
Thinking “Bigger”About 
Smaller Places: Capturing the 

“Adjacent Possible” Innovations

Presented to the

Coal-Reliant Communities Innovation Challenge Workshop
Charleston, West Virginia

November 19, 2015

Charles W. Fluharty 

President & CEO

Rural Policy Research Institute



Three Questions:

Innovating What?

Diversifying How?

Transitioning Where?







Unique Kentucky Challenges

County lines

Family names

Friday night lights

Listening to old tapes

Stories we tell ourselves
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“All great truths begin as blasphemies.”

-George Bernard Shaw



Innovating What?

How “we” consider “we”

How we “see” our region

How we “consider” our options

How we support the “connectors”



Diversifying How?

In our vision of the future

In our sense of possibility

In our actions and alignments

In our new collaborations

In our narrative and networks



Transitioning Where?



The Framework for Regional Rural Innovation

Critical Internal Considerations

• Wealth Creation, Intergenerational Wealth Retention, andAppropriate Wealth Distribution

• Youth Engagement, Retention, and Leadership Development

• Social Inclusion and Social Equity Considerations

• SpecificAttention to Social Mobility and Inequality
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Eight Forms of Rural Health

Physical Financial Natural

Human Intellectual Social

Cultural Political



http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/asia/chinas-great-

uprooting-moving-250-million-into-

cities.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/16/world/asia/chinas-great-


Promoting Growth
inAll Regions



Only 45% of metro-regions grow 

faster than the national average.
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Metro-regions appear to have 

entered in a process of convergence.

…signs of inefficiencies appear in significant number 

of

metro-regions…

…but not necessarily faster growth



Contributions to aggregate growth depend on few hub regions…

…the fat tail is equally important - if not more - to 

aggregate growth…
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Five Conditions for Collective 
Impact Success

I. Common Agenda

 Shared vision for change

II. Mutually Reinforcing Activities
 Differentiated, but still coordinated

III. Backbone Organization
 Serves entire initiative, coordinating participating

organizations, firms and agencies



Five Conditions for Collective 
Impact Success (cont’d)

IV. Continuous Communication

 Consistent, open, unmediated

V. Rigorous and Shared Measurement
 Collecting predictive indicators, regional data: then

measuring ongoing results consistently





“What lies behind us, 

and what lies before us 

are tiny matters 

compared to

what lies within us.”

-Ralph Waldo Emerson
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