THE FUTURE OF WORK

How Relocation Incentives Are Fueling Local
Economic Growth

Tens of millions of Americans now work remotely on a full-time basis. Relocation

incentives are helping to redefine the concept of “suburb.”
Aug. 11,2022 «
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The Rochester International Jazz Festival has been an annual event since 2002, though the 2020
and 2021 events were canceled due to public health concerns. Remote worker incentives are part of
the city's talent development strategy.

(Communications Bureau, City of Rochester)

Fewer Americans are working remotely than at the height of the pandemic, but McKinsey’s

2022 American Opportunity Survey found that more than one in three employed Americans had the
option of full-time remote work. Extrapolating out from the nearly 14,000 people who responded to
the survey, this could represent as many as 55 million workers.

Moreover, workers with higher salaries are significantly more likely to work remotely every day.
Less than a third of workers earning between $25,000 and $50,000 work remotely five days a
week, compared to almost half of those earning $150,000 or more.

Supported by local government, businesses, nonprofits and philanthropists, an increasing number of
cities are offering incentives to remote workers to encourage them to relocate and add strength to
local economies. At present, nearly 70 communities have such programs, according to Evan Hock,
co-founder of MakeMyMove.

Hock’s service, based in Indianapolis, began as an effort to address the shrinking workforce in
Indiana and to overcome the challenges of recruiting during a pandemic. “We realized that what we


https://www.governing.com/work
https://www.governing.com/authors/Carl-Smith.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/real-estate/our-insights/americans-are-embracing-flexible-work-and-they-want-more-of-it
https://www.makemymove.com/

built for Indiana was broadly useful,” says Hock. “At a time when millions of workers were
suddenly geographical free agents, there was a unique opportunity for communities to engage these
remote workers.”

Hock set out to create a “one-stop shop” for workers thinking of relocating. His staff work to
identify every available incentive program and what it includes. There’s no cost to communities to
be included on the platform and they don’t have to request it, though MakeMyMove has paid
services to assist them.

An estimated 55 million Americans work remotely full time.

The marketplace is growing quickly, Hock says. Just two years ago, only about 20 communities
had programs. “As there are more and more workers that can be recruited, we’re seeing more and
more communities and richer offers emerge.”

Programs vary widely, with benefits ranging from help with home purchases and relocation
expenses to gym memberships and high-speed Internet. They exist in small and large towns in
many states, if not in communities most affected by the high cost of living.
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Mattoon, Illinois, calls itself the “Bagel Capital of the World” and for a time held the record for the
largest bagel ever made, at over 700 pounds. The median price for a 3-bedroom home in Matton is
around $90,000.

Mattoon in Motion

Located in Central Illinois, Mattoon is a community of just under 17,000; the median price for a
three-bedroom home in Mattoon is about $90,000. Its incentive package leads with $5,000 cash
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toward moving expenses, backed by another $6,000 in benefits ranging from a family YMCA
membership to free co-working space and gift cards. The program is supported entirely by the local
business community.

Move to Mattoon launched in June of this year and in the first two months 130 remote workers
have applied, says Alexander Benishek, a full-time volunteer at the economic development agency
Mattoon in Motion. Founded in 2017 by community members, the nonprofit won a $250,000 grant
from Google in 2019 to support its efforts to foster economic development and grow local talent.

Benishek spent the past six years serving in the Peace Corps and AmeriCorps and came to Mattoon
for 11 months through a graduate program in community and economic development at Western
Illinois University.

“We want to bring someone into the community who doesn’t just want to come for the incentive,”
says Benishek. “What we’re really looking for is what they have to offer — do they have skills or
knowledge that’s lacking in the community, do they have a history of volunteerism or leadership
experience?”

As applicants have been screened, Benishek has been gratified to find that most are motivated by a
desire for a better quality of life. To date, they have largely been workers in tech fields or

leadership positions. Those with families, or who plan to start families, have extra appeal.

“We don’t judge based on that, but it’s something we like to see,” he says.
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ROC Remote, Rochester N.Y.'s incentive program for remote workers, has attracted applicants
from 49 states.
(Communications Bureau, City of Rochester)
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Diversity and Brainpower

Greater ROC Remote offers $10,000 in relocation incentives and up to $9,000 in grants to
homebuyers. It grew out of work the Greater Rochester Chamber of Commerce had begun before
the pandemic to develop strategies to attract and retain talent to the upper New York city, says
Barbara Egenhofer, director of talent strategy for the chamber.

“We had heard about Tulsa Remote and knew they had great success with their program,” she says.
“We interviewed them, got a sense of the return on investment and thought it would be a great fit
for our region; COVID was interesting timing, I guess.”

Program participants can live in the greater Rochester region, a metro area with over a million
residents on the shore of Lake Ontario. The goal for the program was to bring in 600 families over
three years and 100 in the first year; since applications opened six months ago, more than 500
people from 49 states have expressed their desire to relocate to the region. “I honestly thought it
was going to be a little bit harder,” says Egenhofer.

Applicants go through a multiphase interview process, first to verify that they have full-time remote
jobs, are eligible to work in the country and can relocate within six months. Additional rounds of
questions gather more detail about their employment, who might be relocating with them and the
like.

Those who make it through are interviewed over Zoom. So far, about a dozen families have
negotiated the entire process and relocated to the region, says Egenhofer. At present Greater ROC
has funding for 40 relocations, and every slot is filled. To date, all funding has come from
businesses and philanthropists.

Some applicants have a connection to Rochester and want to return, says Egenhofer. Others are
attracted by the city’s investments in infrastructure and its downtown area. Remote workers in New
York City realize they could afford a home in Rochester for the same amount of money they are
paying for a 1,000-square-foot apartment.

The aim is to increase diversity, and to bring in people who can add brainpower to software hubs
and the region’s health-care community, even if they are working for employers elsewhere. The
chamber organizes monthly social events for those who have relocated to help them get to know
each other and build a sense of community.

An interesting side benefit is that many of these people are coming with a significant other or two
or three who is looking for a job,” says Egenhofer. “It's ended up being a win-win.”
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An incentive program n Harmony, Minn. helps remote workers buy homes and enables steady
growth on property for which the city provides services.

(Community and Economic Development Associates)

Slow Growth

A town with a population just over a thousand, Harmony, Minn., is not aiming for its relocation
incentives to bring explosive growth. It offers up to $12,000 in cash rebates toward the purchase of
a new home, and one or two new homes a year is enough for Harmony to meet its goals, says Chris
Giesen, vice president of Community and Economic Development Associates (CEDA).

CEDA has helped Harmony with its economic development efforts for three decades. It set up
Harmony’s incentive program in 2014, well before the pandemic. The growth of remote work
created an opportunity to expand its reach.

Unlike many other parts of the country, Harmony has empty lots in areas for which the city is
paying for water, sewer and snow plowing services or providing police protection. The incentive is
paid on a sliding scale up to a maximum of $12,000 and only applies to new construction or major
renovations. The program is funded through the city budget, and the city recoups its investment
within four or five years as homeowners assume the cost of its services.

Despite predictions that the 2020 census would find that Harmony had lost population, it instead
found 3 percent growth. “We were one of three cities in our county that saw growth, and this
program was part of that,” says Giesen.



“When you adjust for size, if we build one or two houses a year, we’re hanging in there with our
large neighbors,” he says. “Everybody’s pretty excited.”

The Cyrus Hotel in Topeka, which opened in 2019, is an example of recent downtown
development. It is is named after Cyrus K. Hill, one of the founders of the city. Hill also established
the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway.

(Greater Topeka Partnership)

Catalyzing Change

In Kansas, the Greater Topeka Partnership serves as an umbrella agency for organizations including
Go Topeka, the Topeka Chamber of Commerce and Visit Topeka, using sale tax funds to pursue
economic development projects. Historically, these funds have been used to go after brick-and-
mortar development projects, says Bob Ross, senior vice president of marketing and
communications for the Greater Topeka Partnership, but a few years ago some were reallocated to
talent development.

Initially, the Choose Topeka program was created as a public/private partnership to attract workers
who lived outside of Shawnee County to relocate and work there. Employers would offer up to
$15,000 to workers toward the purchase of a home and Choose Topeka would reimburse half of
this after a year.

In August of 2020, the program was expanded to include remote workers, offering them up to
$5,000 to cover rent in the first year of location and up to $10,000 toward a home purchase. The
program was funded with the intention of bringing about 30 families a year to Shawnee County. To
date, it has received 6,000 applications and counting.

“We didn’t anticipate how popular this would be out of the gate, or that it would catch so much
national and international attention,” says Ross. “So far, we’ve brought about 70 families here.”



Considerable time is spent interviewing candidates for the remote worker program. “We are
definitely looking at their values, how they engage their community and their volunteerism,” says
Ross. “If you’re going to invest in a person, you're not just bringing wages, you're bringing
intellectual and emotional capital to a community.”

For the past decade, Topeka has had “the hood up,” says Ross, redeveloping and reinventing the
city to ensure it remains a vibrant destination for years to come. It increased its GDP by a billion
dollars, cut poverty by 44 percent, increased average household wages by 35 percent and invested
$150 million to revitalize its downtown.

In recent years, Topeka’s housing market has been hot and the average price of a three-bedroom
home has increased from $120,000 to $160,000, still less than half the national median. Bringing in
30 families a year through incentives isn’t likely to play a major role in pushing up costs, but an
inventory shortage won’t help growth.

The wages that remote workers earn tend to outpace standard wages in Topeka. In addition, they
are buying homes and often bringing trailing partners with them who also work remotely. The city
envisioned a threefold return on its $15,000 investment, but the ROI is proving to be almost five
times that, says Ross.

“It’s hard to get stakeholders to come together, but when you get that kind of synergy, you can
make catalytic difference within a community.”

Ascend West Virginia, a statewide program being rolled out city by city, emphasizes the state’s
natural resources and the opportunities they provide for outdoor recreation.

(Ascend West Virginia)

Outdoor Economic Development



Three states have statewide incentive programs for remote workers — Indiana, Vermont and West
Virginia. The West Virginia program, Ascend West Virginia (Ascend WV), offers a $12,000 cash
incentive and emphasizes work-life balance by also providing thousands of dollars in free outdoor
recreation.

Ascend WYV is being rolled out gradually and currently encompasses three communities:
Morgantown, the Greenbrier Valley and the state’s Eastern Panhandle. It was founded by tech
entrepreneur Brad Smith, a West Virginia native who served as CEO of Intuit and has returned to
his home state to serve as president of Marshall University.

West Virginia had one of the greatest population losses of any state in the 2020 census, says Emily
Huguenin, director of Ascend WV, so much so that it lost a congressional seat. Young people are
leaving for better-paying jobs, and an aging population is literally dying off.

On the other hand, people come to the state from all over the country for its wilderness areas, for
hiking, white water rafting, rock climbing and exploring. “They’re loving the experience that they
have once that know that it’s here, but we keep hearing the story that people don’t know about
West Virginia.”

Partners in Ascend WV include the Outdoor Economic Development Collaborative, West Virginia
University (WVU) and the West Virginia Department of Tourism. The first round of applications
for the program, for relocation to Morgantown, opened in spring of 2021. More than 7,500 people
applied for 50 spots.

Applicants have included tech workers, but also educators, artists and entrepreneurs, Huguenin
says. “The type of person we’re looking for speaks to our three goals for the program —
community, purpose and the outdoors.”

These are manifested in a desire to become part of a community, to help make it better and to have
an interest in West Virginia’s abundant natural assets. The relocation support spans two years,
including free co-working space, social programming and outdoor recreation opportunities.

“We have some partners at WVU who are helping us put together an economic impact survey, but
it's just not ready yet because we're too early in the program,” says Huguenin.

“I can assure you that we’re going to keep growing; over a course of seven years, we expect to have
a thousand remote workers scattered through all our locations.”
Remote or Bust

The scale of the response to incentive programs, and the early indications that they can pay for
themselves several times over, would seem to make the case for more cities to adopt similar
strategies to attract remote workers.

“We did a survey a little over a year ago that showed that over half of workers would rather leave
their job than go back to the office,” says Hock. “It was close to 70 percent of people under 40.”
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As never before, workers can vote with their feet and choose the community that is best for them.
Communities that smooth relocation will reap the rewards it brings.

Hock expects to include relocation offers from outside of the U.S. on MakeMyMove in coming
years. “We also expect a lot more communities to pop up offering these sorts of programs; we think
there are probably about a thousand communities in the U.S. that are a good fit for this type of
economic development.”
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