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Human prosperity does not abide long in one place.” Herodotus’ observa-
tion in the fifth century B.C. should serve as a reminder to high-growth

regions about the frailty of their wealth, as well as confirmation that weaker mar-
kets can come back. Whether they serve in growth regions or struggling commu-
nities, public and private sector leaders who seek sustainable prosperity must
attend to the fundamentals that can improve the likelihood of economic success.

Other chapters in this volume highlight the causes and extent of the current
disparity between regions. Market forces will, for the most part, determine lev-
els of success in sectors, communities, and regions. At the same time, each
regional market and the communities contained therein can be positioned to
exploit opportunities, build on strengths, and address weaknesses that come with
population and investment shifts. It is in no one’s interest to have unbridled
(unsustainable) growth in one urban market and an economic death spiral in
another. It is also wrong to assume that intervention and activism aimed at
improving weak markets cannot work.

With that in mind, more and more chambers of commerce, economic devel-
opment entities, and other corporate-civic groups are establishing or recharging
organizations in order to better position their respective metropolitan areas for
sector-diverse, sustainable economic growth.

Effective Chambers of Commerce: 
A Key to Regional Economic Prosperity
Stephen Moret, Mick Fleming, and Pauline O. Hovey

5

119

“
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Increasingly, chambers of commerce are being charged with much more than
organizing civic-business functions and welcoming new businesses to communi-
ties. The era of chambers as purveyors of “pancakes and parades” has disappeared
in most parts of America over the last few decades. In many ways, chambers are
returning to their century-old roots as builders and promoters of local and regional
economies. They are being tasked more and more with designing and leading eco-
nomic transformations in communities, regions, and states. Heightened expecta-
tions and performance levels have placed business-led civic organizations in the
key role of securing prosperity in the territories they serve.

Widespread misunderstanding exists among the general public, media, and
elected officials about how chambers of commerce and similar organizations
operate. There is no “head office” of the international or American chamber
movement. No Vatican-like hierarchy controls the positions or work of individ-
ual chambers. Each chamber is a fiercely independent advocate for its member
companies, all of which contribute voluntarily to the organization. Chamber
footprints overlap and seldom match any political boundaries, making them nat-
ural regionalists. Governments do not run—and rarely provide much funding
for—chambers in the United States, except when paying for specific contracted
functions.

Some chambers are substantial nonprofits with scores of employees focused on
macro issues in megatropolis environments. Others are small, retail-focused enti-
ties operating out of storefronts or borrowed office space. Still other business-civic
organizations serve the corporate elite—Fortune 500–level CEOs. The missions
of chambers vary, but all must work to solve the puzzles that prevent or acceler-
ate economic vitality in their various jurisdictions.

120 stephen moret, mick fleming, and pauline o. hovey

Box 5-1. What We Mean by Chamber

The terms chamber of commerce and chamber are used in this document to refer to any
business-led or business-funded nonprofit organization whose purpose is to serve the
business sector in a region—all employers and not just a single industry sector—and
encourage economic and community development. Thus, though some may protest the
shared genealogy, we consider boards of trade, business councils, growth councils, com-
mittees of 100, business and industry associations, and economic development councils
to be chambers, provided their governance, leadership, staffing, and funding come
largely from the private sector. When referring to public sector–dominated economic
development entities in this paper, we use the term EDO (economic development
organization or office).
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Why are chambers and other heterogeneous, business-funded organizations
taking on this larger role in today’s economic development equation? There are
three primary reasons:

1. The nature of economic development, as described elsewhere in this vol-
ume, has changed from an endeavor focused on “incentives, inventory [facilities],
and industry,” to one largely centered on the three P’s: people, place, and posi-
tioning. American chambers have been responsible for the three P’s since the first
chamber of commerce was formed under a tree near Wall Street nearly three hun-
dred years ago.

2. Frustration with the unavoidable political and bureaucratic hassles of 
government-led economic development efforts has grown, leaving business leaders
who want their communities to prosper with little choice but to do it themselves—
and a chamber, or chamber-like organization, is their logical vehicle.

3. The increasingly regional nature of development work makes jurisdiction-
based initiatives less relevant. With chamber territories bounded only by tradition
and courtesy, they can more easily adapt to regional thinking than governments can.

The nature of chambers and the shift in thinking about how growth occurs
make a compelling argument for chambers to take a more active role within their
communities in reversing poor, or sustaining strong, regional economic perfor-
mance. This chapter focuses on how chambers of commerce can serve as vehicles
within their regions to drive sustainable economic prosperity, outlines the need
for a regional approach to economic development activities, and then describes
how chambers need to evolve to tackle the challenges of wider regional economic
growth. Since effective implementation of regional economic development strate-
gies requires an emphasis on both business development (marketing) and prod-
uct development, success factors for both types of activities are also included. The
final consideration in any regional initiative is how to garner widespread support.
Throughout the chapter we will provide examples of what chambers have done to
promote economic growth in their regions.

The Regional Nature of Economic Development

Several substantial trends have emerged within the chamber and within economic
development worlds in response to the rapid changes in the global and national
economies. The most striking is that development efforts increasingly are focused
on regional rather than local economies. Another is the advent of new professional

effective chambers of commerce 121
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specializations. Site selectors and corporate real estate officers hunt for sites. They
are the buyers. People who are employed at chambers and economic development
organizations, as well as their representatives, are the sellers. They try to sell the site
selectors or real estate officers on choosing their locale.

When counseling development professionals and communities, site-selection
consultants routinely advise them not to market themselves as a single town or
city, or even as one county, but as part of a region. Because businesses looking to
grow or invest are focusing more attention on the overall strength of a place in
which they are doing or might do business rather than just on the guts of a deal,
regional approaches are critical. Workers and markets are no longer local, and
neither are investment location decisions.

A leading site-selection consultant, Mark Sweeney of McCallum Sweeney
Consulting, sees it this way: “Our clients are not in the employment or job-
creation business. We’re looking for a location that allows them to succeed in their
business. The political boundaries between municipalities and counties often are
important to public officials, but they mean nothing to company executives decid-
ing where to locate a project. What matters is the site and the characteristics of the
region in which it is located.”

Sweeney and his counterparts from the other side of the aisle, such as Mac Hol-
laday of the location marketing firm of Market Street Services in Atlanta, stress
that a company trying to quickly understand what a region has to offer appreci-
ates having information packaged and presented at the regional level through a
single contact. A regional business development program, orchestrated by a power-
ful regional, business-led organization, meets the need for both convenience and
confidentiality.

With so many communities across the country fighting for a limited number
of major facility-attraction projects, name recognition becomes an important asset
in trying to distinguish one’s region from other locations. Smaller locales, as well
as those struggling to overcome less-than-appealing perceptions of their location,
are less likely to be known to prospective businesses, so it becomes advantageous
for them to leverage the public’s awareness of their more widely known neighbors.
“Regional identity is easier to develop because you’re building on a [better-known]
name,” says Sweeney. That existing identity could be the difference maker in land-
ing the next big deal.

It is also important to remember that somebody must fund place-building and
business development activities. Many large regional economic development and
chamber of commerce entities engage in multiyear, special campaigns funded via
checks and pledge commitments from the private sector. Often these include

122 stephen moret, mick fleming, and pauline o. hovey
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a match or contribution of some kind from the public sector (local, state, or
county governments) as well. These campaigns sometimes focus on marketing
the region as a place to move or grow a business, but other times they are used
to improve the “product” through improvements in workforce development,
industrial parks, major developments, infrastructure lobbying, or whatever fits a
planned strategy.

Regional multiyear strategic-growth campaigns tend to be much more attrac-
tive to large private sector corporations that usually fund economic development
programs (banks, energy firms, health care institutions, law firms, insurance com-
panies, and regional retail). Multijurisdictional fundraising campaigns have been
highly successful in markets as varied as Memphis ($61 million for a multistate,
multiyear initiative) and northeastern Ohio ($3 million annually, covering ten
counties).

No regional economic development program is without challenges. Practi-
tioners and public officials in rural areas situated on the outskirts of major urban
centers tend to be skeptical about participating in regional economic development
efforts. Whereas most top business leaders intuitively embrace the regional concept,
public officials and some development professionals representing smaller com-
munities sometimes fear that their interests will be neglected—or even actively
undermined—by their larger neighbors. Within a regional context, individual
local governments as well as chambers of commerce and even government eco-
nomic development departments or agencies must strike a balance between the
immediate needs and missions of specific constituencies and larger regional devel-
opment strategies. Where and when does each group’s support for regional prin-
ciples trump the need to keep supporting funders happy? A tension line must be
established, but then flexed, every day.

Motivating players within a region to work together can be difficult when each
locality, mayor, or economic developer has his or her own priorities. A number of
strategies can be employed to alleviate these concerns.

One factor that usually breaks down parochial barriers is desperation. An eco-
nomic death spiral has the power to focus attention much like the sight of a gal-
lows to a condemned man. When Erie, Pennsylvania, lost a significant portion of
its manufacturing base just before and after 9/11, Brian Bosworth of the consult-
ing firm FutureWorks was hired by the Erie Chamber to advise local business lead-
ers. His caution was stark and direct—Erie was simply headed for economic
collapse unless action was taken.

This “seismic shock” of an informed pronouncement to the region provided
motivation to craft, fund, and support a collaborative multijurisdictional approach.

effective chambers of commerce 123
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A new thirty-eight-municipality development entity, the Erie Regional Chamber
and Growth Partnership, was created to tackle the issues of economic diversifica-
tion, postsecondary education, and infrastructure.

Taking a regional approach makes it possible to create economic growth pro-
grams tailored to the needs and preferences of customers (that is, prospective
employers and existing ones who are expanding), as well as leverage the diver-
sity of resources represented by the communities that make up a region. While
population and job growth in most parts of the Midwest have been anemic at
best, and downright negative in the worst cases, the labor force in the Springfield
region in Missouri has been expanding about 2.6 percent per year and is the
fastest-growing area in the Midwest, according to the Springfield Area Chamber
of Commerce.1

Back in 1991, business and community leaders recognized that Springfield
was not competing in the modern economy. They proactively came together
to build a common vision and market the area’s resources and assets to new
businesses and a skilled workforce. The Springfield Chamber took the lead in
an effort to unite ten counties, seventy cities, and other chambers in signing a
public-private partnership agreement to create a regional program. Called the
Ozarks Regional Economic Partnership, this organization has the support of
city councils, the public utility board, and other key stakeholders that support
sustained development throughout the southwestern Missouri region. The
regional approach is working. The Springfield metro area has accounted for
more than one-third of Missouri’s total job growth over the last ten years and
doubled its gross metro product. In 2007, Expansion Management magazine
named the Springfield MSA (metropolitan statistical area) one of the top mid-
size metros for recruiting workers and attracting businesses.2 Recently, Inc. mag-
azine recognized Springfield as one of the top twenty midsize cities in America
for entrepreneurs.

Localities are not the only place where regionalism is changing the way eco-
nomic development is practiced. Statewide business organizations will also be
affected by the growing influence of regions. State chambers’ struggles to influ-
ence the cost of doing business will not wane, but proactive legislative initiatives
to enhance incentive programs, training priorities, and infrastructure investment
may be increasingly influenced by regional development voices.

While some markets such as Boston and Los Angeles seem to thrive with-
out aggressively pursuing regional agendas, most metropolitan areas—Chicago,
Orlando, Denver—are taking regional approaches to solving problems and posi-

124 stephen moret, mick fleming, and pauline o. hovey
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tioning themselves for more prosperous futures. For struggling older markets,
like those in the Great Lakes and other areas affected by the rapid transformation
of the manufacturing sector, regional thinking is absolutely critical to any hope
for turnaround.

Effective Chambers and Healthy Regions

As chambers of commerce and similar organizations grapple with a wider realm
of responsibilities, many are radically changing strategies and structure to have a
greater impact on both business development and product and place develop-
ment. Business development, as used in this chapter, covers activities designed to
influence the decisions of corporate leaders, entrepreneurs, developers, and even
government leaders to select a particular market for investment. Business attrac-
tion, one of the core economic development activities, would fall under this rubric.
Product development, on the other hand, includes activities designed to increase
the attractiveness of a place (neighborhood, city, community, region, state) for
investment. Assets such as a well-functioning transportation system, effective pub-
lic education, a tolerable tax climate, access to skilled workers, and affordable
housing all contribute to the attraction of a location.

Successfully implementing effective, regional economic strategies requires
emphasis on both business development and product development. An effective,
private sector–driven organization with the right volunteer and professional lead-
ership is essential to the advancement or recovery of any community or region.
To create or grow capacity in chambers, everything from governance to staffing
may need to change.

Today, chamber CEOs and their professional staff must carry most of the load.
This results in both higher skill requirements and greater expectations of these
professional leaders, who must possess the right mix of communication and influ-
encing skills, fundraising and coalition-building capacity, and advocacy muscle,
as well as passion, vision, and tenacity.

A variety of models for regional economic development organizations are in
place around the country. The most common forms include economic develop-
ment programs established within regional chambers of commerce or dedicated
regional economic development corporations, which themselves often are sub-
sidiaries or affiliates of chambers. The most successful programs tend to be based
on a business-led, public-private partnership in which governments, as well as
leading businesses, participate in governance and funding of the organization.

effective chambers of commerce 125
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Public and private sector interests tend to align more closely in relation to
business development efforts, than in product development arenas. Prioritizing
improvements is difficult when resources are limited and stakeholders are numer-
ous. Communities face large-P and small-p political concerns about how to solve
certain problems. Often, the many factions simply cannot reach a consensus, if,
for example, one entity or party favors emphasis on schools while another wants
a highway.

For this reason, many communities, counties, and regions have separate
organizations—often with quite different jurisdictional footprints—to deal with
these two broad avenues of economic development. Sometimes, a dedicated
economic development organization leads business development activities and
a chamber of commerce leads product development activities. Some commu-
nities have created two complementary entities with separate boards that oper-
ate under one office, in order to reduce competition for funding, recognition, and
identity. There is no single organizational and governance model that will work
for every region. Politics, organizational histories, and even leadership person-
alities all play a role in determining levels of involvement and divisions of labor
by various parties.

Regardless of the structure, however, certain key features must be present to
ensure desired outcomes: leadership, organizational capabilities, and funding
strategies.

Leadership

The single most important ingredient in a successful chamber or EDO is leader-
ship. It has been noted that “. . . corporate elites may be increasingly disengaging
from civic efforts, largely as a result of pervasive economic trends. . . .”3 A core
group of business leaders must buck this trend toward civic disengagement and
willingly devote their reputations, political capital, time, and energy (leading by
example through their financial commitments) to ensuring that economic devel-
opment ambitions are met. Governing boards of business organizations focused
on regional economic development should be made up predominantly of private-
sector CEOs—people with the power to move influential political, media, and
community leaders.

Increasingly, however, it is the professional community leader, the primary
paid executive of the private sector regional development entity, who must 
provide visible, consistent leadership of the processes and people focused on
economic success in the region. In the past, the paid leader—the CEO of the
chamber—took his or her lead from the volunteer board. The board proposed

126 stephen moret, mick fleming, and pauline o. hovey
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and the staff disposed, to use a government separation-of-powers analogy. This
is no longer the case. There has been a general decline in the personal, active
involvement of business leaders in civic affairs, as discussed in reports published
by the Brookings Institution, in a book by the Harvard public policy professor
Robert Putnam, and others.4

Organizational Capabilities

In the twenty-first century, economic development is increasingly complex and
fast paced, requiring new strategies for targeting prospective business investors and
demanding rapid, accurate turnaround for information requests. Business leaders
increasingly are asking the organizations they fund to tackle complex public pol-
icy issues that require detailed planning and robust advocacy campaigns for suc-
cess. At the same time, these leaders are less engaged in civic activities. The result
of these trends is a need for highly professional leadership and staffing of both
chambers and government-led economic development organizations.

Successful development efforts in the third millennium likely will require
larger, more capable, and better-compensated teams of professionals than were
needed in the last century of the previous millennium. Key capabilities include
business and public policy research, lobbying, public and media relations, mar-
keting and fundraising, partnership management, and an intellectual curiosity suf-
ficient to seek out and understand complex issues. Successful chambers of the
future will be more akin to high-caliber professional service firms than traditional
nonprofit organizations.

Funding Strategies

Money matters. If the work, territory, and complexity are growing, so too must
funding streams. Building and running a strong regional economic or commu-
nity development organization requires appropriate levels of funding for staff,
office, travel, marketing, administrative expenses, and lobbying work, among
other activities. For midsize and larger regions, annual operating budgets of sev-
eral million dollars should be expected and creative funding strategies are neces-
sary. The largest strategic funding campaigns, covering economic development in
major metro markets, have budgets that now reach into the tens of millions of dol-
lars over three-to-five-year horizons.

Funds are generated through a variety of means, including private sector
fundraising, dedicated public taxes, contracts with local governments, application
of dues (and special chamber member assessments), and foundation grants. These
exceptional funding initiatives can be problematic in weaker markets because

effective chambers of commerce 127
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turnarounds take time, while funders (both of the private and tax-supported vari-
eties) often demand measurable, short-term results from their investments. Mak-
ing the case for long-term, sometimes multicampaign support can be tough in
circumstances in which data on perceived recovery are elusive. There is, however,
no way to successfully fight for future regional prosperity other than to invest in the
activities that have proved to lead to greater economic health.

Business Development Success

Only recently have chambers of commerce taken a more active role in business
development efforts. One of the most compelling reasons for chambers to increase
their involvement in business development is that company executives and site-
selection consultants do not just evaluate sites—they evaluate regions. Successful
business development efforts, therefore, must be organized at the regional level.
Perceptions of balkanized, town-by-town marketing in weaker markets can retard
investment interest by both out-of-town site selectors and resident employers con-
sidering expansion. It is often easier for chambers and other business-led organi-
zations to reach out across political boundaries to develop a location solution that
works best for the client.

In high-growth markets such as Charlotte, North Carolina, with a highly inte-
grated multicounty, even multistate, regional development network, there is sel-
dom confusion about where to go for development assistance. The Pittsburgh
region’s coordinated coalition in the late 1990s enabled growth in the services
sectors to backfill against the decades-long decline in local steel industry employ-
ment.5 The Detroit Regional Chamber, on the other hand, has fought a frustrat-
ing battle for decades against the many insular policies and traditions of the
region—city versus two counties, white versus black, inner city versus suburbs.
Over the last six months, Detroit business leaders launched the “One D” initia-
tive. One D is a program that enables regional collaboration while removing road-
blocks to cross-jurisdictional and cross-organizational cooperation. The initiative
is headed by Edsel B. Ford II, and all of the major development entities in south-
eastern Michigan are on board as participants.

Business development activities can also lead to a better understanding of what
businesses desire from a community. Working with business leaders, entrepre-
neurs, developers, and site selectors provides chambers with a clearer sense of what
might be missing or deserving of ongoing support on the product development
side of the equation. There are a number of strategies that chambers can employ
to boost regional business development efforts.
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Box 5-2. Case Study 1: Providence, Rhode Island

Background
The capital of Rhode Island has a population estimated at 179,000, but Providence
MSA is about 1.6 million, which includes the state and parts of southern Massachusetts.
Providence is situated in the heart of the Northeast Region of the United States, within
hours from Boston, New York City, and Cape Cod.

Despite its central location, in the early 1980s, Providence found its businesses and
manufacturers moving out, leaving behind vacant buildings and a steadily declining
economy. Concerned business and civic leaders joined forces with the Greater Provi-
dence Chamber of Commerce and, over a twenty-year period of planning and develop-
ment, transformed Providence and the surrounding area into an attention-grabbing “hot
spot,” cited on the “best” lists of Forbes American-Style, Entrepreneur, Money, and US
News & World Report.

Today U.S. Census Bureau figures show that Providence is one of New England’s
fastest-growing cities. And the growth is not limited to population. According to The
2007 New Economy Index released by the Kauffman Foundation and the Information
Technology and Innovation Foundation, Rhode Island was among the four states in the
nation that made the greatest economic strides from 2002 to 2007.

How did a lackluster industrial town in the smallest state of the union achieve such a
dramatic economic comeback in less than twenty years? The answer lies in its regional
approach to economic development.

Taking Stock of Its Strengths—How Providence Slowed the Decline
In the midst of its economic decline, Providence area leaders began to take a strategic
look at its place in the New England economy and the Northeast Region, as well as its
underutilized, and in some cases hidden, assets. Business leaders, city and state officials,
chamber executives, planners, architects, and artists collaborated in identifying the state’s
strengths and advantages within various global industry sectors. The partnership iden-
tified several clusters—insurance, defense, boat building, biotechnology, and informa-
tion technology—important to the area and sought ways to grow those industries while
also building on existing strengths.

Realizing the city, founded in 1636, had unique, underused assets in its architecture,
business leaders and city officials made a conscious effort to preserve historic properties.
Crucial to getting the area’s resurgence going was the passage of the state’s historic invest-
ment tax credit, which was instrumental in transforming historic cast-iron, brick, and
granite buildings into residential space, hotels, office space, and restaurants.

Recognizing that its unique collection of waterways was another advantage, the city
literally uncovered a river that had been paved over. The project initiated more collabora-
tive waterfront efforts. In 1999, organizers, with public and private support, created an arts
culture and tourism initiative called Waterfire, a performing arts and entertainment event
centered around the new mid-city river. The event, taking place every two weeks during
about six months of the year, draws an average of 50,000 people as well as positive media
coverage for the area. Tax revenues from the event total about $2.4 million each season.

(continued)
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Box 5-2. Case Study 1: Providence, Rhode Island (continued)

Another draw to the Providence area is the prevalence of respected and sought-after
institutions of higher education, such as the Rhode Island School of Design, Brown Uni-
versity, Johnson & Wales Culinary Institute, and the University of Rhode Island. Area
leaders devised a strategy to encourage graduates who could populate the ranks of young
professionals and entrepreneurs to stay in the area, but there is significant work to be
done in this arena. The Rhode Island Economic Policy Council’s Brain Drain/Gain
Index, which measures net retention of college graduates in the Providence Metro, indi-
cates there is still a net loss.

Twenty-Plus Years of Planning and Cooperation
The Rhode Island Economic Policy Council, composed of representatives from busi-
ness, labor, higher education, and government (the governor, mayors, and leaders of the
Rhode Island General Assembly), was formed to respond to strategic challenges facing
the state’s economy and to develop new initiatives to seize key opportunities. The Coun-
cil then mobilized the public and private resources to ensure that its initiatives would
succeed (for more on the activities of the Council, see www.ripolicy.org).

In 1998, the Council hired a consultant to conduct a regional analysis to determine
the best ways to expand businesses and create jobs. Adopting a regional approach to eco-
nomic development mandated the creation of joint marketing efforts involving cities,
counties, and the state.

—Coordinated, regionwide business solicitation led to the attraction of Southwest
Airlines to the Providence airport in nearby Warwick in October of 1996, thus posi-
tioning it as a low-cost hub. According to Rhode Island Airport Corporation figures, a
total of 2.2 million passengers used T. F. Green Airport in 1995; by 2004 that num-
ber had risen to 5.5 million.

—A regionwide study assessed the competitive advantages of the state’s nonprofit
institutions such as hospitals, colleges, and universities, to determine how research and
development (R&D) strengths could be commercialized. The Rhode Island Economic
Policy Council, using National Science Foundation estimates, reports that in 2005
$1.7 billion was spent on R&D by industry, universities, and federal labs, up from
$553,000 in 1987.

—The state invested in land development and infrastructure, which paid off with
new sites available and ready to occupy when new businesses were seeking places to
relocate. This speed-to-market advantage was one reason Providence attracted Fidelity
Investments from Boston in 1998, leading to a significant expansion of the company
in 2005.

—In seeking to attract a certain biotechnological company that was considering
relocating to the area but wanted manufacturing laborers with bachelor’s degrees, the
Rhode Island Economic Policy Council was instrumental in creating a dedicated
training program for biotech workers through the University of Rhode Island.
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Objectively Assess Strengths, Weaknesses, and Unique Challenges

A critical starting point for any regional business development effort is conduct-
ing a third-party evaluation of strengths and weaknesses. Without first under-
standing how a region stacks up against its competitors, it is impossible to develop
a marketing strategy with a high potential to succeed. The results of such assess-
ments can provide valuable information about what kinds of public policy issues
may need to be addressed to generate long-term success. Consistently under-
performing markets either avoid acknowledging the warts they see in the mirror, or
focus on these competitive disadvantages to such a degree that they lose sight of
their many strengths. Either extreme is dangerous for those who are responsible
for pulling struggling economies away from despair.

Economic development and site-selection consultants are capable of providing
a candid third-party assessment. Ideally, such an assessment should include not
only an evaluation of strengths and weaknesses but also an articulation of short-
term and long-term recommendations for improvement. Whether the evaluation
is undertaken by internal or contracted sources, key factors for evaluation at the
regional level should include factors as varied as available sites, incentive options,
workforce characteristics, infrastructure capacity, and labor harmony.
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Box 5-2. Case Study 1: Providence, Rhode Island (continued)

Lessons Learned
The revitalization and renaissance of Providence and the surrounding region required
visionaries with strong leadership skills—“shrewd business leaders with a civic con-
science,” as one observer noted. The leadership understood the importance of not under-
estimating the value and ingenuity of the region’s artists, upper-level graduates,
entrepreneurs, and inspired architects. Once industries and assets were identified, a
regional partnership, led by the Greater Providence Chamber of Commerce, worked to
pass legislation to encourage growth within those markets.

According to Janet Raymond, senior vice president, operations and economic devel-
opment for the chamber, early buy-in is critical, and stakeholders must be in it for the
long term, as projects will require long-term commitment—transformation won’t hap-
pen overnight. As Raymond explained, the resurgence of the Greater Providence area
has been twenty years in the making and they have only been seeing the fruits of their
labor for the last half decade. In the process, they celebrated small steps with public
acclaim. Today, after more than twenty years of concerted efforts to reenergize the
region, the state, city, chamber, and economic development groups continue to work
together to build on the area’s strengths and assets.
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Often a regional assessment of strengths and weaknesses reveals insights con-
cerning previously unrecognized strengths and weaknesses. For example, lead-
ers in the Baton Rouge area who completed a regional assessment learned that
the regional economy’s high concentration in the petrochemical industry had
resulted in average manufacturing wages much higher than those of any of its peer
regions—with many associated implications for future development. In Portland,
Oregon, an examination of the boundaries and jurisdictions of the metro area
determined that there were twenty-five cities within thirteen counties covering
about a million residents, which helped the state legislature recognize the need to
consider a metrowide government structure that would provide transportation,
planning, waste management, and park, convention, and cultural activities across
the entire region. Cleveland’s regionwide economic evaluation concluded that the
lack of adequate inclusion of the minority community in the workforce and pri-
vate industry was a contributing factor to the region’s less-than-satisfactory eco-
nomic performance.

Target the Right Industry Sectors

Successful business development is about matching a region with industry sectors
for which the particular area has competitive advantages. Too often, in weaker
markets, public and private sector funders do not possess an accurate profile of
their region’s strengths and weaknesses, mistakenly thinking that they know
best what kinds of businesses should be attracted to their area. Going with one’s
“gut” will often lead to failure. In addition, weak markets suffer from fear of alien-
ating or offending precious local employers whose industry type does not match
the target profile. Again, a powerful, well-funded, and supported corporate-civic
entity is the only organization in a position to tell it like it is, basing its assessment
on a professionally developed regional analysis of strengths and weaknesses. For
each target industry (selected for fit and future growth potential), an aggressive
and very specific marketing and lead-generation plan should be developed for just
that sector!

Cultivate Business Growth Opportunities

Although the media tend to focus their attention on the recruitment of new busi-
nesses, business editors often miss the fact that over 75 percent of all new jobs will
come from the expansion of existing firms. This is true in virtually every region in
the United States, but especially in weaker markets that struggle to gain attention
from national and international site selectors. Critical retention and expansion
activities center on relationships and research.
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One method is to identify the top economic-driver firms and interview mul-
tiple individuals at these firms—from the human resources director to the chief
financial officer to the environmental engineer—to understand their needs, chal-
lenges, and frustrations with the local scene and dreams of business expansion.
Follow-up must be obsessively persistent to ensure rapid answers to questions
and elimination of as many obstacles to success as possible. Sophisticated soft-
ware systems can assist economic development offices and chambers in track-
ing and serving the needs of current employers. The San Antonio Chamber
leadership—which comprises both paid professionals and heavy-weight corporate
representatives—takes these visits to an even higher level, flying to the East and
West coasts each year to meet with parent companies of branch facilities based in
south-central Texas.

Over time, the results of consultation visits can be analyzed to identify com-
mon concerns (for example, an unorthodox business tax levied by the state, or the
lack of direct flights at the airport), and these can be addressed via product devel-
opment efforts.

Strive for Seamless Public Sector Coordination

Business development victories typically include a variety of local, regional, and
state inducements, including things such as tax or cash incentives, zoning accom-
modations, workforce development grants, and roads and other infrastructure
improvements. Because multiple public and nonprofit organizations are usually
involved in finalizing a deal, the extent to which various public authorities and
assets across a region are managed is critical. Whenever uncertainty exists relative
to the process for securing a particular inducement, prospective companies and
site-selection consultants will discount its potential value. A development com-
munity in a weak-market region that is seen as unable to provide more than
“fuzzy” or dependent promises of incentives and support will find it hard to attract
or grow new investment.

Cultivate Relationships with Site-Selection Consultants

With roughly fifteen thousand economic development organizations in the United
States competing for fewer than five hundred major site-selection projects (major
means new projects offering at least one hundred new jobs) each year,6 the com-
petition is fierce. Industry estimates suggest that roughly 40 percent of these site-
selection decisions are heavily influenced by a site-selection consultant.7 Because of
the huge influence they wield, leading site-selection consultants have a substantial
impact on the economic development success of every region in the country.
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Weak markets often miss out on the investment attraction opportunities that
more naturally flow to strong, growing regions, so it is particularly important for
these communities to cultivate positive relationships with these individuals. Many
weaker, older industrial markets are simply not well known by consultants. Per-
ceptions of rust and decline may be decades out of date, but old images die hard.
Persistent, personal contact (at trade shows, intercity visits, sales calls, and so forth)
is as critical to breaking down inaccurate perceptions as any collateral material a
region may design and distribute.

“We had to do a better job of making economic opportunities known to
investors outside the region,” said Jacob Rouch of the Regional Chamber and
Growth Alliance in the slowly recovering market of Erie, Pennsylvania. The cham-
ber took a proactive approach by building a database of potential investors and
putting information about new developments in the Erie region in front of those
investors monthly. “Erie has to exist in their realm of possibility,” Rouch said. The
number of potential new projects in the region has increased substantially since
the chamber started to take this proactive approach.

First Impressions Count

Site selection really is better described as site elimination. Company executives and
site-selection consultants often start with several hundred potential sites for a proj-
ect and aim to quickly reduce the list to just a few prospective sites for serious eval-
uation. Staying on the list through the initial round(s) of cursory assessment is
critical. A less-than-coordinated, weakly prepared response by a resource-strapped
development office to an initial blind inquiry can be fatal to a deal that could have
provided a strong boost to a struggling regional economy.

Each region’s primary economic development entity—whether public or pri-
vate in nature—must be showcased with a professional, well-designed website and
marketing material (brochures, research presentations, and so forth). The infor-
mation contained in electronic and print media must be up-to-date in regard to
regional strengths, sites, workforce characteristics, incentives, relevant legislation,
and quality-of-life features. Competing with the biggest and richest metro markets
on glamour and gloss is virtually impossible for many communities and regions,
but highly reliable, timely, creatively analyzed data, powerful testimonials, and clear
writing can be developed and delivered with sweat equity rather than checks.

Educate about and Publicize Return on Investment (ROI)

Business recruitment deals often are rightly scrutinized by the media and others
for the amount of public money used to lure them. Effective economic develop-
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ment professionals have therefore learned the importance of justifying the level of
incentives in a particular deal by commissioning a credible third-party economic
impact analysis, including not only the number of direct and indirect jobs created
but also the forecast for new tax revenue.

Rigorously Monitor Progress and Communicate Success

Every EDO and chamber is accountable to its board of directors, as well as to its
funders. Accordingly, each funding source should receive regular progress reports
that include not only marketing and recruitment activity but also hard numbers
indicating progress (such as potential deals brought to the table, improving reten-
tion numbers, new jobs or capital investment). Credibility, public support, and
future funding often depend on the extent to which this activity occurs on a regu-
lar basis. In communities struggling with higher-than-average unemployment, out-
migration, and shriveling public coffers, making sensible and transparent use of all
economic development funds—both public and private—is especially important.
Regular communications with funding sources can help manage expectations,
which is particularly important when a community faces significant business devel-
opment obstacles.

Go the Extra Mile

After the culling process, in the final competition between two or three com-
munities on the short list, creativity and personal effort go a long way. Orga-
nize the job fair for a prospective new employer before the prospect is even landed,
as Baton Rouge did for a Staples investment. Push for one more supporting tes-
timonial phone call from a resident CEO. Take one extra flight during the delib-
eration period to meet with one more person who has influence in the company
hierarchy.

Product Development Success

A persistent, organized, regional approach is not just important in pursuing spe-
cific business retention, expansion, and attraction projects—it also is critically
important in fostering a healthy business environment. Many pressing issues that
affect economic growth are regional in nature (for example, traffic congestion,
workforce housing, air quality, tax and regulatory policies, public education,
workforce development); accordingly, they require regional solutions. Poorly per-
forming regions must realize that fixing, or at least improving, the most obvious
and visible barriers to investment may be the only way to turn their economies
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around, since most businesses and people will not come to or remain in a region
with a poor business and employment climate.

Every industry and business is different when it comes to the site location char-
acteristics it considers most important. A particular region can be very competi-
tive for one industry (say, shipbuilding) while generating no interest whatsoever
from another (say, biotech). Nevertheless, there are a number of major product
features of regions that have broad appeal for corporate decisionmakers. Some of
these factors, such as risk of natural disasters, are largely outside the control of
regional business leaders. However, factors such as workforce quality and infra-
structure can be directly or indirectly influenced by regional product development
efforts. Accordingly, the areas mentioned here warrant attention from chambers
seeking to remove or at least mitigate weaknesses, as well as to bolster existing
strengths and create new opportunities.

Create a World-Class Workforce

The most important factors evaluated in many site-selection decisions are the
quality, size, and cost of the workforce in a particular region. Chambers must
focus their lobbying, influence, and research to ensure that higher education insti-
tutions with specialized skills-training programs in their regions are offering qual-
ity programs that link with the current and expected demand of business and
industry (particularly target industry sectors).

In some weaker markets, the struggle to build a viable workforce (and there-
fore strengthen the future economy) takes unusual turns. In Santa Ana, one of
the pockets of economic hardship in Orange County, California, the business
community has launched an aggressive, privately funded multi-million-dollar
“learn English” campaign. According to the Santa Ana chamber’s extensive
research, roughly 75 percent of the jobs in the region require English and 70 per-
cent of the residents don’t speak it. The goal for the new language initiative is
fifty thousand newly trained English speakers in four years. Workforce pres-
sures are so important to regional economic growth that whatever is required
must be attempted.

Unfortunately, regions with relatively high poverty levels must, when speaking
to development prospects, combine a short-term strategy of emphasizing their
higher-performing districts and private schools with a long-term strategy of pur-
suing education reform. Although this issue is difficult and politically charged,
chambers must still focus on raising educational attainment in the form of more
high school graduates—both to encourage perception of the region as “edu-
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cated” and to create a ready pool of potential employees who are trainable for
future positions.

As wealth and economic opportunity increasingly accrue to those with high-
level capabilities or specialized skills, higher education is emerging as one of the
most important economic development assets in any region. Universities, four-year
colleges, and community colleges have the potential to attract talent, boost skill lev-
els, and train professionals critical to the functioning of modern economies, such
as accountants, engineers, attorneys, nurses, and technicians. In many markets,
attaining a bachelor’s degree is becoming more important than ever before. It
should also be emphasized, however, that chambers in weak markets must take
advantage of myriad higher education opportunities that do not involve earning
bachelor’s degrees. The pursuit of chamber and business objectives and strategies
regarding higher education can take many forms, from partnering to form univer-
sity incubator centers to joint lobbying to funding exciting on-campus applied
research to future-oriented curriculum design. The biggest role a chamber-like
organization plays, however, is to serve as a constant link between higher education
institutions and the community and businesses in the region.

Prioritize Infrastructure Needs

From agriculture to entertainment, energy to information technology, business
health and growth depend on effective transportation and infrastructure. The pro-
vision of roads and other public infrastructure is one of the most important roles of
government, yet many communities have fallen short because of political infight-
ing, lack of planning, redirection of funds to social programs, and shrinking revenue
sources for public infrastructure. Key infrastructure issues include road quality and
capacity, sewer capacity and linkages, water quantity and quality, and a ready sup-
ply of affordable energy. For struggling communities trying to compete for a major
new investment, these mundane issues can prove to be the make-or-break criteria
that incentives and glamorous presentations cannot overcome. The development
community must “play” constantly in this arena to ensure that projects are strate-
gically planned, funded, and prioritized to reflect real needs—not political forces.

Normalize the Business Climate

It is critical that regions and the states in which they operate avoid unorthodox
tax and regulatory policies. The appearance of “normalcy” in terms of tax treat-
ment and rate structures may be as important as the overall actual tax burden a
prospect company may expect to bear. Similarly, communities should ensure that

effective chambers of commerce 137

10973-05_CH05_REV.qxd  2/6/08  3:42 PM  Page 137

Copyright 2008, the American Assembly, Columbia University



their regulatory agencies, planning commissions, and permitting offices are as easy
(fast, predictable, and consistent) to deal with as possible.

Seek Balanced Environmental Policies

The quality of the environment in a community can have a direct impact on its
ability to attract new business investment. Communities that have air pollutant
concentrations that exceed national health standards are subject to severe penal-
ties, including restrictions on new industry, required gasoline formulations,
and recurring fines on existing industry for nonattainment of environmental
standards. Business-led groups that are perpetual obstructionists in dealing
with environmental issues will find themselves politically marginalized. A more
productive model is for employer-led groups to work to ensure that commu-
nity responses to air, water, and waste issues are balanced across industry and
consumer interests.

Foster Tolerance and Inclusion

The most vibrant economies increasingly are those that have learned to embrace
diversity. Many weaker markets in the Great Lakes region have been fighting seg-
regation for decades, but they are still relatively segregated.8 MSAs such as Cleve-
land, Buffalo, and Detroit all show inordinate signs of racial separation and
inequity, as well as struggling economies. Southern metro regions such as Atlanta,
which became less segregated during the civil rights era than their regional peer
communities, have grown faster.

Research done at the Wharton School of Business suggests that inclusive
workplaces have lower recruiting costs and higher employee productivity. Nearly
90 percent of Fortune 500 firms already have gone beyond federal statute, adopt-
ing policies to prevent discrimination on the basis of marital status, political
affiliation, race, and sexual orientation.9 These companies—enviable recruit-
ment prospects for any developer—are simply more likely to locate in communi-
ties that are inclusive and welcoming. As the economic mix continues to shift
away from traditional industries to more knowledge-based work, the correlation
between inclusion and level of attraction to investors will grow. The business
leadership in every region can and must take a major role in breaking down bar-
riers to entry into the highest corporate circles, fighting institutional discrimina-
tion, and opening doors of opportunity at both the staff and board levels of
chamber activity. Efforts to break down neighborhood segregation are also
important. The Greater Cleveland Partnership developed a comprehensive
matrix approach, which is described in chapter 13 of this volume (see chapter 13,
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figure 13-1). Every major metropolitan community should consider taking such
an approach.

Expand Workforce Housing

The cost and availability of housing are often overlooked as significant factors in
economic development. The lack and poor quality of available workforce hous-
ing (referred to as “affordable” housing before the term became emotionally
charged) has become a significant obstacle or motivator for regional economic
development. An article in Forbes magazine in July 2007 pointed to the correla-
tion between the fastest-growing suburban communities and housing affordabil-
ity.10 Since everything from traffic patterns to school quality is influenced by
housing stock and cost, the issue of housing supply must be faced by business-led
development organizations as a part of regional product development. Chambers
have taken the lead in communities as different as Washington, D.C, Long Island,
San Jose, and Palm Beach, by providing powerful research on the impact of build-
ing permits, zoning, and real estate practices on workforce housing availability.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development has an entire depart-
ment dedicated to assisting communities in establishing policies, regulations, and
practices to expand, rather than contract, workforce housing availability.

Address Quality-of-Life Issues

With place now as important as position in determining where highly mobile tal-
ent will land, quality-of-life factors are critical to keeping and attracting employ-
ers who depend on that workforce. Successful metro economies of the future will
likely have vibrant, recognizable downtowns, relatively low crime, a clean appear-
ance, well-maintained park systems, diverse recreational opportunities, and cul-
tural amenities. Extensive research by the California-based author and consultant
Joel Kotkin and others has made it clear that suburbs will continue to appeal to a
majority of Americans for the foreseeable future, but even outer-rim communi-
ties must develop unique public assets if they want to expand their prosperity
(even if not their populations).11

Promote a Positive Vision and Mind-set

The final area of product development in which chambers often are involved is
vision and mind-set. Often overlooked among attractiveness of place is the impor-
tance of a community’s mind-set—its optimism, its outlook, its receptiveness to
growth. Where larger regionwide metro chambers can and must influence many
product development features such as transportation and education, local cham-
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bers usually play a variety of roles focused on improving community-specific qual-
ity of life. Among the most important of these is the articulation of a vision for
the future of the community, and celebrating the actions and individuals that
move the community closer to that vision. Such intangibles can have a major
impact on site-location decisions. A visibly positive, engaged, and committed
group of business leaders is critical to establishing and maintaining that mind-set.

Moving the Ball

Although solutions to regional public policy issues may vary dramatically, depend-
ing upon the local and regional context, a number of strategies for success are
universal. There are proven ways to “move the ball,” and many of them involve
working effectively in the policy arena. Whether fighting to improve schools,
build bridges, or break down tax and regulatory roadblocks, it will be necessary to
influence and change policies through heavy involvement in the public policy
arena. Advocacy work of chambers occurs in many venues, only one of which is
legislative. Chambers need to build relationships and expand their spheres of influ-
ence to include regulatory agencies, mayoral offices, university bureaucracies, and,
very important, other organizations located in the region in order to affect public
policy. Success depends on many factors.

Influence Your “Publics”

The importance of the media in influencing public opinion and the perspectives
of key public officials cannot be overstated, but paying for sufficient advertising
to shift opinions is seldom in the financial ballpark for chambers. One powerful
strategy for creating a platform for free (earned) media attention for your group’s
organizational priorities is to become the leading source of information and analy-
sis on all issues relating to regional economic development.

The Buffalo-Niagara Partnership is fighting to restore western New York as a
viable business and investment destination by taking on the most complex finan-
cial issues. Their research work on public budgets and finance is quoted exten-
sively in regional and statewide media. Since the local tax burden is seen as a major
disincentive for employers, the research is critical to economic recovery. The
Baton Rouge Area Chamber built a strong research capability not only to publish
an annual economic outlook but also to quickly analyze and prepare comments
on any potential economic story ahead of press inquiries.

Every media inquiry can be used to frame an economic event or story in a way
that supports the public policy priorities critical to the economic success of the
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Box 5-3. Case Study: Pittsburgh-Allegheny Region

Background
During and after the Industrial Revolution, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was among the
wealthiest areas in the country. Known for the manufacturing of steel, aluminum, and
glass and the area’s reserves of coal, petroleum, and natural gas, Pittsburgh remained a
major industrial center through the 1970s. When, during the 1980s, the steel industry
went bust, the region experienced what could only be described as a depression, losing
100,000 jobs in three years—a greater loss than anywhere else in the country. Although
the Pittsburgh region’s population had been in the top ten in the 1970s, by 2000 it had
declined to twenty-first place, back to the same population it had had in 1940: 2.7 mil-
lion people. And the drop continued through the early part of the twenty-first century,
as Pittsburgh remained one of only three major metropolitan statistical areas where
deaths outpaced births.

Restructuring the Economy
Efforts to restructure the Pittsburgh area’s economy had begun long before the steel
industry went bust. In 1946, as World War II ended, high-level corporate leaders formed
a partnership called the Allegheny Conference on Community Development to work in
conjunction with government officials to deal with environmental issues that were a
legacy of the region’s industrial heritage—specifically, pollution abatement and flood
control. The Conference later turned its energies to supporting regional infrastructure
projects. By the 1980s the economic impact of the fundamental changes in the steel
industry drove the Conference to launch initiatives to diversify the local economy,
improve transportation networks, and promote advanced manufacturing, research, and
development.

In the 1990s the Conference undertook a sustained effort to evaluate and strengthen
the economy. Recognizing the need to think and act regionally, it launched the South-
western PA Growth Alliance—comprising nine counties and the city of Pittsburgh—to
present a unified regional voice in Harrisburg and in Washington, D.C. As a result of
these efforts, and at the direction of the newly named Allegheny Conference’s leader-
ship, the organization broadened its “service area” and began to restructure itself, adding
three other organizations—the Pennsylvania Economy League of Southwestern Penn-
sylvania, the Greater Pittsburgh Chamber of Commerce, and the Pittsburgh Regional
Alliance—as affiliates. Each organization has a specific role, yet, joined together through
their board leadership and structure, they share a common vision, a common action
agenda, and a common staff; thus, the expanded Allegheny Conference is well posi-
tioned to improve the business climate and quality of life in southwestern Pennsylvania
and to market the region worldwide.

As part of its restructuring, the Conference formed the Regional Investors Council,
comprising private sector leaders of more than three hundred member companies from
across the region and more than five hundred small-business chamber of commerce mem-
bers, who advise the boards of the Conference. Meeting quarterly, investors volunteer

(continued)
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Box 5-3. Case Study: Pittsburgh-Allegheny Region (continued)

their time, resources, and their pool of talent to the boards, task forces, and committees
that provide oversight to the projects and programs that advance the agenda for regional
excellence.

First Signs of Economic Successes
The transformed, broader-based Allegheny Conference focused on tackling the tough
problems of infrastructure and government consolidation to create a business climate
that could attract the people and capital required for a world-class economy. Determined
to grow world-class industry sectors, the Conference focused its attention and resources
on data-verified technology drivers: advanced materials, information technology, and life
sciences. Today the Pittsburgh region has more than two thousand companies that
employ more than 107,000 people in these three sectors alone.

These regional efforts have started to show tangible results:

Business tax competitiveness. One of Pennsylvania’s most uncompetitive taxes, the Cap-
ital Stock and Franchise Tax, was phased out. Conference efforts also led to a new tax
treatment for operating losses, which is critical for start-up companies.

Air quality—PM 2.5. In 2005 the Conference successfully lobbied federal compliance
officials for a change in the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s interpretation of
new air quality regulations to ensure continued employment, negating what would have
been a major impediment to economic development in the region.

Regional Air Service Partnership and other infrastructure improvements. In 2001, the
Conference created the Regional Air Service Partnership (RASP), a public-private part-
nership to improve the region’s air transportation. RASP conducted extensive research
to identify markets critical to the region’s travelers and raised corporate funds to help
support the marketing of new air service. This effort succeeded in attracting Indepen-
dence Air (2004), Southwest Airlines (2005), and JetBlue (2006) to the Pittsburgh
International Airport. The results have been a record number of boardings at PIA and
lower costs. RASP also created a coalition to lobby for airport-related infrastructure and
succeeded in getting state roads designated as Interstate Highway I-376, thus qualify-
ing for ongoing federal highway funding. RASP also secured $6.9 million in grants and
loans for new water and sewer lines needed by three major new industrial parks near
the airport.

Other tangible successes of the Conference include the following:

—Influenced almost $2 billion of private and public sector capital investment in
developing land for commercial and residential use in the Pittsburgh International
Airport region, nearly doubling the anticipated growth targets for the 2003–06
period.

—Developed master plans for three thousand acres of Airport Authority property
and one thousand acres of former strip mines, while securing $6 million for a new
business park that is expected to attract 1,356 new jobs and $33 million in private
investment.
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region. Whether the goal is to restore confidence and hope in the region, identify
obstacles to growth, or foster support for specific employers, the media can be key
to economic recovery efforts.

Establish Working Relationships

Laws and administrative policies are enacted by people—all of whom are moti-
vated to act, or not act, by more than just the simple facts of a particular public
policy matter. To ensure that policy changes move in the right direction, cham-
bers and business leaders must establish positive working (personal) relationships
with key political leaders and opinion makers months before a particular issue
comes to the fore. Relationships must be built before they are needed, and com-
mitments of support should be secured well before a formal decision point is
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Box 5-3. Case Study: Pittsburgh-Allegheny Region (continued)

—Received approval of more than $4 million for outlying industrial and mixed-use
employment centers expected to create or save nearly three thousand jobs and bring in
hundreds of millions in private investment.

—During the 2005 Base Alignment and Closure rounds, mobilized a grassroots
community network that ultimately succeeded in retaining the region’s primary mili-
tary base, the Pittsburgh Air Reserve Station, home of the 911th Airlift Wing.

Lessons Learned
The partnership must have a vision and focus on results. The Conference leadership devel-
oped a vision that is now embodied in the organization’s two initiatives: promoting the
Pittsburgh region through business development and improving the competitiveness of
the region’s business climate. Each goal has a series of objectives and measurable results
that are tracked quarterly on a “dashboard,” where board members report their progress
to one another.

Strong leadership is critical to success. The Allegheny Conference came about because
the region’s high-level corporate leaders wanted a new model for civic leadership. Cor-
porate leaders showed their commitment to the “affiliate” model, joining the Chamber,
Pennsylvania Economy League, the former Allegheny Conference on Community
Development, and Pittsburgh Regional Alliance through increased funding and
increased leadership engagement.

A commitment to continuous improvement is necessary. In broad terms, the focus of the
Conference’s current three-year agenda—including taxes and regulation, infrastructure,
workforce, and local government reform, coupled with business development activities
for the region—has not varied greatly from the goals of its founders over sixty years ago.
Over the years and over this recent organizational transformation, the key has been a
commitment to continuous improvement.
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reached. Asking a previously unknown legislator for support in a complex issue
during a busy legislative session typically is not successful. Additionally, lawmak-
ers tend to trust those who consistently provide them with reliable, fact-based
information on issues.

Governmental affairs professionals, chief executives at chambers, and others
seeking to influence public officials need to understand who each official is as a
person and what he or she wants to achieve (policy priorities and political aspira-
tions). Find out what key elected officials believe is the reason they were elected.
In many cases, some of the reasons will dovetail more than expected with the prod-
uct development goals of the chamber. Identifying major donors to a particularly
important lawmaker and engaging them in the process can be especially effective.
And, of course, effective use of PAC contributions can take relationships to a dif-
ferent level.

Maintain Focus

Organizations in regions facing economic hardship often feel overwhelmed by the
sheer magnitude of product negatives stacked against them: poor schools, crum-
bling roads, weak support for the arts, high taxes, tough regulations, poor public
safety. They select and tackle too many problem areas simultaneously, reducing
chances for success in any. They take aggressive positions on issues with relatively
little importance, burning up valuable resources and political capital. A hard, com-
prehensive look at a region’s strengths and weaknesses (highlighted earlier) can help
to focus regional efforts on enhancing strengths while diminishing weaknesses.

It is also tempting for broad-based business groups such as chambers to become
distracted by the “other guy’s” priorities. Every organization in the region—from
the heart association to the library—may approach the chamber to assist in advo-
cacy work on behalf of their getting vital tax resources or for their particular com-
munity asset. Sometimes, these appeals even come to the organization via
volunteer members serving on the board of directors. It’s tough, but in weak mar-
kets especially, the chamber must accept the fact that it can do anything . . . but
not everything.

Employ Appropriate Tactics

To achieve success on a tax or regulatory issue, “victim” testimony from affected
employers can be a powerful tactic in an overall direct legislative strategy. To
achieve success on zoning changes or government efficiency improvements, grass-
roots neighborhood work is the most effective tool. Changing community college
curricula to include new employer-based programs might be best handled by calls
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from donors to the governor that can result in administration “suggestions” to the
college president. In some cases, wide-ranging coalitions involving lions and
lambs, Davids and Goliaths, work, whereas in others, quiet one-on-one lobbying
wins the day. Some issues and campaigns last for days and others for years.

Sometimes, the way to make a critical change to develop the product and
improve the region is the do-it-yourself method. In Springfield, Missouri, for
instance, the Ozarks Regional Economic Partnership mentioned earlier pays
directly for a program to help local employers work through the maze of legal and
cultural issues surrounding hiring immigrant workers.

Even selecting the venue in which to do battle is part of this strategy. For
instance, in their efforts to integrate city and county services in Chicago, Metrop-
olis 2020 and the Chicagoland Chamber worked more effectively in the state
house than in local legislative chambers.

Partner . . . It’s Lonely Out There

The business community acting alone, or even in concert with other organizations
focused on economic growth, can seldom succeed on big regional initiatives if act-
ing alone. Partnerships in the policy arena are not till-death-do-us-part marriages.
They are mutually beneficial, temporary, initiative-specific alliances aimed at
achieving specific outcomes. Whereas coalitions of chambers and other business
organizations (builders’ associations, manufacturing councils, and so forth) some-
times can and do last for decades, the most effective advocacy partnerships are
crafted around specific pieces of legislation, causes, or projects. To increase the
likelihood of victories, chambers may be aligned with homeowners one year and
high-volume electricity users the next.

Know the Process Cold

Political decisionmaking processes, particularly legislative processes, involve a
broad range of maneuvers that can derail or support the progress of a policy pro-
posal. Since the defining factor is the process itself, it is absolutely critical for gov-
ernmental affairs professionals to understand in detail the operations of the
agency, department, or legislative entity in question. Volunteer business leaders
and board members, no matter how well meaning, do not understand—and sel-
dom have time to learn—the real nitty-gritty of how policy changes move from
idea to law. Securing matching funds from several sources for new sports or cul-
tural facilities is a perfect example of a complex process involving every possible
political, legal, and procedural nuance. No matter how good the idea and how
unanimous the support, ideas can still go up in flames if players take the wrong
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steps. This presents difficulties for organizations working with limited resources
in struggling markets, but failure to retain and pay policy professionals will doom
recovery initiatives. For the biggest projects with the highest payoffs, funds should
be raised to retain the services of professional campaign managers.

Use Celebration as Leavening

Each policy success related to improvement of prospects for a weak region should
be celebrated and leveraged as an opportunity to create future wins. Sometimes,
restoring hope for positive change in a struggling economy is all that is needed to
spur additional investment, the return of home-grown talent, or the attention of
government funding sources. Successes should be assertively communicated to the
public and key stakeholders, with care taken to provide ample recognition for
decisionmakers and other supporters who helped achieve the policy victory. Often
it is necessary to break out of the “not-in-my-term-of-office” (NIMTO) mode to
achieve major successes—but this can be politically risky in the extreme. Acknowl-
edging the courage of those who do will help build organizational credibility and
political capital for future battles.

View Occasional Failures as Unavoidable . . . and Acceptable

Defeats, or delayed victories, in certain individual policy battles are inevitable with
ambitious regional agendas. If there are no setbacks, it probably means the
regional agenda is not ambitious enough. Volunteer and professional leadership
of chambers must accept and can learn from these setbacks. Every failed policy
effort aimed at improving the quality of life or business competitiveness of the
region should be examined for flaws to avoid in the future.

In Des Moines, Iowa, communities in a tri-county area voted in July 2007 on
whether or not to support a tax proposal, put together by the Greater Des Moines
Partnership, that would distribute revenue in the Des Moines metro area. The
proposal, called “Yes to Destiny,” was to raise the sales tax from 6 to 7 percent in
three counties for ten years, so as to generate $750 million, to be split among prop-
erty tax reduction, new regional facilities, and cultural and green initiatives. Of
the forty-one communities voting on the proposal, thirty-nine voted it down.
Why? Postmortem analysis indicated that the proposal was too complicated. Vot-
ers saw it as an unnecessary tax increase that would put more money into the
hands of government. Promoters of the plan may have failed to clearly commu-
nicate their message of why an environment that attracts and retains young pro-
fessionals is beneficial to the entire Des Moines region. The partnership and its
allies have already begun work on plan B.
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Conclusion

Why do communities and regions fight so hard to establish a platform to assure
future economic growth? Why do they—and we—bother? Because growth pro-
duces prosperity for everyone. A common misperception is that economic growth
helps only those at the top of the wage scale, but the data say otherwise. Chamber
leaders and economic development professionals work so hard at finding regional
remedies and stimulants to economic growth because such expansion increases
personal incomes, tax revenue for public goods, and charitable giving while
enriching the lives of the citizenry.

Today, those solutions are more likely to be regional than local, and more likely
to be found in the supply of good people than in the supply of good buildings.
The diverging lines on graphs that compare regional economies can be disturb-
ing, but their paths are not inevitable. The anthropologist Margaret Mead said,
“Never doubt that a few thoughtful people can change the world. Indeed nothing
else ever has.” In most regions in this country, some of the very best of the
thoughtful people are striving as board members, funders, and executives in 
corporate-civic organizations, EDOs, business councils, boards of trade, and
chambers. And their world—our world—is changed by their work.

Finding ways to effectively advocate, partner, communicate, plan, and lead
down the path to regional economic prosperity takes wits, courage, money, and
luck, in just about equal proportions. There has been no mention of government
mergers in this chapter about regionalism. Regional thinking and action might be
aided by joining governments together, but it is not a necessary prerequisite. Like-
wise, it makes little sense to portray elected officials as the enemy of economic
growth. It would be easy to blame one party, politician, or civic leader for eco-
nomic hardship in a community or region, but the reality in this changing world
is that many factors influencing health and wealth are beyond the control of those
who are charged with leadership.

In many cases, heroic efforts have been needed by public and private sector
leaders simply to stay above water following massive economic dislocation caused
by technology changes, global trends, and transformations of corporate owner-
ship. The “few thoughtful people” fighting every day to find the talent, invest-
ment, and opportunity to help their growth-starved regions are not able to point
to sexy job statistics as evidence of their success in these hard-market towns.

“Could have been worse” is not a campaign slogan that will convince many
private sector investors or taxpayers to step up to the plate with added support
for these dedicated professionals and volunteers. But they keep at it anyway.
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Buffalo moves up a notch or two on MSA comparison charts because of its suc-
cessful work in marketing cross-border business opportunities throughout a bina-
tional region. Detroit breaks down decades of city-county squabbles, bringing
the leadership of all governments in southeastern Michigan together to promote
development in and around their international airport to join the elite aerotrop-
olis centers of global commerce. Hartford business leaders fund a multijurisdic-
tional economic partnership to overcome a decade of insurance industry job losses
around that capital.

The lessons and counsel contained in this document are all drawn from pro-
fessionals in markets large and small, strong and weak, who are already working
successfully to grow, restore, or save their economies in the face of sometimes over-
whelming odds. With even more focus on regional approaches that build on part-
nerships, cooperation, shared assets, and future-oriented development strategies,
their impact will be even greater.
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