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Center on Rural Innovation

Advancing inclusive rural prosperity through tech 
economy ecosystems that support scalable 
entrepreneurship and tech job creation.
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WHO WE ARE

We believe that small towns 
are home to big ideas — and 
new models of economic 
development can empower 
rural communities to thrive in 
the nation's growing tech 
economy.



The gap between 
rural and nonrural 
areas has been 
widening for decades

WHY WE DO THIS WORK
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Why we do this work?

Rural (nonmetro) 

counties still lag 

behind the nation in 

job growth

Over 33% of the 

population in New 

Mexico is rural
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Struggling communities are more 

likely to offer traditional 

economic development 

incentives to attract large plants
(Betz et al., 2012)

CAN TRADITIONAL ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT INCENTIVES SAVE US? 
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2012.00590.x


NO

CAN TRADITIONAL ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT INCENTIVES SAVE US? 
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1. Struggling 
communities 
offer incentives

2. Incentivized firms fail to 
create more jobs than similar 
firms without incentives (Donegan et 

al., 2019)

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

4. Promoting traditional export 
activity at the expense of 
residential services will backfire
(Kilkenny & Partridge, 2009)

IT’S A VICIOUS CIRCLE
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https://nicholalowe.web.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/9703/2020/06/Striking-a-Balance-UAR.pdf
https://nicholalowe.web.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/9703/2020/06/Striking-a-Balance-UAR.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0891242420916249
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2009.01320.x


Larger state tax incentive 

programs have an especially 

negative impact on rural areas
(Patrick, 2014)

ESPECIALLY FOR RURAL

Source: The Rural Aperture Project (2024)
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https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.17310/ntj.2014.2.03
https://ruralinnovation.us/blog/rural-aperture-project-swimming-upstream-on-the-path-to-thriving/


STILL
NO

WHAT IF WE MAKE THE INCENTIVES BIGGER?
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The size of fiscal 
incentives has tripled 
since 1990 (Bartik and Austin, 2019)

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/most-business-incentives-dont-work-heres-how-to-fix-them/


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


“Mayors are shifting their focus from attracting firms to attracting 
residents by improving quality of life” 

— The Economist, September 2021

THE QUALITY OF LIFE (R)EVOLUTION
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https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/the-new-economics-of-global-cities/21804271


ESTIMATING QUALITY OF LIFE IN SMALL TOWNS

Households are willing to pay 
higher housing prices and even 
forego higher wages to live in 
areas with higher quality of life

Markets can reveal preferences for locations and for amenities
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TRAVERSE CITY, 
MICHIGAN
“Half the pay for a view of the bay”



From great places to live to 

great places to work to both 

to …

…neither

Small Towns

The Location 
Premium
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The Midwest 
Premium

More focus on the quality 
of the business 
environment than quality 
of life

Midwestern Small Towns
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The Southwest 
Premium

Many small towns with 

high estimated quality of 

life 

Southwest
(NM, AZ, NV, UT, CO)
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QUALITY OF LIFE

Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell (2023)19

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


Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell (2023)

QUALITY OF BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5


Answering the 
chicken or the 
egg problem:

Do people follow jobs 

or do jobs follow 

people?
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Matters more for

population growth and

job growth

Especially true for small 

towns (micropolitan 

areas) in the Midwest

QUALITY OF LIFE

Source: Austin, Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell (2022)22

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/improving-quality-of-life-not-just-business-is-the-best-path-to-midwestern-rejuvenation/


Matters more for

population growth and

job growth

QUALITY OF LIFE 
SOUTHWEST

Population Employment
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Matters less for 

population and job 

growth 

Source: Austin, Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell (2022)

QUALITY OF BUSINESS 
ENVIRONMENT
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/improving-quality-of-life-not-just-business-is-the-best-path-to-midwestern-rejuvenation/


Matters less for 

population and job 

growth

QUALITY OF BUSINESS 
ENVIRONMENT 
SOUTHWEST

Population Employment
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The rise of remote work (growing 
even before the pandemic) 
increased the importance of 
quality of life across the nation 
and for the Southwest (more 
than 4x larger effect)

IN THE WAKE OF THE PANDEMIC …
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High quality of business places do worse 
when high quality of business places are 
nearby - they compete for jobs (job piracy)

High quality of life places benefit from 
having higher quality of life places nearby 
(shared prosperity)

REGIONALISM

JOBS
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Quality of Life

So, what makes a place nice?



Small towns

Teton County, Wyoming

USDA Natural Amenity Index

NATURAL AMENITIES  →  HIGHER QUALITY OF LIFE
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➢ Recreation

➢ Arts and culture

➢ Better health

➢ Food stores

➢ Personal care places

➢ Proximity to a metro

➢ Low crime rates

➢ Good schools

➢ Work from home 
(broadband)

SO, WHAT MAKES 
A PLACE NICE?
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Outdoor Recreation and Arts & Culture 
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https://www.bea.gov/data/special-topics/outdoor-recreation
https://www.bea.gov/news/2023/arts-and-cultural-production-satellite-account-us-and-states-2021


SMALL businesses can have a BIG impact on the economy — by improving 

quality of life — providing goods and services that residents need and 

want!

Farmer’s Rail

THE PLACE FOR BUSINESS IN QUALITY OF LIFE

Sky Zone
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Many rural areas already offer a high 

quality of life, but have lacked access to 

larger labor markets with higher paying 

jobs

Although economic growth is higher in 

high-amenity rural areas, many 

recreation jobs are not well paid (limit 

economic opportunity)

Access to economic 
opportunity 

Median annual wage by major occupational group 
(2022)

Source: Statista33



Something in the air
The Akron Sound: EarthQuaker Devices
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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
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https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/what-cities-really-need-to-attract-entrepreneurs-according-to-entrepreneurs/425184/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/02/what-cities-really-need-to-attract-entrepreneurs-according-to-entrepreneurs/425184/


QUALITY OF LIFE → BUSINESS STARTUPS

Midwestern Small Towns

Hybrid Robotics in Traverse City, MI, designs and manufactures robotic 
solutions for research and inspections.
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QUALITY OF LIFE → BUSINESS STARTUPS

Southwest

Financial firm that  invest in early stage 
startups in the Mountain West (Wasatch 
County - Heber City, UT)



QUALITY OF LIFE → BUSINESS STARTUPS

Southwest

(Routt County- Steamboat Springs, CO)



BUILDING A TECH ECONOMY ECOSYSTEM

QUALITY OF LIFE



● Infrastructure 
○ Kit Carson Electric Cooperative  provides fiber 

broadband
○ A long history of community service and commitment 

to sustainability, recently 100% daytime energy from 
solar power for their members

● Coworking spaces
○ UNM-Taos HIVE (2021): Combined coworking and tech 

skilling space (e.g. Generation USA Tech Talent training 
pilot)

● Scalable entrepreneurship support and 
incubation

○ UNM-Taos HIVE Pollinator (2024): a business incubator 
accelerator that connects individual business owners 
and startups with office space, training opportunities, 
and venture capital that can help them scale their 
business

40

TAOS, NEW MEXICO



The Virtuous 
Circle

Before 1990, households and 
businesses disagreed on what 
made a place nice 
(Chen and Rosenthal, 2008)

Year
Correlation 

between 
QOL & QOBE

1980 -0.238

1990 0.138

2000 0.279

2010 0.397

2019 0.300
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119008000569


IT’S A VICIOUS  VIRTUOUS CIRCLE

Small businesses can 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 startups in the 
knowledge economy → local wealth creation & 
reinvestment → quality of life

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

42

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


WE ARE THE 
SUPERHEROES 

We must foster an 
entrepreneurial culture 
of seeking out creative 
ways to leverage local 
resources to meet the 
needs and wants of our 
community (and other 
communities) 

43



5 recommendations for rural leaders to consider when creating 
economic and workforce development strategies and programs:

1. Invest in quality of life. 

2. Build the broadband infrastructure of the future, and make sure people can access it. 

3. Create spaces, places, and programs where remote workers and entrepreneurs can 
access resources, meet, and network. 

4. When working to increase remote employment for local workers, focus on skills aligned 
with remote work professions. 

5. Focus on residents and people that already have connections to your community when 
investing in quality of life and ways to retain, attract, and grow remote workers and 
entrepreneurs. 



Email: amanda.weinstein@ruralinnovation.us

Website: https://ruralinnovation.us

Address:
2 Quechee Rd
Hartland, VT 05048

Phone:  802-436-4100

Social:
LinkedIn | Twitter |Facebook | Instagram | YouTube

Thank you
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
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