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What do high school reunions and small towns have in common?  People who love their home town!  

And you can turn this not so startling discovery into one of your most strategic economic development 

approaches!   A recent study in the Journal of Rural Development (van Reichart, 2011) found that many 

people moved back to their small (often remote) home town for three important reasons – to raise their 

children, to be closer to their parents, and for the rural quality of life.   

But what about jobs?  People are often willing to give up relatively higher paying jobs to move back to 

their home town because of family related reasons and also because of a lower cost of living.  While 

there is a more limited range of employment opportunities in rural areas, the report shows that people 

are still able to find good job and business opportunities even in rural and remote communities.  Many 

of these jobs are in the service or knowledge sectors which are becoming increasingly important in all 

economies and offer many more job opportunities in rural communities than ever before. 

Some people who moved back to their rural home reported finding work in accounting, mechanics, the 

trades and administration (schools, social workers, rural based corporate offices and government), as 

well as in jobs that supply goods and services to the ag sector.  Others were successful in finding 

opportunities through business succession in medicine, dentistry and pharmacy.   

If jobs were not available in their field of expertise, some took the opportunity to become self 

employed.  There were reported successful business starts in law, architecture, electrical, refrigeration, 

marketing, child care, restaurant/food service, florist and photography.   These new businesses were 

most successful when they had a regional “reach”.  For example, the young new florist in one small town 

became successful in the region as a specialist in providing unique and creative wedding floral 

arrangements.  The other critical factor to the success of those who became self employed was their 

attention to providing leading edge products and services, finding niche suppliers and providing quality 

that people might expect to find only in larger centres. 

People were also successful in finding tele-commuting jobs and/or business opportunities in web design, 

graphic design, promotions, and on-line tutorial services just to name a few.  Business starts were as 

varied as the people and their education and work backgrounds.  The report found that while 

surprisingly few people moved back as a “loan eagle” (to start an e-business), having high speed internet 

service was critical to the success of most businesses.   

What can economic developers learn from this study in order to attract former residents to our rural 

areas?   

- Target former residents that are in their late 20’s – early 40’s that have children and also who 

have parents still living in the community. 



- Attend 10, 15 and 20 year high school reunions in your small town to connect with these people  

- Get assistance from some locals to look through old high school yearbooks to identify people in 

the target category 

- Compile current lists of job and business opportunities in your community 

- Connect with the target audience (social media can be a real help to find them and to stay 

connected) to remind them about their home town and to connect with opportunities 

     

You can be the connector between job opportunities, business opportunities and people who might love 

to move back to their small town! 
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