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ABSTRACT  

This paper will identify the scope of rural America, examine the challenges that are unique to these areas 
and put in place a number of strategy recommendations for best practices for the development and 
sustainability of rural entrepreneurship and small business. 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 
In “Competitiveness in Rural U.S. Regions: Learning and Research Agenda” (2004), Michael Porter 
makes the following observations:  

•  Current policies to improve the disappointing economic performance of rural regions are, by and 
large, not working. This is increasingly the consensus among policy makers across political parties, 
not only in the United States but also in many other countries around the globe. Not only is the 
performance of rural regions lagging, but the gap in performance levels between rural and urban areas 
seems to be widening. This state of affairs exists despite significant efforts to boost rural regions 
through a wide variety of policies with budgets of billions of dollars in the United States alone.  

•   Rural counties account for 80% of land area, and 20% of U.S. population.  
•  Quigley finds long-term trends of declining rural population, a steep decline in total rural personal 

income, rural per capita incomes at about 70% of urban incomes, and a rising income gap between 
rural and metropolitan regions.  

•  Many experts highlight the common misperception that agriculture is the dominant source of 
employment and income in rural economies. In fact, agriculture is important in only a small number 
of rural counties, and its overall impact on rural regions in the U.S. is negligible. Quigley finds that 
less than 10% of the rural population lives on farms. Less than 7% of employment in rural areas is in 
farming, and farm income represents only about 2% of total rural income.  

•  The trend towards services has been seen as important for rural regions because many of them rely 
heavily on manufacturing jobs that have been threatened by foreign competition.  

•  The two dominant external forces shaping the evolution of rural economies that has been discussed in 
the literature are globalization and technological change.  

•  There is general consensus in the literature that the business environment in rural areas tends to be 
weaker than that in metropolitan regions. The lower density of population and economic activity 
raises the cost of physical infrastructure, makes it harder for educational institutions to specialize 
while serving the needs of the region, supports a smaller number of local competitors, and creates 
barriers to achieving a critical mass of related and supporting industries.  

•  Several experts have written about the role of universities and training programs in rural areas. Many 
universities and colleges in rural areas are focused on agriculture, particularly those near farming 
communities. Several experts have suggested that curricula in these schools need to be upgraded to 
include business management and entrepreneurship.  

•  The important role of community colleges for rural regions is emphasized in the work by Rosenfeld. 



Examining four case studies on community colleges, he finds that a community college can have a 
significant and positive impact on the regional economy if it specializes in particular skills relevant to 
regional industries. Benefits to the region include better-trained workers, increased social capital and 
knowledge sharing, increased use of information technology, and increased levels of wages and 
innovation.  

 
CONCLUSION  

The development of a rural entrepreneurial based economy is a slow process rooted in cultural change, 
education and program development. Those involved must be patient and recognize that a high risk of 
failure is inevitable. Success factors will include strategy development, execution and ongoing follow-
up. There is a significant responsibility on the part of private sector partners to support entrepreneurial 
development in rural America. Many resources currently exist but need to be identified, defined and 
assessed. And where resources are lacking either due to underperformance, or where a true gap exists, 
those resources need to be bolstered or developed. The historic lack of economic development funding 
for entrepreneurship needs to be reevaluated. If we are to increase the standard of living in rural 
America, or even more importantly compete on a global basis, we need to encourage the development 
and sustainability of entrepreneurial ventures. Successful rural economic development builds from its 
own regional strengths, rather than attempting to emulate the actions of other regions – each strategy 
needs to be entrepreneurial.  
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