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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Broadband for Gazelles
Community infrastructure investments should help young, fast-moving companies 
grow, thrive and return wealth to the community.

By Ken Demlow and Tom Chapman / Beehive Industries

When communities spend 
significant amounts of money on 
infrastructure for high-capacity, 

high-speed broadband, economic development 
is often very high on the list of things they are 
trying to improve – and it will certainly remain 
a top priority.

However, not all communities are 
clear about what they mean by economic 
development. Before making decisions about 
infrastructure, they should clarify their 
economic development goals. 

Though most communities believe economic 
development is about jobs and investment, many 
thoughtful communities are moving to a slightly 
different view. For them, economic development 
is really about wealth creation within a 
community. Jobs and investment may have 
differing impacts, but wealth remains steadfast.

When companies create local wealth, most 
community leaders are pleased and proud. 
Economic development projects that create 
local wealth don’t produce the hangover effects 
that may arise from “good projects” that do not 
create high-paying or numerous jobs. Many 
communities can point to projects that were 
supposed to be great but did not live up to their 
advance billing. 

A good example of a company that 
consistently creates local wealth is Nucor 
Steel, which operates in many locations 
around the United States. This company has 
excellent profitability and work practices, and 
it pays its local employees and managers well. 
It contributes to local charities. Numerous 
companies do not have this same track record for 

successful community and wealth development 
– even when they create a lot of jobs or have 
significant investment. From a community 
perspective, it makes sense to ask why.

This is a metrics problem. Most communities 
translate their metrics into goals rather than 
understanding that the underlying goal is very 
difficult to measure. How do you measure 
wealth creation? You really can’t. Instead, 
communities try to use jobs and investment 
as proxy measures for this underlying goal, 
and as with many substitute metrics, jobs and 
investments are imperfect ways to predict 
economic development success. More important, 
these metrics also lead to behaviors that are not 
always in the best interest of a local community 
– seeking out jobs at all costs rather than wealth.

This approach yields a community strategy 
that focuses on attraction, often to the detriment 
of retention and organic growth. These three 
components (attraction, retention and organic 
growth) are critical elements of any good 
strategy and should be balanced against one 
another. Each is important in its own right, and 
all are part of growing wealth in a community. 
However, according to the Kauffman 
Foundation, job creation occurs overwhelmingly 
within the organic growth part of this triad. 
According to the foundation, “nearly all net job 
creation since 1980 has occurred in firms less 
than five years old.” This means that economic 
developers should be paying attention to their 
local entrepreneurs and young companies. 

To do this, communities must reevaluate 
how they become aware of and provide services 
to their potential gazelle employers (small, 
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agile, fast-moving companies). Many 
communities lack knowledge of the 
gazelles lurking within their city 
limits and focus on attraction targets 
in other geographies. For this reason, 
the first step is almost always getting 
an inventory. This inventory probably 
involves two parts: an inventory of the 
companies themselves and an inventory 
of the regional companies in key 
clusters. Once communities complete 
their inventories, they can move on to 
other strategies and programming.

In two small communities we 
are aware of, economic development 
focused on entrepreneurship and 
clusters. Both communities found 
natural strengths overlooked by earlier 
economic development efforts. One 
unusual cluster involved popcorn and 
popcorn-related tools. Another unusual 
cluster related to water management 
tools for a variety of end users. Both 
clusters created significant wealth, jobs 
and investment. 

All these communities had to 
do was to look at what was already 
happening in their entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. They both discovered that, 
by finding the unique talent sets in 
their communities (and often nowhere 
else in the U.S.) and finding ways to 
creatively grow their potential bases, 
they were able to add good, high-
paying, sustainable jobs. 

Moreover, this strategy allowed 
one of the two communities to actively 
attract companies complementary to its 
existing cluster. In short, the blend of 
knowledge of local strengths, a focus on 
wealth creation rather than simply on 
job counts and a willingness to be great 
at something relatively obscure left these 
small communities ahead of the game.

THE ROLE OF FIBER 
Although broadband by itself – because 
it is now nearly universal – may no 
longer be a competitive advantage, 
access that is particularly inexpensive 
or high-speed still can be critical for 
communities with the right mix of 
companies. Knowing the needs of local 
companies is a prerequisite to knowing 
the type of broadband or expansion 
capabilities that would be best for a 
community. In other words, in many 

communities, broadband won’t create 
the entrepreneurs or the local gazelles, 
but it might unleash their success more 
rapidly if built in a way that is driven by 
local users, not just by available dollars.

Broadband is often a critical catalyst 
for multiple components of ecosystem 
construction. First, broadband can 
be an important part of community 
identity. Being proud and willing 
to invest is a critical component of 
economic expansion – not just in the 
public sector but for small businesses 
and entrepreneurs, too. 

Thus, community identity can 
be spurred by broadband access. We 
can’t all replicate Chattanooga, but 
we should keep the Gig City identity 
in mind. Chattanooga is not Silicon 
Valley, but it has a vision of itself that 
goes far beyond what an outsider 
might think of the city. Another good 
example is Kansas City, in which 
Google’s decision to locate fiber helped 
reawaken an entrepreneurial spirit. 

Second, broadband as a physical 
tool can be a critical component of a 
burgeoning ecosystem. Thus, ensuring 

early access in key geographies within 
a city is very important. Addressing 
the needs of big employers is important 
– but so is addressing the desires of 
gazelles. To ensure earlier access, 
communities should be aware of where 
the gazelles are physically located. 
Omaha executed this strategy well 
in the gigabit expansion that started 
with an entrepreneurial haven called 
Mastercraft. Community leaders 
prioritized early adoption and gazelle 
use as a retention tool and a means of 
helping empower early-stage companies. 

INCUBATORS AND 
ACCELERATORS
An example of prioritizing wealth 
creation in economic development is 
the strategy of using incubators and 
accelerators. This couples a traditional 
economic development strategy – 
providing land, buildings and other 
services needed by an economic sector 
– with the newer goal of building and 
retaining gazelle jobs. A good example 
of a city that has a strong incubator and 
vision is Fishers, Ind., whose incubator 

SERVICE MEAN RANK  
(1 TO 5)

PERCENT 
OFFERED

Broadband/High-Speed Internet 4.4 97.6

Business Plan Development 4.3 100.0

Marketing Assistance 3.8 98.9

Specialized Equipment 3.7 84.7

Links to Higher Education 3.7 96.5

Accounting and Financial Management 3.6 98.8

Comprehensive Business Training 3.5 96.5

Shadow Boards 3.5 91.8

Access to Venture Capitalists 3.5 91.8

Access to Noncommercial Loan Fund 3.5 96.5

Table 1: Importance of Incubator Services to Client Success
Source: U.S. Economic Development Administration

A strategy for prioritizing wealth creation 
in economic development is to invest in 
incubators and accelerators. 
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is called Launch Fishers. The National 
Business Incubation Association  
has more than 1,900 members from  
60 countries.

One key aspect of physical 
infrastructure that attracts incubator 
tenants is high-speed Internet. 
Having a physical location to call 
home is often secondary to having a 
strong Internet backbone. Responses 
to a U.S. Economic Development 
Administration survey of incubator 
tenants (Table 1) illustrate this. 

Of all the services an incubator 
needs to provide for client success, 
broadband or high-speed Internet 
is No. 1. That is staggering because 
providing Internet access is not the 
traditional justification for building 
or servicing an incubator. In fact, 
by asking users what they want, a 
community may discover many other 
broadband needs and services that are 
valuable to gazelle companies.

In closing, what does economic 
development mean in your community? 
Is it time to revision? If so, how high- 
capacity, high-speed broadband fits in 
that discussion could be very important. 
Listen to your users – gazelle  employers 
in particular, not just the vocal Chamber 
of Commerce members – and see how 
and what type of capacity they desire. v

Ken Demlow is a sales representative for 
Beehive Industries, and Tom Chapman 
is vice president of Beehive. Beehive 
Industries provides asset, infrastructure 
and event management software 
that offers flexible tools for economic 
development and utilities, including fiber 
and telecom. Reach Ken at kdemlow@
beehiveindustries.com. 

RESOURCES

• The Kauffman Foundation, “Where Will the Jobs Come From?”  
(see especially p. 4): www.kauffman.org/what-we-do/research/ 
firm-formation-and-growth-series/where-will-the-jobs-come-from

• The Edward Lowe Foundation, Economic Gardening Program:  
http://edwardlowe.org/tools-programs/economic-gardening

• Center for Strategic Change: www.centerforstrategicchange.com
• Launch Fishers: http://launchfishers.com
• National Business Incubation Association: www.nbia.org
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