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This report sets out learning gained from a review 
of eight international case studies of ‘turnaround 
towns’. We do not advocate directly importing 
the approaches taken internationally to towns 
in the UK and Ireland, but we believe the cases 
do offer significant insights that can inform the 
approaches that we take to town development 
here. Important themes include:

1. Having a story that residents –  
and others – know 

The towns we looked at all have a sense of 
purpose which is clear to the community. 
This then translates into a ‘story’ about the 
town that is held in common by its residents 
and others. Duluth appreciates its location 
on Lake Superior, and is ‘just the right size’ 
to attract young professionals to base 
themselves there (and also the businesses 
that want to employ them). Allentown’s 
story is that it is in the process of reviving its 
downtown and its post-industrial riverbank. 
Paducah has effected a major turnaround 
by turning itself into the home of a vibrant 
arts and small business community. The 
‘Tupelo Story’ became internationally 
known as the unlikely poor Mississippi town 
that, with decades of focused effort, beat 
all the trends and stereotypes to become 
sustainably prosperous.

These examples align closely with the 
principles established in the new World 
Towns Framework. The first of these 
principles highlights the ‘uniqueness of 
place’ and commits to supporting ‘the 
unique characteristics of each town and 

urban district, the “DNA of place”, to engage 
communities, business and institutions in 
driving forward their future, and to address 
the plural and distinctive set of challenges 
facing these unique places’.

The enthusiasm can shine through in the 
telling of these stories. One local resident 
described his town as follows: 

 Oamaru is a bustling little town. The 
cafes and restaurants are busy, and, 
even with winter approaching, there are 
still some tourists roaming the streets, 
lined with their extraordinary collection 
of Victorian stone architecture. It’s not 
just the buildings, there are the little 
blue penguins and steampunk. Oamaru, 
New Zealand capital of steampunk! But 
many people believe that what’s really 
making this town buoyant is irrigation....
water makes this town tick.  51

51 Oamaru resident, Infrastructure Evidence Base Refresh – Nation-
al Infrastructure Unit, New Zealand Govt, March 2015

4. Conclusions from our research

The places where we live have a significant impact on our wellbeing. In the UK and 
Ireland, where two-thirds of people live in small and medium sized towns, the status of 
our towns is important.
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Also clear to residents is the town’s history, 
its purpose and role over time, and how that 
has changed. Three years into his American 
Futures journey around the towns of 
America, the Atlantic’s James Fallows wrote: 
‘Successful [towns] have stories... as with 
guiding national myths, the question is not 
whether these assessments seem precisely 
accurate to outsiders. Their value is in giving 
citizens a sense of how today’s efforts are 
connected to what happened yesterday and 
what they hope for tomorrow.’52

These stories morph into what the town is 
‘known for’, and into how it sells itself to 
visitors. Some places try to go straight for 
the latter, which might increase tourism, but 
which rarely transforms the overall fortunes 
of the town on its own.53

2. Addressing economic challenges

We found that the most successful 
towns have a realistic approach to the 
sustainability of their economic base, and 
work through economic challenges rather 
than around them. We found many stories 
that focused exclusively on, for example, 
environmental sustainability. However, if 
local economic sustainability is not secured, 
local livelihoods are not safeguarded.

It’s important to note here that no town 
focused solely on their economy – they 
also worked on improving the experience of 
living in the town for residents. To provide 
for both the material and psychological 
needs of their residents, a thriving town has 
to do many things at once, from offering 
reasonably secure livelihoods, to creating a 
sense of identity and social connection.

However, ignoring economic challenges 
does not give a sustainable answer to where 

52 Eleven Signs a City Will Succeed, The Atlantic, March 2016

53 Reviving Small Towns: America the Creative, The Economist 19 
Dec 2006: “In 1992 Hidalgo, a south Texas town, decided to 
capitalise on its site in the migration path of the dreaded African 
killer bees. The town boldly erected a 20-foot-long statue of a 
bee, made from fibreglass and steel, and was promptly dubbed 
the ‘Killer Bee Capital of the World’. Tourists flocked in.”

people’s livelihoods are going to come from, 
in the near or medium-term. Our case study 
towns understood changing conditions and 
worked to reinvent their economic bases if 
necessary.
Tupelo and Douglas are clear examples of 
the success of this approach in the face 
of economic trends that could have left 
the towns behind. Tupelo’s relentless focus 
on economic development is now many 
decades long, backed up by a focus on 
education and skills. Douglas has a three-
pronged economic development approach: 
recruiting a diverse range of industrial 
employers; supporting and nurturing small-
business entrepreneurs; and developing a 
new generation of leaders who understand 
economic development. When it comes to 
recruiting specific industries, the town’s goal 
is to attract a diverse range of companies 
that pay reasonable living wages. ‘We 
don’t go out of our way to land minimum 
wage jobs,’ said Luke Morgan, Economic 
Development Authority (EDA) president.54

Many of our case study towns also 
deliberately sought to diversify their 
local economy to help make it resilient 
against economic shocks or downturns. 
Douglas works on homegrown business 
entrepreneurship, as well as seeking to 
attract employers from out of the area, 
and Duluth is ‘now a full-fledged business 
hub, attracting tech companies, medical 
providers, law firms and companies of all 
kinds’.55 The Deputy Mayor of Oamaru was 
keen to emphasise that their local economy 
had transformed in the past 10 to 15 years, 
from relying on just three companies, to 
a wider range of locally-based businesses 
and new tourism income. Allentown is 
working on its ‘walkable manufacturing’ and 
incubators, as well as drawing big employers 
to the newly-revitalised downtown. Mayor 
Gayle Kaler of Paducah describes her town 
as: ‘A regional hub for health, education, 
and business. But Paducah also is a creative 

54 Interview in Paducah Life, January/February 2014

55 Duluth finds the right formula: Natural beauty, strong workforce 
brings in the business, Minnesota Real Estate Journal, March 
23rd, 2015
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community with a variety of artists ranging 
from internationally-known painters to 
students who are just learning a craft.’56

3. Local leaders driving change

Our turnarounds happened because local 
people used local assets to make things 
happen. According to Vaughn Grisham, who 
has studied the Tupelo experience in depth, 
this contrasts with another type of effort that 
is rarely successful – where small town leaders 
expect solutions to come from government. 
‘Usually, that is going to sit on some 
bureaucrat’s desk, and nothing happens... if 
something gets done, it is going to be because 
you do it. No-one cares that much about the 
community except those people who live there 
or used to live there.’ Back in the 1950s, local 
newspaper editor George McLean distributed 
a leaflet which included the phrase: ‘There 
is no Santa Claus at the State Capital, State 
College, or Washington. If you want the job 
done, you will have to do it yourself.’ 57

Local leaders can access and use external 
resources, but in none of our case studies did 
the story start outside the town itself.

These local leaders do not need to conform 
to traditional notions of ‘leadership’. Vaughn 
Grisham, writing about the Tupelo story, refers 
to them as ‘catalysts’, whose most important 
skill was making connections between people. 
Grisham also found that they often come 
in pairs, making them more resilient: ‘These 
individuals provided support in the most trying 
of times. When burnout affected one, the 
other was there to be a cheerleader.’58

Grisham argues that community leaders – or 
catalysts – need not be charismatic, politically 
savvy, or exceptionally creative. He gives 
the example of an accountant who took the 
Tupelo story to his hometown of Morrilton 

56 Interview in Paducah Life, January/February 2014

57 Small Town Success Stories Can Serve as Models for Others, 
Mississippi Business, October 2004

58 Extraordinary Results in Ordinary Communities, Vaughn Grisham, 
Kettering Institute, 2010

and became one of the community leaders 
there: ‘Shy and low-key, Barry McKuin seems 
an unlikely crusader. His wife still remembers 
how his excitement surprised her when he 
came home and told her about hearing 
Grisham for the first time. “It was striking,” she 
says, because “he never gets excited about 
anything.” Nevertheless, he has been able 
to draw others to the vision in Morrilton. He 
has no charisma but everyone trusts him.’59 
Meanwhile, in Duluth, Mayor Don Ness said 
in a 2012 profile that he had always been 
a little awkward and ‘too boring’ for higher 
office, joking that: ‘I have the nerd vote locked 
down.’60

These leaders may not set out to be high-
profile, but people in town can name who they 
are. The Atlantic’s American Futures project’s 
James Fallows comments: ‘A standard 
question we’d ask soon after arrival [in a town] 
was: “Who makes this town go?” The answers 
varied widely. Sometimes it was a mayor or 
a city-council member. Sometimes it was a 
local business titan or real estate developer. 
Sometimes a university president or professor, 
a civic activist, an artist, a saloon-keeper, a 
historian, or a radio personality. In one city in 
West Virginia, we asked a newspaper editor 
this question, and the answer turned out to be 
a folk musician who was also a civic organiser. 
What mattered was that the question had an 
answer. And the more quickly it was provided, 
the better shape the town was in.’ 61

In many cases, local leadership was 
complemented by strong local engagement. 
In Tupelo, this goes right back to the beginning 
when Rural Community Development Councils 
were established, which then fostered more 
widely distributed local leadership by setting 

59 Extraordinary Results in Ordinary Communities, Vaughn Grisham, 
Kettering Institute, 2010 

60 Duluth Mayor Don Ness won’t run again, Star Tribune October 
12th, 2014. When Ness announced he would not seek a third 
term, he wrote that he planned to turn off his phone and head to 
the woods with his wife and three young children, and would not 
be available for comment… If I thought for a moment that my 
role was necessary for our continued success, I would run again. 
But it’s not. The progress we’ve made as a city continues because 
it’s based on the strengths of our city and efforts of thousands – 
the mayor is just one of many…”

61 Eleven Signs a City Will Succeed, The Atlantic, March 2016
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up neighbourhood groups of 10 to 12 families, 
drawing virtually the whole community in. 
In Douglas, when American Insulated Wire 
was searching for a new site, the Chamber of 
Commerce organised a welcoming event for 
the visiting executives. With only 24 hours’ 
notice, the town got 500 Douglas residents 
out to the local airport to welcome the 
executives as they walked off the airplane. The 
company decided to settle in Douglas and, 
according to a company executive: ‘What sold 
us on Douglas was the people.’62

These two towns also understand the 
importance of training future local leaders: 
‘Similar to a sports team, every community 
must have bench strength.’63 Douglas’s 
‘Leadership Coffee’ programme gives 
participants hands-on learning experience 
in government, education and the practice 
of economic development at the local, 
regional and state levels. Graduates of the 
programme become leaders on local boards 
and commissions. In Tupelo, the Jim Ingram 
Community Leadership Institute trains their 
next generation of leaders. The programme 
provides orientation issues including economic 
and community development, education, 
health care and local government, as well as 
training in leadership skills.

62 Small Towns, Big Ideas: Case Studies in Small Town Economic 
Community Development, Will Lamb, University of North Caroli-
na School of Government and North Carolina Rural Development 
Centre, 2008

63 David Rumbarger, CDF president and CEO, quoted in Young 
Leaders Carry On the Tupelo Story, Livability.Com. May 12 2014

4. Cross-sector collaboration

Cross-sector collaboration was apparent 
right across the case studies. In his many 
years of telling the Tupelo story, Vaughn 
Grisham frequently made a distinction 
between leaders and leadership: a leader 
is the person and leadership involves their 
relationships, and the ‘Tupelo Spirit’ is 
found in the relationships. In Douglas, the 
Economic Development Authority shares 
offices with the Chamber of Commerce, and 
the EDA’s board’s seven members consist of 
three appointed members from the town, 
three from the county and the Chamber of 
Commerce’s executive. In Paducah, artists 
got together with the town’s planners and 
the local bank to come up with the Artist 
Relocation Programme. In Oamaru, the 
District Council co-funded irrigation and 
tourism investments with the private sector. 
In Allentown, local and state politicians 
worked with developers to set up the 
Neighbourhood Investment Zone.

These last two lessons are reflected in the 
recent World Towns Agreement, which 
includes the principle: Great Relationships 
with Blurred Boundaries: We recognise that 
great towns and urban districts have great 
economic and social relationships. These 
relationships foster collaboration, based 
on shared outcomes. We recognise that 
successful places will embrace the blurring, 
bridging and fusion of the traditional 
boundaries between public, commercial, and 
community sectors.64 

Common cause across boundaries often 
results in a strong sense of pragmatism, 
particularly where mayors have a lot of 
executive authority. More common in the 
US, these are known as ‘strong mayor’ 
systems. The power of mayors like Michael 
Bloomberg in New York and Rahm Emanuel 
in Chicago to carry out major change is 
now well-known (the congestion charge in 
London only became possible when a mayor 
could do it). This is not limited to big cities, 

64 World Towns Agreement, World Towns Leadership Summit, 2016



33Turnaround Towns: International evidence

though. The former mayor of Duluth said he 
could ‘just get on with it’: 

 Being a mayor, especially in a “strong 
mayor” system, gives you tremendous 
opportunities... It’s a job that requires – 
and allows – you to create and implement 
a tangible agenda. You can carry that out 
in a way that most positions in American 
politics just don’t permit.  

Touring towns around America, including 
Duluth and Allentown (which also has a 
strong mayor system) James Fallows wrote 
that, at the town level, politics and policy-
making ‘can seem practical-minded, non-
ideological, future-oriented, and capable of 
compromise’.65

5.	 Being	flexible	and	finding	the	right	
path to success

Though all the journeys started within the 
towns themselves, they all followed different 
routes. Tupelo focused hard on education 
and economic development in the town 
and the county over many years, while the 
situation in Haven Acres turned around as 
a result of grassroots community activism. 
This led to productive partnerships between 
the residents, the council and the police. 
Douglas balances recruiting large, out-
of-town employers with nurturing home-
grown entrepreneurs. A ‘strong mayor’ in 
Duluth had to focus on fiscal matters to 
get the city’s budget back on a sustainable 
footing, while selling the town’s comparative 
advantages to employers, entrepreneurs and 
tourists.

A partnership of local politicians and 
business leaders persuaded Pennsylvania 
to make exceptions to its tax laws to allow 
it to attract business downtown again. 
Paducah worked to revitalise derelict 
historic downtown district and invited 
artists in to help upgrade the area. They 
have been rewarded with tourism income 

65 The Atlantic: Why Cities Work Even When Washington Doesn’t, 
The Case for Strong Mayors.

and a UNESCO designation. In Australia, a 
small, non-profit organisation in Newcastle 
examined tenancy regulations and figured 
out a way to get the empty Central Business 
District buzzing again. It has transformed 
Newcastle’s sense of itself in the process. In 
New Zealand, realising that Oamaru would 
only thrive if the surrounding rural area did 
well, the district council, as well as investing 
in tourism infrastructure in town, went 
into partnership with farmers to invest in 
irrigation.

6. Committing to the long term

Many of our case study towns have been 
working on the sustainability of their towns 
for many years. It is over 30 years since 
Duluth saw its population hit rock bottom 
and start to recover. The Deputy Mayor 
of Oamaru speaks of a 20 year timescale. 
Allentown and Newcastle are still in process. 
Tupelo started its journey in the late 1930s, 
and is still working hard to change. 

 Tupelo has been at this for decades 
and probably did not have very much to 
show for its efforts in the first five years. 
Persistence is key.  66

66 Better Together: Restoring the American Community by Putnam, 
Feldstein, and Cohen, Simon and Schuster, 2004
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