












































































GOAL 5
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Cultivating Community 
Leadership through SOAR 
(Shaping Our Appalachian Region)

SOAR is a model for strengthening community economic 

development capacity in the Appalachian Region. 

In 2013, Kentucky Governor Steven Beshear and Kentucky 5th 

District Congressman Hal Rogers joined together to create 

an initiative that would help eastern Kentucky assess current 

challenges and leverage activities already under way to capture 

regional development opportunities and diversify the region’s 

economy. At the heart of this initiative was a commitment to 

community engagement and collaboration. The initial convening 

in December 2013 attracted more than 1,500 people from across 

eastern Kentucky. Ten working groups were charged with taking 

the ideas from the convening and engaging the region in deeper 

discussions about the challenges and opportunities in areas 

such as business incubation, broadband development, and 

regional collaboration and identity. Acting on one working-group 

recommendation, Governor Beshear and Congressman Rogers 

announced, in August 2015, the launch of the first phase of the 

Kentucky Wired I-Way broadband network—a statewide system 

that will begin in eastern Kentucky and spread across the state, 

helping reduce barriers to education and economic development by 

providing affordable, high-quality Internet service. ARC’s support 

for, and financial investment in, SOAR is establishing a commitment 

to help eastern Kentucky diversify its economy and make a positive 

economic transition.
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ARC holds itself and its local, state, and regional partners 
accountable for setting and achieving the performance 
outcomes associated with ARC-supported investments. 
ARC measures the effectiveness of investments by 
tracking progress on six key performance targets. 

Accountability at all levels



Performance Targets

Annual  
Performance Target

5–Year  
Performance Target

Businesses created  
and/or strengthened 2,500 12,500

Jobs created and/or retained 20,000 100,000

Ratio in leveraged  
private investment 6 to 1 6 to 1

Students, workers,  
and leaders improved 22,000 110,000

Communities with  
enhanced capacity 250 1,250

Businesses and households with 
access to improved infrastructure 22,000 110,000
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Targets are based on level annual appropriations of $70 million over the five-year time frame.
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A R C ’ S  C O M M I T M E N T

At all levels, ARC is committed 

to investing organizational and 

financial resources in ways that:

•	Are strategic and
encourage alignment
of projects with the
goals of community
and regional plans.

•	Encourage and
reward collaborative
efforts to achieve
common ends,
with specific focus
on connecting
economically
distressed counties
and areas to Region-
wide economic
opportunities.

•	Achieve the greatest
impact possible,
leveraging ARC’s
limited resources to
bring more resources
into the Region.

•	Hold ARC, its
partners, and
its grantees
accountable
for achieving
performance
targets and helping
Appalachia prosper.
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One of the most important roles ARC plays in the Region is its role as investment partner. 

Over the next five years, ARC will work with public, private, and 
philanthropic partners—both inside and outside the Region—to 
advance current and emerging opportunities and to continue to 
close the gap between Appalachian communities and the nation 
on key socioeconomic indicators. For partners at the national 
level, ARC brings deep knowledge of the Region, a strong track 
record of impact, and far-reaching networks of critical community, 
state, and regional partners established over the last 50 years. 
With ARC’s leadership, national organizations can more easily 
connect with local and state partners and join with mission-driven 
organizations committed to helping the Region transition to a 
more prosperous future. For national public- and private-sector 
organizations, partnering with ARC is partnering with Appalachia. 

ARC has a long history of working together with other public 
agencies—both state and federal—to leverage its resources for the 
benefit of the Appalachian Region. Most recently, ARC partnered 
with federal agencies on the Appalachian Regional Development 
Initiative, the Rural Jobs and Innovation Accelerator Challenge, 
the Made in Rural America export and investment initiative, the 
Investing in Manufacturing Communities Partnership initiative, and 
the Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and Economic 
Revitalization (POWER) Initiative. ARC also recently partnered 
with the private and philanthropic sectors on regional initiatives 

that included a capital and credit initiative, which led to the 
establishment of Appalachian Community Capital; and the research 
project “Creating a Culture of Health in Appalachia,” in partnership 
with the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

Within the Region, ARC will continue to partner with state and 
community leaders to build on the foundation laid over the past 
50 years and to look for opportunities to make more strategic 
and catalytic investments that achieve the greatest impact 
for communities across the Region. The investment goals in 
ARC’s 2016–2020 Strategic Plan are a response to the positive, 
opportunity-focused input from community residents and leaders 
in all parts of the Region. These goals—and the success stories 
shared for each of them—help to define the types of investments 
ARC seeks to make with private, public, and nonprofit partners 
in the Region. ARC brings to these partnerships a commitment 
to build local and regional capacity, support innovation and 
collaboration, use data and exemplary practices to inform decision 
making, and connect communities with needed resources. 

Working with partners inside and outside the Region, and across 
the private, public, and nonprofit sectors, ARC will be able to 
build on the foundation of progress achieved through 50 years of 
investments and continue to invest in Appalachia’s future. 

Partnering with ARC
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As the investment goals in this forward-looking strategic plan make clear, ARC is 
committed to advancing community economic development in the Appalachian 
Region by emphasizing strategic focus, collaboration, impact, and accountability. 

ARC’s commitment to the Region is that it will be a strategic 
partner, using the full range of its resources in support of this 
plan’s five-year investment goals. ARC will continue to work 
with and support the local development districts and other local 
partners in effectively identifying and building on new investment 
opportunities. In addition, ARC will be accountable for making 
the operational changes needed to implement the new direction 
embodied in this strategic plan. 

To this end, ARC will pursue the following activities, which were 
informed by input from the Region’s residents during the strategic 
planning process: 
1. Identify, document, and proactively share exemplary practices

and new ideas with the Region’s communities on a regular,
timely, and consistent basis so they can maximize economic
opportunities.

2. Develop and share data and research that is actionable and
useful to communities as they make strategic decisions about
their assets and the economic opportunities that offer the best
future prospects.

3. Advocate for Appalachia and develop co-investment
partnerships with other organizations at all levels—local,
regional, national, and global.

4. Provide technical assistance and referrals so communities have
the capacity and connections needed to pursue opportunities.

5. Work with local development districts in the Region and help
build their capacity to support local communities.

6. Create and effectively use advisory councils and other regional
networks to provide input on sectors and building blocks that
contribute to regional prosperity.

7. Invest in pilot initiatives to demonstrate new and promising
practices in the Region.

8. Catalyze, facilitate, and strengthen partnerships and
collaboration across the Region.

9. Foster coordination among the range of economic development
plans and initiatives taking root in the Region.

10.	Provide regular opportunities for public, private, and nonprofit
stakeholders to inform ARC’s investments.

Strengthening ARC’s 
Capacity to Invest
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Engaging State Expertise

In 2015, ARC convened the Emerging Opportunities Committee, a group of ARC state representatives who worked together throughout 
the year to better understand the emerging opportunities that could positively impact the Appalachian Region’s future. They explored 
innovative projects already under way in the Region and sought the counsel of key private-, public-, and philanthropic- sector actors.  
The group brought its research and insights to the strategic planning process and committed to being an ongoing resource for ARC in  
the years ahead. 

Over time, ARC’s portfolio of investments will spur significant, lasting impacts across the 
Region and continue to close the gap between Appalachian communities and the nation 
on key socioeconomic indicators.

To assess progress toward achieving these broader impacts, ARC monitors a set of regional indicators that illustrate how ARC’s 
investments, along with those of local, state, and national partners, are making a measurable difference in Appalachia. These  
indicators provide empirical evidence about the socioeconomic status of the Region. 

Key regional indicators of progress in Appalachia (benchmarked against national averages):

• Rate of business startups in Appalachia
• Employment in key sectors, such as manufacturing and

health care, as a share of the regional economy
• Poverty rate
• Per capita market income
• Unemployment rate

• Number of economically distressed counties
• Educational attainment rate
• Mortality rate
• Labor force participation rate
• Availability and use of broadband in the Region’s

businesses, schools, and homes

Regional Indicators 
of Progress
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As the Appalachian Region looks to the future, this strategic plan 
will be a guide for ARC in taking targeted and measurable action 
toward its vision of bringing Appalachia to full socioeconomic 
parity with the nation. The plan outlines goals and objectives that 
provide clear guidance for investments and a basis for evaluation. 
It calls for alignment of resources to maximize results and for 
performance measurement that ensures that the ARC partnership 
is effective and accountable. It creates a framework for building on 
past accomplishments to invest in Appalachia’s future.

Investing in 
Appalachia’s Future
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