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Why do we use incentives? 
To achieve our community’s economic development goals

◦ Jobs
◦ Quality investment

◦ Talent and workforce development
◦ Local business support
◦ Downtown revitalization
◦ Brownfield redevelopment

◦ Quality of life and quality of place
◦ Strengthen tax base

Incentives are not just about winning a deal. Smart incentive use is 
always connected to a larger economic development strategy.
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Incentive 
use is a 
process, 
not a 
transaction
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Do incentives work? 
Do incentives influence business decisions?

◦ Yes, but they are not 100% responsible for business investment decisions

◦ Incentives are one of many factors that drive investment and site selection

◦ Well-designed incentives play a meaningful role in combination with other 
factors, such as workforce, infrastructure, and cost of doing business

Do incentives generate positive economic outcomes? 

◦ They can, but their impact depends on good program design and 
implementation

◦ Some incentives work better than others

◦ It is vital to incorporate incentive project monitoring and program reporting 
to know which incentives perform well

◦ A good incentive is not a guarantee that a project will work out as planned
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Evaluations are showing us what 
makes incentive programs 
effective
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Targeted Discretionary
Leverage 

significant 
private capital

Limited 
duration

Transparent 
rules and 
reporting

Require 
accountability

Program caps 
or limits

Simple and 
understandable

Aligned with 
state strategy



Craft competitive incentive 
packages
States that have consistent success package multiple program 
components into tailored incentive deals.

Major project successes are usually built on combined offerings 
from several partners to create a compelling, unified incentive 
package.

View incentives as investments and new companies as 
partners that can help achieve the state’s goals. 

Invest in yourself, not just the company. Workforce, site, and 
infrastructure investments that stay with the community are often 
part of successful incentive packages.

Shift from a program management to an investment partner 
mindset.
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Questions to ask

How does this support our economic development strategy?

What outcomes are we seeking? 

◦ Is  job count the right metric?

Is the timeframe appropriate? 

Who will track costs and benefits?

What risks might we face?
◦ How do anticipated costs and benefits change under different 

scenarios?

◦ What protections are in place in case the project doesn’t develop as 
planned? 
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Plan for transparency and accountability.

Elected officials, community groups and 

economic development leaders need good 

quality data on incentive costs and outcomes.

• Fiscal and economic impact 

analysis

• Performance agreements 

with milestones

• Reporting on results



About us
Smart Incentives helps communities make 
sound decisions throughout the incentives 
process

✓Analyze incentive offerings and program design

✓Apply the Smart Incentives 4x4 framework for program 
management

✓Strengthen project compliance procedures 

✓Evaluate and report on program results
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Connect
Ellen Harpel
Founder

571-212-3397

ellen@smartincentives.org

http://www.smartincentives.org/

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ellenharpel/ 

For more incentive information, please see our Incentive Resources 
page and blog articles.

Sign up here or visit our website to subscribe to our monthly 
newsletter.
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