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Challenges and opportunities in the state and region 
Research on national practices indicated that diffuse and uncoordinated economic development 

practices present many challenges for local, state, and federal entities engaged in economic 

development.  The findings focused on four strategies that would help states and regions use 

scarce resources more effectively to compete in the global economy:  engaging in regular 

strategic planning, collaborating on a regional level, monitoring and evaluating data, and 

fostering outward-facing regional strategies.   

 

The State of Illinois and metropolitan Chicago face challenges similar to other U.S. states and 

regions seeking to compete in the global economy.  Like many other states and regions, Illinois 

and metropolitan Chicago have begun to reorient their economic development practices for 

greater efficiency and results.  Informed by challenges and opportunities in other parts of the 

country, this report uses case studies to explore how the State of Illinois and Chicago region are 

moving forward.  This report looks specifically at: 
 

 Strategic and prioritized investment of resources 

 Coordinated workforce development initiatives 

 Monitoring and evaluation of policies 

 Competing in a global marketplace  

Strategic and prioritized investment of resources 

It is imperative that state and local governments engage in regular strategic planning to identify 

areas where public investments should be focused.  At the state level, the Illinois Department of 

Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO) released its first strategic economic 

development plan in July 2014.  However, there is no indication that tax incentives will be 

reoriented toward achieving goals such as encouraging growth in high potential or emerging 

industry clusters.   

 

Opportunities to reorient current practices: DCEO’s plan provides a foundation upon which 

the state could further develop a cluster-oriented economic development approach.  The plan 

also presents additional opportunities to plan for a way forward that ensures the strategic use of 

economic development tools such as tax incentives.   

Coordinated workforce development initiatives 

Ensuring that the region’s workforce has the necessary skills for existing and future jobs is a 

critical component of ensuring regional competitiveness.  The region’s Workforce Investment 

Boards (WIBs) often work together as a consortium.  Local workforce agencies are working to 

implement innovative workforce development strategies through coordination with businesses.  

In July, the Workforce Investment Act was reauthorized as the Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act. 

 

Opportunities to reorient current practices: The passage of the federal Workforce Investment 

and Opportunity Act will place increased emphasis on strategic planning for the region’s WIBs, 
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which already work collaboratively.  Opportunities also exist to scale-up and expand employer-

needs driven workforce development efforts across the region.   

Monitoring and evaluation of policies 

Public entities can ensure the effective use of economic development resources by regularly 

monitoring and evaluating program performance through data analysis.  While current state 

economic development programs collect significant amounts of data, the data are often not 

presented in a comprehensive format that makes program analysis and evaluation possible.  

Furthermore, some economic development investments, such as tax incentives, are made 

outside of the appropriations process, and thus are not evaluated on a regular basis.   

 

Opportunities to reorient current practices:   Improving data systems that allow for evaluation and 

analysis would increase the state and the region’s capacity to make data-driven economic 

development decisions.  Moreover, existing efforts to evaluate state spending could be 

expanded to tax credit programs as well.   

Competing in a global marketplace 

Local economic development efforts in northeastern Illinois are often fragmented.  Moreover, 

they tend to focus on intraregional competition to drive the specific location of economic 

activity that would take place in the region with or without local incentives.  The region lacks an 

outward-facing strategy to support metropolitan Chicago’s global competitiveness by growing 

industries and attracting businesses and investment from around the world.   

 

Opportunities to reorient current practices:  Economic development efforts could move toward a 

regional approach by developing outward-facing and multi-jurisdictional strategies that focus 

on shared goals, such as supporting the region’s freight networks, engaging in regional 

marketing, leveraging additional resources and funding through collaboration, and developing 

a regionwide export initiative.   

 


