
This article presents a vision of economic developers world-
wide building new national and global partnerships to grow
a network that could connect economic development organi-
zations (EDOs) across the world. The reach of this network
could be vast, including big cities and urban regions, small
towns and rural regions, places in highly developed nations
and places in newly developing countries. Everyone has a role
in play and something to gain.

The central reasons for moving to this new model are 1)
to better serve the growth needs of businesses on a global
basis, and 2) to help communities, regions, and states build
the relationships they need to connect to new development
opportunities generated by the global economy. The thesis
underlying the seamless global network idea is that by work-
ing together across local, state, and national borders, eco-
nomic developers can help companies become more globally
competitive, and at the same time local economies can be
expanded. This includes opportunities for individual EDOs
to build their own national and global networks as well as to
connect networks among EDOs.

The roles of partnerships and regionalism
Businesses realize they must collaborate with customers,
competitors and suppliers, especially when it comes to doing
business globally.1 Partnerships, strategic alliances, and joint
ventures are a well established way of life for businesses.
According to a March 2004 survey of economic developers
across the United States and internationally by Donald T.
Iannone & Associates (DTIA), nearly 75 percent of all EDOs
are engaged in at least five partnerships; another 23 percent
have between one and four partnerships; and only 2 percent
of respondents had no partner relationships. These numbers
confirm what most economic developers already know: they
must work together to accomplish their goals.

The survey also revealed that most economic develop-
ment partnerships exist at the local level: 63 percent are lim-
ited to the local community, county and surrounding region;
another 20 percent are statewide in nature; and 16 percent of
economic development partnerships are national or interna-
tional. An overwhelming majority of economic developers
(90 percent) believe that partnerships of all types will be
even more important in the future.

Under the current paradigm, most economic develop-
ment efforts in the United States and elsewhere around the
world start and stop within defined local and state political
boundaries. But economies span political borders, which is
the principal reason for regional approaches to economic
development. Considerable attention has been given over the
past two decades to areas such as Phoenix, Atlanta, San
Diego, Chicago, Toronto, Kansas City, Research Triangle
Park, Silicon Valley, Berlin, Osaka, Seattle, Hong Kong and
other metropolitan areas that have been working consistently
on regionalism for some time.

★ ★ ★F A L L  2 0 0 4 Economic Development America 21

This article challenges economic developers with a
new way to think about and approach their work in
the future. It speaks to the need for local economies
worldwide to work together in forming a seamless

global economic development service network to support business,
industry, and job growth through strategic collaboration and partnering.
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An important reality for many areas will
be that they cannot achieve their economic
development goals alone. The prolifera-
tion of industry cluster initiatives global-
ly points to the necessity of greater col-
laboration between and among clusters
nationally and globally.2 A 2002 study by
the Brookings Institution found that of
the 51 major metro areas across America
aspiring to be leading biotech centers,
only nine have any major commercial
concentrations related to the sector.3

One implication for these 51 centers is
that they must find ways to work togeth-
er nationally and globally to succeed. The
success of industry clusters worldwide
may hinge on their ability to form new
partnerships with each other to share
resources and develop mutually benefi-
cial opportunities.

Regions with shared economic
visions and plans are better prepared
than those lacking such consensus to
build successful national and global partnerships. San Diego’s
vision of its role within a rapidly changing bi-national econ-
omy, coupling U.S. and Mexican economic development
interests, is a good illustration of how this can be done.4 San
Diego and Tijuana, Mexico have been cooperating to expand
maquiladora plant development. Many companies with man-
ufacturing plants in the Tijuana area have administration or
operations facilities in San Diego County. The facilities con-
tribute greatly to the local economy and add to the region’s
importance as a manufacturing area.

By adopting a global vision of the entire worldwide eco-
nomic development system, economic developers may be
able to: 1) accelerate their progress on the local and regional
levels, and 2) prepare economic regions worldwide to work
together in developing new opportunities created by the
global economy, even sparking new growth for each other’s
areas.

Moving from partnerships to networks
Reliance on partnerships by economic development organi-
zations points to the importance of networks – bundles of
relationships and partnerships – to economic development
work. Successful EDOs such as the Greater Phoenix
Economic Council, the San Diego Regional Economic
Development Corporation, Enterprise Florida and the
Research Triangle Foundation of North Carolina have strong
networks that help them achieve their goals. One example is
the Greater Phoenix Economic Council’s Economic
Development Directors Team (EDDT), a regional network of
communities working cooperatively on business recruitment
and area marketing. Another example is the Workforce and
Economic Development Network of Pennsylvania
(WEDnetPA), which works to make companies across
Pennsylvania more competitive by updating and improving
the skills of their employees to meet specific company needs.

The seamless global network is a network of networks that
can help EDOs everywhere strengthen access to resources
such as knowledge, technology and funding, and to opportu-
nities such as business investments, innovation, entrepre-
neurs and export opportunities. Local, regional, state/provin-
cial and national economic development organizations on all
continents should identify the best opportunities for their
areas to succeed by expanding and building partnerships
with geographic places that have shared economic interests
and concerns.

This global network is already evolving from efforts in
many places. For example, the Fairfax County Economic
Development Authority in Northern Virginia has just
announced the opening of a new trade and investment office
in Bangalore, India to promote trade, reverse investment and
joint ventures between Indian and Northern Virginia busi-
nesses. Another example is the European Union-India Cross-
Cultural Innovation Network, a unique collaborative project
which links European and Indian universities and research
institutes. This cross-cultural collaboration aims to con-
tribute to the exchange of innovation and entrepreneurship
models, especially their transferability across regions and cul-
tures both within India and the EU.

This is an important direction for economic developers
because it may be the only way they can provide the appro-
priate scale response to the major challenges and opportuni-
ties posed by globalization. These next-generation economic
development partnerships could be most helpful in con-
tributing to efforts related to international trade develop-
ment, foreign direct investment, travel and tourism, industry
cluster development, and many other areas discussed below.
These new partnerships may be able to help places impacted
by offshore outsourcing to anticipate and respond more
effectively through coordinated strategies across geography.
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Who can help create the seamless global network, 
and how
What are some logical economic development opportunities
that could be helped by national and global partnering? The
list is quite extensive, but here are some of the better ones
that economic development organizations might want to
consider:

• Expanding international trade connections and increasing
exports and imports between and among global places.

• Promoting cross-investment by companies belonging to
truly global industries.

• Increasing technology ties across the world to accelerate
the innovation process in strategic technologies.

• Increasing joint ventures and business cooperation
among companies sharing markets, major customers, and
other opportunities.

• Connecting work performed in both well-established and
emerging industry clusters across the world.

• Promoting greater student exchanges and joint research
cooperation in key scientific, engineering and business 
fields.

• Promoting entrepreneurial exchanges between and 
among nations, regions and cities.

• Expanding travel and tourism activities between and 
among nations, states and cities.

Which economic development groups could be catalysts for
creating the seamless global economic development network?
Here are some that can help:

• State and regional economic development organizations.

• National and state economic development professional 
associations.

• Federal agencies concerned with economic development,
commerce, trade, labor and technology.

• Industry cluster organizations.

• Technology assistance centers.

• Colleges and universities.

• State and regional convention and visitors’ bureaus.

• Industry and trade associations.

• Financial institutions with global reach.

• Global and national real estate companies and developers.

• Communications and publishing companies concerned
with economic development and industry site selection.

• Companies that see the value of this global network.

How would businesses likely react to the concept? Some will
immediately see the idea’s benefit because it produces value
for their business. They are the ones to sign on as founding
sponsors of these efforts. Most businesses will need to be
educated on the idea, which will be new to them. They
should be involved early on in the partnership development
process; they will be most supportive if they help give shape
to the initiatives. Business could be involved by: 1) giving
leadership to these partnerships; 2) using their business facil-

ities and executives around the world to cultivate new eco-
nomic ties between areas; and 3) using these networks to
undertake facility site location projects.

Some businesses will not favor the idea because it could
change the ground rules on how areas compete for future
business investment deals. Non-believers will be best con-
vinced by tangible results that illustrate how the new model
works.

How will government react to the idea? Once again, the
reaction is likely to be mixed. Those with a positive global
vision will see the benefits. State governments with develop-
ment offices abroad may be a big ally. The U.S. government
is already playing a role in this arena through the U.S. Agency
for International Development, among others.

Some Good Examples and Proposed Action Steps
Which areas are already moving in this direction and could
offer insights into how to approach global partnerships success-
fully? Here are just a few areas:

• Ottawa, Canada, which has formal economic 
development cooperation partnership ties with Boston,
the Research Triangle Park area, Silicon Valley, Tucson,
Washington, D.C., New York City and several European 
cities.

• Fairfax County, Virginia, which has initiatives in place to
stimulate cooperation among technology entrepreneurs
in Northern Virginia and those in Germany, the United
Kingdom and other countries. For example, Fairfax 
County is working with the U.K. Innovation Agency to
promote technology-based entrepreneurial exchanges and
cooperation.

• Houston, Texas, which is a member of the World Energy
Cities Partnership (WECP) that includes Aberdeen,
Scotland; Calgary and Halifax, Canada; Dammam, Saudi 
Arabia; Daqing, China; Luanda, Angola; Perth, Australia;
Rio de Janeiro and others. The partnership promotes 
cooperative energy-related development among the 
member cities by allowing the exchange of petroleum 
industry knowledge and economic and infrastructure
development strategies; providing a worldwide network
of industry support services and resources, and 
facilitating trade missions.

Businesses should be involved
early on in the partnership

development process; they will
be most supportive if they help

give shape to the initiatives.
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• Japanese External Trade Organization (JETRO), which
has operated a region-to-region cooperation program for
several years to promote economic cooperation between
Japanese cities and regions and their counterparts 
globally.

What action steps can EDOs take to build the seamless glob-
al economic development network through business-oriented
partnerships? These steps are suggested:

1. Plan to spend time on an ongoing basis educating your 
stakeholders on why such a network is important. Show
them how globalization impacts the health and vitality of
local economies and why it is important to promote
economic cooperation between and among places 
nationally and globally. Remind them that collaborative
advantage will be a key to future local economic 
competitiveness in the global economy.

2. Use your organization’s strategic planning process as a 
vehicle to identify, evaluate and create workable national 
and international partnerships that serve the best 
economic interests of the geographic area your 
organization represents.

3. Strategic partnering is a learned competence, which
means that those areas that work at sharpening their col
laboration skills will improve over time. Be prepared to
“go to school” on national and global partnering.

4. Build upon and extend existing partnerships and 
collaborations with national and global reach. In many
cases, these relationships will produce the greatest short-
term success.

5. Use state overseas economic development offices that 
promote international trade and investment. These offices
can help open doors with international partners.

6. Use international trade centers and other international 
business resources located in your area as springboards 
for global economic development partnering.

7. Build upon your area’s existing international educational 
ties. Many colleges and universities have strong 
international ties related to their educational and research
activities. International educational exchanges are quite
common in cities both large and small.

8. Use the international offices of major corporations based
in your area. These offices could be valuable in getting the
attention of potential international economic 

development partners and also serve to get companies 
actively involved in this process.

9. Use federal government trade, business, and international
cooperation agencies, which are already working to
advance economic and business interests abroad.

10. Finally, view competition and cooperation as two ends of
the same spectrum when thinking about future
partnership opportunities. This is a chance to discover
opportunities to work cooperatively with other
geographic areas that typically might be viewed as 
competition. Think of the partnership process as a way to
grow positive-sum approaches to developing future
opportunities. ★ ★ ★
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Journal (www.don-iannone.com/edfutures), which monitors
economic development worldwide. Don can be reached by
email at: dtia@ix.netcom.com, and by phone at: 
(440) 449-0753.

Plan to spend time on an ongoing basis educating 
your stakeholders ... Remind them that ‘collaborative

advantage’ will be a key to future local economic 
competitiveness in the global economy.  
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