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ABSTRACT
The Sustainable Ecosystem Economic Development (SEED) model is a 
methodology designed to facilitate revitalization in small towns and rural 
communities. During the 2023–2024 academic year, our team of faculty ad-
visors and students served as project champions to implement a pilot test 
of this model, leveraging the unique expertise and resources of relevant 
stakeholders to support a small town in rural Maine. The approach included 
communication and relationship-building with the town manager and stake-
holders, a knowledge summit to discern needs and capabilities, an iterative 
process of resource-needs mapping, and providing deliverables based on 
the town’s requirements with sustainable practices. 

Small Rural Town Revitalization in Maine:  
Test Pilot of the SEED Model
by Nory B. Jones and Manuel Wörsdörfer

INTRODUCTION

The primary goal of economic development is to 
create vibrant, thriving communities with a high 

quality of life, characterized by decent jobs, sound 
educational and healthcare systems, a lively town with 
shops, restaurants, and interesting cultural venues, as 
well as good infrastructure (Koirala et al. 2023). One 
of the primary questions in this context is: How can 
a declining small rural town reverse its fortunes and 
become a thriving community that attracts businesses 
and residents?

The literature is replete with research on models and 
theories to accomplish this reversal. Some focus on the 
impacts of government assistance, such as tax incentives, 
grants, or zoning. Others focus on the quality of life and 
community factors. Recently, several studies have ad-
dressed the issue’s complexity, including socioeconomic, 
regulatory, and sustainability issues. Much research ex-
plores the role of ecosystems in encompassing all those 
factors into continually evolving systems (Brenton and 
Slawinski 2023; Nimick and Ndu 2024). Furthermore, 
the issue of sustainability has been studied in greater 
depth, as climate change and the significance of the tri-
ple-bottom-line elements are recognized as significant 
contributors to the potential well-being of small rural 
towns (Gila Herald 2025; PSC 2011). 

Our pilot test aimed to explore the 
role of sustainable ecosystems in the 
economic development of a small rural 
town in decline (i.e., Fort Fairfield, 
Maine) using the Sustainable Eco-
system Economic Development 
(SEED) model.1 The SEED model inte-
grates the knowledge and expertise of 
relevant stakeholders from various 
areas, including government agencies 
(federal, state, and local), for-profit and 
nonprofit organizations, communities, 
and project champions, who are similar 

to traditional project managers, focusing on planning, 
communication, facilitation, and implementation. 

Our research questions were 

•	 What is the role and responsibility of a project 
champion in the management and success of town 
revitalization efforts?

•	 How crucial is socio-environmental sustainability 
in fostering economic development for a small 
rural town experiencing decline?

•	 Can the SEED model effectively aid in revitalizing 
a small rural town in decline (in our case, Fort 
Fairfield)?

IMPORTANCE OF SMALL TOWNS

Rural areas have historically been the foundation of 
the United States and its culture. As the country’s 

economy has evolved from one based on agriculture to 
one based on industry and, more recently, high-tech 
and digital industries, small towns in rural areas have 
undergone different transformations. Some small rural 
towns successfully adapted to these changing trends, 
while others stagnated. Many still have not overcome 
the barriers of inadequate broadband Internet infra-
structure or a lack of expertise and resources needed for 
revitalization. Many have faced a downward spiral when 
large industries, such as paper mills in rural areas like 
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Maine, close, and the towns struggle to fill the signifi-
cant job gap that results (Peters 2024; US EPA 2025). 
Consequently, many residents leave to seek decent jobs, 
while small businesses close, and towns deteriorate 
(White 2022). According to Johnson (2022), over the 
period from 2010 to 2020, more than two-thirds of all 
rural areas in the United States experienced population 
loss. 

Similarly, the departure often includes small, com-
munity-oriented businesses such as restaurants, shops, 
and lodging, which are essential for generating revenue 
and creating jobs within the community. Towns deterio-
rate due to a chicken-and-egg situation, where they lack 
the necessary infrastructure to attract new residents, and 
small businesses are hesitant to invest because of a lack of 
potential customers. Other common challenges include a 
lack of financial resources for small businesses and entre-
preneurs, as well as inadequate broadband internet (Pipa 
2024, SBM 2021, Valentín-Sívico et al. 2023).

Research indicates that rural areas can benefit from 
developing a vibrant small business and entrepreneurial 
community, as this fosters job creation and generates 
wealth that remains within the community, often en-
hancing the social fabric and revitalizing the town (Love 
and Powe 2022). Many small rural towns have abundant 
natural resources with excellent nature-based tourism 
activities, representing significant potential to entice 
tourists. Thus, they have the potential for revitalization 
strategies essential for the social, cultural, and economic 
well-being of rural areas. Again, overcoming this chick-
en-and-egg situation is the main challenge. White (2022) 
suggests that small rural towns can create synergistic 
ecosystems by attracting creative and entrepreneurial 
individuals who appreciate natural outdoor resources, 
thereby promoting town growth. A more detailed exam-
ination of small-town revitalization is presented in the 
appendix.2

PROJECT CHAMPIONS, ECOSYSTEMS, 
AND COLLABORATIONS

A significant tenet and unique aspect of the SEED 
model is the vital role of the project champion 

(another crucial part is ecosystems or collaborations 
among relevant stakeholders). Like a traditional project 
manager, a project champion is critical to facilitating 
the ecosystem’s development, logistics, and successful 

implementation. The term project champion differs 
from the traditional project manager in the psycholog-
ical aspect of becoming the chief cheerleader for the 
project.

Research has shown that many entrepreneurs and 
small business owners lack awareness of the resources 
needed to survive, grow, and prosper. One study found 
that about 50 percent of small business respondents were 
unaware of the organizations available to help them with 
their business. About 80 percent indicated they did not 
receive assistance to start their businesses. Studies also 
found a correlation between education and the success of 
small businesses and entrepreneurs (Nimick and Ndu 
2024). This correlation infers the need for a project cham-
pion to manage the stakeholder ecosystem—i.e., develop 
and implement the project’s communication, logistics, 
and implementation—to support small businesses and 
town revitalization efforts (Masuda et al. 2021).

Regarding ecosystems, the term creative abrasion 
refers to creating an ecosystem of people with differing 
expertise, perspectives, ways of thinking and analyzing, 
and knowledge to facilitate innovation. This diversity in 
thought and understanding leads to creative synergies, 
new ideas, and thus innovation and more successful out-
comes. Therefore, a significant part of our SEED model 
relies on creating diverse but highly engaged stake-
holders to create greater value from their contributions 
(Leonard and Straus 1997).

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

At the beginning of the SEED model test project 
(when conducting the SWOT analysis), Undis-

covered Maine sent a questionnaire to Fort Fairfield’s 
town manager, asking him about the town’s strengths 
and weaknesses and his goals and priorities during his 
tenure as manager. Among the latter were growing 
the economy and tax base; stabilizing the budget and 
rebuilding faith/trust in local government; supporting 
and strengthening town employees’ connection with 
the community and role competency; investing in crit-
ical infrastructure and seeking out improvements to 
enhance the quality of community life; seeking oppor-
tunities to increase the housing stock and popula-
tion; expanding broadband; and developing additional 
attractions and events to draw more visitors.

https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663
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When asked about what citizens of Fort Fairfield 
want or need in terms of economic growth and sustain-
able development, the town manager replied that there is 
a “strong desire to see industrial development,” reduce 
tax burdens, and increase job opportunities. He also 
mentioned that it is essential to “strike (the right) bal-
ance between tax burden and the need for public ser-
vices” such as police and fire departments, emergency 
medical and management services, and public works. He 
also wants to “see Main Street come back to life with a 
mix of businesses, shops, and restaurants” and to con-
tinue investing in schools and public education.

According to the town manager, Fort Fairfield’s 
strengths include Main Street, schools, proximity to 
Aroostook County population centers and Canada, the 
Aroostook River, abundant farmland and water re-
sources, outdoor recreation opportunities, and reason-
ably priced homes and land.

Additionally, the town manager mentioned oppor-
tunities worth exploring, such as creating more access 
points to the Aroostook River for fishing and recreation, 
incubating businesses on Main Street, using less produc-
tive land for other agricultural uses (beyond the large-
scale potato industry), and promoting housing 
development.

Like other rural areas in the United States, Fort Fair-
field also faces several challenges including, climate 
change, the ongoing AI revolution, and the so-called 
digital and social divide, as well as the medium- to long-
term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Climate change poses significant challenges for all 
major tourism destinations. In the case of Aroostook 
County and Fort Fairfield, global warming will (most 
likely) decrease snow cover and ice formation, which 
will negatively affect many winter outdoor recreation 
activities, such as snowmobiling and skiing. Ticks and 
mosquitoes are also expected to thrive in a warming cli-
mate, which might cause diseases and affect people’s 
physical and mental well-being (MCC STC 2024). Cli-
mate change adaptation and planning are thus crucial, 
especially for Maine’s tourism areas dependent on nat-
ural assets vulnerable to climate change. The goal must 
be to reduce climate change vulnerabilities and enhance 
the adaptive capacity and resilience within nature-based 
tourism destinations, which means reducing the carbon 
footprint of the outdoor/recreation industry while si-
multaneously fostering sustainable economic develop-
ment (Horne et al. 2022). 

 The AI revolution and the COVID-19 pandemic 
present both opportunities and challenges for Fort Fair-
field. Like many other rural communities, Fort Fairfield 
also faces the challenge of attracting talent, entrepre-
neurs, and businesses. In theory, plenty of opportunities 
for remote work exist in the Aroostook region, especially 
given the (relatively) low living and housing costs. Yet, 
the town lacks an adequate (technological) infrastruc-
ture, including reliable, high-speed internet access. Fi-
nancial capital needs to be invested in local infrastructure 
to not only close the digital and social gap (Wörsdörfer 
2018), but also to realize local ideas and transform such 
areas into thriving communities. Universities such as the 
University of Maine and the University of Maine at Pr-
esque Isle could also play a vital role in this community 
development process, transforming rural assets and 
building a rural innovation economy. That is, technology 
transfer from local universities could (ideally) lead to 
rural (tech) startups (Hardy 2024). 

SUSTAINABILITY ISSUES

A recent study by the Maine Climate Council revealed 
that the past four years, from 2020 to 2023, were 

the warmest on record, characterized by increased 
precipitation and more frequent weather extremes. 
According to the report, “the past four years in Maine 
(2020–2023) have ranked among the ten warmest on 
record” (MCC STC 2024: 8) The report goes on to 
suggest that warming will affect agriculture and human 
health and safety through increasing mosquito and tick-
borne diseases, and economic and social impacts. 

Climate change is already causing problems in Fort 
Fairfield. A significant part of their winter revenue comes 
from snowmobiling tourism. A study Hathaway et al. 
(2020) showed snowmobiling contributed $606 million 
to the state economy during the 2019 season. However, 
according to an interview with the Fort Fairfield town 
manager, during the 2023–2024 winter season, snowmo-
bile registrations declined from 90,000 to 60,000. He also 
stated that the lack of snow had significantly reduced 
visitor numbers and, consequently, town revenues. Sim-
ilarly, ski areas, especially those in southern Maine, have 
seen significantly less snow, which has negatively af-
fected their revenues. Revenues from ice fishing are also 
negatively affected. The famous annual Can-Am Crown 
International Sled Dog Races were canceled in 2024 due 
to insufficient snow, exacerbated by heavy rainstorms 
(Ramirez 2024; Russell and Overton 2024).
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Sustainability can help mitigate the negative impacts 
of climate change and is critical in revitalizing small rural 
towns. Sustainable rural development involves the bal-
anced development of the triple-bottom-line elements: 
economic, environmental, and social sustainability (Elk-
ington, 1997). Special responsibility rests with the 
project champion, the local community, and other stake-
holders (Rakitovac et al. 2021). A more detailed explora-
tion of the different aspects of sustainability can be found 
in the appendix.

METHODS

Undiscovered Maine—A UMaine Student Club

Undiscovered Maine is a University of Maine/Maine 
Business School (MBS) student club founded in 

2012 by Nory Jones. The club’s goal is to increase 
tourism and economic development in underrepre-
sented or underserved regions of Maine. It aims, in 
particular, to have a positive impact on rural communi-
ties in distress by building a solid social media presence 
and fostering partnerships with regional businesses and 
other stakeholders. In doing so, students learn valuable 
skills in digital marketing and social media, web portal 
management, project and organizational management, 
strategy, and outreach. 

At the center of the club’s 2023–2024 activities was 
the SEED model pilot test project with the town of Fort 
Fairfield. Club members conducted a SWOT (strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis of Aroos-
took County and Fort Fairfield and organized a knowl-
edge summit with government agencies, nonprofits, and 

businesses. The students also re-
vised the Undiscovered Maine web-
site, created a marketing plan, and 
identified opportunities for na-
ture-based tourism in and around 
Fort Fairfield. These efforts sup-
ported the town’s revitalization ef-
forts and raised awareness for the 
project and promoted the club’s 
work. 

The club’s work was supported 
throughout the academic year by 
various stakeholders including gov-
ernment agencies (federal and 
state), nonprofits, and small- and 
medium-sized enterprises. Notable 
federal agencies included the USDA 

Rural Development and the US Small Business Adminis-
tration. More details on these stakeholders are available 
in the appendix. The club’s engagement with the various 
stakeholders and partners followed the steps outlined in 
LISC (2021), starting with identifying and organizing the 
stakeholders, setting shared intentions, mapping the 
small-business ecosystem of Fort Fairfield, mobilizing 
targeted action (and developing an action plan), building 
both internal and external capacity, fostering and man-
aging the community of practice, developing shared ac-
countability systems, developing social capital 
partnerships, and integrating the work with broader 
economic development efforts.

To test and implement the SEED model in Fort Fair-
field, Undiscovered Maine focused on two projects and 
goals: (1) fostering nature-based tourism, e.g., via lever-
aging the Aroostook River and other nature-based assets 
such as the International Appalachian Trail; and (2) sup-
porting the ongoing revitalization efforts of Fort Fair-
field’s Main Street. The details of this implementation are 
provided in the appendix.

Understanding Fort Fairfield
Fort Fairfield is a small town in Aroostook County, 

Maine. It is situated along the US-Canada border (bor-
dering New Brunswick) and, according to the 2020 
census, has a population of roughly 3,300.3 The town is 
known for its annual Maine Potato Blossom Festival and 
County Bluegrass Festival. Other places of interest in-
clude the Blockhouse Museum, which displays artifacts 
from the Aroostook War of 1838–1839 over the interna-
tional boundary between New Brunswick and Maine, 

Organizational  
Structure

Marketing

Digital Marketing 
Social Media

SEED Model (Sustainable ecosystem 
economic development

Web portal 
management

Project 
Management

Knowledge Summit/ 
Pilot Test

Outreach: Business, Govt agencies, 
nonprofits, communities

FIGURE 1: 	 Organizational Structure of Undiscovered Maine

https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663
https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663
https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663


MAINE POLICY REVIEW • Vol. 34, No. 2 • 2025 207

SEED MODEL

the Historic Friends Church, the Fort Fairfield Railroad 
Museum, the McIntosh One-Room School House, the 
Riverside Pavilion and Park overlooking the Aroostook 
River, the Aroostook Valley Country Club, a golf course 
that spans Maine and New Brunswick, and the Interna-
tional Appalachian Trail.4

 Like many rural US towns, Fort Fairfield has its 
town councilor(s), manager, and an economic and com-
munity development department. The council also col-
laborates closely with the Maine Department of 
Economic and Community Development, Aroostook 
County Tourism, and the Northern Maine Development 
Commission, all of which are part of Undiscovered 
Maine’s stakeholder partners. Lastly, Fort Fairfield boasts 
a thriving Amish community that offers a diverse range 
of handmade crafts, furniture, baked goods, and more.5 
Additional information on Fort Fairfield can be found in 
the appendix. 

RESULTS

Project Champions and Small-Town Revitalization
The results of this project demonstrated the need for 

a project champion to plan, organize, facilitate, commu-
nicate, and implement a sustainable ecosystem for small-
town revitalization. These stakeholders brought 
necessary financial and other resources, capacity, knowl-
edge, and expertise to the revitalization project to create 
a coalition or ecosystem of relevant stakeholders. Thus, 
the project champion played a vital role in developing 
this crucial collaborative.

According to the Institute for Project Management, 
communication is essential for project success (Minois 
2024). Results from this project support this assertion. 
As the project champion, our role was to maintain con-
sistent communication with stakeholders. We communi-
cated with them individually at the beginning and as 
needed throughout the project. We sent weekly update 
emails, responded to questions, communicated regularly 
with the town manager, coordinated and communicated 
with all stakeholders for major meetings, provided fol-
low-up notes and addressed queries, and maintained 
open communication throughout the process. This level 
of communication would not have happened without our 
team acting as the project champion. As project cham-
pions, we also used consistent communication to deter-
mine goals, scope, time management, logistics, and 
deliverables. 

Environmental and Social Sustainability
The Aroostook River Region encompasses a river, 

numerous islands throughout its meandering channel, 
and extensive floodplains. It uniquely combines natural 
(marine) ecosystem communities, wildlife habitats, and 
rare animal species and plants (Maine DIFW n.d.). From 
a sustainability perspective, the area provides several 
ecological and economic services. Among its ecological 
services, the river region provides habitat for sensitive or 
rare species, including state-endangered plants (Fries’ 
pondweed), reptile species of special concern (wood 
turtles) and globally rare dragonflies (pygmy snaketail), 
as well as for natural communities and ecosystems that 
support regional biodiversity. Among its economic ser-
vices, the area attracts nature-based tourism such as bird 
watching, paddling, hunting, and fishing. 

In addition to its natural resource assets, Fort Fair-
field possesses significant social capital, understood in 
terms of community cohesion and trust. It has a rich local 
culture and history. Culture as an asset (i.e., the cultural 
identity of the town and region) could complement na-
ture-based tourism and outdoor recreation (Hardy 2024).  

Fort Fairfield is also home to the International Appa-
lachian Trail (IAT). The IAT is a geographically widely 

AROOSTOOK RIVER REGION OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABILITY

	● Educating stakeholders, including recreational users, 
about the socioeconomic and ecological benefits 
provided by the area6

	● Establishing nature-based youth and recreational 
programs

	● Organizing guided bird watching and paddling tours
	● Encouraging best management practices for 

agriculture, forestry, and logging around vegetation 
removal, soil disturbance, and construction activities

	● Maintaining or restoring intact and healthy forested 
buffers along the river to protect water quality and 
conserve valuable wildlife habitat 

	● Maintaining or restoring the area’s natural hydrology 
	● Working with public and private landowners to 

encourage sustainable forest management practices 
and to secure a permanent conservation status for 
unprotected significant features in the area 

	● Collaborating with regional, state, and federal agencies 
to realize the Sustainable Development Goals (e.g., 
offering consultancy and funding opportunities for 
nature-based tourism).7 

https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663
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dispersed network of (loosely connected) walking trails 
worldwide. Hiking the trail allows people to enjoy the 
scenic landscapes of Aroostook and the neighboring 
counties, to boost their physical and emotional well-
being, and to learn new things about the regional eco-
system and culture. Fort Fairfield could consider creating 
more detailed physical and digital maps, brochures, and 
road signage for the IAT to market the trail better. It 
could also brand itself as the gateway or entrance to 
American leg of the IAT (as seen from a Canadian per-
spective). Integrating the trail into local events and festi-
vals or combining it with other river activities (such as 
The First Fort Fairfield IAT River Race) might also boost 
the local economy and attract more visitors. 

Effectiveness of the SEED Model
One of the main goals of the SEED model test 

project was to use the expertise and resources of the var-
ious stakeholder partners, which we did by gaining sup-
port and commitment from highly experienced 
representatives from relevant government agencies, for-
profit and nonprofit organizations, and the Fort Fairfield 
town manager. The first team meeting was designed to 
create a shared understanding and mission for the 
project. It also allowed the different stakeholders to de-
velop trust in the team and interact independently with 
the town manager. The weekly email updates provided 
status reports and allowed the stakeholders to weigh in 
when they had knowledge or resources to share. The 
knowledge summit enabled stakeholders to share their 
valuable knowledge and expertise with the town man-
ager and address specific goals and priorities. 

Each stakeholder brought a wealth of knowledge 
and expertise to the town’s revitalization efforts that 
could not be found elsewhere. The knowledge summit 
and subsequent meetings enabled stakeholders and the 
team to work collaboratively for nearly four months. By 
this time, members of the team had shared their knowl-
edge, and the mission and scope had been refined. Thus, 
the knowledge summit and similar meetings represented 
a synergistic collaboration of creative abrasion, where all 
stakeholders could contribute valuable and relevant 
knowledge to address the town’s revitalization issues and 
indicate possible ways to overcome the respective 
challenges.

In the context of small-town revitalization, the team 
specifically focused on entrepreneurship and innovation. 
The club created a Town Revitalization Resource Docu-
ment featuring over 25 programs for expertise and 

funding (see Appendix G). It also ran two ideation ses-
sions to foster innovation and entrepreneurship, gener-
ating an idea bank of 81 ideas related to retail, food, 
events, outdoor and indoor recreation, tourism, and 
other opportunities. This process began in late January 
2024 with an internal brainstorming session, during 
which club members discussed innovative ideas for Fort 
Fairfield. Those ideas were grouped into eight categories: 
tourism, food, culture, cross-border cooperation, family 
and kids, infrastructure, finance, and demographic chal-
lenges (Appendix E). 

A create session followed the brainstorming session 
in February. The narrative presented to the club mem-
bers was as follows:

Fort Fairfield is a community in Aroostook County, 
Maine. At one point, it was a vibrant town on the 
Aroostook River. Through a series of events that 
decimated the downtown area, along with shifting 
industries, Fort Fairfield has experienced a significant 
decline in its economic activity and population. To 
not only maintain Fort Fairfield but also return it to a 
thriving community, we need to bring more business 
to Fort Fairfield.

At the center of the discussion was the question of 
how to attract new residents, encourage homegrown 
businesses, and attract (new) companies to Fort Fair-
field. Such ideas could include products, services, sys-
tems, and innovations. 

 After the create session, the club held an ideation 
session in March, which led to a so-called mind map. 
Some of the major ideas included examples of popular 
restaurants, recreational activities, and infrastructure 
ideas (see the appendix for the entire mind map). The 
next step included creating an idea bank, which was 
completed at the end of March. The primary goal was to 
attract entrepreneurs and small businesses to Fort Fair-
field and address the issues of housing and business 
blight. Ideas were categorized into the following groups: 
types of companies important for all small towns, retail, 
food, and supporting businesses and activities. 

These ideas were integrated with the club’s stake-
holders’ knowledge, expertise, and resources (through 
several stakeholder and discussion forums, which al-
lowed the collaboration partners to provide feedback 
and suggestions for improvement). This led to a list of 
(possible) events, indoor and outdoor activities, and 
tourism-related ideas. Additional deliverables can be 
found in the appendix, including a resource bank and a 
discussion of supplementary resource programs. 

https://doi.org/10.53558/yhhc4663
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Figure 2 summarizes the revitalization system deliv-
erable as applied to Fort Fairfield. The first step was 
identifying the community’s short- and long-term needs. 
Ideas were then generated using brainstorming and other 
techniques. Additional information was gathered from 
stakeholders and collaboration partners, and the existing 
and missing resources of Fort Fairfield were identified. 
The generated ideas were launched, and possible review 
methods were illustrated. An example of each of those 
steps is included in the figure below.

Over the 2023–2024 academic year, the club suc-
cessfully created a synergistic ecosystem of diverse stake-
holders from multiple government, state, and local 
agencies, as well as for-profit and non-profit organiza-
tions, and the town manager, who provided the knowl-
edge, expertise, and resources needed to support Fort 
Fairfield’s revitalization efforts. Additionally, club mem-
bers learned how to successfully create and implement 
the role of project champions to communicate, plan, or-
ganize, and implement this ecosystem and learned how 
to work in a consulting capacity with the town manager 

to identify, communicate, and provide deliverables for 
his priorities. 

These deliverables included a web portal to promote 
use of the Aroostook River to increase usage by visitors 
and residents; a business system to help with planning 
for revitalization efforts, especially related to entrepre-
neurship and innovation; a resource bank to help navi-
gate the different agencies and resources; and a marketing 
plan to help with the goal of attracting visitors, new resi-
dents, and small businesses and entrepreneurs. 

DISCUSSION

This pilot test aimed to determine whether the 
SEED model could assist a small rural town in its revital-
ization efforts. The literature review demonstrates that 
many small rural towns worldwide face deterioration, 
population decline, and significant challenges in at-
tracting and retaining the businesses and people neces-
sary to maintain their vibrancy and thrive. The SEED 
model represents a viable methodology to help these 
small towns by creating an ecosystem of diverse 

FIGURE 2:	 Fort Fairfield Revitalization System

Identify Short and Long Term Needs
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•	 Local Government
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•	 Understand the need
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Information Gathering
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•	 Knowledge
•	 Financial

Idea Building
•	 Prototyping and MVP
•	 Engage stakeholders

Implementation
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stakeholders with the knowledge, expertise, and re-
sources to revitalize them.

What did we learn from this project? We learned 
that project champions are crucial for a small-town revi-
talization project like ours. It was particularly necessary 
for effective communication in persuading the town 
manager and stakeholders to dedicate some of their valu-
able time and resources by demonstrating the value of 
the project. Similarly, consistent and relevant communi-
cation throughout the project was crucial in keeping all 
stakeholders informed, demonstrating tangible progress, 
and facilitating open communication among them. The 
role of project champion is rarely explored in research on 
small-town revitalization. However, our pilot project 
shows the crucial role and responsibility of them in suc-
cessful revitalization efforts. Furthermore, we showed 
that the SEED model can be viable for small-town revi-
talization efforts. Creating a sustainable and synergistic 
ecosystem of relevant stakeholders represents a means of 
developing the creative abrasion necessary to achieve 
successful outcomes through the combination of exper-
tise, knowledge, and resources. 

We believe this project successfully helped the town 
manager navigate the (occasionally) overwhelming and 
confusing alphabet soup of agencies and resources. We 
noted that creating relationships in this ecosystem al-
lowed the town manager to work with stakeholders who 
could provide resources and assistance to meet the 
town’s specific needs. We also noted significant synergies 
among the different stakeholders. During and after the 
meetings, they would build upon each other’s knowledge 
and resources to create greater value for the client. The 
SEED model thus appears suitable for small-town revi-
talization, particularly when the project champion serves 
as a facilitator.

This project, however, represented a small pilot test. 
The major limitation was the time constraints of the fac-
ulty members, students, stakeholders, and the town 
manager. The logistics and implementation of working 
with the town manager and a group of nearly a dozen 
different stakeholders, who had other commitments, 
represented additional challenges. Future research could 
follow up to determine whether our deliverables contrib-
uted to achieving the goals of increased tourism and 
town revitalization. This would involve conducting mar-
keting research to examine tourism, small businesses, 
and entrepreneurial interests in Fort Fairfield, as well as 
implementing the proposed town revitalization and mar-
keting strategies. The Undiscovered Maine student club 

will continue its research on economic development. 
The plan is to grow the organization and use the SEED 
model to work with this or other towns or specific busi-
nesses in the region. 
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