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Marketing Your Community for
Economic Development

Trends and Insights from the Boardroom

n today’s global economy, competition is keen for

businesses to move to or remain in places where a

company can meet its bottom line and also see that

its employees have a good quality of life. The upshot

is that local governments and regions are spending a
lot more resources, including staff and money, on marketing
the comparative advantages of their communities. The ques-
tion is whether this marketing message has an impact on the
receiver (that is, on business).

With a short time-out for World War II, economic devel-
opment marketing has blossomed and burgeoned since the
late 1940s and early 1950s. Today, it can register some pretty
impressive statistics:

* There are an estimated 20,000 economic development
groups in the United States alone: public, private, and
civic, plus all possible combinations and permutations.

* These groups are spending upward of $500 million in
marketing money alone to encourage business retention,
expansion, attraction, and entrepreneurship.

* Virtually every state in the United States has its own eco-
nomic development marketing program, increasingly on
the basis of a partnership or an alliance.
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Go or No Go

For many public managers, economic
development—and especially its market-
ing—may pose something of a dilemma.

On the one hand, a manager has the
clear direction of the governing body
and most of the business leadership to
pursue aggressively some kind of policy
of planned or managed economic
growth. Also, he or she often has consid-
erable resources with which to back up
this activity.

On the other hand, it usually is diffi-
cult to assess what, if anything, market-
ing funds are reaping: What are you get-
ting for your money? What, if anything,
is the real return on investment for eco-
nomic development marketing? Some
local governments don’t have the re-
sources for much business attraction ac-
tivity so they must make sure to use
these tools wisely.

Since 1960, the firm of Development
Counsellors International (DCI) has
been working with more than 250 eco-
nomic development organizations in all
sizes and funding categories, trying to
get a fix on what works and what doesn’t
work in marketing. After more than 35
years, DCI finally had the simple idea of
asking its clients, who, after all, seek out
and select production and office sites. To
these key persons, what sorts of market-
ing activities are most cost-effective?

The outcome of this notion was a se-
ries of surveys beginning in 1996 and
culminating in a surprisingly compre-
hensive body of data in May 1999, when
a large number of senior company exec-
utives in both the United States and
western Europe contributed to defining
“Winning Strategies in the Economic
Development Marketing Game.” This
article describes some results of this lat-
est survey, with an emphasis on how
they affect local government managers
and associated personnel.

Survey Information

First, a word on the universe of the sam-
ples. A total of 427 senior executives re-
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sponded, some 77 percent from the
United States and the remainder from
western Europe. The responses focused
on the more substantial companies, with
sales volumes in excess of $100 million
and with more than 250 employees.

A good many questions were asked
and answered, but four questions seem
to be especially important to managers
as they assess and sometimes lead their
respective economic development mar-
keting efforts:

1. Right now, what kinds of facilities are
expanding most?

2. Who is important in making site se-
lection decisions?

3. To which places are the companies
going now? Also, where are they not
going?

4. What marketing tactics work best in
informing and influencing these
executives?

Here are the answers to each of these
questions, both in graphic form and also
in the form of brief commentaries and
discussions, with a particular emphasis on
what seems especially surprising or signif-
icant to managers in the United States.

What kinds of facilities are ex-
panding most right now? A facility
that combines a regional sales office with
a multilevel corporate headquarters
leads the parade, encompassing almost
one-half (48 percent) of the responses.
When you add back offices (14 percent),

you arrive at a total of 62 percent, or
more than three-fifths (see Figure 1).

Yet most development organizations
continue to seek manufacturing as their
primary target and distribution as their
number-two priority. This survey, there-
fore, stands the conventional wisdom on
its head, with offices outpolling manufac-
turing plants by a three-to-one ratio and
even the combination of manufacturing
and distribution facilities by a two-to-one
ratio. This trend is underlined by a com-
parison of the manufacturing ratio in
DCI’s 1996 survey (37 percent) to the one
in the 1999 survey (20 percent).

Management officials therefore will
overlook new and expanded office oper-
ations in their economic development
efforts at their own peril.

Who is important in making site
selection decisions? Again, the re-
sponse contains an element of surprise.
The conventional wisdom is that power
tends to travel downward, that the CEO
makes the site selection decision using
other company personnel on an as-
needed basis. Not so, say DCI’s respon-
dents. It is in fact now a team rather
than an individual decision; five senior
corporate executives and one outside
consultant may each play a pivotal role
(see Figure 2).

A word about each of these players.
The corporate real estate executive re-
mains of real importance, providing a
continuity of real estate expertise. The
appropriate vice president is next in in-




Figure 2. Executive Importance in Site Location
Decision (Percentage rating “4” or “5” on a 5-point scale)
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fluence because this must actually be the
VP’s show. The president/chief executive
officer is, of course, central in decision-
making authority and responsibility, al-
though this decision is a shared respon-
sibility today, to a degree never seen
before in DCF’s experience.

Both the chief financial officer (CFO)
and the human resources executive
(HRE) are playing increasingly impor-
tant parts, as the famous bottom line is
of more relevance than it has ever been
and as the current shortage of good
workers is fast becoming the number-
one challenge in economic development.

Three decades ago, there was a loca-
tion consultancy firm called the Fantus
Company. Now there are more than 130
such firms, often assisting site-questing
companies in moving up the locational
ladder, cutting down a long list of 20 to
30 site alternatives to three, four, or
even fewer. Note that in about a third of

the respondents’ cases (32 percent),
such outside consultants have played a
decision-making role in whether and
where to establish a facility, to expand,
or to relocate.

What states are winning the game
of economic development market-
ing? For comparative purposes, on this
one DCI has included the results of the
1996 survey on favored and least favored
states (U.S. only). Some interesting
changes have occurred since 1996. First,
a look at the positive side of the ledger
(see Figure 3).

Texas has moved from second to first
place among more than 400 senjor man-
agers. California, a newcomer to the list,
now comes in second. North Carolina
has moved from first to third place, de-
spite a 1 percent drop in executive pref-
erence. Georgia has moved from third to
fourth place, and another newcomer,

1999 (U.S.)
Texas (30%)
California (22%)
North Carolina (20%)
Georgia (17%)
Florida (14%)

Figure 3. Most Favorable Business Climate
(1999 vs 1996 comparison, U.S. respondents)

1996
North Carolina (33%)
Texas (28%)
Georgia (27%)
South Carolina (21%)
Tennessee (20%)

Florida, has replaced Tennessee in the
number-five spot.

On the nether side of the ledger (see
Figure 4), New York continues least fa-
vorable despite a greatly improved “neg-
ative” rating, from 55 percent to 29 per-
cent. Similarly, California comes second

_on this dishonor roll again, despite siz-

able improvement (47 percent to 25 per-
cent). The three bottommost selections,
with slight variations over the ensuing
three years, have been Massachusetts,
New Jersey, and Connecticut.

The big surprise is California’s schizoid
development personality for senior exec-
utives, as number-two most favorable and
number-two least favorable. One expla-
nation might be that California’s relatively
recent economic success story still is not
as well known as it might be to people
who count, and for many the previous,
darker image continues to prevail.

What marketing tactics work best
in informing and influencing com-
pany executives? The responses fall
into two categories: leading sources of
information (Figure 5) and effectiveness
of marketing techniques.

There is a clear and strong distinction
between the top and bottom halves of
Figure 5. The double-digit responses are
topped by “dialogue with industry peers”
and “articles in newspapers and maga-
zines,” followed by four other entries:
“business travel,” “national surveys,”
“meetings with economic development
group(s)” and “word of mouth.” There
should be noted here a strong preference
for personal contact and reliance upon
fellow businesspersons as compared with
economic development groups, which
clearly have an axe to grind.

Surprising is the extremely high rating
of articles in newspapers and magazines
(number two), which suggests a reliance
on the implicit third-person endorse-
ment of trusted publications. The lower-
half sources follow at a sizable distance,
all within the single digits, and toward
the bottom are what are probably the
most used techniques of development
marketing: direct mail and print advertis-
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1999 (U.S.)
New York (29%)
California (25%)

Massachusetts (19%)
New Jersey (14%)
Connecticut (10%)

Figure 4. Least Favorable Business Climate
(1999 vs 1996 comparison, U.S. respondents)

1996
New York (55%)
California (47%)
New Jersey (20%)
Massachusetts (19%)
Connecticut (9%)

Figure 5. Leading Sources of Information

Dialogue with industry peers 71%
Articles in newspapers and magazines 61%
Business travel 45%
National surveys 31%
Meetings with ED group(s) 27%
Word of mouth 21%
On-line sources 9%
Personal travel 8%
TV/radio newscasts/shows 7%
Direct mail 3%
Print advertising 3%
TV/radio advertising 1%

Hosting special events
Trade shows
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Internet/Web site
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Figure 6. Effectiveness of Techniques

(Percentage rating a 4" or 5” on a 5-point scale)
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ing. This unexpected contrast will be de-
veloped a little later in this article.

As to the perceived effectiveness of
various marketing techniques (Figure 6),
we see a somewhat analogous hierarchy
of priority here, with planned visits to
corporate executives and special events
heading the list, closely followed by pub-
lic relations/publicity, with Internet Web
sites coming up fast. Again, direct mail,
advertising, and in this case telemarket-
ing wind up at the bottom of the ratings.

The Message

In summary, what does this survey say
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to managers and their professional
counterparts? Here are nine points that
seem to be worth careful consideration:

1. Explore office development. Manu-
facturing, or even the combination of
manufacturing and distribution, is
no longer the name of the economic
development game. Offices—corpo-
rate, regional, sales, and back, as well
as call centers—are where the action
right now is particularly hot.

2. In targeting, consider especially the
demand side of the equation. In DSI’s
client work, now underlined by this
survey, we see that too many develop-

ment groups shoot at unrealistic tar-
gets, for which they have little corpo-
rate advantage, facing the overwhelm-
ing fact of far too much competition.

Again and again, both companies
and site location consultants have
told DCI that their number-one in-
terest now often is not in high tech-
nology but rather in upscale incom-
ing-call centers, where there is an
almost frantic search for the right
kind of people and places. As a man-
ager, you'd be wise to consider this
field as one target for your commu-
nity if you have even a potential, par-
tial capability in this arena. It makes
sense to fish where the fish are.

. Dor’t limit your marketing to the

chief executive. We have seen that the
chief executive is only one of a team
of decisionmakers. Yet perhaps 90 to
95 percent of direct-mail and other
direct-contact activities focus here. It
makes sense also to approach appro-
priate vice presidents, chief financial
officers, and real estate and human
resources executives, with whom
your story may get a longer and more
sympathetic hearing. Few develop-
ment groups do this.

. Get to know the site location consul-

tants. There are hundreds of thou-
sands of senior company executives,
but, as we have seen, there are only
about 130 site selection consultants.
Moreover, many of the biggest and
best consultants will grant one initial
interview with representatives of a
community so they may gain
firsthand knowledge of the locality’s
attributes. Take advantage of it
whenever you receive one of these
invitations.

Some of the biggest and most in-
fluential of the site location consul-
tants are Deloitte Touche & Fantus in
Chicago; Wadley Donovan in Mor-
ristown, New Jersey; Arthur Ander-
sen in New York City; Fluor Daniel in
Greer, South Carolina; and J. M.
Mullis in Collierville, Tennessee.

. Recognize that place images count.

It’s great if you are from Texas and



not so great if you are from New
York. But, more broadly, community
image can count mightily, and if
yours is either poor or nonexistent,
you may be out of the race right
from the start. Here are the kinds of
things that senior executives and
their advisers are particularly at-
tuned to today:

+  Fast growth.

* Available labor, especially skilled labor.

+ Available, appropriate space that a
company can move into immediately.

+ Updated, honest statistical data.

+ Closures and downsizings, because
they suggest the spot availability of
good workers.

* Local corporate executives, especially
in the same or analogous lines of eco-
nomic activity, who are available for
confidential interviewing, usually
without participation by the develop-
ment group.

If you can boast these kinds of advan-
tages, use your marketing efforts to de-
scribe them to the right people.

6. Keep in mind that personal contact
and editorial placement are the best
ways of informing potential execu-
tive prospects. Not surprisingly, busi-
nesspeople tend to listen to other
businesspeople. They also tend to lis-
ten to the editorial endorsements of
well-respected business newspapers,
magazines, and newsletters.

7. Know that the most cost-effective
marketing techniques are personal
prospect visits and special events,
including trade shows and public re-
lations activities. The reasoning is
similar to that in item 6. With per-
sonal contact, you eliminate the
marketing middleman. With public
relations, you continue to build posi-
tive equity.

8. Remember, less cost-effective meth-
ods include advertising and direct
mail, with Internet Web sites in an
intermediate marketing position.
Space ads and direct advertising have
at least three related problems: they
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are usually relatively expensive, they
face enormous competition, and they
have a low index of credibility.

Does this mean that you, as a
manager, should not employ these
techniques in economic develop-
ment marketing? Absolutely not!
They also have strong advantages:
they are relatively easily arranged
and, if well done, can stand out in a
crowd. And with both approaches,
you have strong control of your au-
dience, your message, and your vi-
sual/graphic impression, though you
should probably supplement these
techniques with the more personal
tactics already suggested.

A word now about Web sites. In
DCTI’s surveys, Web sites have shown
large increases in effectiveness, cul-
minating in the 35 percent rating in
the 1999 assessment. At this writing,
there seem to be at least two limiting
factors for Web sites. First, some
types of senior executives probably
still are not as computer-literate as
they pretend to be. Second and prob-
ably more important, Web sites are
not yet uniformly comparable to one
another, making bottom-line com-
parisons difficult or impossible to
make. This, we predict, is going to

change in the near future.

9. Rest easy. Good economic develop-
ment marketing programs are not
necessarily the most expensive ones.
Note that the least expensive tech-
niques—personal meetings, special
events, and public relations—are
among the most effective, while ad-
vertising and direct mail, as has been
noted, are relatively expensive and
comparatively low in effectiveness.
This situation might suggest an al-
most inverse proportion in economic
development between marketing cost
and marketing success. This final
thought should fill the hearts of most
managers with the purest happiness!

This article only scratches the surface
of the topic of what works and what
doesn’t work in economic development
marketing. The full 28-page report from
DCI, plus a 14-page appendix, is avail-
able without cost by contacting Andrew
Levine, president at Development
Counselors International, 461 Park
Avenue South, New York, New York
10016; 212/725-0707; fax, 212/725-2254;
e-mail, al@dc-intl.com. (211

Andrew Levine is president, Development
Counselors International in New York City.
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