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1. Rising Geographic Inequality



Geographic Inequality is on the Rise in the U.S.

The gap is growing 
as richer places 
become richer and 
poorer places 
become poorer



National Forecasts May Not Represent Rural 

Despite previous 
lagging growth, rural 
GDP recently outpaced 
nonrural 

Rural: +4.6%
Nonrural: +2.7%

(GDP growth, 2022–2023)



National Forecasts May Not Represent Rural 

Despite previous 
lagging growth, rural 
GDP recently outpaced 
nonrural 

Rural: +4.6%
Mon Valley: +3.1%
Nonrural: +2.7%

(GDP growth, 2022–2023)



The Rural-Urban Job Divide

Rural GDP has 
recovered from the 
Great Recession, but 
job growth still lags

Rural: +1%
Nonrural: +2.3%

(Employment growth, 2023–2024)



The Rural-Urban Job Divide

Appalachian counties 
still lag behind the 
nation in job growth

Rural: +1%
Mon Valley: +1%
Nonrural: +2.3%

(Employment growth, 2023–2024)



The Ripple Effects

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/05/21/725059882/poll-many-rural-americans-struggle-with-financial-insecurity-access-to-health-ca
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/05/21/725059882/poll-many-rural-americans-struggle-with-financial-insecurity-access-to-health-ca
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/29/magazine/rural-homeless-students.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/08/19/some-digital-divides-persist-between-rural-urban-and-suburban-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/08/19/some-digital-divides-persist-between-rural-urban-and-suburban-america/
https://www.latimes.com/science/story/2020-01-03/factory-closures-may-have-helped-fuel-opioid-crisis
https://dailyyonder.com/beyond-fate-funding-structure-and-public-policy-mean-rural-schools-dont-get-fair-share/2022/03/15/
https://dailyyonder.com/beyond-fate-funding-structure-and-public-policy-mean-rural-schools-dont-get-fair-share/2022/03/15/
https://www.aamc.org/news/health-disparities-affect-millions-rural-us-communities
https://www.aamc.org/news/health-disparities-affect-millions-rural-us-communities


Decades of Divergence

Recessions tend to 
reinforce pre-existing 
trends 
(Weinstein & Patrick, 2020)

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/jors.12446


Automation Decline in 
entrepreneurship

Globalization
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2. How Did This Happen?



Over-reliance on Tradable Goods in Rural

Manufacturing, 
Mining, Farming

Over-reliance on 
traditional tradable goods 
industries (manufacturing, 
mining, …) has led to lower 
job growth
(Goetz et al. 2018; Kilkenny and Partridge, 2009; 
Weiler, 2001; Glaeser and Saiz, 2004) 

https://pure.psu.edu/en/publications/the-economic-status-of-rural-america-in-the-president-trump-era-a
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2009.01320.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001979390105400302
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25067406


Struggling communities are 
more likely to offer traditional 
economic development 
incentives to attract large plants 

(Betz et al., 2012)

Can Traditional Economic 
Development Save Us? 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2012.00590.x


The 1st Public Bidding War in 1976

Pennsylvania won 
the bid with $553M 
in tax incentives

Promised 5K in 
direct jobs for a 
Volkswagen plant 
and 15K by 1983 



The 1st Public Bidding War in 1976

4,794 direct jobs for 
the plant

By 1984, the 
Volkswagen plant 
had closed

(Hicks, Weinstein, Wornell, 2025)

}

https://www.iastatedigitalpress.com/rreg/article/id/18245/


Disproportionate Negative Rural Impact

States with larger 
traditional incentive 
programs see lower 
growth in rural areas

(Patrick, 2014) 

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.17310/ntj.2014.2.03


Disproportionate Negative Impact

Incentive programs tend to 
crowd out economic 
activity; fewer business 
startups  (Partridge et al., 2020)

Incentive programs don’t 
address the underlying 
factors leading to lower 
growth

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0891242420916249


The Output-Employment Gap in Rural

Output growth in traditional 
rural sectors, tradable goods 
sectors, continue without 
employment gains because of 
automation (Dumont, 2024)

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/changes-in-the-us-economy-and-rural-urban-employment-disparities-20240119.html


High Farming & Manufacturing Concentrations

Rural counties are more likely than nonrural counties to have high 
concentrations of farming or manufacturing activity



High Mining Concentration

Rural counties are 
more likely than 
nonrural to have high 
concentrations of 
mining activity

Highly specialized rural 
economies face 
industry-dependent 
outlooks



The BIGGER Problem in rural

“Today's shift towards 
services seems to benefit 
large incumbent cities the 
most.” 
(Eckert, Juneau, & Peters, 2023)

Knowledge 
Economy

(CORI, 2023)

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w30874/w30874.pdf
https://ruralinnovation.us/blog/equity-economic-opportunity-rural-america/


High Tradable Services Concentration

Tradable service sector 
share of employment: 

Nonrural: 22%
Rural: 10%



High Tradable Services Concentration

Tradable service sector 
share of employment: 

Nonrural:   22%

Allegheny:   26%

Washington:   19%

Westmoreland:  14%

Fayette:   10%

Greene County:     7%



Startups Power Diversification & Job Growth 

Young firms 
increase industry 
diversity and 
economic 
adaptation

Entrepreneurship is 
key to long-term 
rural resilience 



Small Businesses Power Rural Job Growth 

Small businesses 
have an outsized 
impact on rural areas 
- accounting for 54% 
of total jobs 

(Wilmoth, 2023)

https://advocacy.sba.gov/2023/08/22/small-businesses-in-rural-areas/


Buy Local? 

More than 30% of all firms 
opening new locations with 
over 1,000 employees receive 
subsidies, while the percentage 
is less than 0.2% for firms with 
under 250 employees 

 (Slattery and Zidar, 2020)

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.34.2.90


The BIGGER Problem in Small Towns

Entrepreneurship has 
declined nationwide, 
with steeper drops in 
rural areas (Rubinton, 2021; 
Rubinton, 2020; Akcigit and Ates, 2020; 
Hathaway and Litan, 2014 …) 

https://research.stlouisfed.org/publications/economic-synopses/2021/02/02/business-dynamism-and-city-size#:~:text=Business%20dynamism%2C%20a%20key%20factor,Bartelsman%20and%20Doms%2C%202000).
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3659524
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/what-happened-to-us-business-dynamism-20200214.html
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/declining-business-dynamism-in-the-united-states-a-look-at-states-and-metros/


NO

Can Traditional Economic 
Development Incentives Save 
Us?



STILL
NO

What if We Make the Incentives 
Bigger?



1. Struggling 
communities offer 
traditional economic 
development incentives 
(Betz et al., 2012)

2. Incentivized firms fail 
to create more jobs than 
similar firms without 
incentives (Donegan et al., 2021; 
Neumark et al., 2006)

4. Incentives crowd 
out economic activity; 
lower business 
startups (Partridge et al., 2020)

3. Promoting traditional 
export activity at the 
expense of public goods 
& services (or by raising 
taxes) will backfire  (Kilkenny 
& Partridge, 2009; Ruger and Sorens, 2018 )

IT’S A VICIOUS CYCLE

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2012.00590.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1078087419880013
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1078087419880013
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0891242420916249
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2009.01320.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2009.01320.x
https://www.cato.org/commentary/tax-incentives-bipartisan-folly


Addressing the BIGGER Problems in Small Towns

Rural residents are 
more likely to aspire to 
business ownership
(2024 G.R.O.W. Report)

Rural workers and 
rural entrepreneurs 
are less likely to have 
the resources to pivot 
into new careers and 
to start and scale a 
business (CORI, 2025) 

https://ruralinnovation.us/press-releases/grow-report-press-release/
https://ruralinnovation.us/resources/reports/rural-americas-struggle-to-access-private-capital/


Decisions about which 
places have access to the 
foundational elements, 
necessary infrastructure, 
and the direct drivers of 
economic development

Rural-Urban Gaps Are Not About Destiny … 
It’s About Decisions



3. The Good Soil for Economic Development



Regional Patterns Across Rural America

Census 
Regions



Uneven Regional Patterns in Rural Job Growth 

Rural job growth has 
been strongest in the 
West

Regional differences 
reflect:

➔ Amenity migration & 
population trends 

➔ Industry mix 



Strong Population Growth in the Rural West

Population growth in 
the rural West has 
been gradual and 
sustained

The rural Northeast 
experienced a sudden 
surge during COVID



Remote Work Enabled Migration Shifts



Remote Work in Mon Valley Counties

Allegheny: 21% 
Washington: 15% 
Westmoreland: 13%  
Fayette: 7% 
Greene: 7% 



Remote Work Access Varies by Occupation

Tradable services 
occupations have the 
greatest access to remote 
work—led by tech jobs at 
63%



Broadband is Fundamental Infrastructure 

Better broadband 
access can be 
leveraged to drive job 
growth and increase 
the number of 
businesses (CORI, 2024)

https://ruralinnovation.us/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/CORI-Beyond-Connectivity-Broadband-Rural-Economic-Growth-Report.pdf


Fiber Broadband in Mon Valley Counties 

Allegheny: 88% 
Greene: 64%
Washington: 48% 
Fayette: 30% 
Westmoreland: 21%  



Business is Booming in the Rural West

Highly skilled workers 
are more likely to start 
businesses in 
high-amenity regions, 
especially the rural 
Mountain West
(Conroy and Watson, 2023) 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w


Business Growth in Mon Valley Counties

Allegheny 
Washington 
Westmoreland 
Fayette 
Greene 



Question: 
What attracts innovative 
entrepreneurs to a location?

Answer: 
Talented workers, and the quality 
of life that these workers like 
(Endeavor, 2014)

Survey of Entrepreneurs

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/what-cities-really-need-to-attract-entrepreneurs-according-to-entrepreneurs/425184/


“There was nothing about the 
town that particularly 
appealed to me, but the men 
were all courteous, kind, and 
businesslike”

— Frank Clayton Ball, 1887

The Ball Corporation



The Importance of Quality of Life

“The success of cities hinges more and more on cities’ role as 
centers of consumption”  (Glaeser, Kolko, Saiz, 2001)

Boulder, CO

https://academic.oup.com/joeg/article-abstract/1/1/27/2964661


QUALITY OF LIFE
for residents

CORI Economic Development Model



The Importance of Quality of Life

Estimated 
location 
premium

(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5


Matters for population 
growth and job growth 
(and business startups)
(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023, Partridge, 
2010, Conroy and Watson, 2023)

Especially true for small 
towns (rural areas) and 
for the Midwest
(Austin, Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2022)

Quality of Life population growth job growth

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1435-5957.2010.00315.x?casa_token=5CtLMVVNmnYAAAAA%3AVSEkw-0K7VGNiBr9iyu8R45H9oZMUVV6pWa2U1fyxBMeTzGZlZTApeqDwo-I0ZhisHMqLU6bo9f3uA
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1435-5957.2010.00315.x?casa_token=5CtLMVVNmnYAAAAA%3AVSEkw-0K7VGNiBr9iyu8R45H9oZMUVV6pWa2U1fyxBMeTzGZlZTApeqDwo-I0ZhisHMqLU6bo9f3uA
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/improving-quality-of-life-not-just-business-is-the-best-path-to-midwestern-rejuvenation/


The Importance of Quality of Life

Estimated 
location 
premium

(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5


Matters more for 
population growth 
and job growth
(& business startups)
(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023, 
Partridge, 2010, Conroy and Watson, 
2023)

Quality of Life 
in Appalachia  

population growth job growth

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1435-5957.2010.00315.x?casa_token=5CtLMVVNmnYAAAAA%3AVSEkw-0K7VGNiBr9iyu8R45H9oZMUVV6pWa2U1fyxBMeTzGZlZTApeqDwo-I0ZhisHMqLU6bo9f3uA
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w


Matters more for 
population growth 
and job growth
(& business startups)
(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023, 
Partridge, 2010, Conroy and Watson, 
2023)

Quality of Life 
in Appalachia  

population growth job growth

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1435-5957.2010.00315.x?casa_token=5CtLMVVNmnYAAAAA%3AVSEkw-0K7VGNiBr9iyu8R45H9oZMUVV6pWa2U1fyxBMeTzGZlZTApeqDwo-I0ZhisHMqLU6bo9f3uA
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w


The rise of remote work 
(growing even before the 
pandemic) increased the 
importance of quality of life 
across the nation and for 
Appalachia (more than 2.5x 
larger effect)

In the Wake of the Pandemic …
population growth



4. Quality of Life 
as an Economic Development Strategy



So, what makes a place nice to 
live?



Small towns

Wasatch County, Utah

USDA Natural Amenity Index

Natural Amenities → Higher Quality of Life



Small towns

USDA Natural Amenity Index

Natural Amenities → Higher Quality of Life

High-amenity small 
towns and rural 
regions tend to fare 
better

(Goetz et al., 2018; Mulligan, 2013; 
McGranahan et al., 2011; Irwin et al., 
2010; Deller et al., 2001)

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1093/aepp/ppx061
https://rsaiconnect.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/rsp3.12005
https://academic.oup.com/joeg/article-abstract/11/3/529/951310
https://academic.oup.com/ajae/article-abstract/92/2/522/88878?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/ajae/article-abstract/92/2/522/88878?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/0002-9092.00161


Appalachia

Natural Amenities → Higher Quality of Life
ARC Counties



➢ Recreation 
(businesses)

Quality of Life 
Levers

(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell 2023)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5


This is where businesses have an outsized impact on the economy 
— by improving quality of life, providing goods and services that 
residents want and need!

Farmer’s Rail

The Place for Business in Quality of Life

Kendall Cliffs



➢ Recreation
➢ Arts and culture
➢ Food stores
➢ Personal care places
➢ Better health
➢ Low crime rates
➢ Good schools
➢ Work from home 

(broadband)

Quality of Life 
Levers

(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell 2023)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5


Quality of Life: Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper

Installing wayfinding signs in Selma, AL 

➢ Start small to get unstuck—and 
learn what actually works

The first step toward better places 
isn’t a big investment, it’s a small, 
visible action that lets people 
experience change and shape what 
comes next

(Center on Rural Innovation, 2024)

https://ruralinnovation.us/blog/lighter-quicker-cheaper-placemaking-in-rural-america/


Quality of Life: Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper

Portsmouth Riverfront Development 

➢ Small wins create 
momentum—and unlock bigger, 
longer-term change

Momentum in placemaking comes 
from visible progress. Small wins 
create energy, trust, and 
collaboration that make bigger 
changes possible

(Center on Rural Innovation, 2024)

https://ruralinnovation.us/blog/lighter-quicker-cheaper-placemaking-in-rural-america/


QUALITY OF LIFE
for residents

Building Local Economic Dynamism



Digital Infrastructure
○ One of the first rural communities in Oregon to 

build fiber-to-the-home (2007)
Agriculture → Technology

○ Northwest Ag Innovation Hub (regional 
initiative), links farmers with technologists to 
solve agricultural challenges

○ Indy Kitchen supports food entrepreneurs and 
micro-retail businesses.

○ Indy Commons coworking space offers 
workspace, networking events, and a hub for 
entrepreneurs downtown.

○ Indy Idea Hub provides entrepreneurship 
training, mentoring, and ecosystem-building 
programs across Polk County

65

Independence, OR



20Fathoms: Innovation hub
○ TCCodes: Adult computer science 

education
○ TCNewTech Monthly meetups attract 

200-300 attendees
○ Entrepreneur support, networking,  and 

development resources, w/ 50 partner 
orgs

○ Build to Scale Grant $2M (with CORI grant 
assistance)

Northern Michigan Angels and 
Boomerang Capital
○ $8M invested in 35 local startups

Traverse City, 
Michigan



It’s a Vicious  Virtuous Cycle

Small businesses increase 
quality of life providing local 
goods & services we need and want 
(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023)

Small locally owned 
firms have a larger 
impact on economic 
growth 
(Fleming and Goetz, 2011)

Highly skilled workers more 
likely to start businesses in 
high-amenity places  
(Conroy and Watson, 2023)

High quality of life places 
keep & attract more people 
(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023)

Growth of knowledge 
economy startups→ 
local wealth creation & 
reinvestment → 
quality of life

Entrepreneurs increase 
growth in lagging regions 
(ARC)
(Stephens and Partridge, 2011)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0891242411407312
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2011.00563.x?casa_token=XpSzFY47xFsAAAAA%3A8AHyoAdax9DvTFoTtCNd5oTOWabDhlSY2IrhEWzmX882D1xwGOBBTI7nzktioL_PMi9q4lw8hURYAw
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Amanda Weinstein

mailto:amanda.weinstein@ruralinnovation.us
https://ruralinnovation.us/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/11099658
https://twitter.com/Ruralinno
https://www.facebook.com/RuralInno/
https://www.instagram.com/ruralinno/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCyqbtSrv4Nad9vVv4dQptcA


CORI’s Rural Economic Development Tool

https://rural-economic-development-dashboard.ruralinnovation.us/ 

https://rural-economic-development-dashboard.ruralinnovation.us/


Keep In Touch
Visit RuralInnovation.us to 
learn more about our work, 
and join our newsletter to 
stay in the know about rural 
innovation. 

NewsletterWebsite


