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Purpose Outline
• Provide an overview of the Illinois 

Institute for Rural Affairs (IIRA).

• Discuss connection between 

Illinois demographic change and 

economic development.

• Connect our work to the IBHE 

Faculty Advisory Council’s 2019 

position paper:

o Higher Education Benefits Us All.

1. Context for Rural Development.

2. Overview of the IIRA.

3. Strategies for Rural Development:

o Local

o State

o Federal

4. Conclusion and Discussion.
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1. Geographic Context
• Rural community challenges:

o Decades of rural depopulation
o Youth outmigration
o Aging population
o Digital divide
o Declining tax base
o Health care access issues
o Educational access issues
o Main Street Economy
o Loss of anchor institutions
o Rural and urban manufacturing and

workforce development challenges

• Farm Belt and Rust Belt.
o Struggled since the 1980s (or longer)
o What are the options?
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2. IIRA: Push Back Against the Negative Narrative
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• Easy to point out needs of rural communities and Rustbelt cities.

• Can we help places identify their assets?

o Help communities adopt a “Glass half full” mentality.

• ABCD or Asset-Based Community Development.

o Goal: Help places design and implement CED strategies.

o Strategy: Build on community assets rather than needs.

• Also borrow ideas from Design Thinking or Human Centered Design.

• The IIRA can help communities with this approach.

• Solution-oriented “think and do” tank.

• Confront pessimism and the underlying “psychology of decline.”



2. Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs

• IIRA founded in 1989 as a Research, Teaching, and Outreach Center at WIU.

• Governor’s Executive Order recognizes IIRA as the “State’s academic 

clearinghouse for rural development data and initiatives.”

• Support the Governor’s Rural Affairs Council – Chaired by the Lt. Governor.

• Statewide mandate: Rural Illinois community economic development.

• 20 FTE and budget of $2.5m ($1.75m raised externally)—USDA, DCEO, EDA, 

IDOT, IDoA, USAID, SBA, AmeriCorps, Google, and other entities.

• IIRA is a tenure-granting academic unit at WIU, reporting to the Provost.

• Website: http://www.iira.org
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2. IIRA Outreach: How can we help communities thrive?
Planning + Plan Implementation = ABCD
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Many communities have experienced decades of population and quality of life decline.
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MAPPING: What does strategic visioning do?

It can transform a 
community filled with 
conflicting visions and 
agendas….. 

…into a community with a 
shared vision that has been 
generated through consensus.
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MAPPING: How does strategic visioning work?
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2. Strasburg Community Outcomes by 2017
• Community innovation requires collaboration.

o 10 years between visioning processes (2007 to 2017).

o Dependent on volunteers and robust local leadership.

• Strasburg innovation used local assets:
o ABCD: Asset Based Community Development.

o TIF (Tax Increment Financing) district to raise funds.

o Built 8-house residential subdivision.

o 24-hour fitness center is former school gym.

o Recruited a gas station / convenience store / restaurant.

o Renovated community center.

o Created a Community Foundation.

o CED is hard work. 
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MAPPING Communities, 1990 to 2021 Peace Corps Fellows Communities, 1995 to 2021

140+ MAPPING 
Communities 
in Illinois



2. Recent IIRA + Community Outcomes
• Rushville. The $7,000,000 Rushville Fitness center opened up in November 2021. This project emerged as a priority goal after Rushville went through 

the MAPPING process. Here is a newspaper account explaining how the IIRA MAPPING process was the catalyst for this project: 

https://www.myjournalcourier.com/news/article/Anonymous-donor-antes-up-for-fitness-center-14001118.php.

• Dieterich. The “Movin' Dieterich” MAPPING group has raised over $3 million for their recreation/child care complex, with Wright's Furniture family 

recently donating $300,000, giving them naming rights: https://www.facebook.com/DieterichCommunityCenter/. This news report documents how the 

MAPPING program helped Dieterich secure a $2,000,000 grant from the state of Illinois: https://www.effinghamdailynews.com/news/local_news/state-

awards-dieterich-2m-grant-for-community-center/article_e6dca960-883a-11eb-b2c9-fb28bb0ba7c5.html.

• Pana. “Pana Pride” completed an update in November 2021 and completed a successful “quick win” project, raising $72,000 for their Christmas lights 

display in 2021: https://www.wandtv.com/news/pana-pride-collects-72k-for-holiday-lights-display/article_add37786-53e9-11ec-b0af-

bb9924f897d1.html.

• Hillsboro. Hillsboro's Hilltop Coop co-working space / business incubator recently opened. The MAPPING program helped Hillsboro start this project: 

https://www.thejournal-news.net/stories/the-coop-officially-opens-in-downtown-hillsboro,74779. Here is the website: https://www.thehilltopcoop.com/.

• Pittsfield. The “Picture Pittsfield” group that formed out of the Pittsfield MAPPING process and the City completed a new walking path. The “Picture 

Pittsfield” group helped to raise $18,000 for the project: https://www.myjournalcourier.com/news/article/Pittsfield-finishing-up-new-walking-path-

16483773.php.

• Winchester. Helped to start a rural grocery store cooperative to address rural food desert issues. This is one of four that my colleague Sean Park has 

started since 2018. The New York Times reported on this effort: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/us/rural-farm-market.html. 

• Mattoon. Mattoon went through our MAPPING strategic visioning process and hosted a Peace Corps Volunteer. Their “Mattoon in Motion” initiative the 

grew out of the strategic planning process secured a $250,000 Google Impact Challenge Award: https://chicago.suntimes.com/2019/2/17/18314029/

google-reveal-downstate-group-wins-250k-tech-giant-expanding-workforce-here. Their “Move to Mattoon” initiative led by our Peace Corps Fellow was 

just covered by Fortune Magazine: https://fortune.com/2022/07/29/cities-and-towns-paying-remote-workers-to-move/. 

• I have fabulous colleagues…
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Great Scott Market, Winchester, IL
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Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/us/rural-farm-market.html
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Recent IIRA Research
• Impacts of Automation on Employment: Metro vs Nonmetro IL. 

• An Analysis of the Attributes of New and Beginning Farmers in IL.

• US Rural Education in Charts, 2000-2022. 

• Coronavirus Vaccine Refusal: Metro vs. Nonmetro Differences.

• Supplier-Induced Demand and Telemedicine in Rural Illinois. 

• The Opioid Epidemic and its Impact on Labor Productivity in IL.

• Social Capital Manifestations in Illinois Counties.

• Dollar Stores in Illinois: Trading Areas, Consumer Behavior, and 
Impacts on Commercial Structure and Incumbent Retailers.

• Source: https://www.iira.org
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3. Strategies for Rural Development

• Using Strasburg as a benchmark, we are a success!
o Population grew from 467 (2010) to 531 (2020).

o However, despite our best efforts, other IIRA community clients have declined.

o Rushville declined from 3,192 (2010) to 3,005 (2020).

• Local CED efforts are a necessary but insufficient response.

• Many issues affecting rural development are driven by forces beyond the 
local: State, National, and Global.
o Rural depopulation and youth outmigration.

o Loss of anchor institutions (e.g. grocery stores, schools).

o Digital divide is real (i.e. both broadband and cell phone coverage).

o Education gap (e.g. funding and student performance).

o Workforce development and labor shortages.

o Technological change increases farm productivity but farm number decline.

o The more rural a county is, the more likely it is to be in decline.
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Local Development Strategies are not Enough to Address These Demographic Trends 
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3. For the Future: Look Beyond the Local

• What policy changes at the state and federal level can help?

• Demographics might be the most important issue to address:
o Persistent Rural Depopulation

o Youth Outmigration

o Workforce Development Challenges

o Rural Illinois has experienced a “demographic cliff” for decades.

• Where will the next generation of farmers, business owners, 
teachers, and other community leaders come from if we don’t 
address these demographic issues?

• Higher Education Benefits Us All (2019) might provide direction.
o Investment in Higher Education.

o Serves as a demographic and economic development catalyst.
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3. Higher Education Benefits All of Us
1. Higher education benefits society by:

o producing a highly educated workforce.

o serving as an economic engine and a backbone of Illinois’ economic development.

o being an incubator of innovative ideas in fields as diverse as technology, health care, 
commerce, and agriculture.

o making Illinois an innovator and a leader.

2. Higher education needs legislative and financial support that provides 
students the opportunity to complete programs and degrees in Illinois.
o Higher education is a public good.

o When we adequately fund higher education, we will reverse outmigration. Students 
earning degrees in Illinois are more likely to work and raise families in Illinois after 
graduation. We cannot afford a brain drain.

o Today’s students should not be saddled with a crushing debt that older Illinois citizens 
did not have. We need to treat the next generation fairly.

o Illinois should ensure academic opportunities by offering financial packages that 
competitively match out-of-state offers. 
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3. State Policy: Higher Education
• Standard business development strategies include:

o State leaders go on trade missions to recruit factories and jobs.
o Tax breaks and other incentives to keep or recruit businesses. 

• In Illinois, we need to invest in students like we invest in businesses.
o Universities from other states come to Illinois and recruit our students away.
o We are losing our best and brightest to other states. 
o Illinois funding for higher education peaked in 2002.
o State Higher Education Policy is failing downstate and rural Illinois.

• We need to compete for students like we try to compete for business.
o Illinois college tuition should be less expensive than neighboring states. 
o Budget impasse devastated higher education in our state.
o Illinois has driven hundreds of thousands of students to other states. 
o 16,461 students (net) left Illinois for college in 2016 alone.
o 75% of New Trier college-bound HS Students left the state in 2016.
o The way we treat higher education is driving depopulation especially downstate.
o Lower tuition in Illinois would:

 Help keep Illinois students at home and recruit students from other states.
 Reduce student debt to help them buy homes and settle in the state.
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3. Local / State Policy: Community Foundations

• Mechanism to capture wealth as estate is transferred.
o Legacy – Seniors bequeath estate to survivors but leave a portion of their estate (0.5%, 1.0%, 

5.0%, or more) to local community foundation.

o State of Nebraska and Iowa are far ahead of Illinois.

o Need Illinois State action to promote community foundations.

o Illinois rural youth outmigration = rural wealth outmigration.

• How are community foundation funds used?
o Health care (e.g. new MRI machine for hospital).

o Education (e.g. K-12, higher education / promise programs).

o Business (e.g. RLF, façade upgrades, broadband, entrepreneurship).

o Quality of life (e.g. playground, recreation center).

o Preserve downstate wealth to spur downstate CED.

• Several community foundations serve downstate.
o Community Foundation of Central Illinois.

o Community Foundation for the Land of Lincoln.
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3. Promise Programs

• Strategies created by local communities to 
send local students to college tuition-free.
o Strategy to keep students local.

o Improve local workforce.

o Students attend community colleges and 
universities in region. 

• Funding comes in many forms:
o Community Foundations.

o Wealthy benefactors.

o Local tax revenues.

o Galesburg, Quincy, Peoria, Rockford, Palatine,
and Chicago have Promise Programs.

o State Action: Could help smallest communities 
use local sales taxes to support Promise Programs.
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3. Federal Support for Rural Development
• Federal reforms needed to reverse downstate / rural decline. Two suggestions include:

• Increase support for USDA Rural Development (USDA-RD) programs.
o Paradox of federal support for rural communities.

 USDA investments in agricultural exports and efficiencies spur farm consolidation and rural depopulation.

 Majority of farm households need off-farm employment – need diverse rural economy.

 USDA-RD investments support rural non-farm economy – community facilities, water, entrepreneurship.

o Recent Farm Bills increase money for programs that promote export and efficiencies and cut 
support for USDA-RD and non-farm rural development.
 This only accelerates rural depopulation. 

• Immigration Reform
o Research based on 2010 US Census showed that many rural counties had stabilized or even 

slightly increased population due to influx of immigrants from Mexico and Central America.

o Mayor from Ulysses, Kansas, acknowledged that rural depopulation is a huge problem. Hispanic 
influx has overall been a good thing for rural places.

o He said that, “this immigration is happening and the communities that extend a hand are going 
to survive” (Sulzberger 2011).
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4. Conclusion and Discussion
• Rural Illinois and other parts of the Midwest are losing population.

o Rural places are shrinking faster than urban areas.
o The loss of young people is the biggest problem (at least IMHO).
o Current policies and recent actions have actually accelerated outmigration of 

young people from downstate and rural Illinois. 

• Concern for rural and downstate Illinois should prompt us to 
implement plans and policies that address three things:

1. Retain downstate people through local action.
2. Implement state policy changes: Higher Education and Philanthropy.
3. Recruit new people:

 Immigration may replenish downstate places.
 Is a more progressive immigration policy good rural development policy?

• If we don’t address population decline, the downward demographics
augur a dismal rural and downstate economic destiny.
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4. Conclusion and Discussion

Questions and Comments Welcomed

Contact Information:
o Email: cd-merrett@wiu.edu

o Website: www.iira.org

Thank you
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