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Introduction

How does a rural region, hit hard by declines in the tobacco, furniture, and textile 
industries of its heyday, transform itself into a hub of innovation and job growth in 
tech-based industries? 

In this second installment of our series on innovation-driven growth strategies 
in rural America, we will examine the nuts and bolts of how Southside, Virginia1 
transitioned from a declining agricultural economy to a hub of innovation in 
motorsports engineering, plant biology, polymers processing, and robotics.

Our first article, “Innovation Clusters: Leveraging Universities, Technology, and 
Education to Drive Rural Economic Growth,” introduced an innovative, tech-
nology-based economic development initiative and set forth the broad strokes of 
the initiative. In this second article, we delve into the details of the four-pronged 
regional innovation and economic growth strategy that has brought new jobs and 
industries to an aging agricultural region. 

In the sections that follow, we expand on the theory of economic change that 
drove investments in this model. We then detail these four main components of 
the strategy: 

•	Developing a new economic base
•	Attracting and developing an innovation economy workforce 
•	Making Southside Virginia a “destination location”
•	 Strengthening information, talent, and innovation networks 

We conclude with a few reflections. 

http://scienceprogress.org/2012/06/leveraging-universities-technology-and-education-to-drive-rural-economic-growth/
http://scienceprogress.org/2012/06/leveraging-universities-technology-and-education-to-drive-rural-economic-growth/
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Applying the theory of economic 
change to Southside Virginia

When we left off, we had introduced the background of Southside’s precari-
ous economic situation and the efforts being led by the Future of the Piedmont 
Foundation to revitalize the region.2 The combination of the foundation’s network 
and influence and its interest in having Virginia Tech work with the region in 
designing and implementing strategies for economic and community moderniza-
tion led to a transformational partnership. 

For Virginia Tech, the Future of the Piedmont Foundation offered access to the 
Southside region’s senior political leaders, the funding opportunities they influ-
enced, and a strategy around which to reshape its mission and programs for the eco-
nomic prosperity of Virginia’s regions. For the Foundation and Southside political 
leadership, Virginia Tech brought a highly regarded brand and credibility along with 
globally renowned faculty, facilities, and economic development expertise.

The partners developed a comprehensive, multidimensional innovation hub in 
Danville called the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research as the platform 
for this unique partnership. The organizing principle of the university-regional 
partnership was to leverage Virginia Tech’s contribution to the region by creating a 
place-based, regional innovation and talent hub in Southside, Virginia—some 125 
miles from the university’s campus in Blacksburg. 3

The model was based upon an economic development theory that combined the 
work of a variety of experts and practitioners, as Franklin and others4 observed:

The economic success of the United States depends on its collective ability to 
innovate.5 Attracting and producing talent in science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) disciplines increasingly has become a regional prerequisite to 
growing jobs, companies, and prosperity.6 Talent and innovation from research 
and development activity spill over into regions within a commuting distance, 
spawning new companies and economic growth.7 
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In order to participate in this economy, Americans need increased levels of 
postsecondary education, including access to career pathways leading to bacca-
laureate and advanced degrees.8 Cities, towns, and counties must think and act 
regionally to position collective efforts in economic sectors of opportunity.9 In this 
crucible, rural communities must face the challenge of not only aligning existing 
competitive assets but also developing new talent and innovation capacity neces-
sary to attain regional competence (to drive down a region’s negative attributes 
to avoid site selection elimination) and competitiveness (to develop differentiat-
ing regional competitive assets) in a rigorous, global economic competition. 

The theory assumed that building talent and innovation capacity were the critical 
steps forward. With Virginia Tech’s participation, the Institute for Advanced Learning 
and Research would qualify for research and development funding and become a 
vital center for graduate education in science and engineering fields. Virginia Tech 
would recruit an internationally competitive faculty for the Institute and design 
labs capable of attracting federal, state, and industry-sponsored research dollars to 
Southside. These research and graduate programs would anchor other programs, 
serving as a magnet to attract and develop entrepreneurial and technical talent.

The Institute would initiate a virtuous circle in which private interests interacted 
with publicly supported research and graduate education, which in turn con-
nected back to the university’s campus core in Blacksburg. This approach enabled 
the Institute to leverage Virginia Tech’s credibility in recruiting world-class 
researchers and generating new ideas to create an initial value proposition for 
private-sector interest and new job creation. 

By linking research and education programs with regional assets, the Institute 
would create the conditions for a talent and innovation ecosystem that would sup-
port new companies and jobs.

The industries that would stem from this work would either relocate from elsewhere 
to Southside or be incubated locally, taking advantage of the innovative ideas, inven-
tions, and newly minted talent spilling over into the region. The Institute’s research 
and development programs would also offer fee-based contract R&D, testing, and 
engineering services that would deliver innovation support to existing local firms, 
assisting their competitiveness and ability to grow and add jobs.10

In essence, the innovation program model suggested creating a mini-version of 
a research campus in a community 125 miles distant from the campus core in 
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Blacksburg. And while building a research campus in every region would not be 
feasible, creating one at scale offered a potential win/win opportunity for all of 
the partners. It aimed to enhance the economic viability of a rural region in an 
innovation-based, global economy while simultaneously benefiting the univer-
sity’s discovery, learning, and engagement missions.

The Institute would introduce a new approach for Virginia Tech to engage with 
distant communities. It would do so by shifting the focus from extending knowl-
edge discovered on campus to distributing its innovation capacity, faculty, and 
graduate students into the region of need. This latter capability represents the 
essence of a research university’s economic development potential in the current 
economy, and it offered a means for Virginia Tech to expand its influence into 
economic domains beyond agriculture—an area of traditional economic sophisti-
cation for the region. 

As such, the transformation goal envisioned an atmosphere rich with innovation 
and ingredients for a newly developed private economy. This would require the 
creative inputs normally present on campus to be designed as a sustainable set of 
activities that could create an innovative climate in Southside itself. 

If, metaphorically, innovation is viewed as fire built from creative efforts involved 
in the university’s missions of learning, discovery, and engagement, then traditional 
university extension and outreach are its radiated heat as knowledge is transferred 
from fire to field. The Institute for Advanced Learning and Research model would 
move beyond radiated heat to build a fire in the field, permitting creative combus-
tion, and the private economy it spawns, to occur in the targeted region.

We turn next to how these plans worked in practice.
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Virginia Tech’s engagement 
perspective—distributed 
economic development

The Institute for Advanced Learning and Research is not typical of university involve-
ment in economic development, which tends to focus on the special expertise and 
discoveries of the universities themselves. Customarily, technology transfer, affiliated 
research parks, incubators and accelerators, and workforce education and train-
ing programs are included in the university economic development mix. It is rare, 
however, when an institution of higher learning is able to apply its capacities across its 
programmatic and academic boundaries in a holistic engagement effort focused on a 
single region—particularly when that region is not in the university’s backyard. 

Framed by the theory that research universities can establish the critical precon-
ditions for regional economic success in the 21st century, Virginia Tech had an 
opportunity to apply its expertise across the board and, in the process, reinvent its 
approach to economic development by working at a systems level and across disci-
plines on a transformative regional prosperity solution. Motivated by its interest in 
updating its land-grant mission11 and broadening its research base, with new fund-
ing driven by Southside political effort, Virginia Tech agreed to deliver distributed 
research, education, and outreach programs that assisted Southside Virginia in 
shaping an innovation/technology-based regional development strategy.

Transforming an underdeveloped region into a competitor in the global economy 
required solving a series of problems simultaneously. Unemployment was unac-
ceptably high. Southside was hemorrhaging jobs and people. It was losing its 
economic base—tobacco and textiles—and brain drain was robbing it of entre-
preneurial talent from which to rebuild the economy. 

Understanding the complexities in this new role for Virginia Tech began with 
recognizing the purpose of the various programs designed to create a rural regional 
innovation and talent ecosystem, with the ultimate goal of developing a modern, 
diverse, and successful economic base. What program design could be transforma-
tive? Would it be possible to bring the economic multiplier effect of a university 
presence—caused by the spillover of many unintentional university benefits to eco-
nomic and community development—to a place so distant from the main campus? 
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The Institute’s mission, goals,        
and programs

The overall mission for the Institute was “to attract and develop technology and tal-
ent critical to Southside’s prosperity.”12 This mission took form in four primary goals: 

•	To foster the development of a new economic base 
•	To attract and develop an innovation economy workforce 
•	To create a destination location (for visitors, companies, talented residents, and 

new investors) 
•	To enable access to networks (beginning with information technology, talent, 

and innovation networks)13 

This framework drove the design of the Institute’s programs and guided the invest-
ment of millions of dollars (more than $80 million between 2001 and 2007) in 
research labs, distance learning classrooms, budget lines for faculty and staff, and 
facilities making up more than 160,000 square feet of space in its newly con-
structed, state-of-the-art building and other laboratories located in Southside.14

We’ll review each in turn.

Fostering a new economic base

By integrating three layers of programming—applied research labs, commercial 
testing and engineering services, and entrepreneurial support services—the strat-
egy sought to lay the foundation for innovation and entrepreneurship in targeted 
sectors. Let’s look at each in turn to demonstrate how the comprehensive, multidi-
mensional design served the goal of economic transformation.

Targeted applied research labs

Selectively engaging Virginia Tech’s research assets led to the establishment of 
unique research centers at the Institute. All of these research centers built upon the 
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existing economic assets of the Southside community—polymers companies, fallow 
fields and greenhouses, and motorsports tracks. Resources were to be developed 
over a multiyear period to establish local laboratories and recruit research faculty as 
well as to seek sponsored research programs in four targeted industries: motorsports 
engineering, plant biology, robotics, and polymers processing. 15

The criteria for establishing these distributed research centers were analogous 
to a three-legged stool, with each leg being represented by one of the following 
dimensions: 

•	An area of Virginia Tech research strength 
•	An existing Southside asset
•	An identified economic opportunity for the region with significant projected 

growth potential

Virginia Tech’s research strengths included polymers science, plant biology, and 
mechanical engineering. Rather than duplicate expertise or equipment already 
found at Virginia Tech, however, the Institute’s new innovation infrastructure 
built upon the strength in Southside and added value to Virginia Tech’s research 
infrastructure and portfolio.16

Each center also aligned with the economic base that remained in Southside, as 
well as an emerging economic opportunity that might be captured in Southside 
with a distinctive research and development capability. The following example 
illustrates how these elements came together in practice:

Southside had a concentration of polymers manufacturing, including a large 
Goodyear plant, blown film manufacturers, and several other firms representing 
elements in a plastics- and rubber-oriented supply chain. But a Research Triangle 
Institute feasibility study warned that this base of jobs – almost entirely com-
modity-based branch manufacturing -- was at risk within a decade without home 
offices or research and development assets that added value in product develop-
ment, allowing the plant location to be justified on more than a simple cost basis. 
Moving home offices to Southside was not feasible; however, building targeted 
research and development capacity was possible. Virginia Tech’s polymers science 
program was ranked in the top five nationally, so aligned well with Southside’s 
need for targeted research and development. 
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The Advanced and Applied Polymers Processing Institute, or AAPPI, in Southside 
focused on the more applied “polymer processing” research, which comple-
mented and strengthened the Blacksburg-based “polymers science” research. 
AAPPI’s programs targeted regional economic goals to stabilize and grow the 
region’s branch manufacturing jobs, as well as small and medium-sized enterprises 
through research partnerships, commercial testing and pilot scale-up services.

This strategy became known as “distributed research.” As the linchpin for the 
technology-based economic development design, distributed research absorbed 
considerable investment in both capital (for the research labs and equipment) and 
operating (for faculty and graduate students) dollars. While it replicated a traditional 
university-sponsored research model, it also represented a critical capacity build-
ing component. And as the catalyst for sparking in-region innovation spillovers and 
talent concentrations, it led to in-region research spending. Each center enhanced 
Virginia Tech’s research program’s competitiveness for merit-based federal research 
dollars by adding local assets to the university’s research capacity, graduate educa-
tion programs, and targeted private-sector development participation.17

Because of these distributed research centers, doctoral programs could be offered 
on-site in Southside Virginia. More than 15 research or tenure-track faculty on-
site hosted and provided oversight for graduate students and engineering manag-
ers. By late 2007, 37 scientists, graduate students, and engineers were based at 
the Institute, the majority of whom had significant experience in industry, held 
68 U.S. and international patents, and were attracted by the Institute’s economic 
transformation and commercialization focus. 

This science and engineering human capital provided the foundation for the 
Institute to attract research and development funding to be spent within commut-
ing distance of Southside,18 a critical measure for growing an innovation-based 
regional economy. It also provided a magnet for other entrepreneurial and techni-
cal talent from private-sector partners. As we noted in our first article:

As a result, the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research’s research facilities 
and faculty provided critical prerequisites required for on-site graduate educa-
tion and set the stage for an infusion of talent. This model created an interde-
pendent relationship between Danville and Blacksburg within Virginia Tech’s 
primary missions of teaching and research and brought dozens of scientists, 
engineers, and talented graduate students into Southside in priority economic 
sectors. By fusing targeted university-led distance/blended learning and distrib-

By late 2007, 

37 scientists, 

graduate students, 

and engineers 

were based at 

the Institute, 

held 68 U.S. and 

international 

patents, and were 

attracted by the 

Institute’s economic 

transformation and 

commercialization 

focus. 



9 Science Progress • www.scienceprogress.org | Planting Innovation in Rural America

uted research with economic and community development, an innovation and 
talent ecosystem was established in Southside Virginia.19

Related commercial testing and engineering services

The next step was to connect the new regional research programs to an innovation 
value chain in Southside. The objective was to attract companies into the region 
for contracted, day-use technical services that would bring them into contact with 
the resident expertise in the Institute’s applied research labs. 

This process also included linking selected basic and applied research labs from the 
Virginia Tech campus in Blacksburg with their applied research lab counterparts in 
Danville and other Southside locations. In turn, those collective research assets were 
focused on commercial applications important to the targeted industry clusters. 
Each of the Institute’s research centers included commercial testing and engineering 
services not normally associated with traditional university research activities.20

Just as a hospital’s emergency room refers patients to specialists, the Institute’s 
commercial testing and engineering services would put companies into contact 
with the faculty “specialists” in Virginia Tech-led applied research labs. Firms and 
entrepreneurs would be attracted to pilot scale-up facilities, commercial testing, 
prototyping, or engineering services for higher-order technical assistance for a fee. 
The research faculty became involved as more complex research and development 
needs were defined. For example: 

•	 In polymers science, the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research’s 
Advanced and Applied Polymers Processing Institute developed capabilities in 
the areas of polymer extrusion, basic and reactive compounding, and injection 
molding, as well as rheological, thermal, and chemical analysis of polymers and 
pilot scale-up capabilities. The Research Triangle Institute study identified local 
industry needs in partnership with Virginia Tech faculty leaders to align these 
services with market needs. 21

•	 In plant biology, with a focus on utilizing the empty tobacco fields, the Institute 
for Advanced Learning and Research’s Institute for Sustainable and Renewable 
Resources included the capabilities of biotechnology and tissues culture facili-
ties that provided intellectual and physical infrastructure for initiatives in bio-
fuels, new crops, and other commercially viable plant products. These services 
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supported tobacco farmers and nurseries, as well as a startup company that spun 
out of the institute to commercialize the new plant varieties.22

•	 In motorsports, Virginia Tech’s research strengths in performance engineer-
ing were combined with a world-class, technically demanding road course in 
Southside known as the Virginia International Raceway. The business model 
focused on performance testing. This combination led to the creation of the 
Virginia Institute for Performance Engineering and Research. With strengths 
in suspensions and virtual testing, and newly hired, on-site, faculty-designed 
labs, the institute attracted graduate students and generated industry-sponsored 
research contracts. Dodge, General Motors, NASCAR racing teams, and tire 
manufacturers represented the types of firms that used these services. 23

•	The concept for the Joint Unmanned Systems Testing, Engineering, and Research 
Center evolved from partnerships with U.S. Army and Under Secretary for 
Defense programs. These defense entities required a site with terrain variations 
that also had clear airspace and nearby waterways for the coordinated testing 
of autonomous land, air, and water vehicles. Virginia Tech faculty and federal 
program leaders designed unique test-site capabilities to test and characterize 
the capabilities of robotic unmanned vehicles. Defense contractors and U.S. 
Department of Defense programs served as the targeted sector for these services. 

Entrepreneurial support services

With the core innovation infrastructure in place, Southside was positioned to capi-
talize on the new technologies and entrepreneurial talent. Thus, the third element of 
the role of Virginia Tech and the Institute in creating Southside’s innovation ecosys-
tem was providing entrepreneurial support services focused on both “startup” and 
“economic gardening” strategies.24 Funding from the U.S. Economic Development 
Administration allowed the Institute to offer staff and programs supplying market 
research, capital access, and technology commercialization expertise to small com-
panies and entrepreneurs interested in growing their businesses in the region.

These business development programs constituted a complementary support 
system that leveraged the applied research and commercial testing to convert 
Southside’s assets into a new base of innovation-oriented local companies and 
jobs. The target populations for this program were the Institute’s new faculty 
and graduate students, as well as firms and entrepreneurs. In many cases, these 
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included small- and medium-sized manufacturers who also connected to other 
institute programs through these services.

Early evidence of economic impact

These kinds of regional economic initiatives are long-term investments, and the 
payoff is not always immediate or obvious. There are many good signs, however, 
that the Institute has had a positive impact on the region. 25

The Institute directly created 70 jobs, and today continues to serve as a magnet for 
talent and a symbol of a new economic future.

Danville and Pittsylvania County alone announced 6,000 new jobs between 2004 
and the end of 2007, and nearly 9,000 new jobs were created across the Institute’s 
six-county service region in this same period. The region’s job growth increased in 
2007, after more than a decade of declining numbers. 26

Through the Institute’s influence, three firms, two with a high-technology focus, 
chose the region for new enterprise, creating 800 jobs.27 Luna Nanoworks started 
a new division in Danville and hired nearly 20 employees with doctoral degrees. 
Applied Felts benefited from the Institute’s technical assistance, increasing plant 
safety and productivity enough to add 15 new jobs. 28

Research and development partnerships with local Corning and Goodyear facilities 
added value and stabilized those plant locations and jobs (Corning’s plant has since 
closed); General Motors committed to establishing a tire-testing location in partner-
ship with Virginia Tech; and the research relationships with Goodyear and GM 
provided university-driven research links back to the corporate R&D function. 29

Transforming a regional economy represents a long-term effort and these early 
successes are attributable to many factors beyond the establishment of the 
Institute for Advanced Learning and Research’s programs. This early evidence sug-
gests, however, that the Institute contributed to changing dynamics affecting the 
economic fortunes of Southside.
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Institute programs for attracting and developing an innovation 
economy workforce

The second goal of the Institute’s program model focused on fostering a new 
base of innovation economy workers and entrepreneurial talent. The propor-
tion of adults over age 25 in Southside with a bachelor’s degree was less than 10 
percent—among the lowest of any region in Virginia. This presented a daunting 
demographic challenge to the innovation-based development strategy. This effort 
needed to go beyond simply educating the existing students differently. Strategies 
to attract and retain brainpower needed to converge with those focused on devel-
oping talent if the IALR was going to be successful.

The holistic approach to the Institute’s development strategy recognized that 
reversing Southside’s brain drain meant encouraging the talent to stick to the 
place. “Talent stickiness” drove the Institute’s second principal metric (increasing 
R&D spending in the region was the first): increasing the number of adults with a 
college education who lived and worked in Southside.30

For this to occur, the “talent” had to choose to live in Southside, and this choice 
hinged on two major factors: finding satisfactory employment and perceiving 
Southside as a good place to live. As a result, economic, workforce, education, and 
community development strategies became interdependent and co-related. As our 
earlier article pointed out, it is not only the technology in technology-based rural 
development that matters. It is everything else. 

The applied research and graduate education opportunities would serve as a 
magnet for this new high-level cohort of brainpower, but quality of life and a good 
job would be required to keep them there. In other words, the talent ecosystem—
attracting, developing, and retaining talent—had to be developed in parallel to the 
innovation ecosystem, all of which relied on a quality, connected place. 31

The reasoning behind the model was fairly straightforward. Human capital drives 
the innovation economy and its high-paying jobs. Research universities concen-
trate brainpower near their campuses and labs because the billions of dollars in 
federal and industry research dollars that flow to them provide funding to attract 
highly qualified graduate students. Graduates in science, technology, engineering, 
and math, or STEM, fields represent a small proportion, roughly 5 percent, of col-
lege graduates, but they are given credit for generating nearly 50 percent of United 
States economic growth over the second half of the 20th century.32
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Not surprisingly, the Institute focused on growing the number of college gradu-
ates from STEM fields who lived and worked in Southside. Hence, its program 
model integrated three primary objectives for achieving this goal: 

1. Attracting graduate students 
2. Creating academic pathways 
3. Expanding STEM enrichment programs

Let’s look at each briefly in turn.

Attracting graduate students

The Institute’s faculty and labs funded research experiences that enabled Virginia 
Tech to offer highly technical, in-region graduate education opportunities to its 
students. This provided the momentum to reverse Southside’s brain drain. Once 
there, these graduate students provided a workforce important to the success of 
the Institute’s research centers. They also represented a potential asset—entre-
preneurial talent—critical to rebuilding the economy and starting, growing, and 
attracting companies in Southside.33

These students all lived in Southside while studying at the Institute and repre-
sented the top echelon of graduate students. One mechanical engineering Ph.D. 
candidate, for instance, chose the Institute over the likes of Michigan, Cal-
Berkeley, and Penn State because of the quality of its faculty and labs, as well as 
the relevance supplied by its partnerships with the private sector.34 

Creating academic pathways 

Attracting and retaining graduate students would be a jolt to jump-start the talent 
ecosystem; first, however, local brainpower had to be developed to reverse the 
effects of out-migration and brain drain. This effort involved the existing schools 
of all levels, from primary through master’s education, focusing on aligning the tal-
ent development system with the vision for a diversified economy in Southside. 35

Faculty at Virginia Tech and the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research 
developed course offerings for regional primary-level through masters-level 
educators and targeted cutting-edge curricular information and pedagogy in the 
sciences, biotechnology, and information technology.36
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From 2001 to 2007, 885 regional educators participated in Virginia Tech or 
Institute-sponsored programs. Southside public school systems, community 
colleges, and four-year institutions began to align their curricula with the indus-
try sectors targeted by the Virginia Tech/Institute for Advanced Learning and 
Research distributed research efforts. Pittsylvania County public schools strength-
ened their pre-engineering math curricula. The Danville Public School system, 
in partnership with Virginia Tech and NASA Langley, won an $8 million magnet 
school grant that funded curricular tracks in aerospace, information technology, 
and biotechnology at the elementary and secondary levels, including founding the 
new Galileo High School. Nearby Halifax County public schools created industry-
aligned academies in their high schools, including one focused on motorsports.

A Southside education council of K–12 systems, regional community colleges, 
and Virginia universities promulgated conversations about articulating curricula 
across institutions, maximizing credit transfer, and providing industry-aligned 
certificates as stepping stones in a targeted set of academic pathways. As a result, a 
pipeline of students began to have the opportunity to take STEM classes in high 
school that prepared them for postsecondary coursework, particularly in the four 
targeted industry sectors of motorsports engineering, plant biology, robotics, and 
polymers processing. 37 

Cases in point: Patrick Henry and Danville Community Colleges each offered 
two-year programs in motorsports. Old Dominion University, through the New 
College in Martinsville, offered a technology bachelor’s degree focused on motor-
sports. Virginia Tech’s Mechanical Engineering faculty leading the performance 
engineering and robotics research centers produced graduates with master’s 
degrees and doctorates. By elevating visibility for this mix of existing and new 
offerings, a talent pipeline was developed. These academic pathways aligned with 
the targeted industry sectors and formed a loosely-coupled system capable of 
producing highly skilled workers across the employment continuum for each of 
Southside’s key industries.

STEM enrichment programs

Dozens of Institute outreach programs targeted additional regional populations in 
order to build competency and a new culture around the STEM knowledge and 
skills needed for regional economic transformation.
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In addition to the programs for educators mentioned above, the Institute’s efforts 
targeted the region’s youth and displaced adult workers through informal science 
education (science and technology summer camps, math and computer literacy pro-
grams, and field trips). Businesses, community organizations, nonprofits, and tech-
nology leaders were encouraged to invest in and empower communities through 
community capacity building (minority leadership programs and computer refur-
bishing for disadvantaged citizens); adult education (using information technology, 
e-commerce, and technology conferences); and many other programs.

To provide a sense of the scale of these programs, from 2001 to 2007:

•	More than 2,320 K-12 students participated in camps, labs, and workshops
•	More than 9,100 participants across the service region took part in Institute-

sponsored programs, workshops, courses, internships, and seminars
•	 115 business owners and employees were trained to upgrade technology skills 

and incorporate e-commerce into their businesses. 38

Institute programs for creating a destination location

Southside’s predominant narrative prior to the Future of the Piedmont was one of 
decline. Plant closings, unemployment, and population loss dominated.

The third goal of creating a destination location involved not only getting outsid-
ers and businesses to visit but also offering amenities and symbols of a renewed 
region worthy of attracting back native sons and daughters and making Southside 
a place of choice once more. The objectives related to this goal included:

1. Enhancing quality of life and amenities 
2. Increasing business traffic to the region 
3. Attracting and retaining talent and brainpower

Let’s examine each of these goals and the subsequent accomplishments in turn.

Quality of life 

Pride of place remained a regional asset since many still recalled when the 
region’s tobacco and industrial base made it one of the wealthiest places in 
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Virginia. While times had changed, the stunning architecture and setting of 
the Institute building itself made a significant first statement in shaping a new 
narrative about high technology and quality of life in the region. With Virginia 
Tech’s help, the building was designed to be a living lab for information technol-
ogy and offered leading-edge telecommunications and information technology 
infrastructure, services, and programs.39

The programs reached beyond the industry sectors targeted for development to 
address other critical aspects of the region. As reported above, Virginia Tech and 
the Institute’s programs focused on building the region’s civic infrastructure as 
its work in the K-18 education, nonprofit, technology, and local business sectors 
attest. The health care sector also benefited. The Institute hosted programs from 
the University of Virginia and Virginia Commonwealth University to address 
nursing shortages, while Virginia Tech’s new medical school adopted the Danville 
hospital as a clinical location. Virginia Tech’s College of Architecture assisted in 
new community design concepts for Danville’s downtown and river’s edge.

These examples and many others—as several Virginia universities engaged in 
strengthening the region’s civic economy40—demonstrated the value of aligning 
many diverse factors to rebuild a foundation for quality of life.

Bringing in business traffic 

The objective of increasing business traffic grew from the notion that if businesses 
visited the region, a few might relocate and many others would spread the word about 
Southside’s new assets and energy. The principal tools the Institute had for becoming 
a magnet for business visitors included conferencing facilities, unique commercial 
testing facilities, and the research expertise of the Virginia Tech faculty. The Institute 
Conference Center brought visitors to the region and hosted major events (53,871 
conference participants and 116 statewide events from 2004 to 2007). In fiscal year 
2006 more than 150 out-of-region businesses visited the Institute. 41

Attracting and retaining the best and brightest to the region 

Additional activities included targeting young professionals and addressing issues 
of inclusion for minorities. The Institute worked with the regional chamber of 
commerce to form a young professionals (under age 35) networking organization. 
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Many of the Institute’s new hires and graduate students joined with others to cre-
ate social connections helpful to making this demographic sticky to the region. 

In a region with a history of racial disharmony, the Institute partnered with the 
local African American community to create Southside Community Advocates for 
Learning Excellence, United for Progress (known as SCALE UP), which focused 
on building strong links with the minority community to close the region’s 
achievement gap.

SCALE UP had the effect of increasing representation by minorities in regional 
leadership on the boards of the Institute, Future of the Piedmont Foundation, 
and Danville Regional Foundation (a $200 million regional charity). Both of 
these thrusts—building community among young professionals and empowering 
minorities—symbolized efforts to rewrite Southside’s narrative about who was 
valued in the region.42

Institute programs for enabling access to networks

The fourth Institute program goal focused on enabling access to networks and 
social capital in other places. Virginia Tech and the Institute joined the region’s 
political leadership in connecting Southside to new innovation networks, financial 
networks, business networks, and technology networks. 

At the most tangible level, Virginia Tech provided the vision and design for 
the gigabit Ethernet backbone infrastructure known as eDan/e-58, which we 
described in our first article. Its influence, however, went beyond that vital techno-
logical contribution.

As its headquartered companies had declined, Southside had lost its connections 
to innovation and product development. Danville had been a key intersection for 
the global tobacco and textile trade, with resident knowledge and expertise for 
those industries in research and development, global markets, policy, finance, and 
legal issues. With the scaling back of tobacco and textile companies, so went the 
networks and capacity to rebuild through innovation and technology advances.

One of the most critical and least-recognized roles of a research university is its 
access to rich, extensive social networks. The Institute’s program model recog-
nized that Virginia Tech’s long-term value and commitment to the region grew 
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from a strong connection to the university’s core mission and strengths: research 
and graduate education. By supporting the Institute’s development, Southside 
leveraged Virginia Tech’s institutional (policy, information technology, and 
management) and research (technical relationships with numerous industry and 
government innovation brokers) networks with players interested in the region’s 
development and assets.
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Reflections on the model

Partnership has emerged as the new byword in economic development, but 
building partnerships with universities presents some daunting obstacles. The 
organizational design of universities still owes much to the medieval, ivory-tower 
legacy—walling them off from society and protecting the prerogatives of their aca-
demic departments to design curricula and teach students. Although this narrow 
academic focus aligns with universities’ tuition-bearing mission, the ivory tower 
favors preservation over innovation

It has become commonplace among more innovative universities to go outside 
the traditional academic and administrative structures in order to create multidis-
ciplinary partnerships. The result has been the creation of nonacademic, indepen-
dent research centers, research parks, joint ventures, and so forth.

What distinguishes the Virginia Tech/Institute for Advanced Learning and 
Research relationship is that this new institution is not the creature of the uni-
versity like many “independent” research centers. Virginia Tech was willing to 
risk sharing the governance and decision making of the Institute for Advanced 
Learning and Research with the community and regional leaders by means of an 
independent Board of Trustees, on which Virginia Tech served with others.43

Focusing public expenditures on regional needs

Virginia Tech’s influence in the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research, 
however, went well beyond a place on the Board of Trustees. From 2000 to 2004 
Virginia Tech invested an estimated $3 million to 5 million in soft costs to estab-
lish the Institute;44 the founding executive and senior directors of the Institute 
(co-authors Tim Franklin and Nancy Franklin) were Virginia Tech employees 
assigned to the Institute and Southside full time; and there was a strong linkage 
between the Institute, the Future of the Piedmont Foundation, and Virginia Tech.
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The true independence of the Institute for Advanced Learning and Research was 
its status as a standalone fiscal agent with the power to seek and expend grant 
funding. It was this power that gave the region such a strong voice in operating the 
Institute and made it atypical of university-related research centers.

The ability to seek and expend grant funding allowed the Institute to serve as an 
institutional broker of innovative partnerships. So, for example, Old Dominion 
University aerospace engineers who specialized in auto aerodynamics and Virginia 
Tech mechanical engineers who were experts on auto suspension dynamics com-
bined to create the Virginia Institute for Performance Engineering and Research, 
or VIPER, a performance-engineering center.

The partnership with the two universities (and the involvement of other organiza-
tions, including Goodyear, Dodge Motorsports, General Motors, NASA Langley, 
and Harley Davidson) led to a substantial investment by the Virginia Tobacco 
Indemnification and Community Revitalization Commission in an eight-post 
shaker rig and a driving simulator. Each of these large, highly instrumented pieces 
of equipment could be programmed to simulate many of the world’s racetracks. 
A race car could be strapped to the shaker rig, and its suspension fine-tuned with 
precise adjustments, while the rig’s giant pneumatic posts simulated the surface 
and air dynamics affecting the cars performance over a particular track.

The Institute also raised and invested substantial federal funding in a perfor-
mance-testing lab operated by Old Dominion University. These new performance-
engineering assets permitted the establishment of state-of-the-art commercial 
testing facilities, which allowed racing teams to come to Southside to set up their 
suspensions for nearly all U.S. tracks and to adjust the aerodynamics to maximize 
any car’s speed.

The Institute’s brokering role also allowed the university faculty to remain focused 
on the discovery of new knowledge. The routine application of existing expertise 
was performed by engineers hired by the Institute who managed the commercial 
testing and engineering services activities. Since such testing and services work is 
given little or no credit in faculty tenure and promotion decisions, the partnership 
model allowed university faculty to participate in a holistic economic development 
effort without taking on responsibilities that would not be valued within academia. 
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Conclusion 

What does this story of “distributed economic development” teach us about the role 
of universities in economic development in rural regions? What implications does 
this new relationship between Virginia Tech and a region located some 125 miles 
distant tell us about a new role for university involvement in economic development?

First, it redefines the traditional relationship between a campus and distant loca-
tions. No longer confined to intellectual property and technology transfer notions 
of economic development, distributed economic development allows universities 
(especially public institutions) to expand their mission of economic development 
while simultaneously making new assets available for their teaching and research 
missions. Or, in other terms, the strategies we’ve examined here demonstrate the 
potential for universities to “project” their economic influence further than previ-
ously thought practical, through innovative focus linking the often siloed factors 
of economic development, education and workforce training, technology, and 
small business assistance.

Second, it creates win-win opportunities for regions and universities. Much of 
the political leverage to secure funding for the Institute for Advanced Learning 
and Research derived from the influence of regional leaders previously not in the 
university’s orbit. One of the basic foundations of the Virginia Tech/Institute 
for Advanced Learning and Research relationship was an understanding that the 
programmatic work in Southside would be funded by new money not obtained 
from existing university budgets or taken from existing university funding sources. 
For the region, the large-scale involvement of a research university created the 
opportunity to pursue a heretofore unavailable economic development strategy 
that would both bring new investment into the region and create innovation and 
human resources ecosystems to help it compete in the global economy.

Third, and perhaps most compelling, is the creation of pathways to innovation for 
both the region and the university. Southside was clearly at a dead end, incapable 
of competing in the high value-added, global marketplace that is the root of well-
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paying jobs and rising living standards in advanced economies. A major presence 
by a research university opened up the possibility of transforming the regional 
economy that, in the past, was provided by recruiting large employers seeking low-
wage labor markets. From the university perspective, the Institute for Advanced 
Learning and Research provided new openings for the advancement and com-
mercialization of university research, greater opportunities for graduate students, 
and an unprecedented chance to apply its resources in a holistic, boundary-free 
economic development initiative.

Nothing we have written should suggest that it was easy for Virginia Tech to 
participate in distributed economic development in Southside. It demanded, first 
and foremost, a commitment from the university president. This commitment had 
to be accompanied by an innovation-oriented culture within the university that 
allowed for risk taking and experimentation, and, above all, recognition that the 
university was not a fortress defending itself against outside incursions but a force 
for change both within and beyond its walls.

Though it was a difficult process, these efforts have had a tangible impact. The 
assumption of the inevitable decline of Southside has been replaced by a culture of 
innovation and hope. The low-wage, commodity production economy has begun 
to be replaced by high-wage job creation and talent retention. And a decade-long 
decline in employment has reversed course. 

Above all then, it seems this case demonstrates the potential for tangible regional 
economic impact through the careful coordination of educational, workforce, 
technology, and economic development programs. In this case, the funding was 
secured with help from the Future of Piedmont Foundation. Substantial public 
investment was leveraged to encourage and empower this bottom-up, regional, 
and innovation-driven development strategy. Collaboration and boundary break-
ing are the keys to building global competitiveness, in regions. In our next essay, 
we will address what the Southside experience can teach us about how federal 
policy might support regions across the country.

This essay is the second in a short series linking the lessons learned in Southside Virginia 
to the challenges of strategy in rural economic development. The next article in the series 
will cover the critical role of leadership and culture change, the resources and sustain-
ability strategies needed for success, and the policy challenges for transformative regional 
engagement in the rural United States.
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