce the cost and accelerate the pace and scale 
of Make It. MSP. implementation.   Within months of 
starting the work, it was clear how significant the lever-
age would be.  Companies brought marketing specialists 
and diversity & inclusion experts to the table.  Univer-
sities and young professional groups opened up their 
networks and events.  The clarity of the MVP quickly 
attracted partners, and those partners engaged with a 
motivation to find solutions to their organization’s prob-
lems, rather than coming to the table with a charitable or 
civic mindset.  

	 This collaborative approach to implementation saved 
the project tens of thousands of dollars in avoided costs.  
Still, even with this leverage, additional financial resourc-
es were needed to cover the costs of building the digital 
platform and other elements of the MVP. In keeping with 
the start-up spirit of the effort, GREATER MSP created a 
“Prospectus” outlining the scope of work and distributed 

Performance artist Sha’ Cage performs a spoken word piece to inspire 
attendees at Make It. MSP. launch.

SHARED NEEDS OF CORPORATE  
COLLABORATIVE

•	 A digital platform to help sell the region to  
prospective talent.  

•	 Strategies to quickly connect new employees to the 
broader community. 

•	 Ideas for improving the retention and attraction of 
professionals of color. 
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to the members of the Corporate Collaborative.  This 
document articulated the demand we heard from the 
companies, described the products to be built, and dem-
onstrated how companies would reap a 45x return on 
their investment.  Within six months we raised $130,000 
from more than a dozen companies.  These funds com-
bined with a commitment from GREATER MSP covered 
the total cost of the MVP. 

	 In five months, Make It. MSP. partner organizations 
far exceeded the Minimum Viable Product identified by 
the Corporate Collaborative.  The early implementation 
phase developed four main products (see sidebar). 

	 On October 13, 2015, GREATER MSP and its partners 
officially launched the region’s new talent retention and 
attraction initiative, Make It. MSP.  A morning press con-
ference featured Task Force Co-chair and Ecolab CEO 
Doug Baker standing alongside Danielle Steer, the twen-
ty-something “curator” of Impact Hub MSP.  The media 
roll-out received wide and positive coverage in the state’s 
largest newspapers and local television evening news.  
That night, a Make It. MSP. launch party brought togeth-
er over 400 community leaders in the trendy North Loop 
neighborhood of Minneapolis for a celebration featuring 
spoken-word poetry, regional calls-to-action from young 
leaders, and the opportunity to participate in hands-on 
demonstrations of the new Make It. MSP. tools. 

Transition to Implementation 
	 Using the lean start-up method, GREATER MSP suc-
ceeded in creating something more than a program of a 
nonprofit.  Make It. MSP. is a platform for regional action 
that connects hundreds of leaders and organizations in a 
focused, measured effort to retain and attract the people 
we most need to grow, innovate, and prosper.  Rather 
than a stand-alone organization, it is a network designed 
to unite the region and unleash collective action at an 
entirely new scale. 

	 As of January 1, 2016, Make It. MSP. implementation 
is underway.  Dozens of partners will host co-branded 
Make It. MSP events within and outside of Minneapolis-
Saint Paul this year to tell our story to prospective talent 

and connect new residents to our community.  The six 
teams from early implementation are being replaced with 
new teams focused on producing measurable results in 
four strategic areas.

	 A new pool of resources called the MSP Talent Fund is 
available to support the work of these implementation 
teams, which will leverage hundreds of thousands of ad-
ditional dollars from private, public, and philanthropic 
partners.   

	 A system for tracking performance of the initiative is 
nearing completion.  In this first year of implementation 
we will be tracking: utilization of the new tools by our 
partners; activation of in-person and social networks; re-
sults of digital and in-person outreach “tests” targeting 
prospective residents outside the region; and the output 
of the strategy teams.  The newcomer team, for example, 
is working towards a goal of meaningfully welcoming 
10,000 newcomers to Minneapolis-Saint Paul.  

	 While GREATER MSP continues to provide strategic 
leadership to Make It. MSP. in implementation, we are 
transitioning away from our role as the sole owner of the 
initiative.  GREATER MSP had the cross-sector credibility 
to define the problem and convene disparate partners.  As 
a regional economic development partnership we have a 
private-sector orientation that enabled us to enforce dis-
cipline and focus by making tough, sometimes politically 
sensitive choices.  Yet, the diversity of issues and part-
ners related to Make It. MSP. do not always neatly overlap 
with economic development.  During the coming year, 
GREATER MSP will work toward a more sustainable and 
inclusive shared ownership model where our organiza-
tion can stand shoulder-to-shoulder with a select group 
of the companies, universities, cities, and young profes-
sional groups most committed to Make It. MSP.

STRATEGIC FOCUS AREAS FOR 2016

•	 Supporting corporate recruiters,

•	 Welcoming newcomers to the region,

•	 Attracting tech talent, and

•	 Retaining professionals of color.

PRODUCTS OF EARLY IMPLEMENTATION

•	 Makeitmsp.org: a next-generation digital platform telling 
our region’s stories to prospective residents and helping 
new residents get connected to their new home

•	 An online job portal with 95 percent of the region’s 
open positions freely accessible to current and prospective 
residents of the region

•	 A recruiter toolkit with 36 hour tours, videos, news 
stories, facts and more, all free and regularly updated	

•	 A growing network of over 100 organizations and 
thousands of individuals who are aligning resources and 
energy around the new initiative, enabling Make It. MSP. 
to become our region’s hub for events and information 
and supplying the digital platform with user-generated 
content and social media activation 

Ecolab CEO Doug Baker and Impact Hub Director Danielle Steer lead a 
press conference to announce Make It. MSP. to the media.
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NEED A CHANGE?
Make it Happen with IEDC’s Job Center!

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800

Make it Happen with IEDC’s Job Center!

n

n

n

Whether you are looking to hire or to be hired, take advantage
of IEDC’s Job Center! Current job openings are posted in:

n  IEDC News electronic newsletter
n  Economic Development Now electronic newsletter
n  IEDC’s online Job Center

Job Seekers – register to receive IEDC News at www.iedconline.org

Employers – reach a network of more than 20,000 qualified professionals
at affordable advertising rates at www.iedconline.org

CONCLUSIONS
	 Economic developers are working to leverage mar-
ket forces to the benefit of our communities.  Across the 
U.S., we see communities of all kinds struggling to keep 
pace with market transformations brought on by the dual 
forces of technology and globalization.  Due to our posi-
tion at the intersection of the private, public, and non-
profit sectors, economic development organizations will 
be increasingly tasked with developing meaningful solu-
tions to systematic challenges.  However, some of these 
challenges including talent retention and attraction and 
equitable growth exist at the frontier of the discipline’s 
experience and solution set.  

	 Harnessing the methods, expectations, and sense 
of urgency of the technology sector is one strategy for 
meeting the changing demands on regional economic 
development partnerships. The lean method, rapid-
prototyping, disruptive innovation, and networked plat-
forms offer promise to those of us trying to learn quickly 
and achieve solutions at faster speed, with less cost and 
broader scale.  If we are going to be a part of shaping 
the future, our approaches should evolve to match those 
individuals and organizations at the leading edge of the 
economy.  

A suite of tools for corporate recruiters resides online to help them present 
the region’s assets.

Harnessing the methods, expectations, and sense of urgency of the technology sector is one 
strategy for meeting the changing demands on regional economic development partnerships. 

The lean method, rapid-prototyping, disruptive innovation, and networked platforms offer 
promise to those of us trying to learn quickly and achieve solutions at faster speed, with less 
cost and broader scale.  If we are going to be a part of shaping the future, our approaches 

should evolve to match those individuals and organizations at the leading edge of the economy.

www.iedconline.org
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he leadership in Columbus, Ohio, 
faced an important question in 
2007…what to do with an under-
utilized enclosed mall that took up 

nine acres in the heart of downtown. 
Could this site be repurposed? How could it be 
re-engaged in the neighborhood that had devel-
oped around it? 

	 The transformation from City Center Mall to Co-
lumbus Commons is an urban success story, which 
began when the mall developer failed to meet their 
obligations and Capitol South Community Urban 

Redevelopment Corporation was granted control of 
the site. Capitol South undertook a year-long plan-
ning effort to determine the best use for the site 
– one that was both economically feasible and pos-
sible to construct. After many iterations and con-
cepts were considered, the plan to create a mixed-
use development, anchored by a large green space, 
was announced in February 2009. Two years later 
in May 2011, the first phase of Columbus Com-
mons – a greenspace featuring formal gardens, a 
carousel, cafes, and a large grand lawn to host hun-
dreds of annual events – officially opened to the 
community. The Columbus Bicentennial Pavilion, a 
permanent stage and pavilion, opened a year later. 

columbus commons 
By Amy Taylor

THE EVOLUTION FROM A DESOLATE MALL TO A PREMIER PARK 
	 During a 2002 planning process, the community identified a desire to focus on and prioritize the renaissance of 
downtown Columbus. Non-profit development organizations, the Columbus Downtown Development and Capitol 
South, were tapped to help achieve this goal. After careful consideration, plans were made to develop a new park 
– Columbus Commons – in place of a deserted mall. The Commons opened in 2011, and alongside other carefully 
crafted developments in the area, is often credited with spurring downtown Columbus’s rebirth. At six acres, Co-
lumbus Commons features beautiful gardens, a hand-carved carousel, two cafés with plentiful seating, manicured 
lawns, and a performing arts pavilion. The park is home to almost 250 events annually and has truly become 
“Downtown’s Playground”. In addition, Columbus Commons has served as a catalyst for redevelopment in the 
neighborhood, as almost $300 million of private investment has been completed, is under construction or has been 
announced. It took bold leadership to see the vision for downtown and thanks to strong public-private partnerships, 
Columbus Commons is a crowning jewel in downtown’s crown. 

Amy Taylor is the chief 
operating officer of the 
Columbus Downtown De-
velopment Corporation & 
Capitol South Community 
Urban Redevelopment 
Corporation, Columbus, 
Ohio. (ataylor@down-
towncolumbus.com)

t
Columbus Commons – June 2014 Stone Soul Picnic

Photo credit: Randall Lee Scieber Photography
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But that was just the beginning. When the Columbus 
Commons mixed-use development is complete, the site 
will be ringed with residential and commercial buildings, 
all anchored by a six-acre greenspace.

	 The Columbus Downtown Development Corporation 
(CDDC) and Capitol South operate Columbus Com-
mons, and with nearly 250 events each year it lives up to 
its name of being “Downtown’s Playground.” CDDC and 
Capitol South are private, non-profit development orga-
nizations led by a single Board of Directors comprised  
of senior business and institutional leaders. Together, 
both organizations are strongly committed to downtown 
revitalization.

THE EVOLUTION
	 At the time of its opening in 1989, City Center was 
Central Ohio’s largest and most upscale shopping mall, 
featuring 1.2 million square feet and three levels of pre-
mier shopping with more than 200 stores – it was truly a 
destination.  More than 5 million people walked through 
the doors during its first three months of operation and 
people from 31 states visited in the first year.

	 City Center connected to the Lazarus Department 
Store but never connected or engaged with the rest of 
downtown. People would park in a covered garage, walk 
through a covered walkway to a windowless mall, and 
never set foot on a downtown street. So while City Center 
thrived, the rest of downtown Columbus died.

	 City Center’s decline occurred for multiple reasons. 
The mall transitioned from the original mall developer 
to other, less involved mall developers, who looked at 
this property simply as one small piece of their portfolio. 
Suburban malls were built in the surrounding areas, so 
City Center was no longer the only shopping option.

	 In 2002, the city of Columbus identified the need to 
attract and retain residents and businesses downtown. 
The city tapped CDDC and Capitol South to help achieve 
this goal, and encouraging a strong use for the City Center 
site was at the top of the list.  Fast-forward to 2007. The 

mall was basically vacant, except for some small eateries. 
At this point, City Center Mall was transferred to a new 
owner, as part of their purchase of a large mall property 
portfolio. The new mall owner decided that City Center 
wasn’t a critical part of their portfolio and they defaulted 
on their lease. Their default allowed Capitol South to re-
gain possession of the mall. 

	 Be careful what you wish for…Capitol South had a lot 
to learn about the site. We engaged engineering and ar-
chitectural experts. We reviewed multiple concepts. We 
had to determine if it was better to keep the mall and 
adapt its use or to tear it down and start with a clean, 
green slate. 

	 We gathered public input, and we heard all kinds of 
ideas, from the traditional view of creating a neighbor-
hood to the more creative suggestions, such as an indoor 
ski slope or building a replica of Christopher Columbus’s 
Genoa, Italy.

	 While the community was hoping for a solution and 
development plan immediately, we decided it was more 
important to be right than quick. We did our due dili-
gence and once we put all the pieces of the puzzle togeth-
er, we decided a mixed-use development, anchored by a 

Demolition of the City Center MallA snapshot of what Columbus Commons looked like when the City 
Center Mall was still standing

BASIC COLUMBUS FACTS:

Location: Columbus is located near the center of the 
state of Ohio and is the county seat of Franklin County.

Population: Columbus is the capital and largest city in 
Ohio. It is the 15th largest city in the U.S., with a popula-
tion of 835,957 according to the US Census Bureau. 

Industries: The city has a diverse economy and is home to 
The Ohio State University, one of the largest universities 
in the U.S.; the Battelle Memorial Institute, the world’s 
largest private research and development foundation; 
Chemical Abstracts Service, the world’s largest clearing-
house of chemical information; and NetJets, the world’s 
largest fractional ownership jet aircraft fleet.
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park, was the best option. Based on all of the knowledge 
we had gained and opinions that had been shared, we 
created a set of guiding principles:

•	 High Street.  Prime Importance of High Street Front-
age for Residential (High Street is the main thorough-
fare running North/South through downtown).

•	 Public Spaces.  Establish “Gathering Center(s)” as 
Anchor Element(s) of Redevelopment.

•	 Density.  Create buildings with “Bulk and Height” 
consistent with market economics.

•	 Retail.  Strive to establish retail/restaurant concentra-
tion along High Street centered upon new “Colum-
bus Commons construction” and Lazarus Building 
frontage.

•	 Phased Development.  Recognize that redevelopment 
is likely to be a 5-10 year undertaking, and possibly 
longer, with the most likely initial phase being High 
Street residential development.

	 Creating Columbus Commons was a team effort led 
by Capitol South, an organization with a proud tradition 
of creating spaces that draw people downtown. Other 
team members include: the Georgetown Company, the 
site’s development manager; and a design/build team 
composed of construction manager Corna-Kokosing, ar-
chitects Moody Nolan, and landscape architects EDGE 
Group.

	 Like most of the changes that have been made as part 
of downtown Columbus’s rebirth, Columbus Commons 
was funded through a combination of public and private 
partnerships. The mall was demolished, and the site was 
prepared for development through funds coordinated 
by Capitol South. Franklin County Commissioners and 
the Franklin County Metro Parks financially supported 
the creation of the park, which included six acres of 
greenspace, 12 garden beds, a bosque of trees, and two 
café buildings. A world-class pavilion, which has host-
ed the likes of Ben Folds, Gladys Knight, Idina Menzel, 
and Michael McDonald, was similarly funded, with the 
City of Columbus making the lead gift of $2 million and 
the private sector providing an additional $3 million in 
contributions. The annual operating expenses of Colum-
bus Commons are provided through Capitol South, via 

parking revenues. This supports more than 180 internal 
events that are free to the public, and the coordination 
of an additional 60 external events, as well as the annual 
maintenance and care of the park and pavilion.

A DOWNTOWN REVIVAL
	 Columbus Commons is a key component of a trans-
formation envisioned nearly ten years ago for downtown 
Columbus in the Downtown Strategic Business Plan. 
The goal was to bring economic, cultural, and aesthetic 
benefits to the area; increase private investment in the 
downtown housing market; and catalyze the resurgence 
of the downtown office market. The Commons has not 
only helped achieve these goals, but the impact of its 

PAVILION SPONSORS

City of Columbus	 $2,000,000

AEP	 $1,000,000

Nationwide	 $1,000,000

Huntington	 $250,000

Cardinal Health	 $100,000

Limited Brands Foundation	 $100,000

State Auto	 $100,000

Robert F. Wolfe and Edgar T. Wolfe  
Foundation	 $100,000

Big Lots	 $75,000

Columbia Gas	 $50,000

Crane Group	 $25,000

Momentive Specialty Chemicals	 $25,000

Motorist Insurance Group	 $25,000

PNC	 $25,000

Joseph A. Jeffrey Endowment Fund	 $20,000

Grange Insurance	 $10,000

PARK SPONSORS

Capitol South	 $15,000,000

Franklin County Commissioners	 $3,000,000

Franklin County Metro Parks	 $2,000,000

The newest development, Two25, stands just southeast of Columbus Commons

Columbus Commons is a key component of a  
transformation envisioned nearly ten years ago for 
downtown Columbus in the Downtown Strategic 

Business Plan. The goal was to bring economic,  
cultural, and aesthetic benefits to the area; increase 

private investment in the downtown housing market; 
and catalyze the resurgence of the downtown office 
market. The Commons has not only helped achieve 
these goals, but the impact of its development has 

exceeded expectations.
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development has exceeded expectations. We’ve known 
from national case studies, including Bryant Park in New 
York and Millennium Park in Chicago, that greenspace 
serves as a catalyst for economic development and pri-
vate investment. We no longer have to look far for proof.   
Columbus Commons, paired with the Scioto Mile (an-
other Capitol South project along the riverfront, just two 
blocks west of the Commons), serves as a critical compo-
nent that’s led to almost $300 million in private invest-
ment in the RiverSouth District, the micro-neighborhood 
that encompasses both parks.

	 Nationally-renowned development company Carter 
completed 302 new residential units with 23,000 square 
feet of ground-level retail space at Highpoint on Colum-
bus Commons in 2013. The project is on a portion of the 
Commons site originally allocated for market-driven de-
velopment. As of January 2016, the apartment complex 
is 95 percent leased. 

	 Capitalizing on the development boom downtown, in 
July 2015 the 250 South High building came online at 
High and Main/Rich streets, directly southwest of Colum-
bus Commons. Capitol South owned the lot and decided 
it was the right investment to make in the RiverSouth 
neighborhood. Seattle- and Columbus-based architec-
ture firm NBBJ teamed up with Daimler and Kaufman 
Development to create 250 High – a 12-story mixed-use 
development featuring ground floor retail space, five 
floors of commercial office space, and six floors of 156 
residential units.

	 Lifestyle Communities, a locally-owned residential 
development company, got into the downtown housing 
market early, completing over 200 market rate residential 
units as construction began on the Commons. Lifestyle 
Communities is now working on two new residential 
buildings with ground-floor retail flanking the south-
west corner of Columbus Commons:  The Annex II is 
an eight-story building with ground-floor retail, featur-
ing 106 apartments, and the Annex III is projected to 
be a ten-story building, featuring 137 apartments. Both 
projects are currently under construction.

	 The final piece for completing development around 
Columbus Commons is in place, as plans were an-
nounced in May 2015 for a 12-story, mixed-use build-
ing on the southeast corner of the park. This will be 
an important piece for the continued revitalization of 
downtown. The Daimler Group and Kaufman Develop-
ment will build Two25 Commons, a $60 million project 
similar to their nearby 12-story 250 High project under 
construction (mentioned earlier). Two25 will feature re-
tail space on the first floor, office space on the next five 
floors, and 170 residential units on the top six floors.

	 With the residential housing market in downtown Co-
lumbus expanding rapidly and experiencing very low va-
cancy rates (see chart), the downtown office market has 
also expanded, despite the recent recession and tough 
competition from suburban markets. And perhaps most 
rewarding of all is that downtown Columbus once again 
feels like a thriving and unique neighborhood; area bars 
and restaurants overflow on weekends; visitors enjoy di-
verse and free events at downtown’s cultural institutions 
and parks; and the population continues to grow – all 
as a result of the public-private investment in the area, 
including Columbus Commons.

DOWNTOWN AT A GLANCE:

•	 Current number of residents that live downtown: 
7,471

•	 Number of workers/daytime population: 81,731 
(2011 US Census estimate)

•	 Office vacancy rates:  
–  13.6% (Class A&B only)

•	 Residential vacancy rates: approximately 5% 

•	 Downtown population in 2005, 2010, and 2015  
–  2005: 4,400 
–  2010: 6,000 
–  2015: 7,471

Source: Capital Crossroads & Discovery Special Improvement Districts 
Mid-Year 2015 Downtown Columbus Economic Development Report

TIMELINE FOR DEVELOPMENT OF COLUMBUS COMMONS

2007	 CDDC & Capitol South reacquired the failing City Center Mall.

2008	 Capitol South worked with multiple national and local consultants to determine the best use of the site.  
		  Multiple plans were considered.

2009	 CDDC & Capitol South announced the creation of the Columbus Commons development where City Center Mall 
		  stood. Columbus Commons is a mixed-use development, filled with privately developed residential, retail and 
		  commercial space, all anchored by a public greenspace. 

2011	 The park opened to the public.

2012	 The pavilion opened to the public.

2013	 Highpoint on Columbus Commons opened on the west side of the park, featuring 5 stories with 302 apartments 
		  and street-level retail.

2015	 Plans were announced for the final phase of the Commons, called Two25 Commons. The development will be a 
		  12-story, mixed-use building on the southeast corner of the park.
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BUILDING A BRAND
	 This year marks our sixth season at Columbus Com-
mons. There has been a transition in real-time from 
skepticism to success. The apprehension stemmed from 
a perception that a downtown park in Columbus, Ohio, 
would fail – whether it was because of safety or pro-
gramming or funding. The community wasn’t sure there 
would be an audience who desired a downtown park. 
Would people show up? Would people feel safe? Would 
families come back downtown? The resounding answer 
to all of these questions is yes!

	 Our park patrons are as wide and varied as our down-
town. We’ve developed a space that is safe, fun, and ac-
tive. More so, we’ve created a sense of place, where there 
wasn’t one. We produce events for the entire community 
and people have taken notice. Our events are strongly 
attended and often times, people will just stop by the 
park to see what’s going on, without prior knowledge of 
the specific programming. The park is helping our com-
munity create memories.

	 Columbus Commons is utilized by both passive and 
active users, although the design of the park creates 
unique challenges. For instance, Columbus Commons is 
actually a green roof. The design and use of the park is, in 
large part, dictated by this unusual engineering feat. The 
formal gardens that line the central lawns are designed 
and maintained by Columbus’s own Franklin Park Con-
servatory and Botanical Gardens. Each winter the gar-
dens are redesigned for the coming spring, highlighting 
new plants and dynamic combinations of greenery and 
flowers. 

	 At the southern end of the Commons near the car-
ousel are tables and chairs for the casual visitor; families 
taking advantage of the outdoor reading room open dur-
ing the late spring, summer, and early fall; as well as cus-
tomers of the local eateries featured in the park’s two ca-
fés – Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams and Tortilla Street Food. 
There are also permanently affixed benches throughout 
the park; and during the spring, summer, and fall, the 

café tables and chairs are augmented with weather-proof 
rocking chairs. 

	 Large LED video screens on either side of the Colum-
bus Bicentennial Pavilion stage at the northern end of 
the Commons provide passive recreationalists informa-
tion about upcoming events in the park and ways to get 
involved. The pavilion offers a signature architectural ele-
ment to the Commons and provides a professional-cali-
ber performance space for local, regional, and national 
musical acts.

	 The park is intensively used throughout the summer, 
connecting to a larger network of green spaces in the area, 
and is programmed for maximum appeal. Programming 
is central, and the large, flexible space allows for many 
types of events ranging in size from a small birthday par-
ty to a large half marathon finish-line celebration. With 
more than 250 events annually, it is filled with people, 
enjoying a green oasis surrounded by skyscrapers. 

	 The Commons meets its billing as “Downtown’s Play-
ground” by providing opportunities for the community 
to see national musical performances, like Bastille, Ben 
Folds, Blues Traveler, Gin Blossoms, and Lynyrd Sky-
nyrd, and serves as the summer home of the Columbus 
Symphony Orchestra. In October 2013, the park hosted 
the Opening Ceremony of the Presidents Cup – an inter-
national golf tournament. For the first time in Presidents 
Cup’s history, the Opening Ceremony was held at a lo-
cation separate from the golf tournament. Golf Network 
viewers around the globe were able to watch the Opening 
Ceremonies at the Commons. Engaging long-term resi-
dents and new visitors to downtown is a key goal of the 
park. 

	 Daily, from late spring through early fall, the Colum-
bus Commons Reading Room – an outdoor space featur-
ing reading materials for all ages, from novels to picture 
books – draws adults and children alike. All are welcome 
to peruse the collection, and the space is attended by a 
Commons staff member. Free fitness classes are offered 
five days a week; and weekly summer events include a 
Food Truck Food Court at lunchtime, a series of local 

May 2014 Family Funday event

Photo credit: Randall Lee Scieber Photography

Columbus Commons is utilized by both passive and 
active users, although the design of the park creates 

unique challenges. For instance, Columbus Commons 
is actually a green roof. The design and use of the 

park is, in large part, dictated by this unusual engi-
neering feat. The formal gardens that line the central 

lawns are designed and maintained by Columbus’s 
own Franklin Park Conservatory and Botanical  

Gardens. Each winter the gardens are redesigned 
for the coming spring, highlighting new plants and 

dynamic combinations of greenery and flowers. 
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bands in July, kickball, and special days for kids. In the 
fall, the Commons hosts the Harvest Fair – featuring a 
pumpkin patch, bands, and games galore for children. 
The event feels different than suburban fairs, as visitors 
“pick” pumpkins while surrounded by skyscrapers. Dur-
ing the holiday season, Columbus Commons is lit by 
more than 200,000 colorful lights. A hand-carved car-
ousel, bocce courts, life-size chess set, and a NEOS 360 
electronic playground add to the permanent features of 
the park. 

	 Capitol South has tried a lot of new programming 
ideas – some are wildly successful and some are less so. 
We encourage event experimentation because that’s how 

we learn what fits in our community.  As our neighbor-
hood evolves with more residential and office neighbors, 
we are strategically choosing events that are a right fit. 
Our fans email and comment often about ideas they have 
or elements that they would like to see changed, and we 
take that feedback seriously.  

	 Columbus Commons represents change for the better, 
a safe place for families to enjoy our wonderful down-
town, and for the opportunity for residential neighbors 
to enjoy their new backyard.  

Photo credit: Randall Lee Scieber Photography

July 2015 free Pepsi Concert, featuring Bastille

www.iedconline.org
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HOUSING AFFORDABILITY CHALLENGES 
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

he availability of housing, meeting 
need and demand for the full spec-
trum of household affordability, 
should be viewed as an integral part 

of any successful region conferring eco-
nomic, social, and environmental ben-
efits that underpin sustainable growth 
and stable communities.  
	 It is commonly recognized that home ownership 
is important for local political and social stability, 
as well as for wealth generation.  But it is often 
overlooked that housing affordability, in general, 
is critical for the development and expansion of a 
local workforce.  Although housing affordability 
can mean different things to different people, this 
discussion spans a wider spectrum, intended to 
characterize a problem experienced by everyone, 
not just the lowest incomes.  The objective of this 
article is to identify how communities can craft pol-
icy and strategies that more effectively address the 
complexity and uniqueness of local issues.  The ar-
ticle first discusses housing affordability challenges, 
its consequences, and which supply and demand 
factors contribute to or exacerbate them.  The ar-
ticle continues with a discussion of how this affects 
a community’s economic competitiveness and strat-
egies that are typically used to address the situa-
tion.  Finally, the discussion ends with case study 
examples and questions that communities should 
answer in creating locally-tailored strategies that do 
not deteriorate their economic competitiveness.

Challenges
	 In recent years, many communities have seen 
increased demand push rents and home prices be-
yond levels considered affordable to households 

earning median income.  This situation can pres-
ent challenges to cities, such as overcrowding and 
financial cost-burdening, or force households to 
move away from their traditional homes and places 
of employment.  

	 On one hand, incomes have not risen with the 
general cost of living, a sign of decreased purchas-
ing power.  Figure 1 illustrates that U.S. household 
median income in 2014 was 28 percent higher 
than it was in 2000, but the cost of living in 2014, 
measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for 
urban consumers, was 37 percent higher.  On the 
other hand, though the CPI includes housing ex-
penditures, the average price of housing in 2014, 
even after the market corrected following the reces-
sion, stands 60 percent higher than average prices 
in 2000.  This means that new owner and renter 
households face an environment in which a greater 
portion of their income will be consumed by hous-
ing costs.  

the importance of
AFFORDABLE HOUSING TO ECONOMIC COMPETITIVENESS 
By David Schwartz

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT THE CHALLENGES
	 Nationally, housing costs continue to escalate faster than incomes, creating a wide spectrum of affordability and 
quality-of-life problems.  Not only are there challenges in dealing with the problem and its supply and demand 
circumstances, but there are challenges in avoiding the consequences that exacerbate problems and deteriorate a 
community’s economic competitiveness.  While many communities react with due urgency, the strategies and tools 
adopted under such circumstances can often overlook the complexity and uniqueness of local issues and resources.  
Without localized strategies, the economic opportunities and quality-of-life aspects that originally led to high hous-
ing demand and high property values will be lost.

t

David Schwartz is a vice 
president in the Denver 
office of Economic & 
Planning Systems, Inc., a 
land economics consulting 
firm experienced in the 
full spectrum of services 
related to real estate de-
velopment, the financing 
of public infrastructure 
and government services, 
land use and conser-
vation planning, and 
government organization. 
(dschwartz@epsden-
ver.com)

[Note 1]: Historical household median income data collected from:  
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/household/

[Note 2]: Case-Shiller indexes collected from: http://us.spindices.com/indices/
real-estate/sp-case-shiller-us-national-home-price-index 

[Note 3]: CPI data collected from: http://www.bls.gov/cpi/#data

FIGURE 1.
Trends in U.S. Housing Prices, Inflation and Incomes

All data indexed to 100 from base year 2000.
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	 A lack of affordable housing is not an isolated problem; 
it can affect all aspects of our economic and social lives, 
and is a problem for a wide range of workers including 
those in service sector jobs and government employees.  
The availability of a range of housing options affordable 
to a range of income levels is essential to sustaining our 
communities and must be addressed at both the regional 
and local levels.  Without localized strategies to maintain 
housing options and affordability, the economic opportu-
nities and quality-of-life aspects that originally led to high 
housing demand and high property values will be lost.  

	 It’s often a presumption of housing affordability stud-
ies or policies that the free market is not providing for 
the affordability needs of communities.  The motivation 
behind any assessment of housing market and economic 
conditions should be to assess to what extent the private 
market should be called to do something about it and 
whether or not it can be leveraged in the context of regu-
latory and/or financing strategies.

Circumstances
	 There are not only challenges in dealing with the 
problem itself but also challenges in dealing with the cir-
cumstances that led to the problem.  Most apparent is 
the expanding gap between incomes and housing costs, 
as illustrated in Figure 1.  This presents an almost in-
surmountable challenge that has few political or eco-
nomic solutions under a city’s purview.  Some communi-
ties have attempted to address the challenge by entering 
the debate over higher minimum wage, and many have 
passed ordinances (e.g. recently Seattle (WA), Los Ange-
les, and numerous other cities in California).  Aside from 
the lawsuits contending the legality of such ordinances 
in several cities, it also remains to be seen whether the 
intended consequences (higher incomes) will outweigh 
the unintended consequences feared by some (lost jobs).

	 How does a growing gap between housing costs and 
incomes arise?  While it may be expedient (and true) to 
say that working households simply are not paid enough, 
the situation is more complex, because neither housing 
costs nor incomes are isolated variables.  On one hand, 
there are positive circumstances (of supply and demand) 
that can alone or in combination result in housing afford-
ability challenges.  On the other, there are negative cir-
cumstances that can lead to and exacerbate affordability 
challenges.

	 This situation can be a part of an otherwise positive 
economic cycle – i.e. markets experiencing a product 
of their own success.  Strong employment growth can 
drive up costs.  Strong population growth stimulated  

by quality of life factors can also contribute to rising 
costs.  Strong investment, reinvestment, and redevelop-
ment of community infrastructure and amenities can 
also be positively impacting values.  Also complicating 
matters in an otherwise positive set of circumstances are 
supply-side conditions.  For example, problems arise if: 
regulatory structures (i.e. zoning laws) are inadequate or 
onerous or legal structures create risks that impact the 
cost of construction.  

	 For example, a few states such as California and 
Colorado have experienced an evolution in homebuyer 
protections laws.  While positive for homebuyers, giv-
ing them recourse in the event of defective construction, 
unintended consequences can arise.  The abuse and risk 
of costly litigation in these markets can translate into 
higher general liability insurance costs for developers, a 
cost which is passed directly on to the buyer or renter.  
Problems also arise where infrastructure (i.e. roadway 
and transportation networks) may be deficient, the ex-
isting supply and pipeline of housing is deficient, and 
where land is a scarce resource.

Other Factors
	 There are also numerous supply and demand condi-
tions at the local, state, and national level that complicate 
the situation.  As illustrated on the left side of Figure 2 
depicting some additional supply side factors, the cost of 
housing is affected at the national level by trends in the 
cost of building materials, capital lending and permanent 
financing terms, as well as labor costs or shortages.  At 
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the state or regional level, consumer protections and in-
surance regulations can impact the availability of inven-
tory.  At the local level, housing inventory, availability of 
land, local labor costs and availability, as well as land use 
regulation can all impact the cost of housing.  

	 On the right side of Figure 2, depicting additional de-
mand side factors, corporate wage structures and home-
buyer financing terms at the national level can affect 
housing costs.  At the state level, economic development 
and job incentive programs, as well as state minimum 
wage laws can have an impact on the cost of housing.  
And at the local level, business labor needs, local wage 
structures, household preferences, population and em-
ployment growth, as well as redevelopment pressures 
that result can have substantial impacts on the cost of 
housing.  

	 In terms of taking action, however, what is actually 
in a community’s purview to address?  Taking time to 
understand some of these influences is helpful in airing 
concerns and fleshing out what really can be done.  On 
the supply side, can you open up land for development? 
Can you increase your zoning densities?  Can you change 
the cost of construction?  On the demand side, can you 
control population or employment growth?  Can you in-
crease incomes?  Can you change household preferenc-
es?  Can you influence development pressures?  Can you 
change general labor needs?  Can you change homebuyer 
financing terms?

Consequences
	 In the process of identifying what the challenges are 
and where a community has purview, most find that doc-
umenting housing and economic conditions and magni-
tudes of need suffices for policy formation.  But while 
important in the overall scope, it frequently understates 
the breadth of the challenges and leads to strategies that 
aren’t fully integrated.  

	 One of the more overlooked elements of housing 
policy is the role it plays in the broader economic com-
petitiveness context.  Before looking at how to define 
economic competitiveness, let’s look at some of the over-
looked or underestimated consequences of affordability 
challenges.  

	 First, when housing costs in a preferred location are 
too high, households look elsewhere.  A longer commute, 
with or without lower housing costs, means households 
spend more on transportation than other things leading 

to diminished quality of life measures.  According to ur-
ban economics literature (Angel and Blei, 2015; Clark, 
Huang and Withers, 2003), commuters seem to have a 
tolerable commute distance of 30 to 45 minutes each 
way.  In 2014, according to the U.S. Census, 37 percent 
(51.4 million people in a working population of 139.3 
million) of the working population commuted 30 min-
utes or more each way, 6.5 million more than a decade 
earlier.  

	 Second, and aside from the subjectivity of quality of 
life, when household budgets are squeezed (with or with-
out higher transportation costs), people have less money 
for other things.  Figure 3 illustrates an analysis of data 
collected from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer 
Expenditure Survey for 2004 and 2014.  The top column 
of the graphic shows that aggregate U.S. household in-
comes increased 34 percent during this 10-year period, 
but that aggregate spending on housing increased 40 per-
cent.  In high-growth cities, data show greater disparity 
between these two measures.  The graphic also shows 
that spending in more elastic categories such as food, 
clothing and services, personal care, and even savings has 
declined.  

	 While the causality of these shifts is debatable, it is 
reasonable to say that in terms of behavior households 
do make trade-offs.  Some choose a larger house farther 
away from work, and some choose a smaller house closer 
to amenities and work.  But because people rarely have 
the resources to buy the perfect house in the perfect lo-
cation, multiple trade-offs are made.  Quality of life and 
economic competitiveness problems arise when house-
holds spend so much more of their income on housing 
(and transportation) that they make trade-offs with ex-
penditures in other categories, a pattern that ripples fur-
ther afield.

	 Third, as these conditions persist, businesses increas-
ingly struggle to find, keep, or expand their workforce.  
This is a common struggle for the service sectors, espe-
cially retail, accommodations, hospitality, healthcare, 

In the process of identifying what the challenges 
are and where a community has purview, most 
find that documenting housing and economic 
conditions and magnitudes of need suffices for 
policy formation.  But while important in the over-
all scope, it frequently understates the breadth of 
the challenges and leads to strategies that aren’t 
fully integrated. 
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banking, government, and emergency services.  Typical 
wage structures may be ineffective at keeping workers, 
and businesses may endure high turnover rates.  Even 
for communities luring new industries, top among a 
prospective business’ concerns, along with a skilled la-
bor force, is the cost of housing.  Among the reasons the 
Dallas/Fort Worth area has been so successful attracting 
business relocations and attractions is the relatively low 
cost of housing compared to other western and south-
western metro areas. 

	 The blend of high housing (and transportation) costs, 
lower discretionary spending, and increasing business 
labor force struggles are challenges that communities 
can endure only so long before other social problems 
arise.  Neighborhood and community instability can 
occur when housing and land appreciation lead to dis-
placement caused by redevelopment pressures. Property 
owners in desirable locations approached with redevel-
opment offers often impact lower-income, minority, or 
elderly households.  Any number of outcomes can occur, 
such as households that move in with family (displace-
ment and over-crowding) or continue to live in costly 
housing nearby (cost-burden) to stay close to their jobs.  
They might move farther away to find similar housing 
costs (a mere shift in budget expenses).  Whatever the 
situation, it results in greater quality of life challenges 
and discretionary spending being traded off for the sake 
of housing costs, which can lead to greater community 
unrest. 

IMPACTS ON ECONOMIC COMPETITIVENESS 
AND WHAT TO DO
	 In the process of identifying strategies and tools, some 
communities react quickly and take action with what 
may appear to be good policy tools.  But such efforts can 
be more effective if communities take time to understand 
how policies interact with and affect competitiveness. 

	 From a governance perspective, economic competi-
tiveness might mean balancing public revenues with the 
cost of investing in and providing public goods and ser-
vices, such as: emergency services, water, utilities, etc.; 
transportation (roadway networks, public transporta-
tion, etc.); and strengthening and improving schools, 
among others.  From a regulatory perspective, it might 
mean having appropriate land use development and zon-
ing regulations.

	 From an economic development perspective, it might 
mean being able to attract, retain, and expand employ-
ment opportunities.  That means having the resources 
(for incentives) and the type of desirable environment 
(educated and skilled workforce, high quality of life, 
good investment in infrastructure, etc.) to sell your com-
munity to prospective employers.  It also means keeping 
an eye on the cost of doing business.

	 From a civic perspective, it might mean having a vi-
brant living environment where a community’s residents 
can enjoy dining out, shopping, finding entertainment, 
and where they generally feel safe.  If large sectors of 
the workforce leave an area in search of more affordable 
housing, a combination of outcomes can occur: a pal-
pable shortage of labor; increased traffic and air quality 
problems as workers commute long distances to their 
jobs; and as quality-of-life measures decline, new indus-
tries may be deterred from moving to the area and exist-
ing businesses may decide to relocate, recognizing that 
they are not able to attract the labor they need.

	 As mentioned earlier, without locally-tailored strate-
gies to maintain housing options and affordability, the 
economic opportunities and quality-of-life aspects that 
originally led to high housing demand and high property 
values will be lost.  

Conventional Strategies
	 Understanding how to deal with this situation and re-
main competitive isn’t easy.  Behind adoption of many of 
these policies is often the objective to build more hous-
ing, especially for lower-income households who are 
usually disproportionately affected, but the techniques 
by which those are accomplished are basically variations 
on a few themes.  A handful of approaches are in practice 
today, but application of uniform techniques can and of-
ten do overlook the complexities of local issues.  

	 The first are conventional funding techniques that ad-
dress very low and low income needs.  The most common 
source of funding has been Department of Housing and 
Urban Development entitlement funds, i.e. Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) and HOME funds.  
While critical to communities’ strategies for addressing 
affordability challenges, these programs are restricted for 
the most part to assisting households under 60 percent 

The blend of high housing (and transportation) 
costs, lower discretionary spending, and increasing 
business labor force struggles are challenges that 
communities can endure only so long before  
other social problems arise.  Neighborhood and 
community instability can occur when housing and 
land appreciation lead to displacement caused by 
redevelopment pressures.

Understanding how to deal with this situation and 
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Economic Development Journal  /  Winter 2016  /  Volume 15  /  Number 1 44

of median income.  And apart from funding services 
through CDBG dollars, only HOME funds are used di-
rectly for predominantly rental construction.  This is not 
to say that the federal funding is a problem, although it 
is a problem that funding for these programs continues 
to decline as Figure 4 illustrates.  On the contrary, they 
are essential.  The point is that insufficient as this source 
is even to remedy the problems faced by low income and 
special needs populations, it is not at all capable of ad-
dressing broader, more complicated local issues.  

	 Another conventional tool used is the federal Low 
Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program adminis-
tered by state housing finance agencies.  Equity is placed 
through these agencies as capital for new, rehabilitated, 
or preserved affordable rental projects (including home-
less shelters and transitional housing) that meet specific 
income targets, i.e. under 60 percent of median income.  
Like CDBG and HOME funding, LIHTC meets an im-
portant need but only addresses a fraction of the broader 
problems being experienced by many communities.

	 There are also a handful of regulatory approaches in-
tended to leverage the momentum of development.  One 
of these approaches, inclusionary zoning, seeks to remedy 
supply-side issues through mandates or voluntary com-
pliance, i.e. the use of incentives.  Either way, such regula-
tion looks to increase the supply of affordable housing by 
compelling the development community to reserve some 
portion of their residential project as affordable to lower 
income households, usually 60 percent of median income 
if applied to a rental development and 80 percent of me-
dian income if applied to a for-sale development.  

	 There is considerable debate about the effectiveness of 
these programs, not to mention ongoing legal challenges.  
Because they add a “cost” to construction, questions arise 
over the extent to which they are passed on to the “non-
affordable” housing buyers, and whether this ultimately 
exacerbates broader challenges.  

	 Commercial linkage, another approach intended to 
increase the affordable housing supply, is motivated by 
the recognition of the jobs-housing linkage, i.e. that non-
residential development creates demand for affordable 
housing through creation of low-paying jobs.  Commer-
cial linkage programs require new non-residential devel-
opments to pay a fee that mitigates a portion of demand 
for affordable housing from a development’s lower in-
come jobs, quantified as the difference between the price 
of market-rate housing and the price of affordable hous-
ing for those lower income jobs.  

	 The fees are then used to build or offset the cost of 
building affordable housing in the community.  These 
fee-based programs take their cue from development ex-
actions jurisprudence stemming from two U.S. Supreme 
Court cases, Nollan (1987) and Dolan (1994), often ref-
erenced together, which established the rational nexus 
and rough proportionality tests, respectively.  While state 
courts interpret and further clarify these precedents, 
linkage fees are established through “nexus” studies (re-
flecting their origins in Nollan) to document the connec-
tion between the scale and type of development and the 

magnitude of affordable housing demand created.  While 
there are not as many legal challenges to these policies, 
there is still considerable opposition from the business 
and development communities because they add a cost.

	 The limitations of these tools can be characterized by the 
reality that they are not structured to address the breadth 
and complexity of a community’s challenges.  In terms of 
the regulatory approaches, in addition to the question of 
the extent that this becomes an additional “cost” passed 
on to the end user, exacerbating affordability conditions 
and the “cost of doing business,” a primary criticism from 
the development community centers around the notion of 
being burdened with a problem whose solution should be 
shared by the whole community.  Moreover, the unifor-
mity of these policies around the country suggests they are 
not the product of individual (local) grassroots processes 
to develop locally-tailored approaches.  

A Need for Locally-Tailored Approaches
	 Conventional federal funding sources are inadequate 
and quickly diminishing, and because conventional reg-
ulatory approaches are ill-equipped to address the com-
plexity of local issues, there is an urgency to craft locally-
tailored approaches.

	 Communities that center their attention on creating 
a common vision and answering some key questions are 
better positioned not only toward generating consen-
sus, but toward setting better goals and achieving more 
meaningful results. 

1.	 	 Assess the extent of the problem (causes and conse-
quences); 

2.	 	 Set the collective vision on goals that everyone 
(especially elected leadership) can buy into; and 

3.	 	 Take inventory of a community’s challenges and 
points of leverage.  

	 At that point, the process of evaluating strategies 
should involve gauging their potential for effectiveness, 
their ability to respond directly to the challenges, avoid 
unintended consequences, leverage unique local or re-
gional resources, leverage partnerships, and their ability 
to allow for local flexibility and control.

	 Communities need to approach such a process openly 
and cautiously, not placing too great an emphasis on the 
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effectiveness of any one approach.  That is, addressing 
affordable housing challenges requires multiple solutions 
that will vary by jurisdiction and region, such as: 

1.	 	 Increasing the supply of new market rate housing 
in appropriate locations (in some cases, affordable 
by design);

2.	 	 Regulatory support for and multiple funding sourc-
es to support workforce housing development;

3.	 	 Complementary funding for low-income housing 
development; and

4.	 	 In select cases, the revitalization of existing public 
housing using state and federal funding sources in 
combination with public/private partnerships.  

	 Reflecting on some of the techniques presented above, 
it is helpful to think of them under two broader catego-
ries: those that seek to harness the momentum of de-
velopment activity (i.e. development-based approaches); 
and those that seek to harness the power of the many (i.e. 
community-based approaches).

	 In the first category, a community often needs an in-
crease to the supply of housing (there are really few op-
tions for communities to manipulate the demand side of 
housing.).  Such approaches stem from the view that be-
cause the development community builds housing (and 
thus, whose housing prices are a part of the problem), 
they are equipped and should be responsible.  Such is the 
case with the inclusionary zoning and linkage programs 
discussed previously.

	 Economic leverage is an essential part of ensuring 
compliance.  Broadly, economic leverage is something 
that a community has to offer that the development com-
munity finds value in, such as: 

1.	 	 Financial resources, like one-time general fund al-
locations for capital or assistance programs; 

2.	 	 General obligation bonds, dedicated funding 
sources, use of tax abatements; and 

3.	 	 Publicly-owned land and entitlements, such as 
density.  

	 These mechanisms need strong leadership and politi-
cal will to succeed.

	 In the second category, for a growing number of com-
munities, strong leadership and political will are trans-
lating into the recognition that a policy that broadens 
the responsibility of addressing complicated challenges 
across the community not only lowers the financial bur-
den placed on any one portion of the community, but, 
because it is locally generated, results in greater flexibility 
of its use.  

	 A frequently-cited success story in the adoption of a 
local funding source is Seattle.  Since 1981, city voters 
have passed one housing bond and four housing levies, 
which have collectively produced more than 10,000 af-
fordable apartments, provided first-time homebuyer 
loans and rental assistance to more than 4,000 house-
holds.  In 2009, the most recent seven-year levy, a dedi-
cated property tax (limited to $0.17 per $1,000 of as-
sessed valuation) was adopted to generate $145 million 

for a variety of affordable housing goals, including sup-
portive services.  According to the city’s 2014 Housing 
Levy Annual Report, this levy has produced nearly 2,000 
rental units (exceeding its 1,700-unit goal), provided 
funding for acquisition, operations and maintenance, 
and homebuyer assistance affecting nearly 600 house-
holds, and provided rental assistance and homelessness 
prevention to approximately 1,900 households.  As for 
its cost to the city’s property tax payers, the levy is es-
timated to cost the typical homeowner with a house of 
median value ($473,000 in 2014) approximately $80 per 
year.

	 Another example of voter and elected official buy-in 
is Cambridge, where with the support of a state tool, the 
Community Preservation Act (CPA), the Cambridge Af-
fordable Housing Trust (CAHT) uses a combination of 
local and state matching funds.  The CPA was established 
as a financing tool for Massachusetts communities to ex-
pand the supply of affordable housing, protect historic 
sites, and preserve open space using a small voluntarily 
adopted property tax.  In fiscal year 2014, the CAHT re-
ceived $8.2 million through the CPA appropriation. 

	 A different sort of one-time funds is the use of Gen-
eral Obligation bonds.  The city of Austin, for example, 
has issued several general obligation bonds to support 
affordable housing.  In 2006, the city issued an affordable 
housing bond for $55 million, all of which was utilized 
by 2011, producing more than 2,400 affordable units.  
Also funded through a time-limited property tax, this GO 
bond was estimated to have cost the average homeowner 
less than $9 annually.  Austin passed its most recent bond 
in 2013, a $65 million bond to address a broader variety 
of production and service needs.

	 Some communities have even leveraged institutional 
partners to address affordability challenges.  In Durham 
(NC), the Duke-Durham Neighborhood Partnership was 
founded in 1996 and has raised more than $12 million 
to invest in partner neighborhoods, including a $4 mil-
lion investment in Self-Help, a community development 
lender to support development of affordable housing.  In 
Chicago, the University of Chicago subsidizes housing 
for low-income residents in surrounding neighborhoods 
with projects in Woodlawn and Jackson Park Terrace.  
It owns and maintains 2,000 rental units on the south 
side of Chicago for student and faculty housing, and it 
estimates that 65 percent of the university’s faculty and 
3,000 staff members live in these neighborhoods.  Har-
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vard University also launched an initiative in 2000 that 
committed $20 million of low-interest financing to sup-
port affordable housing in both Cambridge and Boston.  
It also administers a $6 million revolving loan fund.

	 Another tool used to generally lower the cost of hous-
ing for people is the community land trust (CLT).  There 
are more than 250 CLTs nationally.  They can purchase, 
acquire, develop, own, and operate housing, but their 
most common function is developing and selling hous-
ing with a leasehold interest in the land.  In Montana, a 
number of CLTs existed throughout the state with small 
inventories and were struggling to stay in operation.  In 
2014, after a study process considered what the prob-
lems were and available options, Trust Montana was 
established and now functions as an umbrella organiza-
tion over the state’s land trusts. By centralizing some of 
the administration and operational costs, the state’s land 
trusts were able to continue their function of providing 
lower-cost housing.  

Where to Go from Here
	 There is a great need for communities to develop 
unique approaches to local problems.  Not only are most 
of the uniform tools in practice blunt instruments that 
don’t respond flexibly enough to local challenges, they 
also don’t address the complexity of those issues.  Be-
cause we always like to know what our peers are doing, 
here are some tips that might serve communities well in 
looking at best practices.

•	 Don’t overlook the basics – local and regional eco-
nomic trends;

•	 Look closely at whether land use regulations may be 
creating unintended consequences (e.g. restrictions 
on lot sizes, dwelling unit sizes; parking require-
ments, setbacks; maximum densities, etc.);

•	 Think about the balance or imbalance between the 
location of your housing supply and the location of 
your jobs or amenity centers;

•	 Assess whether and how much development can be 
encouraged along transit corridors;

•	 Assess the legal and regulatory structure to under-
stand where obstacles lie;

•	 Identify where there might be opportunities to lever-
age public finance resources (and political will); and

•	 Look at the capacity, capability, and interests of 
providers, as well as private or institutional partner-
ships.

	 When discussing and crafting policy, make sure that 
it leverages the community’s unique resources and struc-
tures.  Ensure that where resources are leveraged, they 
provide value at least equal to or greater than the alter-
native (i.e. opportunity cost) of not complying.  Ensure 
that structures are facilitating, not inhibiting positive out-
comes, and estimate the extent to which such strategies 
could have unintended consequences, weighing them 
against a strategy’s presumed benefits.  With good leader-
ship and smart planning, such strategies should enable 
communities to become their own best practices.  

HIRING?
SEEK A CERTIFIED ECONOMIC DEVELOPER (CEcD)

As an employer, you can be assured that the Certified Economic Developers 
you hire have demonstrated competency in economic development with a 

high-level of knowledge and practical experience in the field.

Select your next employee from among the best candidates – 
Add “CEcD preferred” to your next job posting!

Working on staff development? Encourage your staff 
to become Certified Economic Developers.

Your investment in their certification will benefit you both by:

n Raising your staff’s level of professionalism 
n Improving your staff’s education and knowledge 
n Enhancing the image and credibility of your organization

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800
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