Synthesis of Stakeholder and Expert Interviews
During the period February to May 2019 a series of telephone interviews were conducted with
stakeholder and experts with the aim of:
• Affirming (or otherwise) the value and relevance of the project in the research, policy, and
practice arenas;
• Obtaining perspectives on the framing of the project and any elements to be included or
considered;
• Inviting recommendations on examples of regional efforts, other people to interview, additional
literature to be reviewed, and potential venues for disseminating the project’s findings; and
• Raising awareness of the project.
The stakeholders and experts interviewed were diverse in background and perspective, and their
insights ranged from the broadly philosophical to the very practical. They are listed at the end of this
paper. The discussions are organized into the following set of themes that informed the crafting of the
selection criteria for regional efforts to be investigated and the design of the fieldwork protocols.
1. The critical role of intermediaries
Two main types of organizations have relevance for catalyzing and managing rural-urban
interactions:
• Regional development organizations, which are structures for local governmental planning,
resource allocation, program implementation, and service delivery across multiple counties,
cities, and municipalities. Some are exclusively governmental, others are public-private
partnerships. Some of these organizations may be entirely urban/metropolitan-focused but may
offer lessons on effective approaches to multi-sectoral and multi-jurisdictional collaboration.
Others span both metropolitan and rural counties and it was suggested that such regional
organizations bring professional capacity and greater participation in beneficial funding
programs (usually Federal) to rural counties, and generally reduce wasteful and disruptive
internal competition within a region.
• Nonprofit regional community and economic development organizations, which include
sector-specific research, advocacy, and programmatic agencies, community development
financial institutions, community foundations, and public-private-nonprofit partnerships. Some
of these are multi-state in scope, some mainly rural, but all are regional by design and by
approach. They are distinguished by their trust networks and relationships, their power to
convene and to broker agreements between conflicting interests, and their ability to combine
deep local knowledge (boots on the ground) and broad regional and strategic perspectives.
2. The imperative for rural-urban interaction
• Agglomeration economics drives the prevailing view that rural communities will only survive and
prosper if they develop and strengthen their connections with metropolitan centers. Such
connections may be transportation-related, such as commuting patterns or easy access to
airports, they may be value chains for the conversion of raw materials to final products, or
broadband-enabled communications for commerce, education, and health.
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In turn, there is an increasing focus on the role of small metropolitan and micropolitan centers
as hubs for investment with the expectation that there will be positive spillover effects into the
surrounding rural hinterlands.

3. The conditions for regionalism
• Regional approaches can flourish only through building relationships and common interests over
time. They require a clear vision and the capacity to coordinate, convene, and facilitate.
Whatever the structure of the regional organization, rural interests need to be firmly embedded
and not added as an afterthought. This requires leadership that sends a clear message about the
importance of regionalism and operationalizes it through hiring, resource allocation, and
program priority decisions. Unless rural areas know where they are going, they will be
subsumed by urban strategies.
• Strong and well-resourced intermediaries can foster relationship-building and provide muchneeded capacity across their regions, but often where the need is greatest and the local capacity
is weakest, intermediaries, if they exist at all, have only limited resources to achieve regional
impact.
• Although there may be technical and legal challenges and high transaction costs for local
communities to engage in regional collaboration, these need not be unsurmountable, provided
that political and social differences can be set aside, and broadly acceptable approaches
negotiated. This highlights the importance of forging relationships and building social capital.
• Regionalism can be primarily transactional to deal with a specific issue or opportunity, but to be
effective and sustainable it also must be long-term and strategic.
4. Regional interaction and collaboration can take many forms
• Collaboration can relate to health or economic development or watershed planning or to any
issue that requires regional solutions.
• Collaboration can involve planning, regulatory action, public or private investment choices, or
along value chains.
• Although there are examples of regional activities that go back decades, most of those discussed
are relatively new with outcomes not yet clear.
5. Regional equity must be intentional
• Some question whether regionalism has any relevance for achieving societal goals such as
equity (whether regional, racial, or economic opportunity) suggesting that it is more appropriate
for tackling such issues as infrastructure or economic development. Others suggest that
inequities are an inevitable outcome of prevailing market forces and policies and can only be
overcome and addressed through intentional design, policy, and practice.
• A concern was how native communities fit into the regionalism frame. Tribes, it was reported,
often find collaboration challenging, both because of the press of poverty and health issues,
particularly on the rural reservations, and of unresolved hostility between tribes and state
governments on matters of sovereignty. However, new generations now bridging urban and
rural experiences are open to broader, systemic approaches, including collaboration with those
who have access to resources and technical expertise.
• Intentionality was a consistent theme. Leaving things to chance or to evolve will not be in the
interests of rural communities, poorer neighborhoods, or people of color. Effective regionalism
will not happen without intentionality. The unanswered question is whether intentionally
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incorporating voices and concerns of rural, low-income, and minority people and communities
into regionalism will achieve the desired outcomes.
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