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Center on Rural Innovation

Advancing inclusive rural prosperity through tech 
economy ecosystems that support scalable 
entrepreneurship and tech job creation.
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Who We Are

We believe that small 
towns are home to big 
ideas — and new models of 
economic development 
can empower rural 
communities to grow 
innovative businesses 
from the ground up.
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1. Rising Geographic Inequality



Geographic Inequality Is On The Rise In The U.S.

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



The Rural-Urban Income Gap

Average annual wages 
are 40% higher in 
nonrural areas

Rural: $52,355
Metro: $73,480



National Forecasts May Not Represent Rural 

Despite previous 
lagging growth, rural 
GDP recently outpaced 
nonrural 

Rural: +4.6%
Nonrural: +2.7%

(GDP growth, 2022–2023)



The Rural-Urban Job Divide

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

Rural: +1%
Nonrural: +2.3%

(Employment growth, 2023–2024)



Decades of Divergence

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

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


The Ripple Effects

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


Automation Decline in 
entrepreneurship

Globalization
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2. How Did This Happen?



Over-Reliance on Tradable Goods in Rural

Manufacturing, 
Mining, Farming

Over-reliance on traditional 
tradable goods industries 
(farming, manufacturing, 
mining) has led to lower job 
growth

(Goetz et al. 2018; Kilkenny and Partridge, 2009; 
Weiler, 2001; Glaeser and Saiz, 2004) 

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


The Output-Employment Gap in Rural

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

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


1940:
31%

1950:
29%

1980:
21%

Manufacturing 
employment share:

2010:
9%

Where are the jobs?

2025:
8%



1900:
41%

1930:
22%

1970:
5%

Share of the U.S. 
workforce in agriculture: 2010:

2%

Where are the jobs?

2024:
1%



High Farming & Manufacturing Concentrations

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



High Mining Concentration

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

Highly specialized rural 
economies face 
industry-dependent 
outlooks (with growing 
output-employment 
gaps)



The BIG Problem in Rural

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

Knowledge 
Economy

(CORI, 2023)

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


Rural areas are missing over 80,000 tech jobs in their core 
industries.

(Center on Rural Innovation, 2022)

The BIG Problem in Rural

https://ruralinnovation.us/resources/reports/report-rural-americas-tech-employment-landscape/


Missing Rural Tech Jobs by Core Rural Industry

(Center on Rural Innovation, 2022)

https://ruralinnovation.us/press-releases/report-finds-gap-high-paying-tech-jobs-rural-america/


High Tradable Services Concentration

Tradable service sector 
share of employment: 

Nonrural: 22%
Rural: 10%



Startups Power Job Growth and Diversification

Young firms increase 
industry diversity and 
economic adaptation

Entrepreneurship is 
key to long-term 
rural resilience (it’s 
also where most job 
growth comes from)



Small Businesses Power Job Growth 

Small businesses 
have an outsized 
impact on rural areas 
- accounting for 54% 
of total jobs 
(Wilmoth, 2023)

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


The BIGGER Problem in Rural

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

Yet, entrepreneurial 
aspirations and 
self-employment are 
higher in rural areas.
(2024 G.R.O.W. Report, ACS, 2024)

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


The BIGGER Problem in Rural

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

https://ruralinnovation.us/resources/reports/rural-americas-struggle-to-access-private-capital/


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

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



3. The Good Soil of Economic Development



The Soil of Economic Development

Rural electrification 
in the 1930s spurred 
structural economic 
transformation for 
rural areas

(Gaggl et al., 2021)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0927537120301482?via%3Dihub


Regional Patterns Across Rural America

Census 
Regions



Uneven Regional Patterns in Rural Job Growth 

Rural job growth has 
been strongest in the 
West

Regional differences 
reflect:

➔ Amenity migration & 
population trends 

➔ Industry mix 



Strong Population Growth in the Rural West

Population growth in 
the rural West has 
been gradual and 
sustained

The rural Northeast 
experienced a sudden 
surge during COVID



Remote Work Has Enabled Migration Shifts



Remote Work Access Varies by Occupation

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



Broadband Is Fundamental Infrastructure 

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

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


Business is Booming in the Rural West

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

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


Question: 
What attracts innovative 
entrepreneurs to a location?

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

Survey of Entrepreneurs

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


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

— Frank Clayton Ball, 1887

The Ball Corporation

Muncie Population in 1880: 5,000



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

— Frank Clayton Ball, 1887
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Muncie Population in 1880: 5,000



The Importance of Quality of Life

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

Boulder, CO (Population: 100,000)

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


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

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

Quality of Life population growth job growth

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


Quality of Life → More Business Startups
Midwestern Small Towns

Hybrid Robotics in Traverse City, MI, designs and manufactures 
robotic solutions for research and inspections.



QUALITY OF LIFE
for residents

Building Local Economic 
Dynamism



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

(broadband)

Quality of Life

(Weinstein, Hicks, Wornell, 2023)

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


Many rural areas already offer a 
high quality of life, yet lack access 
to larger labor markets with 
higher paying jobs

Rural residents in high amenity 
places have higher incomes, but 
the higher cost of living in these 
areas cancels out those income 
gains (Hunter et al., 2005)

Access to Economic 
Opportunity

Median annual wage by major occupational 
group (2022)

Source: Statista

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1526/003601105775012714


Rural residents need accessible 
pathways into higher paying 
careers: tradable service jobs and 
entrepreneurship

Rural entrepreneurs out earn 
rural workers
(Yu & Artz, 2018)  

Access to Economic 
Opportunity

Median annual wage by major occupational 
group (2022)

Source: Statista

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-018-0073-x


4. Rural Innovation Ecosystems



CONNECTION
Connecting residents and businesses 
to markets, to each other, to ideas, and 
to resources

Building Local Economic Dynamism



Necessary Infrastructure
“Researchers widely agree that high-speed internet 
improves economic outcomes of rural areas, whether 
it is through increases in business activity or in more 
general economic development measures (e.g. 
productivity, jobs, income)” 

(Mack et al., 2023)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/01600176231202457


● Gigazone fiber network
● Bemidji Technology Park

○ Business park supporting tech 
companies with infrastructure and 
resources for growth

● GigaZone Gaming Championship 
and TechXpo
○ Esports gaming competition and 

technology expo 

● NORTHSTARtup Pitch 
Competition

● Launchpad
○ Startup incubator and coworking space

Bemidji, Minnesota



Tech workforce 
development & 
startup support

Building Local Economic Dynamism



Direct Drivers - Workforce Development
“Better skills for local workers help attract and 
grow higher-wage jobs.” (Bartik, 2018)

92% of jobs now require digital skills and workers 
with even one digital skill earn 23% more than 
those without (Bergson-Shilcock et al., 2023)

https://www.cbpp.org/research/helping-manufacturing-intensive-communities-what-works
https://nationalskillscoalition.org/resource/publications/closing-the-digital-skill-divide/


Direct Drivers - Entrepreneurship
“A skilled workforce fuels entrepreneurship, 
and entrepreneurship is one of the clearest
paths to rural renewal.”  

(Center on Rural Innovation, 2025)

https://ruralinnovation.us/resources/reports/bridging-divide-rural-tech-economic-development/


Building Local Economic Dynamism



It’s a Vicious  Virtuous Circle

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

Small locally owned 
firms have a larger 
impact on economic 
growth 
(Fleming and Goetz, 2011; Wilmoth, 2023)

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

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

Growth of startups in
tradable services → local wealth 
creation & reinvestment → quality of life

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

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0891242411407312
https://advocacy.sba.gov/2023/08/22/small-businesses-in-rural-areas/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11187-023-00734-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00168-022-01155-5
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2257.2011.00563.x?casa_token=XpSzFY47xFsAAAAA%3A8AHyoAdax9DvTFoTtCNd5oTOWabDhlSY2IrhEWzmX882D1xwGOBBTI7nzktioL_PMi9q4lw8hURYAw


The Nation’s Innovation Landscape Must Include Rural

Keri LeCompte
Montpelier, VT

Dr. Matthew Allen
Buena Vista, CO

Medication therapy management software Patient experience platform for the dental industry

Monitoring soil, crops, and storage

Tammy Lee 
Red Wing, MN

FDA-registered Class I cool therapy products

Ehsan Soltan
Rupert, ID



Email: amanda.weinstein@ruralinnovation.us

Website: https://ruralinnovation.us

Address:
2 Quechee Rd
Hartland, VT 05048

Phone:  802-436-4100

Social:
LinkedIn | Twitter |Facebook | Instagram | YouTube

Thank you
Amanda Weinstein
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https://ruralinnovation.us/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/11099658
https://twitter.com/Ruralinno
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