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Executive Summary  

Economic development is a noble calling. The opportunity to make a positive difference in a community 

and in people’s lives makes for a personally fulfilling profession for many people.  

Economic development is also complex, sensitive work, involving the high-profile balancing of multiple 

stakeholder interests. As such, economic developers must respond to questions about or challenges to 

their strategies and practices as part of the job.  

Some of these challenges or issues are unique and some are perennial. Broadly speaking, common 

challenges include general misunderstanding of economic development, its purpose and impact; 

transparency and accountability; and ideological opposition.  

In response, IEDC’s Economic Development Research Partners (EDRP) program chose to examine the 

reasons behind various challenges to the profession and develop resources to help economic developers 

address them. This report is one piece of a larger initiative to elevate the profession and support 

economic developers in helping their investors, partners, clients and other stakeholders to better 

understand, support, and act on behalf of the work of the organization (EDO). 

The paper is based on focus group input, survey results, interviews, prior IEDC publications and web 

research. Five recommendations came through as clear priorities to help economic developers 

champion their work and respond to challenges:  

1. Do good work. This work is the foundation on which organizational and professional integrity 

are built. It means diligently executing your role as an economic development professional: 

planning the EDO’s actions with the guidance of its governing body; executing the plan; 

measuring the results and reporting them.  

 

2. Listen. Engage. Adapt. Economic developers must be willing to listen and evaluate criticism. 

Whether objections to economic development or an EDO come from a place of ideology or 

misinformation, or whether they raise valid questions, economic developers must be prepared 

to engage and respond accordingly.  

 

3. Make transparency a core tenet of your work. Transparency fosters trust, which is the 

foundation on which economic development is built. EDOs that act transparently – e.g., in 

regard to their strategic plan, return on investment, compensation and expenditures, deal-

making criteria and processes – foster trust in their community relationships.  

 

4. Communicate and connect. Part of being an economic developer is to know that constant 

communication is a core function of the job. The audiences for these efforts to educate and 

engage are extensive – council and board members, state legislators, other governmental 

partners, local civic, neighborhood or special interest groups, service delivery partners, clients, 

the general public – nearly everyone.  

 

5. Build and enlist allies. All successes in economic development are born of partnerships working 

in varying combinations. These partners are also an EDO’s greatest allies. Doing good work in 

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.e2ma.net%2Fclick%2Fanayrb%2Fixnp0u%2Fmg91wk&data=02%7C01%7C%7C813f8fb5c4ce44a3b1b708d666a92721%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C636809274017544059&sdata=%2BPtA%2BPXIj6VHodZKtfqJSKH2%2BGh5zUMCyGaXAKpt%2Bvg%3D&reserved=0
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the context of these partnerships means understanding the motivations, goals and needs of 

these partners as they work with the EDO, and being flexible and creative in finding win-win 

solutions.   

Following the recommendations, the paper provides tools, strategies and examples economic 

developers can use to champion their work (through proactive communication), or respond in the face 

of higher scrutiny or challenges. It includes extensive sample documents, case studies, brochures, and 

more to help economic developers communicate, measure results, and respond effectively in a range of 

situations.  

Ultimately, as they contribute to the economic vitality of their communities, economic developers must 

also embrace the role of educator. They must be prepared to explain, describe and build consensus for 

their work and for its impact, and constantly articulate its value and processes to others. This paper 

intends to provide economic developers with the tools, strategies and tactics they need to champion 

their work every day, as well as to manage and mitigate challenges that may arise.    
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I. Introduction 

Economic development is complex, consequential work. Through economic cycles, changing political 

landscapes, catastrophic events, great challenges and great opportunities, the work of economic 

development organizations offers communities a stable, experienced, thoughtful and forward-looking 

hand on the wheel. It is high-profile work that attracts interest, support, and sometimes scrutiny from 

the public.  

As such, scrutiny of economic development programs is rarely in the form of why a community is 

becoming more business friendly. Rather it is the how (i.e. methods employed in economic 

development) and who (big businesses vs. small businesses) that are hotly contested. More fundamental 

than differences in opinion or ideological challenges, however, is simply helping people understand 

what economic developers do and why, and the impact of that work. 

Economic development touches everyone’s life in a community. New jobs are available for neighbors. 

Vacant storefronts are filled. Blighted blocks becomes hubs of activity. New revenues save residents 

from tax increases. These are just a few of the everyday outcomes of economic development, apart 

from the outsize role that economic developers often play in a crisis such as a plant closure, or natural 

disaster.  

The point is that economic development’s stakeholders, and potential champions, are many.  

So in addition to contributing to the economic vitality of their communities, economic developers must 

also embrace the role of educator. They must be prepared to explain, describe and build consensus for 

their work and for its impact on communities. They must act with accountability and transparency. The 

work requires building and sustaining the trust of the public and a variety of constituencies, whether an 

economic development organization is publicly funded or a private-sector organization working with 

government to support the business environment.  

To earn that trust, economic developers must be credible, consistent and dedicated to the value of their 

work. They cannot assume that people know what they do and why, or that they act in the public 

interest; economic developers must constantly articulate their value and processes to others.  

Economic development is worthy of respect. It is worthy of its champions. It is a noble practice and a 

profession, one that has real and lasting impact on people’s lives and on communities’ ability to 

succeed.  

This paper intends to provide economic developers with the tools, strategies and tactics they need to 

champion their work every day and manage and mitigate challenges that may arise from their work.    

 

Background, Scope and Methodology 

A number of factors encouraged the creation of this paper. Some perennial challenges to the profession 

are discussed below. In addition, in recent years, several state legislatures have taken a skeptical view of 

economic development and pursued legislation to curtail it. Also significant was Amazon’s widely 

publicized search for a second headquarters during 2017 and 2018. The public saw dozens of cities and 
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regions propose large, undisclosed incentive packages to a wealthy corporation, leading them to 

question not just Amazon’s methods, but the economic development process itself.  

Against this background, IEDC’s Economic Development Research Partners (EDRP) program chose to 

examine the reasons behind various challenges to the profession and develop resources to help 

economic developers address them. This report is one piece of a larger initiative to elevate the 

profession and support economic developers in helping their investors, partners, clients and other 

stakeholders to better understand and act on behalf of the work of the EDO. 

The report begins with an overview of common challenges faced by economic developers and their 

organizations. It then provides recommendations for actions that economic developers can take to 

champion their work (through proactive communication), or respond in the face of higher scrutiny or 

challenges. It includes extensive sample documents, case studies, brochures, and other tools to help 

economic developers communicate, measure results, and respond effectively in a range of situations.  

This paper draws on a range of sources. Research began with four focus groups of practicing economic 

developers in January 2018. A survey of economic developers followed in summer 2018, in addition to 

interviews with IEDC members and a conference panel on the topic. EDRP members on the project task 

force provided invaluable input and direction. Additional source materials include past EDRP reports, 

IEDC course manuals, EDO websites, and material reprinted by permission from partners and member 

organizations.  

  

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.e2ma.net%2Fclick%2Fanayrb%2Fixnp0u%2Fmg91wk&data=02%7C01%7C%7C813f8fb5c4ce44a3b1b708d666a92721%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C636809274017544059&sdata=%2BPtA%2BPXIj6VHodZKtfqJSKH2%2BGh5zUMCyGaXAKpt%2Bvg%3D&reserved=0
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II. Common Challenges 

The last few years have seen a number of aggressive challenges to the economic development 

profession and to its values, strategies and tactics. Some of these challenges or issues are unique and 

some are perennial; either way, it is necessary to address them with clarity and conviction. Common 

challenges are described below, grouped into three broad themes: misunderstanding of economic 

development, its purpose and impact; transparency and accountability; and ideological opposition. 

Recognizing these challenges is the first step in avoiding, managing or mitigating them when they arise. 

Misunderstanding of the role of economic development 

We don’t need economic development – our economy is in good shape.  

Growth is too fast and it’s ruining our quality of life.  

Unemployment is so low that local firms can’t find workers – why attract companies and bring in 

new jobs?  

Community leaders might have a number of reasons for perceiving that economic development does or 

will have a negative impact on the community. They may seek to limit competition from other 

businesses. The community may be experiencing rapid growth that is threatening the quality of life. Or it 

may be a place where one company or industry has dominated the local economy for years and the 

community is content with that.  

Lack of understanding of the role of an economic development organization 

Economic development isn’t doing what it should to foster equitable opportunities for people.  

Economic equity (and lack thereof) has come into greater focus since the uneven recovery from the 

recession of 2008. Millennials, more so than previous generations, highly value and expect it.  

Some believe that economic development should place greater priority on creating opportunities for 

marginalized people to participate in the economy. Others would say that all EDOs, by their very nature, 

create opportunities for all.  

As there are all kinds of EDOs, some are more explicitly focused on disadvantaged areas or populations 

than others. For many, equity objectives have not previously or aren’t currently a charge of their 

organization. Yet today, in communities where there aren’t other organizations to take on this issue, 

stakeholders increasingly look to EDOs. With these changing expectations and the need for higher 

workforce participation rates, it is worth noting that many EDOs have become more intentional in 

addressing equity issues. 

Economic development is mostly about helping big business. 

Indeed, some economic development programs and organizations are structured in a way that provides 

benefits primarily to large employers. There is a reason many EDOs do this: Large firms often provide 

the bulk of jobs in a community. Retaining them and helping them grow is critical to the local economy, 

a job that EDOs are uniquely prepared to perform. Therefore, EDOs must constantly be telling the story 

of their role in maintaining these vital community assets. 
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Though many EDOs do assist small, local firms, the public simply hears less about it. In any case, the 

economic development organization and professional must execute the mission, work plan, and goals 

approved by the elected body or board of directors.  

Transparency and accountability 

What are we getting for our money? 

Economic development is a closed-door club that benefits people with the right connections.  

EDO budgets are too big and we don’t like what they spend their money on.  

Economic developers are paid too much.  

How public funds are being used, and who benefits from using them, are at the heart of most concerns 

about transparency and accountability. Common objections or misperceptions are that tax dollars are 

being “wasted” on ineffective or unnecessary efforts, or that some people are benefitting improperly. 

For example, the focus may be executive pay, dollars spent on entertainment or travel, project 

incentives, or contract awardees. In good economic development practice, these issues are avoided by 

adhering to ethics guidelines (such as the IEDC Code of Ethics), using objective criteria for decision-

making, and employing strong organizational oversight.  

As long as EDOs work with businesses, there will be elements of their work that must remain 

confidential. Questions about transparency will always recur, so EDOs must be prepared to address 

them by proactively sharing the information they can, and being clear about what they can’t share and 

why.  

Ideological opposition 

Government shouldn’t get involved in the private market, picking winners and losers. 

Incentives are corporate welfare.  

Ideological opposition likely has roots in one or more of the concerns mentioned above – that economic 

development primarily benefits large corporations, or the wealthy and connected; or that the free 

market should determine the direction of the economy with little or no government intervention 

(including dollars).  

Some elected officials and citizens will never support economic development efforts no matter what 

facts are presented. Sometimes, elected officials publicly oppose economic development to make a 

political statement; others just aren’t interested in learning more.   

However, none of this exempts economic developers from constantly communicating the value and 

impact of their work, and in fact, just shows why it’s all the more important. 

 

  

https://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/inside-iedc/iedc-code-of-ethics/
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III. How economic developers can prepare for and 

respond to challenges to their work 

Based on focus group input, survey results, interviews and additional research, five recommendations 

came through as clear priorities to help economic developers champion their work and respond to 

challenges: Do good work; listen and respond to questions and criticism; make transparency a core 

tenet of your work; communicate and connect; and build and enlist allies.  

Following an overview of the recommendations is a section containing tools and strategies to apply 

them. Comments from economic developers who participated in this research are included throughout.   

1. Do good work. 

This means diligently executing your role as an economic development professional: planning the EDO’s 

actions with the guidance of its governing body; executing the plan; measuring the results and reporting 

them. In other words, do what you say you are going to do, then show that you’ve done it. 

One of the challenges for many EDOs, particularly smaller ones, is measuring impact. A survey 

conducted by IEDC in 2014 found that nearly 30 percent of economic development organizations do not 

measure their performance regularly or at all. IEDC published a paper, “Making it Count: Metrics for 

High Performing EDOs” in 2014 to provide guidance on this subject.  

This work is economic development 101, the foundation on which organizational and professional 

integrity are built.  

2. Listen. Engage. Adapt.  

You need to meet people where they are. A lot of it is just listening. 

Economic developers must be willing to listen and evaluate criticism. Sometimes, objections to 

economic development or an EDO come from a place of ideology or misinformation, and sometimes 

they raise valid questions. The question or challenge may be about something the EDO can change, or 

something it can’t.  

In good economic development practice, strong oversight and management, governing documents, and 

wisdom from affected stakeholders all help EDOs judge the reality of an issue and respond accordingly. 

Sometimes, an EDO’s plan, or even mission, may need to be tweaked or overhauled to better match the 

priorities of the community or investors.  

In response to various criticisms, our response has been to broaden the scope of what we 

do, adding inner-city revitalization and small business technical assistance to the original 

mission of industrial and office attraction/retention. 
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3. Make transparency a core tenet of your work. 

Expectations of transparency have always been in place, particularly for public organizations and those 

that receive significant public funds. Yet transparency matters for private organizations as well.  

Transparency fosters trust, and trust is the foundation on which economic development is built. We live 

in a time when so much information is not just available but easily accessible that the “digital natives” 

coming of age now have much higher expectations of transparency than previous generations. 

Therefore, transparency is critical in regard to the EDO’s mission, strategic plan, return on investment, 

compensation and expenditures, and deal-making criteria and processes.  

Though an EDO may technically not be required to make certain information public (depending on its 

structure), if it will not jeopardize a deal or relationship, or impose an undue burden, the default 

response should be to provide the information. A willingness to be open demonstrates that an EDO has 

nothing to hide; it is a pre-emptive strike against accusations of secrecy or clubbiness. Refusing to 

provide information that won’t harm the EDO, a deal, or an individual runs the risk of further inflaming 

opponents. The first recommendation – do good work – is the groundwork for operating transparently.  

 It’s somewhat attitudinal about how you treat the questions – are you open and 

responsive, or defensive?  

Never submit a receipt that you don’t want to see on the front page of the paper. 

 

4. Communicate and connect.  

Part of being an economic developer is to accept educating others as a core function of the job. It 

involves understanding the different stakeholders in the community, that each group wants to know 

something different, and that multiple media are needed to best convey the message. The job, 

therefore, involves constantly sharing information with stakeholders.  

This is not news. Nearly all economic development organizations have newsletters, websites, other 

materials and events they use for educational purposes. Some are more strategic with this type of 

“educational” communication than others, and of course, different strategies fit different communities 

and constituencies.  

The audiences for these educational efforts are extensive. Council and board members, state legislators, 

other governmental partners, local civic, neighborhood or special interest groups, service delivery 

partners, clients, the general public – nearly everyone.  

We work with the media to make sure they understand what we do and why we do it. 

You have to spend time building trust and relationships with reporters. 
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5. Build and enlist allies. 

An economic development organization can’t be successful by itself. All successes in economic 

development are born of partnerships – among government, private enterprise, educational and 

financial institutions, utilities, social and faith-based organizations, neighborhood groups, and many 

other stakeholders and service providers – working in varying combinations on a particular project or to 

strengthen local business conditions. 

If an EDO is doing good work, then these partners are also an EDO’s greatest allies. Doing good work in 

the context of these partnerships means being a reliable, effective, discreet team player: understanding 

the motivations, goals and needs of these partners as they work with the EDO, and being flexible and 

creative in finding win-win solutions.   

It’s widely acknowledged that what others say about you carries more weight than what you say about 

yourself. Many economic developers acknowledged, in focus groups and survey results, that building 

vocal and visible ally support from key business leaders, elected officials and other stakeholders is 

critical to communicating an EDO’s value proposition.  

We invest significant effort in building partnerships because we believe it creates a 

competitive advantage for our region. It more than triples the size and capabilities of our 

economic development team.  
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IV. Tools and Strategies 

This section elaborates on the recommendations above by drawing on best and promising practices 

identified by IEDC and by economic developers who participated in this research. It includes examples 

and supplemental materials that economic development professionals can use to improve their practice 

and communication efforts. IEDC has written extensively about several of these topics throughout the 

years; readers are invited to explore IEDC’s archives to discover more materials.   

1. Do Good Work  

Planning, executing, and reporting are the basic tenets of any well-functioning program or organization. 

For EDOs, communication is an added layer at each step.  

Strategic planning  

Too many EDOs are charged with being all things to all people. A good strategic plan 

stops that. 

High-performing EDOs operate with a strong strategic plan to inform their organizational direction, 

programmatic focus, and long-term economic development vision for their community. The strategic 

planning process sets goals and objectives; guides operations toward those outcomes; and accounts for 

the resources available to execute the plan. It should be grounded in reality, yet flexible and adaptable 

to take advantage of unforeseen opportunities and respond to challenges. Most EDOs revise strategic 

plans annually or bi-annually, and many have additional five-year plans (or sometimes longer) as well.  

 

Communicating throughout the strategic planning process and after the plan’s adoption are crucial to 

long-term success. People are more likely to support the plan’s goals and actions if they are engaged in 

developing them. Public hearings, articles in local media outlets, social media, and focus group 

engagement are some commonly used avenues to solicit feedback and share information.  

 

For additional information about organizational leadership and strategic planning, refer to IEDC’s 2011 

publication, High Performing EDOs.  

Execution  

Organizational leadership can set apart successful EDOs from others at the execution phase. Engaged 

and effective leaders know whom to engage and at what point, how to build support for strategies to 

implement the plan, and – most importantly – when to stick with the plan and when it might be 

necessary to change course, based on community circumstances.  

 

Two items are important here: accountability and ethics. Depending on the organizational structure and 

funding sources, EDOs may be accountable to a board of directors, elected officials, businesses and 

other investors, or some combination thereof. However, they also must be accountable to other groups 

in the community who are partners in their work. Therefore, EDOs must constantly communicate about 

their actions and progress. These efforts take time and resource, but are critical to maintaining 

relationships and securing buy-in for economic development. 

https://www.iedconline.org/documents/members-only/edrp-report-high-performing-economic-development-organizations/
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Ethical conduct is central to successful execution, essential to building trust among partners and the 

public. Unethical conduct not only reflects badly on the individual, but also can harm the EDO’s 

effectiveness, as well as perceptions of the profession overall. IEDC has developed a Code of Ethics (see 

appendix) that it encourages economic development professionals to follow, and offers complimentary 

training as well.   

Measuring results 

A survey conducted by IEDC in 2014 estimated that nearly 30 percent of economic development 

organizations do not measure their performance at all or regularly. The number went down to 20 

percent in 2016, showing movement in the right direction but room for improvement.  

 

Although most organizations that do not track performance are smaller in size and may not have the 

staff capacity to invest in such an activity, experts agree that basic performance monitoring is critical for 

long-term organizational performance and stability. It enables the organizational leadership to ensure it 

is meeting goals, and enables it to improve in areas where it is lagging. It is also a critical tool for 

communicating about the work and value of the organization to elected officials, partner organizations, 

and other stakeholders.  

 

First coined in the 1980s, “S.M.A.R.T.” metrics – specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-

based – are still relevant almost four decades later.1 Jobs and investment are the most common metrics 

that EDOs track. However, most EDOs measure a mix of quantitative and qualitative outcomes to reflect 

the breadth and depth of their work and convey their true value.  

 

For additional information on performance measurement, see IEDC’s 2014 publication, Making It Count: 

Metrics for High Performing EDOs.  

After a CEO who'd strayed from the mission, we communicated the successes the agency 

(and hence the business community) has enjoyed and the important role the EDO plays. 

We came through discussions to potentially dismantle the agency with a clear mandate 

to prove ourselves, and have done so through performance measures. 

Reporting & communications 

Clear, timely, and effective communication is essential to maintain and build support for economic 

development projects and organizations. Communication is as much about informing people as it is 

engaging with them to get honest feedback. Given the balancing act that economic development 

professionals must maintain among so many partners and stakeholders, the ability to communicate well 

distinguishes high-performing EDOs from others.  

 

A comprehensive communications strategy identifies different stakeholder groups, critical 

communication points in a project (both in terms of seeking input and reporting out), and the different 

types of media best suited to accomplish the job. Social media can be an effective tool to spread the 

word about certain services and programs, but more traditional media and targeted communications 

                                                           
1 Doran, G.T., “There’s a S.M.A.R.T. way to write management’s goals and objectives” Management Review, 
Volume 70, Issue 11 (AMA FORUM, 1981), pp. 35-36.  

https://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/inside-iedc/iedc-code-of-ethics/
https://www.iedconline.org/documents/members-only/edrp-report-making-it-count-metrics-for-high-performing-edos/
https://www.iedconline.org/documents/members-only/edrp-report-making-it-count-metrics-for-high-performing-edos/
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are typically warranted for more insightful and deeper engagement with the stakeholders. The 

“Communicate and Connect” section below includes an in-depth discussion of communications tools 

and strategies.       

We encounter some community leaders and elected officials that are not fully on board 

with investing in economic development. However, after educating them on how 

economic development works and its impact of creating primary or wealth generating 

jobs, they typically engage and become supportive. 

We are change agents and our job is to make sure that we effectively communicate 

what needs to be done and how best to realize our goals.  

 

2. Listen. Engage. Adapt.  

Organizational management best practice suggests that an EDO must be willing to receive feedback 

(both positive and negative), self-evaluate, and make adjustments if necessary in order to stay relevant 

to its stakeholders and constituents. This is easier said than done. As discussed earlier, criticism of an 

EDO may stem from a variety of reasons, some of which the EDO may be able to address; some of which 

may not be appropriate to address; and some of which are outside of its sphere of influence. For most 

EDOs, the path forward is ascertained through a combination of leadership, transparency, diligent 

analysis, and communications.  

The IEDC survey gathered several examples of EDOs that changed their strategic focus in response to 

feedback from their community.  

My organization was nearly disbanded about four years ago because we were not 

meeting the needs of small businesses. Each of the communities we serve claimed that 

we were sending business to others in the region, and that we only worked with 

investors that spent a lot of money with us. Since then we have refocused our efforts and 

are working much better with community members. 

We have completely shifted our approach from an attraction-based strategy (which 

wasn't effective in a rural, small town) to one based primarily on BR&E and 

entrepreneurship over the past year. We have also addressed one council person's 

specific concerns by implementing a main street facade grant program and have 

included this person in all of the planning and development of the program. 

A good example is the issue of equity and inclusion. Responding to growing concerns that the recovery 

from the Great Recession has not translated to increased opportunity for many, some EDOs now focus 

on inclusion as a strategic priority. Programs that target disadvantaged populations, low-skilled or 

unskilled workers are becoming more prevalent, such as those to upgrade technology skills or soft skills, 

establish accessible career ladders, and facilitate entrepreneurship, among others.   

Looking back at the evolution of economic development practice, it is clear that economic developers 

have long been agile in responding to changing priorities and circumstances. This trait is as relevant now 

as ever.   
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Being responsive starts with active listening. EDOs must understand and evaluate the reasons for the 

feedback and determine how best to respond. It is critical that the governing body be involved in 

considering any changes to an EDO’s approach. EDOs must also communicate diligently and 

transparently with stakeholders about how it is responding to the issue.  

Case Study:  Changing Course  

(Location kept confidential at the request of the EDO.)  

A local EDO had a strong strategic plan in place for the small, rural community it served. It also had a 

dedicated funding stream for economic development programs and services through a local option sales 

tax, which generated approximately $1 million annually.  

In an effort to emulate practices common among much larger EDOs, the economic development 

director chose to focus efforts on business attraction, targeting industrial and retail businesses. It 

participated in several trade shows annually, both domestic and international. Due to limited resources, 

entrepreneurship and business retention programs received less attention.  

The results were unsatisfactory. The EDO wasn’t successful in attracting businesses due to a number of 

reasons, many of which are typical for small rural towns. Even when they offered incentives to close 

some deals – and following best practices around incentive design incorporated performance metrics 

into funds disbursement – the businesses mostly were not able to meet those requirements as they 

were mostly smaller operations. Support for the EDO from elected officials and the community started 

waning; the sentiment grew that the community was not getting what it should from its investment in 

the EDO. 

Shortly after these concerns started to surface, the director abruptly left the position in 2017 without 

explanation. The new director has worked to turn things around, starting at the drawing board – the 

strategic plan. “We didn’t need a new strategy, we just needed to go back and read the one we already 

had in place,” said the new director. “Many rural areas try to follow the example of large metro area 

models of attraction, but we just didn’t have a strong product to sell (i.e., shovel-ready sites that were 

attractive to incoming businesses). A tight labor market also made it difficult. We had some homework 

to do on our end,” he said.  

Over the past year, the EDO has worked to reestablish relationships with community stakeholders, 

elected officials and businesses. It is implementing a “Local First” strategy; developing a façade grant 

program in partnership with the Main Street program and the help of a councilmember; creating a 

housing program to address concerns around affordable housing for low-income workers; focusing more 

efforts and funds on entrepreneurship and business retention programs; and renewing relationships 

with the local chamber of commerce and elected officials. It is focused on listening to the concerns of its 

stakeholders and educating everyone about the role of the EDO.   
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3. Make transparency a core tenet in all areas of your work.  

As agents for the public good, EDOs are expected to be 

transparent in their dealings. Although public-private 

partnerships (PPPs) have less stringent requirements to 

share information, best practice suggests that all EDOs 

should strive to be as transparent as possible.  

Being transparent starts with honest and regular 

communication. By proactively providing information, 

EDOs can educate others about what they do, why they 

do it, and how. Over time, this builds trust in the 

leadership and workings of the EDO, and keeps 

misinformation and misunderstandings about economic 

development at bay. The appendix includes two 

brochures that EDOs can use for such purposes.    

EDOs should be intentional about distinguishing what 

can be communicated easily and readily with the 

community versus more nuanced or confidential 

information that is shared only with selected audience, 

under special circumstances or at certain points in time 

(e.g. after a deal has been finalized). The EDO’s mission, 

strategic plan, services offered, annual reports, and 

performance on certain projects are some examples of 

communication pieces that should be easily accessible, such as through the EDO or public partners’ 

websites. (Depending on the local context, other communication pieces may be made available upon 

request, such as incentives policies, return on investment analyses, etc., though some EDOs share this 

information on their website). A third category of communication piece would be for a select audience 

such as a board of directors or elected officials, comprising of confidential information such as 

negotiations on specific deals or clients, and expenses.  

In each of these communication pieces, it is important to tie the economic development approach, 

decision, or expense back to the EDO’s mission and goals.  

The Right Place, Inc., located in West Michigan, and Invest Atlanta are two examples of EDOs making 

transparency a core tenet of their work. Below are dashboards they use in websites, newsletters, and 

other outlets to convey the economic impacts of their work.    

Why don’t economic development organizations 

share information about a deal? 

There are two key reasons why EDOs may be 

reluctant to share information about a 

prospective deal: 

Business perspective: Businesses often require 

non-disclosure agreements ahead of revealing any 

information related to their business model or 

future plans. This could relate to cutting-edge 

technology, significant investments, or other 

proprietary information that could jeopardize the 

competitiveness of the business should such 

information become accessible to competitors. 

Employees and investors may also react 

negatively to uncertainty about future plans.  

Community perspective: An EDO may not reveal 

what is being negotiated in order to safeguard the 

community’s interests during the competitive 

process.  
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4. Communicate and Connect   

The biggest issue seems to be a lack of information and awareness about what economic 

development is and what we do. We work hard to show how we create wealth in the 

community by making regular presentations to civic organizations, with reports and 

newsletter articles, and working with our board members to communicate our message 

to everyone they meet in the community. 

Economic developers must use an array of communications to help the public understand what 

economic development is, how it works, and their role in it. They are constantly describing and telling 

stories about their EDOs’ work, and sharing it via multiple media to reach an ever-broader constituency.  

This section describes tools and strategies that EDOs commonly use to educate and communicate with 

the public, with examples. Storytelling tools include testimonials and success stories; communication 

tools include targeted media, local media, and web and social media.  

The public does not understand the long-term nature of economic development.  Many 

believe you just call someone up and they move to the area. We constantly try to inform 

people that our work is quite tedious and time consuming; however, this is difficult to 

convey.    

Storytelling tools 

o Testimonials 

Many economic developers, in the survey, focus groups and interviews, talked about the importance of 

the business community speaking on an EDO’s behalf. There are always opportunities for business 

leaders to do this informally through networking and the course of daily life, or in a more structured way 

at press conferences or ribbon-cuttings, through ambassador programs, and by providing testimonials.   

Testimonials are the most compelling and persuasive tool available to EDOs.  They are simple to get and 

use – a matter of asking the appropriate executive at a company or organization to talk about the 

assistance an EDO provided and how it helped the company. They can be pulled out of a project success 

story, recorded on video, or written up for the web, press release or other use.  

Testimonials from business leaders on the website of the Stephens County (Ga.) Development Authority 

show the breadth of assistance SCDA provides to both existing and new industry, small and large.  

 

http://www.scda.biz/testimonials.cfm
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Getting and Using Testimonials 
 
Christine Logan, Community, Business & Rural Development Representative for the New Mexico 
Economic Development Department, shares her department’s approach to creating and using 
testimonials.   
 
We made gathering testimonials an intentional part of the business development process, rather than 
merely capitalizing on statements we happened to catch in the media. 
  
Many of our testimonials are included on our economic development website. Not all are in video 
format but almost all have specific quotes about “Why New Mexico,” why this community, and how the 
state has been helpful. The video clips and quotes can be used as part of specific promotions and as 
background for events and displays. We capture the quotes when a business leader is here for an event. 
We have a YouTube channel and video on loops at legislative events.  
 
For new programs, gathering testimonials has been incorporated into the application process (though 
we usually gather those as part of a press release, as part of follow up visits, or as part of closing out a 
project).  

 
Sharing a positive statement is never a requirement of receiving economic development assistance, but 
is rather the natural outcome of building relationships with the businesses we help. Equally important is 
remembering to ask for a statement that helps us explain the value of our efforts to policymakers and 
funders. 
  
‘Here is what your constituents/neighbors/customers/ say about us/our programs/our business 
climate….’ is a much stronger message than the economic developers saying the same thing on our own 
behalf.      
         

  

https://gonm.biz/why-new-mexico/case-studies/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCEVKlfuuLNl4R0VH6GsxZRQ
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Many organizations, such as the Mesilla Valley (N.M.) Economic Development Alliance, include video 

testimonials on their websites.  

 

Elected officials also can 

offer valuable 

testimonials to convey 

the impact of a project or 

to highlight community 

assets. The JAXUSA 

Partnership in Florida 

includes quotes from the 

mayor of Jacksonville in 

press releases on its 

website.   

Proactively communicate good news and wins, and enlist people to share that news for 

you. If you have a local, highly respected company that you did a project for that is 

willing to say, ‘I love working with the EDC; they have been our partner for years; they 

have helped with everything from locating a building to finding employees to getting a 

permit; they have helped us grow and thrive here’ – it goes much further when someone 

is blowing your horn that is not you. 

  

Example of video testimonial 

https://www.mveda.com/about-mveda/what-our-customers-say/
https://www.mveda.com/about-mveda/what-our-customers-say/
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o Success stories 

“Success stories” is used here as an encompassing term to include any description of an EDO project, 

initiative, event, input or outcome – a retention or expansion announcement; a new partnership 

agreement; meetings held with elected officials; a forum, meeting or summit attended or held; et. al. 

Ideally it can be used in multiple ways and outlets depending on the type of story (e.g., newsletter, EDO 

website, social media, press release, annual report, etc.). Like testimonials, once written, they are 

another useful tool to have at hand to tell an EDO’s story.  

They may be brief and factual, 

like this one from the Fairmont, 

Minn., Economic Development 

Authority website, which also 

includes a video.  

EDOs can create a simple 

template for project case 

studies and include their 

creation as part of the project 

closeout process. Cases can 

include background on the 

project (how it initiated, what 

the company was looking for); 

how the EDO worked with the 

company; the results (a new or 

expanded investment, number 

of jobs, average wages, etc.), 

and testimonials from the 

client. This process helps EDOs 

create a library of cases for use 

on the web and social media, in 

newsletters and blog posts, 

and at other opportunities.  

More in-depth success stories provide detail about how a particular project worked or about its impact. 

The Arcata Economic Development Corporation, a community development financial institution in 

northern California, includes success stories on its website such as the one below about a boutique 

chocolate manufacturer that expanded with the help of an AEDC loan.  

 

Success Story: Dick Taylor Chocolates 

It isn't every day that a pair of HSU grads working as carpenters and musicians stumble upon and 

capture an up-and-coming specialty food market but that's exactly what's happened to Adam Dick and 

Dustin Taylor, founders of Dick Taylor Chocolates. "There were others in the industry that had paved the 

way by educating the public about craft chocolate," Taylor explained. "So when we started the company 

in 2010, the market was primed. We've been trying to keep up with demand ever since." 

Example of success story 
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According to Taylor, the company uses only organic 

cacao and organic cane sugar in their chocolate and 

the production process takes more than a month to 

complete. "By not taking shortcuts in our process, we 

can leave out vanilla, additional cocoa butter or other 

emulsifiers, and capture and highlight the subtle flavor 

nuances in the cacao we source from around the 

world," he said. 

The chocolate is wrapped in labels produced in-house 

featuring art created by Taylor's brother and the 

founders have drawn on the help and expertise of other 

family and friends as their business grew. They now 

have 9 part-time employees. "But we've been 

backordered 30 days. It is hard to complain about 

success but it is like we created a monster," Taylor 

mused. "And we have to keep feeding it chocolate." 

The company won their first Good Food Award for their 72% Belize, Toledo chocolate at the GFA in San 

Francisco, which has increased demand for the Arcata-made chocolate even more.   

Fortunately, a recent AEDC loan used to purchase equipment should help.  The conche, a vintage and 

fully restored machine from Italy, grinds and mills the chocolate and sugar until smooth and then 

aerates, heats and stirs the mixture for 48 hours to create a unique flavor profile. "We're suckers for old 

pieces of equipment," Taylor admitted, "And we'll be able to process about 900 pounds at a time." 

Currently Dick Taylor Chocolates can be found locally, nationally and in Europe, Canada and Australia.  

Source: http://www.aedc1.org/stories/dick-taylor-chocolates  

 Over the course of decades, Greenville, S.C., transformed its run-down downtown into a vibrant center 

of activity that today attracts visiting delegations to learn about its success. The city relays the in-depth 

history of that transformation effectively with a story map on its website.  

 

Image of key development projects in downtown Greenville’s revitalization, as shown in a story map on the City of Greenville, 
S.C.’s website. https://gis.greenvillesc.gov/downtownreborn/index.html 

http://www.aedc1.org/stories/dick-taylor-chocolates
https://gis.greenvillesc.gov/downtownreborn/index.html
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 Communication tools  

o Local media: Newspaper columns, educational series, letters and op-eds 

i. Newspaper columns 

Economic developers who have the skill, 

interest, and a supportive media outlet 

sometimes author regular or semi-regular 

columns in a local or regional publication. 

Such an outlet is a great opportunity to 

maintain an ongoing conversation about 

economic development in the community 

and how it works. It allows the economic 

developer to both address many different 

facets of the practice and to end up with 

these one-page explanations at the ready to 

repurpose in newsletters, social media, 

educational materials, etc. 

Amy Clickner, CEO of the Lake Superior 

Community Partnership in Marquette, 

Michigan, writes a twice-monthly column in 

local newspaper The Mining Journal that is 

billed as addressing “topics of interest to the local business community.” Clickner covers a broad range 

of economic development topics as shown in selected headlines:  

 Very little ‘typical’ about life at economic 

developer LSCP (see appendix for full 

text) 

 Terms of economic development 

 What the Partnership is and is not  

 Supporting the growth of local businesses 

 Most new jobs come from within 

community 

 Staying engaged an important part of 
influencing public policy 

 Rewards of economic development 
outweigh costs 
 

Marty Vanags, president of the Saratoga 

County (N.Y.) Prosperity Partnership (SCPP), 

writes a column in the Albany Times-Union 

that touches on topics such as the local real 

estate industry and how it affects economic 

development; the significance of hosting a 

Example of newspaper column 

Example of newspaper column 

http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/10/very-little-typical-about-life-at-economic-developer-lscp/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/10/very-little-typical-about-life-at-economic-developer-lscp/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/08/terms-of-economic-development/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/08/terms-of-economic-development/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/monday-in-business/2018/04/partnership-news-and-views-staying-engaged-an-important-part-of-influencing-public-policy/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/monday-in-business/2018/04/partnership-news-and-views-staying-engaged-an-important-part-of-influencing-public-policy/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/07/what-the-partnership-is-and-is-not/
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global semiconductor summit; SCPP’s approach to creating an economic development strategy, and 

more (see appendix for full column; archive available here).  

ii. Educational series 

Many EDOs have developed series of articles (as paid advertorials, or, with a friendly local publication, a 

reporting or editorial series) to explain what they do. Such series may be tied to a particular event, such 

as a major milestone for an EDO, or not. The case study below describes the Marshall Economic 

Development Corporation’s approach to telling its story in the local newspaper. 

Telling an EDO’s Story, One Installment at a Time 

“It became apparent that there was a lack of understanding of what we do because a lot of what we do 
is behind the scenes.”  
 
That’s how Donna Maisel, CEcD, executive director of the Marshall (Texas) Economic Development 
Corporation, summed up the problem that MEDCO wanted to solve. Not for any particular crisis, but 
after 28 years in existence, “It was time to sell ourselves to our community to keep going forward,” as 
she put it. 
 
Guided by a thoughtful strategy, the organization undertook a 10-week, full-page advertorial marketing 

campaign in the local newspaper. It accompanies the series with civic group presentations, radio 

appearances and other outreach in a coordinated effort to show the public what MEDCO does and how, 

and the return on investment.  

“We thought deeply about how to maximize exposure,” said Maisel. “One article is only good at one 
moment in time. But if you do multiple pieces over an extended period, you increase your readership; 
they look for other articles and you multiply your audience.” 
 
The local newspaper worked with MEDCO to provide an affordable rate. The ads appeared on page 3, 
every other Sunday, for almost three months. Written in the style of newspaper articles, the ads covered 
a wide range of angles to educate readers about economic development practice over 10 installments. 
Each piece had a different focus, e.g.: 

 The cornerstones of the tax base and how to help them grow;  

 Key sectors for the local economy, information about their performance, and the EDC’s role in 

supporting their growth; 

 Steps in the local incentives process, accountability to the community and return on investment, as 

well as non-monetary incentives, such as infrastructure, land or services;  

 How the site selection process works, why sites are important, and how MEDCO connects with 

buyers and sellers; 

 How MEDCO helps local small businesses;   

 Why workforce is a critical site selection factor, the impact of full employment on the community, 

and local training initiatives;  

 The higher level of education and expertise a certified economic developer brings to the table; and 

more.  

Each ad also included a profile of a company helped by MEDCO, illustrating the different type of 
assistance provided and bringing a third-party testimonial.  

https://blog.timesunion.com/saratogacountyprosperitypartnership/author/martyvanags/
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The approach was smart in multiple ways. Detractors were sure to read the series, thereby learning 

what MEDCO really does and how it works. “Those that were critical in the community read every single 

one,” said Maisel. “Maybe they still don’t support us, but it took away the foundation to attack us. It 

gave us more credibility.”  

The series also built awareness and support among those who just didn’t know much about MEDCO, 

Maisel said. “People tell us, ‘I didn’t know the work was at that level.’”  

          

Three of MEDCO’s one-page advertorials. A PDF of the entire collection is available here. 

The series addressed misconceptions about how economic development decisions are made in Marshall. 

For example, perceptions that a select few are in charge of decision-making, secretive about it, and that 

favoritism is surely involved somewhere. One piece talked about how board members are selected and 

what they do. “It showed that our board members are very active, not figureheads. They show up and 

work as part of a team,” said Maisel. 

Written primarily to provide basic information, the pieces won’t be dated quickly and can be reused in 

multiple ways. MEDCO has a collection of all the pieces bound together in a booklet format to hand out 

at events. 

MEDCO’s stakeholders are so pleased with the results that they plan to run another series next year. 

Maisel thinks the series helps bring community players and the public together. “In the future, we will 

talk about the city’s commitment to economic development and appreciation of the county for its 

forward thinking, keeping all the players on the same team. 

https://marshalledc.org/sites/default/files/files/Marshall%20Business%20Series%20%231-9%2020180819(1).pdf


CHAMPIONING ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  24 

“It was a way to tell our story and justify what we do, but not from a defensive position,” said Maisel. 

“We showed that our organization is invested in the long-term future of the community and holds itself 

to the highest level of accountability.” 

iii. Letters and opinion pieces (op-eds) 

Letters to the editor and opinion pieces are additional tools for getting an EDO’s message out. They may 

be written by an economic developer, board member, or other partner or ally. They can be useful to 

shed light on a timely issue, to rally support for an initiative, to correct misconceptions, or to address 

criticism.  

Below, a letter in the Montana Standard from the executive director of the Butte (Mont.) Local 

Development Corporation briefly explains the EDO and what it does, why a strong workforce is 

important to the local economy, and how education plays a role in attracting businesses to the region. 

The letter achieves several goals: It improves awareness and visibility of the EDO, advocates for 

improvements to the community and local business climate, and provides support for its key ally and 

partner, the local education system. (See the “Build and Enlist Allies” section later for more about 

building these supportive relationships.) 

 

  

Example of op-ed 
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An opinion piece serves a similar function, but the 

longer format allows the author to go into more 

depth on the issue. The op-ed (right) from Terrell 

Ellis, executive director of Advantage Valley Inc. in 

West Virginia, explains Advantage Valley’s role in 

economic development; the importance of a major 

regional road project and infrastructure in general 

to the economy in the area it serves; and Advantage 

Valley’s plans to help small businesses take 

advantage of related opportunities. (See appendix 

for the full text.)  

 

 

o Targeted media: Newsletters, press releases and fact sheets 

i. Newsletters 

Most EDOs have an electronic (and sometimes printed) newsletter. Newsletters don’t need to be long or 

graphically slick, but they are an important tool for talking about varying aspects of an EDO’s work and 

keeping it in front of stakeholders.  

The Great Falls (Mont.) Development Authority uses a very simple text format with news items in 

numbered sentences or paragraphs called “GFDA Top Ten” (though there are often more than 10). 

Topics covered include new business openings, what GFDA is working on behind the scenes, support for 

a new economic development measure, a construction update on a long-term project, Great Falls in the 

national news, a list of upcoming business events, trainings, and resources.  

(Access this edition of GFDA Top Ten at http://www.gfdevelopment.org/news.php?nid=413  

Example of op-ed 

http://www.gfdevelopment.org/news.php?nid=413
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Also in Montana, Big Sky Economic Development 

publishes its “Take3” e-newsletter weekly with 

appealing graphic design and images. BSED 

describes the newsletter as “designed specifically 

for our Member Investors, Board and Staff.  Each 

Wednesday, Take3 will arrive at your inbox with the 

top three stories of the week, the next three events 

you need to know about, and a Member Investor 

spotlight.” (See appendix for full example) 

ii. Press releases  

A press release can be written about nearly 

anything – from a business expansion to a local 

training opportunity to the addition of a new staff 

member. Of course, economic developers must be 

discriminating about which topics will interest 

which stakeholders; too much information, or 

information that isn’t relevant can prompt audience 

members to tune out. Press releases should address 

who, what, when, where, why and how, provide 

contact information, and include quotes when 

relevant.  

The press release below, from the Economic Development Coalition of Southwest Indiana, announces a 

groundbreaking new project, the project’s goals, the context for the investment, and includes contact 

information for the developer, the EDO, and the state economic development corporation.  (Access the 

press release at https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-largest-regional-cities-project-

the-post-house-just-broke-ground/) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example of weekly newsletter 

Example of press release 

https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-largest-regional-cities-project-the-post-house-just-broke-ground/
https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-largest-regional-cities-project-the-post-house-just-broke-ground/
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iii. Fact sheets 

Fact sheets are a useful tool to address questions or issues that come regularly or sporadically. They can 

be used as handouts when appropriate, and given to board members, partners, or other allies to help 

them speak effectively about an issue. The Fairfax County Economic Development Authority in Virginia 

has dozens of fact sheets available on its website with information on everything from industry sector 

profiles to alternative office space to the impact of Hispanic-owned businesses in the community 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Example of fact sheet. Source: 

https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/media-

center/fact-sheets 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example of fact sheet. Source:  

  

https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/
HispanicOwnedBusinesses.pdf  

https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/media-center/fact-sheets
https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/media-center/fact-sheets
https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/HispanicOwnedBusinesses.pdf
https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/HispanicOwnedBusinesses.pdf
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Owned Media: An EDO’s Website and Social Media Channels 

An economic development organization’s website and social media channels provide an exceptional 

opportunity to tell a community’s story directly to key stakeholders. 

The website should serve as a digital warehouse of the testimonials, success stories, and newsletters 

discussed previously. The website should also have up-to-date information and data to serve community 

members who are looking for facts and statistics (especially important for regional economic 

development organizations, whose role is to help smaller communities). In most cases, a separate media 

section of the website should provide press releases, fact sheets and other documents relevant to the 

news media. 

If the website is the digital warehouse, an organization’s social media channels should serve as highways 

to the warehouse. Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn should be used to regularly communicate key 

messages to both internal and external audiences, driving visitor traffic to the EDO’s website.     

Feeding the “hungry beast” of social media can seem like a full-time job. Best practices suggest a 

minimum of one post per day on LinkedIn and Facebook and three or more times per day on Twitter. If 

communication resources are limited, it is better to focus on executing on one social media channel 

well. 

Key performance indicators should be closely tracked on each social media channel. While there are 

dozens of metrics, the central measures including impressions/reach, engagement (i.e., clicks per post, 

comments, likes, retweets and shares) and month-to-month growth in followers.    

 

5. Build and enlist allies 

Partnerships and collaborations with other organizations build and extend capacity 

beyond what a single EDO could afford or sustain and allows for a broader and more 

impactful scope of work to be achieved. 

Building and maintaining relationships and partnerships is at the core of economic development 

practice. An EDO needs the utility and water companies to build a new industrial park; banks to make 

loans; city government to issue permits and provide services; education partners to provide training; 

developers to build new offices or hotels; neighborhood partners to improve quality of life, and the list 

goes on. Through these collaborations, EDOs provide value to their partners in turn.  

EDOs build allies among these partners, governing boards and clients by following the first four 

recommendations in this document – doing good work, acting transparently, listening and responding, 

and communicating effectively. They follow through on their obligations, add value, use discretion, 

negotiate and good faith, and look for win-win solutions.   

This section discusses ways to build relationships and work with different groups of allies (or potential 

allies) such as board members, elected officials, the media, business leaders, and community partners.  

Their vocal and visible support of economic development is critical for securing the political, financial, 

and community support needed for an EDO to succeed.  
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Getting board members on board  

An EDO’s board of directors or other governing body should be its foremost ally and champion. 

However, these members rarely come to the role knowing how to do that from the start; they need help 

to be effective. Economic developers offered a number of suggestions for helping board members be 

vocal advocates for an EDO.  

New board member orientations are key. Board members need to truly understand what an EDO does. 

In partnership with the National League of Cities, IEDC released a publication on “The Role of Local 

Elected Officials in Economic Development” (PDF) that includes a useful summary of the top 10 things 

elected officials and board members should know about economic development in order to be effective 

leaders. Board member orientations should include explanation of: 

1. Your local economic strengths and weaknesses.  

2. Your community’s place in the broader regional economy.  

3. Your community’s economic development vision and goals.  

4. Your community’s strategy to attain its goals.  

5. Connections between economic development and other city policies.  

6. Your regulatory environment.  

7. Your local economic development stakeholders and partners.  

8. The needs of your local business community.  

9. Your community’s economic development message.  

10. Your economic development staff.  

 

The Mid-America Economic Development Council has a presentation for its board leadership orientation 

online (access the PowerPoint). It includes an overview of the EDC’s mission, activities, leadership, 

committees, staff, and the roles and responsibilities of board members. A copy of the Greater Burlington 

(Iowa) Partnership’s board orientation manual is available online (access the PDF). It covers, among 

other information, a list of directors’ responsibilities, including to “serve as an Ambassador” for the 

organization, and a page on “Dealing with Criticism of the Partnership.”   

Constantly educate your board and investors. Include educational components in each board meeting, 

such as walking them through the process of working a project. Ensure that they receive the educational 

materials that the EDO develops to help external partners understand their work. Invite them to 

participate in tours and partner events. Consider pairing experienced board members with new ones to 

serve as mentors.  

Equip them with tools and opportunities to speak on behalf of EDO. Provide them with an “elevator 

pitch” that will help them communicate the EDO’s key message consistently. Invite them to 

groundbreakings and other EDO events, and provide opportunities to speak to the media. Ask them to 

write guest columns or letters to the editor when particular issues arise, and to speak to groups (service 

clubs, community groups, etc.) about the EDO’s work. Ideally, economic developers should be able to 

call on their board members to provide credible advocacy in a range of circumstances.   

We spend a lot of time providing education and information to our investors; we want 

people talking about this in our community. We try to arm them with the tools they 

need. 

http://www.iedconline.org/Downloads/NLC_IEDC_EconDevelop10things.pdf
http://www.iedconline.org/Downloads/NLC_IEDC_EconDevelop10things.pdf
http://www.midamericaedc.org/media/userfiles/subsite_185/files/resources/MidAmericaEDC-Board-Orientation-PPT.pdf
https://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/greater_burlington_partnership_-_board_of_directors_orientation_manual.pdf
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We orient new board members in a way that educates not just them, but many who 

have been on for a long time. They often realize they are hearing something they haven’t 

before. We make it about bringing a new group into the conversation, and ask them to 

share examples of how they have talked about economic development, or examples of 

projects they’ve participated in. We do it in a way that we aren’t targeting anyone. The 

goal is to build understanding and engagement. 

For communities that have actively antagonistic elected officials, EDOs need to find 

other key actors (donors, etc.) to do some education.   

Building awareness and relationships with elected leaders  

 Today our legislators are our most important stakeholders. Individual and regular 

contact is key. 

Elected officials at all levels of government – local, state and federal – are indispensable economic 

development partners. From infrastructure investments to education policy, incentive funds and 

beyond, they make decisions every day that affect the practice of economic development.   

Ideally, elected officials see economic developers as trusted, expert resources they can turn to for 

information and perspective. Those trusted relationships, in turn, give economic developers a listening 

ear when policy issues arise that can help or hurt their work.  

Of course, it doesn’t always work out that way. Legislators have their own interests, priorities and 

agendas, and may be supportive on one issue but not on another. Or they may reject public support of 

economic development altogether, regardless of any data or arguments presented in favor.  

A county council member has consistently questioned the value of economic 

development and termed it "corporate welfare." EDC leaders have met with the person 

to try to provide education. These efforts have had limited success, as the person's public 

campaign persona is very tied to these statements. Those statements reach a segment of 

the population that sees business and social programs as diametrically opposed.    

Yet experienced economic developers know the value of outreach and redundant communication, 

particularly for multi-jurisdictional organizations and in areas where challenges are persistent. When 

faced with newly elected, part-time or full-time officials, introducing them to the complex work of an 

EDO is a smart strategy. Over the course of campaigning, they may have held or formed pre-conceived 

notions of how deals are made or what it takes to get a deal done. In the absence of an EDO prepared to 

inform and engage, their lack of understanding about economic development and its value to the 

community can easily take a negative turn and affect decision-making.  

In interviews, several economic developers 

noted that building and maintaining 

relationships with state representatives has 

become much more difficult in states that have 

adopted term limits.  

When our legislature went to term limits, 

relationships with the local economic developers 

disappeared. We are constantly having to 

reconnect with legislators, as every two years, half 

are gone. It has been a struggle to keep that 

connection. 
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Many survey respondents work in the public sector and therefore report directly or indirectly to local 

elected officials about their work. Other survey respondents reported that they work for public-private 

partnerships which include elected leaders on their boards, in voting or non-voting capacities. Survey 

respondents reported using many methods to build elected officials’ knowledge and keep them 

informed, from email newsletters to events, monthly reports, ad hoc meetings and more, as shown in 

the following comments and advice.   

With state legislators, take 

groups to visit them during 

session, invite them to attend 

annual functions, add them to 

media and newsletter lists, and 

keep their staff informed and 

involved. 

We provide monthly reports 

and updates through city 

manager's office. The more 

they know of what you do, the 

more they appreciate and 

understand your role. 

We do an annual awards 

breakfast for businesses 

we have helped plus an 

annual dinner to 

highlight achievements. 

We have a very good relationship 

with our local elected officials, 

great dialogue with our state 

elected officials and wonderful 

communication with the staffs of 

our federal elected officials. We 

meet with these individuals and 

we always prepare them in 

advance when they are speaking 

on our behalf.  We also meet with 

them on a regular basis. 

We have regular weekly, 

monthly, and ad hoc meetings 

with our elected officials. We 

keep them informed when we 

receive a lead, during the 

negotiation, and follow up 

updates. They feel they are 

included and so are more 

supportive when it comes to 

time for us to ask for their 

vote. 

We provide training for 

municipal officials on the 

importance of economic 

development.  We also 

provide our public 

officials a monthly report 

on activities and a 

quarterly performance 

summary. 

  

Relationship Building with elected officials  

Gynii Gilliam, president and CEO of the Coeur d’Alene Area EDC-Jobs Plus, has been an economic 

developer in several regions across Idaho. She offers insights into how she builds and maintains 

relationships with elected officials.  

When I am new to a community, I make it a point to connect with local, state, and federal officials. I set 

up quarterly meetings with county commissioners, city councils and mayors. We don’t always have the 

meetings, but they are always set up. It keeps them engaged in what you’re doing outside of the 

meetings.  

At these meetings, I give information at the 40,000-foot level – x number of high-priority projects, these 

types of businesses coming from these types of places, how many jobs we have created, how much in 

cap ex – not about specific projects. Once I get the counties engaged and they realize they do really 

benefit, they tend to be more supportive. If you end up doing it twice a year for 30 to 60 minutes of 

their time, it’s worth it. 

I meet with state legislators twice a year, when they first come back into session and when I am at the 

state capital. I give them the same 40,000-foot information. I also talk about what isn’t easily 
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quantifiable – what it’s doing for the diversity of our state’s economy. Using data, I show that because 

we bring in other industries, gross state product is now higher than it was 10 years ago. Promising 

industries that were 2 percent of our economy are growing. 

I also try to strengthen partnerships across communities. A lot of economic developers work with 

several cities. When you first get there, it’s important to show mayors that you understand they want a 

project in their city, but that if it ends up anywhere else in the region, everyone still benefits. People will 

get jobs, and retail and following industries will come to each of your cities. If you can quantify that it 

does make a difference for all of them, it really helps.  

To build relationships with state legislators and make the case for supportive policies, the New Mexico 

Economic Development Department (NMEDD), with the state association of economic developers, 

began organizing “Job Creators Day” at the state capital. One day during each year’s legislative session, 

economic developers come to Santa Fe to meet with lawmakers individually, then invite them to a 

reception featuring representatives from companies in their communities that have succeeded with the 

help of state assistance.  

Economic developers 

organize into small groups 

(four to six) to visit each 

legislator’s office, where they 

talk about the impact of state 

incentive funds and other 

current policy issues, and 

leave them with a one-pager 

that makes the case for 

supporting economic 

development. The day 

culminates with an event in 

the capitol building in which 

businesses owners or 

executives speak about why 

they chose to expand or 

relocate to New Mexico and 

how they benefited from a 

state program. “It makes a 

big difference to legislators 

when they see a company 

from their district,” said Christine Logan, a regional representative for NMEDD. 

Logan notes that in addition to building connections with legislators and giving companies the 

opportunity to promote themselves, the event also helps economic developers from across the state get 

to know each other.  

Many EDOs use events such as workshops, trainings, luncheons, “boot camps” or other gatherings as 

tools to network and show elected officials how the economic development process works locally. It 

may be a Saturday morning breakfast and workshop, held once or twice a year, that features an 

Webpage to register for the 2019 Job Creators Day at the New Mexico State Capitol 
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entertaining but informative “ED 101” class. Casual, non-threatening coaching opportunities such as 

theses can help elected officials learn and stay current, and hopefully, encourage their support and 

advocacy. In designing the program economic developers can pull from IEDC source material and case 

studies to cover issues and scenarios elected officials may be familiar with and with which they may be 

faced. The workshop approach also has the added benefits for the EDO of serving as a platform for 

promotion, generating media, discussing tough issues of the day and creating an environment for 

problem-solving.     

The Tampa Hillsborough Economic Development Commission, for example, held a half-day “Economic 

Development Boot Camp” in 2018 for the Hillsborough County legislative delegation. The agenda 

included an overview of how the EDC works, and what economic development does and doesn’t do in 

the community; a “Meet the Projects” piece, featuring CEOs from two projects (one recruitment and 

one retention) to share their stories; and partners from the city and county to talk about local 

incentives, as well as how they work with the state. It closed with a luncheon panel in which legislators 

were asked to share their priorities.  

 ‘Primary employment’ or ‘base employment’ is critical concept to communicate what 

our organization does in economic development. I believe we have a huge issue 

communicating with the public and elected officials (even board members) as to what 

economic development is and is not.  

Cultivating relationships with media outlets 

Working with the media is part of every economic developer’s job. They had many insights to offer from 

their extensive experience; the overarching theme that emerged is the importance of being a proactive, 

transparent partner. Their advice and comments are below.  

 Meet the reporters and editors who cover your EDO, over a cup of coffee or a desk-side briefing in 

the newsroom. It’s best to know them and their interests before you ask anything of them.  

 

 Give them the facts about your EDO, its goals and how it works. Build trust through transparency. 

Help them report with precision by using the strategies and materials discussed earlier in this paper 

to illustrate your work. The better they understand economic development and your work, they are 

less likely they are to view it through an adversarial lens.  

I work hard to have partnerships with the paper, the local media. The publisher and 

editor need to understand the value of economic development, that it’s not just a scoop. 

I sit down and tell them, ‘If I have something to give you, I will give it to you.’ I explain 

that trying to beat me to the punch to put something in the paper could hurt the 

economy. 

Help them do their jobs by being as transparent as possible. Reporters are very busy 

people. If they get a tip, they will run with it. If you provide facts in advance, you 

mitigate problems down the road.  

Sometimes it’s helpful to bring along one of the EDO’s investors to a meeting, or the CEO of a 

company who can talk about how the EDO’s assistance helped them locate or expand in the 
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community and create new jobs. EDOs’ many partners and allies can be called on to bring third-party 

credibility and possibly a story angle. 

Such meetings are still valuable even if you know your media contacts well, or if they have been 

around for a long time. As one economic developer noted after a briefing, “there were editors who 

had been covering business in our market for 30 years who still asked questions that indicated that 

they did not know how local incentives worked.”  

 Give them leads and story ideas. Let them know when events, activities or successes happen. 

Prepare them ahead of a special event or announcement. Introduce them to businesses with 

interesting stories, or give them updates on companies the EDO has assisted and contacts to 

interview.  Invite them to tours, openings and learning sessions. Share information and reports with 

them as proactively as possible.   

By asking the media to come to me with questions, I have to give them something of 

value in exchange. At a groundbreaking, I can get them to the CEO or VP who made the 

decision. I can help them talk to the first person who got hired, who says ‘I was working 

there, now I’m making more money with benefits here, I can feed my family and buy a 

house.’  

 Be prompt and responsive to their requests. Answer their calls and emails promptly. Make yourself 

available as an accessible, reliable resource. 

Engaging with citizen journalists 
 
As the number of traditional print journalists and news outlets have decreased in the past two 
decades, the United States has seen a rise in the ranks of citizen journalists, bloggers and other digital 
influencers that have significant followings. Economic developers should engage with this audience, 
as they are a powerful new avenue to reach the home team. Some words of advice in working with 
this group: 
 

 Study both the individual and his/her body of online work in advance of any interview or 
information exchange. Speak to others in the community that have contributed to or been quoted 
within an online outlet. It’s important to have an understanding of the outlet’s point of view. 

 In the event that you have concerns about the outlet or its owner, you may want to audiotape an 
interview on your smartphone to make sure you are quoted correctly. At the start of the 
interview simply ask, “Would it be okay for me to record our discussion?” 

 Come to any interview/discussion with suggestions of future story ideas. Citizen journalists have 
great independence in tackling new stories. 

 
Finally, when you build a relationship with this new breed of journalist, follow their future work and 
when possible contribute to the comments section of their outlet. It demonstrates that you follow 
and value their contributions to the community.  
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Building allies among business leaders and community partners 

Businesses leaders are natural allies for EDOs. When these relationships are well cultivated and 

maintained, they can be leveraged to promote a positive business climate, solve specific problems or 

help an EDO tackle a big challenge.  Typically, public-private partnerships have business leaders and 

allies as investors, clients and board members. Knowing how to most effectively and strategically deploy 

these allies can extend an EDO’s capacity and influence.  

Most EDOs take inventory of their board members and investors to identify their strengths and circles of 

influence. This offers a map of who to call and when. Then, asking these allies to provide situational or 

general testimonials, speak to legislators, work with prospects, or advocate to the local business 

community is easier and more comfortable.  

The working relationships that EDOs have with community partners (such as workforce development 

groups, community colleges and universities, religious organizations, incubators and others) are another 

important source of support. EDOs that are reliable partners in working toward shared goals with these 

organizations create trust and good will that makes them champions for economic development and 

resources that EDOs can call when needed. 

In Louisiana, for example, in an effort to build support for city-led community and economic 

development programs, the city’s mayor and his staff improved communication and interaction with the 

ministerial alliance and church leaders of all denominations.  Those speaking from the pulpit have much 

influence, and improved communications with church leaders has proven beneficial in developing long-

term relationships and encouraging community-wide support for economic development programs. 

I talk to everyone who will listen about what our goals and objectives are. I talk to a lot 

of organizations in town – chambers, Rotary, Lions, etc. It’s an hour here and there that 

makes my life so much easier because I don’t end up fighting anyone. I talk to everyone 

who will talk to me. If they ask you to speak, go.   
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V. Applying tools to specific challenges 

Many people and organizations external but necessary to economic development may not understand 

or appreciate the strategies and tactics necessary to conduct the work effectively. They may not know 

the nature and scope of the competitive environment, private sector expectations, or the value of 

actions employed to compellingly showcase a community for business attraction.  

Recognizing common objections to economic development practice (due to real or perceived issues) 

enables EDOs to manage them more effectively. This section covers questions around travel 

expenditures, entertainment spending and executive pay, plus a case study about responding to a public 

relations problem not of an EDO’s making.  

Travel expenditures 

For nearly as long as economic development has been practiced, some people have opposed (and some 

always will oppose) the practice of using public money to fund travel and entertainment.  

In response to this perennial objection, communities and EDOs have become savvier – both in laying the 

groundwork to show why travel is a high-value activity for the EDO but also in neutralizing objections by 

using private funding (when possible) to do it. Many of the economic developers who responded to this 

survey question work for public-private partnerships that simply do not use public money to attend 

events or trade shows. 

Objections to travel expenditures can arise in response to the destination (the perception of traveling on 

a trade mission or to a trade show any place remotely attractive as “a free vacation,” for example, with 

little or no benefit to the community). Or, in response to first-class or otherwise expensive modes of 

travel, accommodations, meals, etc., that can give the perception of poor stewardship of EDO funds. In 

an extreme example, a survey respondent wrote: “Attending a business recruiting mission in Chicago 

was deemed to be outrageously expensive and ultimately led to the termination of my entire board and 

me.” 

Responding to these objections requires three steps: doing the homework; being selective, strategic, 

and transparent; and communicating the value. For example: 

 Doing the homework: Have a strategic 

plan with goals and benchmarks, to which 

you can tie the activity directly and how it 

will advance the EDO’s strategy.  

 

 Being selective, strategic, and 

transparent: Plan and take the trips that 

are necessary to the effective conduct of 

your work. Conduct research that 

presents a clear and compelling rationale for the market, trip, mission, or trade show you are 

targeting. When possible, include business leaders in these decisions and leverage their support 

to explain the value. Conduct the activity cost-effectively and appropriately for the outcomes 

We build a case for each marketing or lead-

generating event we attend tied to our goals 

and targets, and make sure our expenses are 

reasonable and defensible.  

When we travel, it has been supported by the 
public because we take existing businesses 
with us as part of our BRE strategy. 
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and results expected. If the issue of public funding is in question, use private funds when 

possible for some or all of the cost.  

Follow your organization’s policies regarding spending. If your organization does not have such 

policies, develop one that includes guidelines for staff when they travel and for documenting 

the travel expenses upon completion (who, what, when, where and why of each expense). In 

the meantime, show your good judgment by traveling as inexpensively as possible (within 

reason), so that you can justify it to a reasonable person who asks.  

It is important that there be 
no ‘extras’ at the trade 
show (i.e., lavish dinners for 
the ‘team’ or extra days for 
vacation at either end of the 
trip.  
 
I am cautious and diligent in 
deciding which events to 
attend. 

We have scaled back 
much of our travel to only 
two or three shows a year, 
which are within our 
target industry areas and 
enjoy broad political 
support at home. 
 
We now use private or 
unrestricted funds for 
these purposes. 

We allocate part of fees for a 
service we provide for travel 
and training via a budget that 
is established annually.  We cite 
the organizations we would like 
to send staff to training and 
travel. Deviations are discussed 
with the board committee. 
 
We use public funds to pay for 
event registration, and all 
travel from non-public funds. 

 

 Communicating the value: Explain exactly what you are going to do (and why), that you are 

doing it (and why), and that you have done it (and why).  

 

 

 

 

We usually point to specific projects which were a direct result of us attending those 
events and the revenues those projects now bring in to the community. 
 
We produce a weekly e-newsletter and we publicize every such trip in advance 
explaining what we are doing and why.  Since doing this, there have been no 
instances of criticism.  We focus very heavily in these descriptions on the industry, 
not the ‘trip.’ 
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Sometimes, zealous scrutiny can result in a good outcome, as this survey respondent wrote:  

Has your organization 
faced criticism for using 
public money to attend 
trade fairs and events? 

 
Yes, and we had a series of hearings on the topic. It was politically 
motivated; but, after the hearings, everyone felt good about what we 
did and how we accomplished it. Furthermore, our legislature may 
consider funding some more marketing events in the future.   
 

 

The Mobile (Ala.) Chamber of Commerce effectively 

communicated its experience at the Paris Air Show. On 

its blog, the chamber published a series of three posts, 

in which it included:  

 Interviews with key delegation partners 

(including elected officials) about their 

objectives for attending the show;  

 Details of the experience itself (including the 

unglamorous reality of security lines and traffic);  

 Photos of groups and people met at the show, 

as well as aircraft; 

 Anecdotes of connections the delegation made 

and meetings held: with prospects; with 

companies that already have operations in 

Mobile (to get insights into plans for future 

growth, and update them on relevant news 

from the community); and cold calls on 

potential suppliers; and 

Economic developers share why they travel  
 
We have always said that I am in the ‘relationship’ business.  And it's not who I know, but who 
knows me. So I attend these events to get known and promote sites in the city. I inform and bring 
city councilors to city site tours for businesses I have met at these events.  I am very selective about 
the events I attend. 
 
You cannot recruit new businesses from your own community. Trade shows are held in "nice 
locations" to, of course, attract more people. There is a complete lack of understanding of this 
process by elected officials.  
 
The benefits of membership and networking within target market sectors is neither valued nor 
appreciated. 
 
You have to go prospecting where the prospects are. 
 
 

Example of blog posts 
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 Mention of the Mobile Bay Aerospace Reception at which attendees from 180 companies were 

expected. 

(See Mobile Bay Delegation in Paris, As the Air Show Opens, Team Mobile Scatters; and More, More 

More – Day 2 in Paris)  

The Tulsa Regional Chamber of Commerce took a more formal yet informative approach to discussing its 

experience at the Paris Air Show, using a press release. The release included information about: 

 The importance of aerospace to Tulsa’s economy currently and in the region’s economic 

diversification;  

 Why the show is such an important event for those with a stake in the aerospace industry; 

 Who attended and why; and  

 Meetings held with existing Tulsa companies and those exploring potential expansions to the 

region. 

(See Chamber Staff, Partners Attend Paris Air Show)  

Entertainment spending 

Questions about dollars spent to host and entertain occur more in regard to EDOs involved in business 

attraction and marketing than others. And for most of those organizations, entertainment spending is 

rarely an issue, but rather understood as a necessary and accepted practice. This is particularly true 

among private, nonprofit EDOs that operate using significant private funds and whose board members 

are primarily in the business sector. They understand that “our job is to host people,” in the words of 

one experienced economic developer.    

Still, regardless of whether the money spent is public or private, spending on entertainment and 

promotional events – amateur sports sponsorships, parties or receptions, tickets or boxes for pro sports 

games or other performances, etc. – can draw fire due to perceptions that the cost is too high; the 

benefit unclear; or the beneficiaries exclusive, wealthy, and connected.  

The response is similar to that for criticism around travel expenses: doing the homework; being 

selective, strategic and transparent; and communicating the value. For example: 

 Doing the homework: The EDO has a strategic plan with goals and benchmarks, to which you 

can tie the activity directly and how it will advance the EDO’s strategy.  

 

 Being selective, strategic and transparent: Find private sponsors for these events if appropriate 

and possible. Be careful about creating perceptions of extravagance (e.g., choice of venue or 

menu). Be prepared with examples of successful past experiences with these events, either in 

your own community or related to a community or project which critics view favorably. Choose 

event sponsorships, receptions and tours that are associated with a controversial activity or 

venue. 

 

 Communicating the value: Be ready and able to explain why hosting and building relationships 

with site selectors and C-suite executives is a critical component of business attraction. Describe 

https://mobilechamber.com/mobile-bay-delegation-in-paris/
https://mobilechamber.com/air-show-opens-team-mobile-scatters/
https://mobilechamber.com/more-more-more-day-2-in-paris/
https://mobilechamber.com/more-more-more-day-2-in-paris/
https://tulsachamber.com/news/2017/06/26/economic-development/chamber-staff-partners-attend-paris-air-show/
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the potential or real value of the targeted industry, event, or business for the community in 

terms of generated revenues, tax base, jobs, partnerships, and community engagement. Recruit 

business leaders, elected officials, and board members to support the activity.  

People say government should act more like business. What business doesn’t have a 

sales team? You have to spend money to make money.  

Executive pay 

Attracting and retaining competent professionals in any field 

requires offering competitive pay and benefits. According to 

IEDC’s salary survey, the top factors that influence economic 

development professionals’ salary adjustments include cost of 

living (39%), organization performance (38%), and personal 

performance (38%). In economic development, as in other 

fields, you get the talent you pay for. The salaries of top 

economic developers typically reflect their track record of 

success.  

Though not licensed by government or required for practicing, certification and comprehensive training 

also influence an economic developer’s pay. IEDC’s salary survey has found that certified economic 

developers (CEcDs) are higher paid than those who aren’t certified.  

The many survey respondents who work for governments reported that their pay is determined by their 

city or county’s salary schedule. Some wrote that their salary is aligned with those of other directors in 

their unit of government. Others noted that the top economic developer’s compensation can’t exceed 

that of the city or county manager, or the state governor.  

Survey respondents whose EDOs take a more flexible approach 

to setting compensation reported using the following 

strategies:   

 Benchmarking with the IEDC salary survey 

 Annual pay review by a compensation committee or 

executive committee 

 Studies of benchmark cities 

 Regional market analysis 

 Third party assessment (e.g., consultant) 

If the compensation of an economic development executive is questioned for being too generous, and 

assuming the compensation is defensible, then the response is similar to those above. 

 Doing the homework: The compensation is benchmarked using a guide such as IEDC’s salary 

survey and aligns with a compensation policy adopted by the governing body that accounts for 

experience, the local market, and other factors. The executive’s past or expected performance 

can be tied directly to how it will advance the EDO’s strategy. 

  

We use IEDC's annual salary survey 
combined with evaluating comparable 
positions in our own market. We are 
cautious about our organization's public 
image, so our budget process pays close 
attention to the marketplace and what 
others in similar positions are making. 

In IEDC’s most recent salary survey, 
89 percent of respondents reported 
receiving some formal training in 
economic development.  
 
Most commonly, they have taken a 
basic economic development course 
(65 percent).  
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 Being selective, strategic, and transparent:  Be willing and ready to share the benchmarking 

data (and any other relevant factors) that went into determining the compensation scale. 

Consider community factors that could cast even a well-considered compensation plan in a bad 

light. 

 

 Communicating the value: Many EDOs function essentially as consulting firms, providing 

professional services in lending, real estate development, marketing, and more. The 

competencies of an EDO’s professional team must align with its strategic plan and the services it 

provides, just as a bank that wants to expand its portfolio would not hire a loan officer with no 

lending experience. In addition, EDOs frequently compete for talent again higher salaries offered 

for similar jobs in the private sector. If economic development is a high priority for the 

community, then it is critical to seek the best talent it can afford and pay talented professionals 

according to their value. 

 

Dealing with Public Relations Problems (Not of Your Own Making) 

The last few years have been challenging ones for economic developers in Florida, thanks – at least 

initially – to a tourism promotion campaign.  

Florida’s destination marketing organization, Visit Florida, paid South Florida rapper Pitbull $1 million to 

promote the state as a tourism destination. The 2016 campaign, which leveraged the singer’s hit “Sexy 

Beaches,” showcased Florida’s hotels and beaches with images that played off the song’s title. The 

campaign was a hit with target audiences but criticized by some lawmakers, who sued to get the terms 

of the contract made public.  

In the wake of the Pitbull incident, a powerful group of state legislators began questioning the value of 

spending tax dollars on tourism promotion, and shortly thereafter began questioning the value of 

economic development as well. Lawmakers began arguing against economic development incentives as 

“corporate welfare” and introduced two bills in the 2018 session that sought to cut marketing funds, 

eliminate incentives, and impose other requirements that would have hobbled many of Florida’s 

economic development organizations and undermined the state’s ability to compete for jobs and capital 

investment.  

In response, the Florida Economic Development Council and its member organizations began working 

diligently to defend the practice of economic development and the positive impact it has on 

communities across the state.  

Michelle Bauer, chief operating officer of the Tampa Hillsborough Economic Development Corporation 

(EDC), shared some of the steps her organization took to galvanize support from local business and 

government leaders in defense of economic development. 

1. They created a communications toolkit: Fact sheets, backgrounders, case studies, and lists of 

frequently asked questions. The Tampa Hillsborough EDC drafted documents for its board, 

community partners and the media that explained what the proposed legislation would do and how 
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that legislation, if passed, would impact specific aspects of the organization’s mission such as 

business recruitment and expansion efforts. 

The materials answered some basic questions: How do economic development organizations assist            

local businesses? What incentive programs are offered at the state and local level? Who awards 

them? What conditions must a business satisfy to get them?  

The EDC also used infographics to demonstrate the economic impact of direct jobs and capital 

investment that resulted from economic development efforts. It provided media with case studies 

and contact information for local business leaders willing to talk about how the EDC and its partners 

helped them to expand or remain in the market. 

2. They activated a communications campaign. The EDC used a variety of tactics to educate business 

leaders and the general public about the value of economic development, and to correct 

misinformation that was circulating about the profession, incentives, etc. Those tactics included: 

a. Newsletter articles and guest columns   

b. Testimonial videos (to be shared on social media) 

c. Editorial board meetings with major daily newspapers 

d. Interviews in local business weeklies, television programs, and radio shows 

e. Special events – panel discussions, open houses, etc. 

  

3. They met with, called, or emailed legislative representatives to urge them to vote against the 

objectionable bill. During the 2018 legislative session, the EDC enlisted its board, members of the 

business community, and partners to engage with their elected representatives and share why 

economic development was so vitally important for the region’s future prosperity. It joined other 

EDOs around the state, as well as the Florida Economic Development Council, in traveling to 

Tallahassee to attend committee meetings and hearings and pay calls on key members of the House 

and Senate. 

 

   
Infographic used to demonstrate overall economic impact from direct jobs. 
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Florida’s economic development and tourism community breathed a sigh of relief at the conclusion of 

the 2018 session when the companion bill required to pass the legislation died in committee. But no one 

felt like declaring victory. Economic development professionals around the state were left with the 

feeling that this struggle is far from over.  

                 

In the wake of the 2018 legislative session, the Tampa Hillsborough EDC’s leadership decided to host an 

intensive “Boot Camp” to offer local legislative delegates and their aides a deep dive into how economic 

development is done in their region and at the state level, and have them meet and hear testimonials 

from leaders of companies that have been recruited to or expanded in the area as a result of working 

with the EDC. The event proved to be such a success in building or strengthening relationships between 

the legislators and the economic development community that the EDC plans to host the event 

annually. 

  



CHAMPIONING ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  44 

VI. Incentives: A Special Case  

Incentives never made a poor deal good, but they will help tip the balance between 

competing good deals. They can help persuade a non-resident board or management 

that a community is a good fit for a company. They also can fill a gap to make a project 

that builds jobs and makes capital investment happen. 

Companies expect to receive some incentive even if the decision to locate in a 

community might be perfect for their project. Rarely is there enough of an incentive to 

change a bad location to a good one.  

Incentives, in all their many forms, are an essential business retention and attraction tool for many 

communities. They are used every day, across the country, with no opposition, as a matter of course.    

Until they aren’t – when, for any number of reasons, a project becomes the focus of public ire, and few 

economic development tools stir passionate public opposition like the use of incentives. At the core of 

most objections is the belief that public money is being misused. 

This section first addresses the proactive steps EDOs should take to develop an effective incentives 

policy, and the tools to communicate the value of incentivizing a project. It then discusses applying 

these and other tools to respond to the following common challenges: 

 Objections regarding a particular bid or award package 

o Too generous 

o Targeting the wrong type of company, industry, or type of job 

o Secrecy in the negotiating process 

 Philosophical objections 

o Corporate welfare 

o Government picking winners and losers 

 High-profile deals  

Before an EDO is able to justify the use of incentives, it has to have done the homework. In other words, 

the EDO is working with a defensible incentive policy – appropriately targeted, performance-based, 

accountable, and returning a certain level or type of benefit to the community – that the community’s 

leaders have adopted, and the award package follows those parameters. (There are significant 

differences from state to state in terms of what is considered a defensible incentive and a reasonable 

return on investment.)   
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For EDOs that don’t have an incentive policy in place and seek to develop one, the graphic below 

provides an overview of the process.2 Not every community chooses to provide incentives to businesses, 

but for those that choose to do so, a policy is (ideally) more rational than acting on ad hoc basis.  

Working from this policy foundation, the EDO can develop materials (fact sheets, talking points, press 

releases, etc.) for projects that receive incentives, which cover: 

 Project facts: the company (name and function), type and amount of anticipated investment and 

number of jobs,  

                                                           
2 Based on Seeding Growth: Maximizing the Return on Incentives, International Economic Development Council, 
2014 

Incentive Program Design 
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 The incentive program(s) under which the company qualifies and the amount of the incentive, 

time frame for receiving it (if relevant), and accountability measures 

 The expected return on investment and any additional benefits to the community (e.g., 

infrastructure, workforce training, economic diversification, revitalization)  

It also helps to have fact sheets or talking points prepared that explain that incentives are available to 

other companies in the community or state. 

Most of the list above is standard fare for the hundreds of thousands of project announcements that 

happen each year. This is the proactive part and simply doing good work. These are useful materials to 

share with board members, elected officials and the media. Board members and other partners can use 

these as reference material when they talk about the work of the EDO.  

A project announcement from the St. Tammany Corporation in Louisiana provides extensive context for 

the project, including: 

 Jobs, payroll, and capital 

investment 

 Incentives used (programs, 

amounts) 

 Recognition of the roles of 

municipal, regional, and state 

project partners 

 Quotes from elected officials and 

testimonials from company 

executives  

(See the appendix for the full text, and 

examples of incentive program fact 

sheets) 

 

Beyond the numbers, economic developers reported using combinations of the following talking points 

to communicate the value of public investment in a project: 

 The “but-for” (the project would not have happened but for the incentive) 

 The story – who the project impacts and how (e.g., a specific person, family, or type of person)  

 Other ways the project benefits the community and impacts the local economy (e.g., brownfield 

redevelopment, economic diversification, new goods and services) 

 Financial protections for the community (e.g., pay for performance; clawbacks) 

 Statements in support of the investment made by other business and elected leaders 

 The competitive nature of business attraction and the site selection process, and why incentives 

have a role to play  

Each of these communication pieces will assist in supporting a particular deal or package against an 

array of common charges – that an award is too generous, or that it is targeting the wrong type of 

company (industry, size, homegrown or relocated), for example. They also help counter misinformation 

Example of project announcement 
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– e.g., in regard to the total amount of the award, the timeframe for it, or lack of performance 

measures. 

Different communication threads will be more useful in some situations than others, so it’s good to be 

equipped with as many of them as apply. Ultimately, the element of success that an economic developer 

can control is being able to communicate that a deliberate and well-researched process has been 

followed; that professionals are competently executing the process; and that the ultimate authority 

rests with the elected body that enacted the policy.  

There will always be people who actively oppose the use of incentives and are unlikely to ever change 

their minds. However, even more people will be supportive if they are given enough information to 

understand. 

In the words of an expert  

Deploying these strategies and talking points requires the ability to discern the objections. Economic 

developers will then know who to call on, among their reliable allies and partners, to help deliver and 

amplify the message.  

Knowing what tactics to employ takes center stage. Identifying motivations is crucial. Identifying places 

and projects that elected officials and critics admire gives you an opportunity to draw a comparison and 

appeal to their aspirations. Distinguishing between the value of the project and the EDO’s role is 

important to keep focus on the ultimate objective – getting the project over the goal line. The EDO’s role 

in the community is almost always larger than business attraction.   

If a group arises in opposition to the project, you have an opportunity to engage, inform, influence and 

persuade - speak to service clubs and community organizations – leverage those relationships you have 

cultivated with community leaders and ask for their support.  

Coalition building and rallying people and organizations to advocate for a project is infinitely more time 

consuming but also infinitely more effective than a press release or a one-off presentation. Build 

coalitions of people and organizations that share common goals. Ask them to speak to the benefits of 

projects from which they will benefit. For example, expecting the destination marketing group or 

tourism organization to champion a hotel, which may be perceived as controversial, is preferable to the 

EDO standing alone. If it’s a project creating higher wage jobs, then have union people or nonprofits or 

advocates speak on behalf of those populations, or have workers themselves there. If the project is 

going to provide jobs for homeless vets and those who complete the training are guaranteed an 

interview – make certain this message is highlighted throughout the advocacy process.  

And what if you and your EDO are opposed to the project and the incentive? If you don’t think it’s a 

sound incentive package, express that to your governing body and be open to discussing and evaluating 

the project in terms of its short and long-range value and implications. Work through the details - what 

happens when you give an incentive to a company and it closes a few years later, or they create fewer 

jobs than anticipated, or the tax breaks are disproportionate to the benefits stated. Professional 

economic developers have a responsibility to the best interests of their city, county, state or region. And 

that includes responsible allocation of taxpayer dollars. The risk/benefit analysis and comprehensive 

evaluation of the project and the proposed incentive package require due diligence. 
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Once a decision is made to support or oppose, this decision must be communicated thoughtfully and 

honestly. Accept that things will never go exactly as planned. But, if you explain the benefits and risks, 

the process and incentive terms honestly, you will have acted with integrity, which better positions you 

for the outcome and the next deal. Remember, your opponent on one project could be your ally on the 

next. Veteran economic developers have learned that sometimes you must agree to disagree; never 

burn a bridge; treat people with respect; and don’t vent your feelings or frustrations casually or over 

social media.  

 

Talking points to support the decision to incent a project 

Below are examples of different strategies economic developers use to communicate the value of a 

project to the community and the incentive to the project. 

The “but-for” (the project would not have happened but for the incentive) 

As noted in IEDC’s paper “Seeding Growth: Maximizing the Return on Incentives,”  

[A] public financial program can be described as an economic development incentive only when 

it induces a company to invest where it otherwise would not have…. 

Incentives should be designed to improve the attractiveness of the community by addressing 

the factors critical to these facilities and industries, and to incent companies to remain or 

relocate to the jurisdiction that would not have located in the jurisdiction but for the incentive. 

Of course, this is often difficult to determine:  

…Economic developers have difficulty designing incentives that are awarded only for projects 
that would not occur but for the incentive. Instead, practitioners should as carefully as possible 
target incentives around strategic goals and real business needs, and then estimate either the 
probability that any given corporate investment project is the result of the incentive, or the 
proportion of private investment in a given project attributable to the incentive.  

 
Economic developers gave their perspectives on the but-for argument. 
 

Incentives are vital in some 
areas (e.g., TIF districts) that 
have long-term vacancies, etc. 
The ‘but for’ argument is 
strong when you have long-
term issues at a specific site in 
a specific area. 
 

Incentives should help close 
project finance gaps – but for 
these dollars, the project 
wouldn’t proceed. 
 
While incentives aren't the only 
factor in new capital investment 
decisions, incentives add value to 
the decision. 

There are some 
incentives – like low-
interest loans – that 
truly seem to be the 
difference between 
something happening 
or not. 
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The story – who the project impacts and how (e.g., a specific person, family, or 
type of person)  

In interviews, economic developers frequently talked about the importance of tying the outcome of 

their work back to people – how the job makes a difference to an individual, a family, and a community. 

Here’s how economic developers said they talk about the human impact of their work. 

If someone has a better wage, they don’t need to 
have three jobs. If you don’t have three jobs, you 
might have the time to read to your child at night. 
Then your child does better in school and you’re 
helping the next generation. You do it for the 
whole world. You’ve made a difference. 
 

We have to remember our meaning to people’s lives. 
It isn’t just how much we are bringing in taxes. It has 
a meaning in people’s lives within the community that 
we can measure long-term, but day to day, we don’t 
always make that link. 

Our supporters need to personalize how economic development 
efforts affect them and their families. I have always found 
increased support from elected and business leaders when we 
bring our efforts down to a personal level. Point out that we are 
thinking of our kids and grandkids ALWAYS…and how economic 
development efforts will create good-paying jobs with good 
benefits that will allow our kids and grandkids to have a decent 
standard of living….own a home, raise a family, support their 
church,  save money for their kids’ education, have money to take 
their family on vacation, etc. 

Make it personal. Everyone thinks 
we’re all about helping businesses 
because that’s what we tell them.  
How it affects the Smith family is 
personal, not the 25 jobs. Those who 
have been in the profession 10 years 
or longer are better at telling that 
story.  

 
I love my job because it helps raise the average wages in the community. At around $20 an hour, it’s way 
better than it was four years ago. Sometimes we get stuck on ‘we brought 100 jobs.’ But maybe we really 
helped people move from $8 to $16 an hour. 

 

Other ways the project benefits the community and impacts the local economy  

Beyond the jobs and tax benefits, a new company often brings other benefits to the community and 

local economy. As noted above, a project may be used to spur activity in a disinvested neighborhood or 

on a problematic site (e.g., a brownfield), or to bring jobs closer to these places. Attracting a company in 

a particular industry may be part of an economic diversification strategy, or bring a type or level of job 

that is currently missing in the community. Incentives may provide workforce training or infrastructure 

that will strengthen the community and make it more competitive, in addition to helping the company.  

 

The financial protections for the community  

Of the survey respondents whose organizations provide incentives, 65 percent reported that their EDO 

uses performance-based incentives, in which companies are required to hit certain hiring or capital 

investment targets before receiving any benefit. A smaller number reported using clawbacks to recoup 

investments in companies that did not meet the benchmarks in the agreement. Emphasizing taxpayer 

protections such as these is part of making an effective case for using incentives. Below are some of the 
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ways that economic developers talk about performance measures their communities use to protect 

public funds. 

Every contract we write has to 
start with an economic impact 
analysis and has to include a 
clawback provision. We have to 
stop letting the naysayers run 
the narrative.  

We reimburse, rather 
than granting money on 
the front end. Also, job 
incentives are paid at the 
end of the year, not the 
beginning. 

There are clawback provisions 
in PILOTs, and deferred 
payment loans are not 
deferred if workforce, training, 
and other milestones are not 
met. 

Incentives are based on hiring/job numbers as verified by 
quarterly unemployment insurance reports, and capital 
investment as verified by receipts. 

Tax credits based on income 
tax are provided only to the 
extent the jobs and payroll are 
actually created 
 

Incentives are paid out over a period of 5 years and verification of performance 
measurements are conducted by a third party annually before incentives are paid out. 
 

 

The competitive nature of business attraction and the site selection process, 
and the role incentives play 

In survey responses, many economic developers noted that a general lack of understanding that persists 

about why and how incentives are used, and shared reasons why they see incentives are a necessary 

tool in their communities.  

Incentives are not the 
reasons that business select 
a particular location, but 
they do show the interest of 
the local city and economic 
development organization 
to support theirs and other 
business opportunities. 
 

The role of incentives for 
our area is mainly to level 
the playing field with other 
communities that either 
have land or buildings, 
which are less expensive to 
develop or to match 
incentives being provided 
by competing communities. 
 

Incentives are not the main 
determining factor, but can help 
seal the deal. 
 
In a weak-market community 
that also happens to be at the 
intersection of three competing 
states, they're essential. 
 

Incentives never made a poor deal good, but they will help 
tip the balance between competing good deals. They can 
help persuade a non-resident board or management that a 
community is a good fit for a company. They also can fill a 
gap to make a project that builds jobs and capital 
investment happen. 
 
It has been the deal closer for a new project and has been 
a great tool for BR&E as the investment has greatly 
assisted several local businesses in their expansions. 
 

We feel that the use of incentives 
in our small, rural community is 
meant to offset additional risk 
involved with a business or 
investment locating here. 
 
Incentives are used to bridge a 
project gap, to show how 
important that business is to the 
community or to persuade a 
primary employer to locate in the 
community. 
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Responding to specific objections  

A particular award is too generous 

First, consider whether there are perceptions to correct – e.g., does the audience believe that the 

company will get the award as cash up front, rather than over a period of years? Is the amount reported 

correctly, or does it include rebates of taxes that otherwise wouldn’t be generated? Once the audience 

has the correct facts, then emphasize the following:  

 The return on investment, or benefit to the community, that the research shows.  

In addition to highlighting the number of jobs and amount of capital investment that the project will 

create, EDOs can talk about other ways the community benefits from the project, many of which 

were discussed above. Those will look different from project to project and community to 

community, but may include, e.g.:  

o return on investment (which can be measured in different ways, but is typically 

expressed as ratio of private to public dollars invested in a project);  

o expected additional property, sales, or income tax receipts; 

o indirect and induced jobs and business activity; 

o infrastructure or quality of life improvements; 

o potential savings on public assistance dollars for entry-level jobs; 

o benefits of redeveloping a blighted brownfield;  

o etc.  

 

 The performance protections built into the award. 

 The competitive nature of business attraction and the site selection process.  

Targeting the wrong type of company, industry, or type of job 

Depending on the community, public pushback can come from nearly any angle:  

EDO action Perception/criticism 

Targeting companies that bring high-skill, high-
paying jobs  

Not providing opportunities for disadvantaged 
people (e.g., entry-level jobs for people with few 
skills) 

Targeting companies that bring low-skill jobs The community should be focused on high-skill, 
high-wage jobs 

Targeting particular companies or industries “Undesirable” industries (e.g., refining, animal 
processing, others that produce noise or pollution, 
those perceived as bad corporate citizens) 
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Responding to these charges starts with tying the EDO’s work back to its strategic plan and the research 

and input that went into creating investment targets. Economic developers should be prepared to 

articulate this both succinctly and in greater depth, depending on audience, time, and place. 

Economic developers who noted that their EDOs are sometimes criticized for focusing on attracting 

corporate headquarters (and other companies with high-wage, high-skill jobs) had these comments 

about their strategy: 

We recruit primary jobs because they create secondary jobs. They are more stable, more 

economically diverse and stronger, more able to withstand disruption. Corporate 

headquarter tend to be stable, engaged in the community, and employ everyone from 

entry-level to senior executives. Secondary job creation follows. We are a regional 

organization, retail/non-primary, and jobs are best handled by local communities.  

We don’t want to be in the business of lowering our quality of life. We want to create 

opportunity for economic advancement. The notion that these jobs that pay at or above 

the median jobs are unattainable – that’s not true. We recruit job opportunities for local 

people, opportunities to rise up the economic ladder.  

On the other end of the spectrum, here’s how one economic developer explains her EDO’s work with 

projects that include low-skill jobs:  

Our community has a high percentage of people living in poverty. Why did we attract a 

company with low-wage jobs? If you look at the poverty rate, we need those. We need 

those in generational poverty to have a place to start. Giving people the opportunity to 

come out of poverty and into the workforce, with future opportunities for growth – 

that’s what it’s all about. 

Opposition to particular companies or industries may come from beliefs that they bring low-quality jobs 

(in regard to pay, benefits or skill levels). And some firms and industries do bring (or at least bring the 

perception of) pollution, noise, traffic, undesirable activity, or other nuisances. Again, the response to 

these concerns is tied back to the EDO’s strategy, which is based on assets to determine which 

companies it can offer a strategic advantage and which it cannot. (In many places, market factors are at 

play that don’t allow a community to be as selective as it would like in attracting new firms.)   

If a pattern of objections persists (beyond a particular project, person or group), or if the EDO’s strategic 

plan or execution thereof isn’t widely supported, they may need to be revisited by the governing body.   

Confidentiality in the negotiation process 

By its very nature, the work of business attraction and 

incentives negotiation requires the utmost confidentiality. 

Oftentimes, relocating companies and location consultants 

don’t want the communities they are working with to know 

who the competitors are. As well, a company must be 

confident that an EDO will protect the information it has 

provided as part of due diligence. If confidentiality is 

breached, it can both kill the deal and make the community look like a riskier bet to others.  

The reason there are so many private 

EDOs is it’s easy to work with us. We 

provide a comfort level that we will 

keep a company’s info quiet until they 

are willing to move forward.  
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Laws vary from state to state in terms of what has to be made public and when. Some states do not 

allow for confidentiality during negotiations and some do; some require full disclosure after the award 

and others do not. In good practice, EDOs are forthcoming with as much information as they can be 

without jeopardizing competitive intelligence, and explain that a lack of confidentiality can empower 

competitors and erode the trust of (and even harm) a prospective investor.  

Some listeners will be impervious to the information. Yet successful economic developers still make 

concepts like this part of a short- and long-term plan to educate elected officials, the media, board 

members and others. They use multiple opportunities and channels to get the same message out. They 

are prepared with one to two sentences of explanation when an issue comes up. They expand on those 

and constantly offer information about how economic development works – in newsletters, at events 

and other opportunities.   

Everyone thinks economic development is all 
done in secrecy. There is truth that business and 
industry needs some secrecy – they don’t want 
competitors to know their future plans.  
 

You don’t want to expose how you do 
business to the competition. We have to 
communicate to our leaders the 
competitive nature of the environment we 
work in.  
 

You also don’t want to take elected officials by surprise. We always brief any impacted elected 
officials as we finish structuring a deal.  
 
The “deal” was not public until such time as the negotiations were completed and an 
agreement was brought to the Board of Director for a vote. The public vote provided a time for 
the public to review the deal and ask questions (not an official “public hearing” as that was 
not a requirement of the law. It did, in every way, act as a public hearing however).  
 
After the deal is finalized and the lease or real estate commitment is signed, the offer package 
is publicized in the press release.  
 

 

Responding to philosophical objections 

Incentives are corporate welfare 

Government shouldn’t be picking winners and losers 

Philosophical objections to the use of incentives are more difficult to address effectively than those that 

come from a lack of knowledge or misperceptions. They reflect deeply held (or politically expedient) 

values, which are not often changed by more information. Economic developers must continue their 

education mission regardless, though they may need to be selective about focusing their limited energy 

on more fertile ground. Many economic developers in focus groups and survey responses reported 

acknowledging that there are some minds that they will never change.   

Economic developers have a responsibility to explain the logic behind the strategies they use, but 

beyond that, may need to agree to disagree with critics. Working in the public sphere requires 

respecting differing viewpoints. Tips to operate effectively in these situations include:  
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 Keep the project itself central to the discussion, not the incentives. The incentives are not the 

goal – the project is the goal.  

 Try to find common ground in other areas that may advance a larger agenda, or allow the EDO 

to deliver something important for those who oppose the project.  

 Pick battles widely, considering every project and incentive package within the context of the 

EDO’s overall strategic plan. Take a long view to the health and vitality of the EDO as well as the 

community you serve.  

 Take care of relationships with the EDO team, the site consultant, partners, allies and elected 

officials to be well positioned for the next project. 

Three commissioners are on my board. One 
is against everything. The two others 
outvote him on funding for our EDO. He likes 
that we bring jobs and taxes in. We show 
him all the stats and he loves the numbers 
we report. He still doesn’t think government 
has any role in economic development. 
 

The Koch brothers have been strategic in 
replacing elected officials across Kansas. 
We ended up with commissioners clearly 
put there with that money. I spent a lot of 
time showing them great data and ROIs but 
finally had to stop putting so much energy 
into trying to educate them. 

We used reverse psychology when people were 
questioning our attraction efforts. We proposed just 
doing BRE – then they said No, we don’t want to do 
that, we want you to bring new businesses in. We 
asked for double the money and got it. 

 This is the swing of the political 
spectrum. 
 
If people don’t want the facts, 
you can’t do anything about it. 

 

What economic developers think of incentives 

Fifty-six percent of survey respondents work for EDOs that provide incentives.  

Ninety-five percent of survey respondents believe that 

incentives somewhat or strongly support economic 

development activity.  

When asked their opinion about the role of incentives in 

economic development, economic developers had many 

thoughtful insights. Selected comments are below. 

Incentives, when based on an economic impact analysis, rarely become the #1 reason a 

company chooses to expand or relocate. There must be market reasons and bottom line 

reasons for the company to select a site. Otherwise, it won't work for the company in the 

long term. An incentive is simply icing on the cake. 

But wage/job creation incentives seem to just be a necessary evil of the ED business - the 

jobs are going to get created in the U.S., and we states/communities are just competing 

against each other. 

The unfortunate incentive war requires our incentives to enable us to level the playing 

field. If there were total incentive disarmament, we would all be better off. 
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Incentives that support the redevelopment of urban areas, brownfields, and declining 

areas make sense. Incentives that pit the tax revenues of one community against 

another community in order to recruit a company or business that is simply using 

incentives to obtain the best deal for the company do not.  

In Canada, incentives are a far less common practice than in the US. We work to 

compete by providing a strong, stable, "business friendly" economic environment, good 

governance (transparent, accountable, receptive), and competitive mill (i.e. taxation) 

rates. We support new development by partnering on supporting infrastructure (as 

appropriate and legal), and by making the development process as quick and hassle-free 

as possible. 

It can be utilized by entities that would have invested in the community regardless of 

incentives. Does not always meet the needs or the 'right' needs of some businesses so 

underutilized, leaving businesses with crucial unmet needs. 

In my opinion, incentives are the dirty side of ED -- and the key driver is not the 

communities who have them but the companies who know expect/demand them. 

Good for attraction, tricky for retention/expansion, which generate 80% of new jobs. 

It is still a factor, but it seems to be less and less so. It's critical when we're one of two 

left as potential locations, but what seems to playing a bigger role is the availability and 

quality of the workforce. The state incentives that play a big role are the ones that 

reduce taxes -- sales, corporate, property and other taxes that help keep operating costs 

down. 

Beyond the competitive nature of economic development projects, the reason for 

incentives is a community investment to assist in managing the risk of a private venture. 

The return to the public sector is the creation of jobs and capital investment and the 

promise of future tax valuation all created by the private investment in the community. 

At the end of the day, incentives are statement of support by a community for a private 

enterprise. That statement is in effect saying to the private sector leader: we as a 

community will stand shoulder-to-shoulder to support (not assure) your success with you 

as you make this investment in our geographic community and we expect to realize the 

benefit of that investment in terms of employment and future community health and 

vibrancy. In every way, an incentive is a low cost way for a community to invest in its 

future health on behalf of all residents. Clearly, there is risk in incentives. But, there is 

certainty in decline when communities refuse to assume that risk. 

Incentives have become so common that their ultimate value has diluted. Sometimes, 

the cost to the community is too high for the benefit. 
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Leveraging High-Profile Deals 

Almost every community and state has been involved in some way with what is considered a high-

profile deal. Amazon was the most recent company to launch an attention-grabbing site selection 

process. Other examples include sports teams; auto, electronics and aerospace manufacturers; and 

technology and other online companies.  

These very public searches bring both challenges and opportunities. The projects are usually 

accompanied by an expectation, or willing offer, of an incentive package. Although not as common or as 

consequential as the Amazon deal might suggest, they are a reality, which must be managed.  

Media coverage can turn public perception against the deal regardless of its benefits to the community. 

Generally, negative public sentiment stems from offering taxpayer dollars to a profit-making company. 

This can leave the public with the mistaken perception that such deals are at the core of economic 

development work, rather than a unique response to a major, competitive opportunity. 

Assuming your community wasn’t bidding on a high-profile project, these media frenzies can be 

“teachable moments” – opportunities to continually educate partners (media, elected officials, board 

members) and the general public about: 

 The taxpayer protections your state or locality builds into any deals (e.g., policies on pay for 

performance, hiring, clawbacks, statutory versus discretionary dollars, and more) 

 The sectors that drive the regional economy and the types of businesses for which the 

community is competitive (in its infrastructure, workforce, and existing businesses) 

 The competitive nature of the site selection process, expectations and processes 

 The long-term and short-term benefits of the “right” projects for your community (jobs, tax 

base, incremental economic impact, etc.) 

Working as the public/community advocate for the Dallas Cowboys stadium deal was an 

opportunity to build community trust. Asking residents to pay ¼ cent more sales tax in 

return for a major investment was made easier once we shared the extent of that private 

investment and compared it to the city’s capped investment. We were able to persuade 

voters that this was indeed a good deal. 

If your community did compete unsuccessfully for a high-profile project, the EDO may find itself in the 

spotlight as a result. This can be an opportunity to responsibly and publicly evaluate the project (pros 

and cons); communicate a response to the public; and build greater understanding for such projects, 

thus leaving the community better positioned to compete in the future. 

During and after Amazon’s very public search, finalist communities faced local and national pressure to 

disclose their offers. Many EDOs declined to share this information, equating it with giving away 

competitive intelligence. 

We wouldn’t release our Amazon proposal because it contained information on 22 sites. 

Developers wanted it confidential in order to include it. Then [those requesting the 

information] would say, ‘take the incentives information out, take the sites out and just 

give me the narrative.’ But you don’t want to expose how you do business to the 



CHAMPIONING ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  57 

competition. We have to communicate to our leaders the competitive nature of the 

environment we work in. 

Several communities took advantage of Amazon’s site selection process to undertake a critical review of 

their value proposition, processes and areas for improvement. They reported coming through the 

process in a stronger position, based on the data and marketing materials developed, visibility gained, 

and new opportunities identified to address existing challenges. 

The Metro Denver Economic Development Corporation, for example, developed a case study brochure 

that described its response to the Amazon search (see appendix for full brochure). Themes in the case 

include the private sector’s role in the bid, inter-governmental cooperation, public involvement, and 

responsiveness. 

A number of companies that are now considering our community are doing so because 

they saw us during the [Amazon site selection] process. It was a great exercise for us to 

go through. It reiterated that this really is a good place to be. 
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VII. Conclusion 

Economic development is important work that has real impact on people’s lives. Over the past several 

decades, the practice has evolved and become more nuanced – more data-driven and results-oriented, 

both broader and more specialized. To continue this growth and evolution in the profession, economic 

developers must examine their practices, continue trying new strategies, educate all stakeholders, and 

respond to feedback from partners and opponents alike – all with the end goal in mind of improving 

outcomes for more and more people.   

This paper and toolkit aim to guide and equip economic developers with strategies to champion 

economic development – locally and nationally, for today, and the future.  
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VIII. Appendices  
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Success Stories 

Arcata Economic Development Corporation – Dick Taylor Chocolates 

Source: http://www.aedc1.org/stories/dick-taylor-chocolates  

 

 

It isn't every day that a pair of HSU grads working as carpenters and musicians stumble upon and 
capture an up-and-coming specialty food market but that's exactly what's happened to Adam Dick and 
Dustin Taylor, founders of Dick Taylor Chocolates. "There were others in the industry that had paved the 
way by educating the public about craft chocolate," Taylor explained. "So when we started the company 
in 2010, the market was primed. We've been trying to keep up with demand ever since." 

According to Taylor, the company uses only organic cacao and organic cane sugar in their chocolate and 
the production process takes more than a month to complete. "By not taking shortcuts in our process, 
we can leave out vanilla, additional cocoa butter or other emulsifiers, and capture and highlight the 
subtle flavor nuances in the cacao we source from around the world," he said. 

The chocolate is wrapped in labels produced in-house featuring art created by Taylor's brother and the 
founders have drawn on the help and expertise of other family and friends as their business grew. They 

http://www.aedc1.org/stories/dick-taylor-chocolates
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now have 9 part-time employees. "But we've been backordered 30 days. It is hard to complain about 
success but it is like we created a monster," Taylor mused. "And we have to keep feeding it chocolate." 

The company won their first Good Food Award for their 72% Belize, Toledo chocolate at the GFA in San 
Francisco, which has increased demand for the Arcata-made chocolate even more.   

Fortunately, a recent AEDC loan used to purchase equipment should help.  The conche, a vintage and 
fully restored machine from Italy, grinds and mills the chocolate and sugar until smooth and then 
aerates, heats and stirs the mixture for 48 hours to create a unique flavor profile. "We're suckers for old 
pieces of equipment," Taylor admitted, " And we'll be able to process about 900 pounds at a time." 

Currently Dick Taylor Chocolates can be found locally, nationally and in Europe, Canada and Australia.  
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Newspaper columns 

Amy Clickner, CEO of the Lake Superior Community Partnership in Marquette, Michigan, writes a twice-

monthly column in local newspaper The Mining Journal. This column was published Oct. 9, 2017.  

Source: http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/10/very-little-typical-about-life-at-economic-

developer-lscp/  

 

 

typ.i.cal 

adjective: having the distinctive qualities of a particular type of person or thing. “a typical day” 

When we talk about economic development, it means many different things to many different 

stakeholders. But rather than debate what it is or isn’t, I thought it might be interesting to share with 

you a typical week in the life of a local economic developer. 

Let me start by saying there is absolutely no “typical” week in the life of an economic developer. This is, 

of course, is one of the most alluring qualities of the profession! 

Economic developers are involved in a wide variety of projects, challenges and opportunities that 

encompass a wide variety of people, businesses and agencies.   

http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/10/very-little-typical-about-life-at-economic-developer-lscp/
http://www.miningjournal.net/life/2017/10/very-little-typical-about-life-at-economic-developer-lscp/
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For example, take into consideration all the components involved in economic 

development: transportation, education, infrastructure, workforce, community development, energy, 

regulatory, incentives, sites and buildings. 

A single client may need you to assist with selecting a site, helping them navigate regulatory and 

licensing processes, introduce them to key stakeholders in the community and speak in favor of their 

project in a variety of public forums. Each client is different, each project is different, making how we 

respond each time different. 

How about our efforts in marketing? Let’s say you have a building or site that you want developed.  We 

can help with that. In fact, our online site and properties software is connected to the MLS for such 

information. 

However, if you are not currently listed with a realtor and have space, buildings, land or a business for 

lease or sale make sure you let us know.  We want to know about all available inventory. 

We also spend time marketing our region to others. Just last week I spent time at a conference meeting 

with a variety of developers and site selectors to familiarize them with the benefits of doing business 

here. 

We communicate on a regular basis with these folks in hopes of staying in the forefront of their minds 

when an attraction project arises. 

But where we spend a majority of our time (have you heard me mention that 80 percent of a 

community’s job growth comes from within?) is in business retention and expansion. 

That means making sure we build strong relationships with our local businesses, entrepreneurs and 

developers; letting them know we are available to assist in both the challenges and opportunities they 

face. We want them to be successful and grow in our region. 

On the community asset side, we work hard to stay on top of issues that may affect our business 

climate. Several of our task forces include transportation, government relations, and energy, leverage 

the expertise of those in the sector to collectively create and implement strategies that are important to 

our community. 

For example, our transportation task force has been extremely active as it relates to retaining and 

growing air service at Sawyer International Airport.   

This is just a short list of examples of roles that a local economic developer plays. Can they all happen in 

a single week? Absolutely! That’s what makes the job challenging and never boring. And as the LSCP will 

soon enter our 20th year in this business, I can honestly say that’s an understatement! 

Looking for assistance with your business or start up? Give our business development team a call at 906-

226-6591 or visit our website www.marquette.org. 

Editor’s NOTE: Amy Clickner is CEO of the Lake Superior Community Partnership. Her twice-monthly 

column will address topics of interest to the local business community. 
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Marty Vanags, president of the Saratoga County (N.Y.) Prosperity Partnership (SCPP), writes a column in 

the Albany Times-Union. This column was published on Oct. 11, 2018.  

Source: https://blog.timesunion.com/saratogacountyprosperitypartnership/return-on-investment/96/  

 

https://blog.timesunion.com/saratogacountyprosperitypartnership/return-on-investment/96/
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Op-ed articles 

This article was written by Terrell Ellis, executive director of Advantage Valley Inc. (West Virginia), and 

published in the Charleston Gazette-Mail on August 11, 2018.  

Source: https://www.wvgazettemail.com/opinion/gazette_opinion/op_ed_commentaries/terrell-ellis-

roads-to-prosperity-economic-opportunity-for-metro-region/article_84cfdae5-d314-5b6c-885f-

ea0e169703f6.html 

 

 

 

 

With the start of the Roads to Prosperity highway construction, 
Advantage Valley — the regional economic development 
organization promoting the Charleston to Huntington metro region 
— aims to assist small businesses that provide materials and 
services within the road and bridge construction sector to grow and 
expand. The state’s new highway and transportation infrastructure 
investment program represents a tremendous opportunity to 
support West Virginia businesses and create jobs. 
 
Infrastructure development is a major economic driver in both the 
Advantage Valley region and the United States, representing an 
industry that generates over $78 billion in annual revenue. A 
growing economy and expanded infrastructure investments present 
opportunities for prospective entrepreneurs and small business 
owners to start or expand businesses in this industry in Advantage 
Valley. 
 

According to Advantage Valley’s recently completed market analysis of the best business development 

opportunities in the region, the built infrastructure industry is represented by 17 businesses in the 

region realizing over $9 million in annual profit. Though the industry is strong, only 39 percent of the 

almost $90 million regional demand is met in-region by existing businesses, demonstrating the 

significant market opportunity for Advantage Valley companies to capture additional revenue. 

https://www.wvgazettemail.com/opinion/gazette_opinion/op_ed_commentaries/terrell-ellis-roads-to-prosperity-economic-opportunity-for-metro-region/article_84cfdae5-d314-5b6c-885f-ea0e169703f6.html
https://www.wvgazettemail.com/opinion/gazette_opinion/op_ed_commentaries/terrell-ellis-roads-to-prosperity-economic-opportunity-for-metro-region/article_84cfdae5-d314-5b6c-885f-ea0e169703f6.html
https://www.wvgazettemail.com/opinion/gazette_opinion/op_ed_commentaries/terrell-ellis-roads-to-prosperity-economic-opportunity-for-metro-region/article_84cfdae5-d314-5b6c-885f-ea0e169703f6.html
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The data does not even yet include the expanded industry demand due to the federal FAST Act and 

Roads to Prosperity and the Roads to Prosperity infrastructure programs. Jobs within this sector are 

generating strong average regional earnings of $64,620. 

A quick look at the source of materials for the West Virginia Department of Highways reveals that most 

products procured for highway construction are from out-of-state companies. In order to ensure that 

companies in the region understand this opportunity, Advantage Valley — in partnership with the 

Robert C. Byrd Institute (RCBI) Appalachian Hatchery Project and the Contractors Association of West 

Virginia — is hosting a West Virginia Division of Highways Vendor Fair from 1 to 4 p.m. Aug. 23 at Valley 

Park Conference Center in Hurricane. 

By hosting this event, we will educate small to medium-sized businesses on the West Virginia 

Department of Transportation’s procurement process and the materials, services, supplies and 

commodities required for the day-to-day operation of the West Virginia Division of Highways. They will 

also gain an understanding of the buying process for the transportation infrastructure industry and 

economic drivers in the community, where along the buyer journey they are most likely to get stuck, 

and what assistance and information can be provided to help get them unstuck and propel them 

forward in the procurement process. Attendees can register for this free event 

at:  www.rcbi.org/go/workshop2. 

The DOH Vendor Fair is just the first in a series of vendor education events designed to link businesses in 

the region to the procurement process for our large economic drivers in the state and region. We 

recognize that nurturing locally owned businesses that employ local workers at decent wages means our 

community can become more sufficient and less dependent on imports. 

A number of research reports have shown the profound economic impact of keeping money local when 

communities and regions promote buying local. At the most basic level, when goods and services are 

produced and bought locally and regionally, more money stays in the regional economy through salaries 

and increases in the tax base. 

According to Michael Shuman, author of the book “Going Local,” “Going local does not mean walling off 

the outside world. It means nurturing locally owned businesses which use local resources sustainably, 

employ local workers at decent wages and serve primarily local consumers. It means becoming more 

self-sufficient and less dependent on imports.” 

Advantage Valley Inc. is a private nonprofit regional economic development organization representing 

the over 600,000 people who reside in the Charleston and Huntington Metropolitan Statistical Areas. It 

is a prototype for how the state’s economic development efforts can be regionalized to promote greater 

collaboration and efficient use of resources. 

It is recognized that companies are looking for the best locations to invest regardless of political 

boundaries. Those boundaries are erased as they look at trade areas, labor sheds, educational 

ecosystems and infrastructure that connects them to their domestic and international markets. By 

marketing the entire region, Advantage Valley leverages the industries, workforce, training resources, 

educational facilities and other assets of the area to attract and retain private investment. 

Terrell Ellis is the executive director of Advantage Valley. 

http://www.rcbi.org/go/workshop2
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Newsletters 

Big Sky Economic Development (Mont.) publishes its “Take3” e-newsletter weekly. This edition is from 

August 30, 2017, and is available at 

https://send.boingomail.com/t/ViewEmail/r/5CA2638E351542D42540EF23F30FEDED  

 

https://send.boingomail.com/t/ViewEmail/r/5CA2638E351542D42540EF23F30FEDED
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Press Releases  

The Economic Development Coalition of Southwest Indiana, announces a groundbreaking new project in 

a press release, including information about the project’s goals, the context for the investment, and 

includes contact information for the developer, the EDO, and the state economic development 

corporation.  (Access the press release at https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-

largest-regional-cities-project-the-post-house-just-broke-ground/  

https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-largest-regional-cities-project-the-post-house-just-broke-ground/
https://www.southwestindiana.org/southwest-indianas-largest-regional-cities-project-the-post-house-just-broke-ground/
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Fact sheets 

The Fairfax County Economic Development Authority in Virginia has dozens of fact sheets at its website. 

This one is titled “Business Diversity: Minority-Owned Businesses” (source: 

https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/business_diversity.pdf). Other FCEDA fact 

sheets are available at https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/media-center/fact-sheets.  

 

https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/business_diversity.pdf
https://www.fairfaxcountyeda.org/media-center/fact-sheets
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Project announcements 

A press release from the St. Tammany Corporation (La.) on Dec. 18, 2018, announces a new investment. 

Source: https://www.stpdd.org/index.php/2018/12/18/st-tammany-corporation-welcomes-new-u-s-

headquarters-of-major-manufacturing-company-to-slidell/  

 

 

Slidell, LA – The Louisiana Economic Development Corporation (LEDC) on Monday voted to uphold the 

$250,000 Economic Development Award Program (EDAP), completing the last official action to bringing 

the new U.S headquarters of Advanced Sinter Metal Technologies, Inc. (ASMT) to Slidell. Other state 

economic development incentives include over $515,000 for Quality Jobs. 

ASMT, Inc. will mass manufacture metal parts using a metallurgic process called “sintering,” which 

involves compacting powder and further heat treatments. ASMT’s new manufacturing facility in Slidell 

will initially create 15 new direct jobs including benefits for an annual payroll of over $800,000. The total 

capital investment by ASMT, Inc. into the region will be $5 million by the end of 2019. 

“We are thrilled to welcome ASMT to the Slidell business community,” said Slidell Mayor Greg Cromer. 

“My team and I have worked closely with the company to ensure their successful entrance into our area 

and I am excited for ASMT, Inc.’s operations to begin in the new year. This announcement is another 

testament to the opportunities for business expansion in Slidell.” 

“We are proud to be the new home of Advanced Sinter Metal Technologies, Inc.,” said Pat Brister, St. 

Tammany Parish President. “Mayor Greg Cromer of Slidell and Chris Masingill, the new CEO of St. 

Tammany Corporation, have done an excellent job of showcasing Slidell, and St. Tammany Parish, as the 

ideal place for businesses to locate or expand. Slidell has a highly educated workforce, a superior quality 

of life, a very accessible location, and with our amazing school system, it’s the perfect place to do 

business. When economic development and government work together, great things are accomplished.” 

In late November, the council of the City of Slidell unanimously granted a conditional-use permit to 

ASMT Inc. for the renovation and operation of the former Textron site on Front Street near Cleveland 

Avenue in Slidell. ASMT is leasing a 26,000-square-foot portion of the former Textron site to set up its 

production line. The company will initially have 10 to 15 employees, but that total could grow if the 

company expands. 

“ASMT, Inc. is very excited to bring its US headquarters to the St. Tammany / Slidell region”, said ASMT 

Manager Andrew Herrington and Sinter Metal coCEO Rudolf von Liechtenstein. “We are especially 

grateful for the strong leadership of Mayor Cromer and St. Tammany Corp, without their assistance, the 

https://www.stpdd.org/index.php/2018/12/18/st-tammany-corporation-welcomes-new-u-s-headquarters-of-major-manufacturing-company-to-slidell/
https://www.stpdd.org/index.php/2018/12/18/st-tammany-corporation-welcomes-new-u-s-headquarters-of-major-manufacturing-company-to-slidell/
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logistics and challenges we faced could have been overwhelming. Everyone throughout the community 

has been very welcoming and we look forward to being part of the community.” 

The projected economic benefit of ASMT’s new facility to the state of Louisiana is a gross revenue of 

$1,324,101 minus the $250,000 EDAP and $515,207 for Quality Jobs, which would give the state a net 

revenue of $588,894. 

Thank you to our economic development partners Greater New Orleans, Inc. (GNO, Inc.) for all of their 

efforts in recruiting ASMT to the region and to Louisiana Economic Development (LED) for their 

continued work on anchoring ASMT in Louisiana. 

For news and updates on the ASMT site and other economic development projects in the area, follow St. 

Tammany Corp. on Facebook and Twitter @StTammanyCorp. 

### 

 

About St. Tammany Corporation 

St. Tammany Corporation is the lead economic development organization for St. Tammany. We seek to 

preserve and promote the quality of life by strengthening and supporting vibrant economies. Learn 

more at www.sttammanycorp.org 
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Incentive fact sheets 

A 2-page flyer from the City of Lowell, Mass., explains the incentives available through the 

Massachusetts Economic Development Incentive Program (EDIP).  

Source: https://www.lowellma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/2574/EDIP-flyer  

 

https://www.lowellma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/2574/EDIP-flyer
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A document from the Calvert County, Md., Department of Economic Development explains multiple 

incentives available at a business park.  

Source: https://www.ecalvert.com/DocumentCenter/View/222/PBP_Incentives?bidId=

https://www.ecalvert.com/DocumentCenter/View/222/PBP_Incentives?bidId=
https://www.ecalvert.com/DocumentCenter/View/222/PBP_Incentives?bidId=
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Case Study: Leveraging High-Profile Deals 

Once it was a finalist, the Metro Denver Economic Development Corporation developed a case study brochure that described its response to the 

Amazon search.  
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