
Ten Years of Results

Deb Brown, SaveYour.Town



What is the Survey of 

Rural Challenges?



• Youth out-migration, 

• downtown decline, 

• workforce shortages and 

• struggles with local business marketing 

 

Persistent Challenges



The loss of young people 

Forest County,PA

Things kids said they want

photos by Deb 

Brown



Photo by Becky McCray

Idea 
Friendly 
Teens



Downtown Decline

Hominy OK Roofless building with arches photo by Becky McCray 



Colfax Mercantile

Business Incubator

photos by Sarah McKnightt



Old Way: 
Propose it 

to the board

Photo by Becky McCray

Propose to the board
Take a vote
Refer to subcommittee
Order a feasibility study
Expert reports back to 
subcommittee
They vote and sent to full board
Board votes
Add to 5 year plan



New Way: 
Start a 

homebrew group

Photo CC by Bill Erickson



Workforce

Photo from Unsplash

Photo by Deb Brown

702 kids and 400 were at risk in San Saba TX

Blue Collar Career Fair!

High demand, high paying jobs are out there 



Effective Marketing

Photo from 

Mohawk Towpath

Take good pictures and tell your story



Effective Marketing

Photo from 

Mohawk Towpath

Make the 
community 
a part of 
your 
business



Who’s your audience? 



Curb Appeal

Is marketing too

photo by Deb 

Brown



Signage



You can pee here. 



Change your 
windows more 
often.

Retail
Service
Empty Buildings

Photo from Rose Ellis Facebook page



Fast Moving Concerns

• The housing crisis, 
• lack of adequate childcare, and 
• lack of support for small 

businesses 



Housing Crisis

Rural Studio

Photo by Rural 

Studio



The big takeaway? If we want to solve rural 
housing shortages, we need creative, 
community-driven solutions like this-
ideas that challenge the status quo, work 
within local realities, and bring new 
partners to the table. 

Photos by Rural 
Studio.org



Grandpa built this!

Adaptive 
Reuse



Borden Hotel, Whitehall MT 

A feasibility study showed they needed 
apartments, community spaces, and retail.



Ioway and Sioux

Borden Hotel

Whitehall, MT

Historic tax credits would 
cover 25% of the costs
Financing the rest was 
possible because of rents of 
the spaces



Childcare

Parkview Pals

parkviewpointeseniorliving.co

m

photo shared by  
parkviewpointseniorliving.com



Lack of support for small businesses

“Chamber of Commerce only 

cares about the big money 

businesses/industry and is stuck 

in the 70's 80's way of doing 

business.”
photo by CWizner Pixabay



Support your local businesses



Not another pitch or loan
townsville queensland pitch night creative commons 

license



Slow Building Challenges

• The lack of volunteers, 

• The pressure from online 

competition on local businesses, and 

• The lack of usable commercial 

buildings have risen to greater 

importance. 



Volunteers - We are tired

photo by 

Canva



Kill the committees

photo by Bart Everson Green party committee 

meeting.jpg



Let go of control



Beating the Online Competition – 
Do the easy part first



Try something new

Be engaging, give an experience, local products

photos from Kevin’s Facebook 

page



Lack of usable 

buildings

Two solutions:

Shared spaces

Empty building registries
Marienville, 

PA

Empty lot and empty building, Ardmore, Oklahoma. Photo by Becky McCray



• natural resources, 

• strong social bonds, 

• a spirit of entrepreneurship, 

• a small but dedicated workforce 

• and action on broadband access.

Appreciating Assets



Natural 

resources

Do you have a list?

photo by Deb Brown



Connection to 

community

photo by Deb 

Brown



Workforce

photo by Andrew McCann in Carroll 

Times



Broadband

photo by Deb 

Brown

Rural broadband is no longer just a wish list item. With the right investment, 
leadership, and community focus, it can become a powerful asset that 
attracts new residents, supports local businesses, and opens up 
opportunities that were previously impossible. 



Demographic Shifts

photo by WaywardShinobi from Flickr



Newcomers 

             are part of the demographic shifts we are seeing.

Photo provided by Red Lodge Community Foundation



The External View

photo by way of Creative Commons from Virginia State Parks  @vastateparkstaff



Outside media, big government and agencies often 
have the wrong impression of what rural really is. 



Fresh local news



We take 

action

photo by Deb 

Brown



Culture

photo by Gregory 

Lakes



www.SurveyofRuralChallenges.com



Iowa State University 

said after a 20 year 

study, the small towns 

that will survive are 

those that are open to 

new ideas and have 

newcomers be a part of 

the decision making. 
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