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Can Small Communities

Be Cool?

Dave Ivan, PhD

Michigan State University 1

Project Overview

ÅFunding provided by WK Kellogg Foundation;

ÅSite visits to more than 300 communities in 22 US 
States;

ÅPersonal interviews with city/village managers and/or 
staff, elected officials, community leaders, business 
leaders;

ÅIdentified individual community best practices;

More than great coffee shops, local 
breweries, and chic retail stores
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Environment That Supports Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship

ÅSuccessful communities 
recognize that the path 
to prosperity lies in 
creating an environment 
that fosters innovation 
and entrepreneurship.
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Intentionally focused on 
identifying and supporting 
entrepreneurs as they create 
and grow their enterprises.

Intentionally focused on 
creating a supportive 
environment --- an 
entrepreneurial culture.

What have we learned about 
entrepreneurial communities?
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ÅNetworks

ÅBusiness support 
tools

ÅCapital options

ÅEngage youth

What have we learned about 
entrepreneurial communities?
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Fairfield, IA

ÅRecognizes & celebrates 
entrepreneurs;

ÅExtensive mentoring 
program;

ÅLocal Angel/Venture 
Capital Funds;

Å3,000 new jobs created, 
personal income tripled;

Community Acts as Entrepreneur
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Communities Support 
Entrepreneurial Development

Columbus, Indiana

/ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ά9-ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳέ

ÅNetworking events (TEN)

ÅOnline biz resources

ÅVirtual E front door

ÅHS Business plan 
competition
ïViability

ï Innovation
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Communities Support
Entrepreneurial Development

Juneau County, WI

Å County-wide 
Entrepreneurship 
& Innovation Club
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Community-based 
entrepreneurship

Marion Virginia

ÅSmall business boot 
camp for aspiring 
entrepreneurs; 

Å$5,000 grant for new 
downtown business 
in targeted sectors;
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Communities proactively support 
entrepreneurial development

Jonesville, MI
Å Village negotiated rental rate for 

new business, assisted with market 
data research, suppliers, and 
lending arrangements;

Å Now developing retail incubator;

Ord, NE
Å Developed wealth transfer plan to 

strategically fund community 
economic development initiatives;

Communities Support
Entrepreneurial Development

Westphalia, Michigan
ÅFaith community 

engaged youth group 
to create student-run 
business;

ÅFilled empty 
storefront;

ÅGathering place for 
youth in community;
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Human  & Capital Investments
Drive Community Success

For a community to be competitive it needs to 
support new innovations, enhance educational 
opportunities and strengthen human capital. 
Successful communities are strategically investing 
in workforce development infrastructure and 
human capital. 
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Some ImportantCommunityAssets

Strong local and regional education systems Connectivity infrastructure

Vibrant Downtowns Strong social capital and bridging networks18
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Human Investments Drive 
New Economy Growth

Dubuque, Iowa
Å Engaging young university 

talent;
Å YP College Chapter to connect 

with Chamber;
Å Internship academy

Å Freshman: Shadow
Å Sophomore: Mentoring
Å Jr/Sr: Full Internship

Å Retention loan forgiveness 
program;

Å Youtubevideo changing 
perception;

ÅάbŜȄǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ 
ƴŜȄǘ рл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ 5ǳōǳǉǳŜέ
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Why Dubuque?
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ÅEngaged community in 
ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 
future;

ÅNetworks that 
strengthen community 
bonds;

ÅYoung adult 
engagement;

ÅAuthentic youth voice

Strong Social Capital
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Citizen Engagement

St. Joseph, MI
Neighborhood town hall 
gatherings; each attract 75-
120 individuals; 

Community calendar hand-
delivered to residents;

ά/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭƭȅ 
examine your connection to 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣέ {ǘΦ WƻŜ /ƛǘȅ aƎǊ 
Frank Walsh

Citizen Engagement

Coopersville, MI

Signage at town entrances 
celebrates local non-profits, 
business community and 
schools.
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Strengthening Social Capital

Pella, Iowa

ÅάtƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ tŜƭƭŀέ 
campaign

ÅStrengthens social 
bonds of new residents

ÅRetain talent within 
community
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Third Place Factor

YPO is crucial

Engagement extends 
into community 
decision making;

ά¢ƘƛƴƪŜǊǎ ϧ 5ǊƛƴƪŜǊǎέ

Keys to Young Professional Engagement
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άThinkers & Drinkersέ Changing the narrative is important 
because people move in the direction 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ΧΦΦ

Prosperity

Today Years
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Positive 
Conversations

Negative 
Conversations

Source: Ed Morrison

ÅConnect youth 
with arts, culture 
and heritage;

ÅCreate positive 
memories;

ÅProvide authentic 
opportunities for 
youth voice;

Engagement extends to youth

29

Bothel, WA
Community banners celebrate 

ñyouthò;

Dowagiac, MI
Dogwood Fine Arts Festival

World-renowned artists and 

performers offer free clinics 

to community youth;

Youth Engagement
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Jonesville, Michigan

ÅSurveyed 3rd graders: 
What do you want in 
your community?

ÅTop response: rock wall

ÅCommunity built rock 
wall;

ÅRe-surveyed students in 
7th grade; community 
received high marks! 

Creating Authentic Youth Voices
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Simple idea for 
your community:

ÁProvide disposable 
cameras to school 
children and ask to 
take pictures of what 
they like and dislike in 
their community;

ÁPresent pictures at 
future city commission 
meeting;

Deliberate Effort in Engaging Youth
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Do to Youth Do for Youth Do with Youth

Skateboard Zoning

Trash Cleanup

Focus on Stars and Ignore 
Other Youth

Teen Center

College Scholarships

Tell Youth the Right Way to 
Do Things

Youth Events

Decision Making

Listen and Support                
Youth Discovery

How do communities involve Youth now

33
Source: Craig Schroeder, Heartland Center

Community Strategies

Å Create economic and career 
choices that are appealing to 
youth;

Å Evolve community cultures 
that are progressive and 
embracing of youth and 
younger generation;

Å Proactively link community 
goals and strategies to the 
attraction of young people;

Å Focus development efforts on 
those who want to return to 
their hometown;

Retaining Youth and Attracting Families
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Quality of Place

Place matters as individuals increasingly 

choose their communities. Successful 

communities recognize that creating 

distinctive downtowns and attractive 

neighborhoods are a prerequisite to long-

term community success. 

36
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Quality of Place:

Χbƻǘ ¢ƘŀǘLǘ Lǎ ¢ƘƛǎΧ
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ñThe next generation is the first to 

identify more strongly with their 

communities than their employers.ò

ðREBECCA   RYAN
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Large Cities

WalkableStreets

Gathering Places

Many Jobs

Diversity

Different Lifestyles

Shops/Businesses

Arts/Culture

What does our next generation want?

Small Towns

Scenic Beauty

Safe Streets

Affordable

Place for Family

Good Schools

Sense of Community

Low Traffic
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LǘΩǎ !ōƻǳǘ tƭŀŎŜ aŀƪƛƴƎΗ
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ÅBuild on a 
unique history, 
identity and 
assets to foster 
community 
pride.

ÅIncrease social 
interaction. 

What Does This Mean?
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άDo what you can
with what you have,

where you are.έ

Theodore Roosevelt

Authentic Place Making
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/ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ άDŜǘ ŜǊ 5ƻƴŜέ

Although outside help is sought when appropriate,
successfultowns believethat their destinyis in their
own hands. Theyare not waiting for someoutsider
to savethem, nor do they believe that they can sit
andwait for thingsto get better.

Making a community a good place to live is a
proactive assignmentand these communities (and
their leaders)knowthat.
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Tecumseh, Michigan
Å Community survey revealed 

the need for a fine dining 
establishment

Å Worked with neighboring 
community to secure a liquor 
license; 

Å Recruited chef that fit 
community tastes;

Å Result: Evans Street Station
ï 2001 Best New Restaurant in 

MI (AAA)

Conviction that you
have to do it yourself

Argonia Kansas
ÅCommunity built 

grocery/convenience store 
after previous store closed;

ÅCommunity is pursuing a 
housing development with 
houses offered at cost to 
new families;

ÅClosing costs paid if new 
family has children;

Conviction that you
have to do it yourself
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Cautionary Note
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http://www.argoniadevelopment.com/images/housing/exterior_5.JPG

