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This study navigates the terrain of community development in metropolitan areas across the United States (US), spotlighting the interplay between stakeholder engagement, development success, and distinct types of community development characteristics. While urban centers in US cities experienced disinvestment and urban flight for more than 5 decades, they now experience renewed interest amidst the complexities of rampant urbanization. Gentrification and displacement are some of the critical consequences of urban re-development, which warrants the exploration of the success metrics that turn disinvested communities into thriving ones. Methodologically, archetype analysis is employed to examine 73 case studies reported by the United States Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD) as examples of successful development. The case studies span 37 US states and 67 cities. The analysis utilizes the Distressed Communities Index (DCI) as a supporting metric and offers an intermediate level of abstraction between a case-by-case analysis of successful development strategies and a generalized approach that assumes that one strategy fits all. Instead, the analysis identifies four distinct types of successful community development archetypes based on five relevant characteristics that emerged from our analysis: (1) public investments, (2) private investment (3) development plans, (4) stakeholder engagement, and (5) the DCI. The four identified archetypes represent unique Community Development Success pathways with specific development characteristics. Understanding the diversity reflected in these distinct archetypes is crucial for policymakers and stakeholders seeking to address the specific needs and challenges of each development success type. This can inform more targeted policy initiatives for fostering prosperity and vitality in diverse communities across the US and beyond.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, historically disinvested urban communities (i.e., communities that have received diminishing services and capital throughout an extended time period) have seen significant shifts in their demographics and economic landscapes. The term disinvested communities describes a sadly familiar process in United States urban planning whereby entire neighborhoods or sections of a city were abandon and neglected. Not surprisingly, disinvestment typically falls along racial and class lines (Bradford and Rubinowitz, 1975; Body-Gendrot, 2000; Gibson, 2007; Platt, 2014). More recently, disinvested United States cities have experienced a turnaround from their urban flight and disinvestment past, and are subject to renewed interest along with the complexities of rampant urbanization (Naparstek and Dooley, 1997; Dreier, 2003). Some scholars have called this recent turn around the back-to-the-city moment (Sturtevant and Jung, 2011) and the new urban renewal (Hyra, 2017). While it mirrors global trends of urbanization (Yeolekar-Kadam and Chandiramani, 2024), the United States leads the world in urbanization with more than 80% of United States Americas living in cities and metropolitan areas. Gentrification is one of the downsides of the back-to-the-city moment. Disinvested neighborhoods with low property values are prime candidates for reinvestment. The influx of funding and higher-income residents leads to increased property values, and the displacement, the forced migration of long-time, low-income residents (Hyra, 2017; Moskowitz, 2018).

Yet while the overall urbanization pressures tend to spur local governments and planners to develop disinvested communities where the land values are cheaper (Eastman and Kaeding, 2019), not all urbanization leads to gentrification. Urbanization is driven by many factors that differ due to the unique nuances found in different communities, such as the level of development, economic maturity, the percentage of retirees, employment levels, or school-aged children, recreational assets, climate conditions etc. These factors and more can influence how migration patterns take shape (Boyd, 1989; Wu et al., 2019; Grafeneder-Weissteiner et al., 2020). Some view gentrification pressures as a transition critical to the economic success of urban centers (Logan and Molotch, 2007). Others find displacement a rare phenomenon (Ellen and O’Regan, 2011); while others contend it is prevalent (Newman and Wyly, 2006). Regardless, increased public and private investment in disinvested communities invariably causes an increase in property values, which tends to push out long-time residents. This warrants a further exploration of the role of investments in successful community development outcomes (Hyra, 2017; Rothstein and Rothstein, 2023). Similarly, development plans are important factors that influence development success. There is in fact broad consensus that measuring community development success must be based on clearly defined goals (Chantal et al., 2019). Yet how to arrive at these goals is far less clear. In fact, a range of conventional and unconventional methods exists to formulate development plans and identify both broad and specific measures to track progress toward the identified development goals (Savini, 2021). The engagement of stakeholders in defining both goals and success measures has proven to be an influential factor as well (O’Hara, 1999). Some argue that universal measures are desirable to provide communities with a succinct road map to development success. Others contend that goals and measures must be based on the specific conditions of each local community.

This study aims to explore the space between these two poles and tests the hypothesis that successful community development initiatives are not uniform but show distinct differences. Awareness of these differences constitutes a useful tool for local decision makers while also saving them the time and expenses of developing their own community based development approach. It is therefore all the more important to identify what variations exist so that communities can identify the development path that provides the most promising road map for them. The study explores these varied yet transferrable development paths based on five relevant characteristics that emerged from our analysis: (1) public investments, (2) private investment (3) development plans, (4) stakeholder engagement, and (5) the DCI.



2 Disinvested communities and the role of investment

In the discourse on urban economics and community development, the terminology used to describe community conditions can significantly influence the focus and implications of research and policy initiatives. The literature often uses the deficit-based term “distressed” when addressing these same communities (Shultz et al., 2017; Eastman and Kaeding, 2019; Bartik, 2020). Other studies (see Zuk et al., 2018; Schnake-Mahl et al., 2020), prefers the term “disinvested” over the term “distressed” to describe communities experiencing long-term economic and service decline. Unlike the deficit-focused term “distressed,” which often connotes an inevitable decline, “disinvestment” is an asset-based term that implies a reversible process and focuses on the withdrawal or withholding of investments and services over an extended period of time. This perspective aligns with our research aim to identify and reverse these trends through targeted interventions.

This study further operationalizes the term “disinvestment” by using both empirical data and qualitative assessments. Naparstek and Dooley’s (1997) definition provides a critical foundation for this perspective. They describe disinvestment as “a series of progressive, purposeful steps by lending institutions to withdraw their investment from the communities they expect to deteriorate.” This definition encompasses a broader range of actions than mere economic decline, including the strategic decisions by developers, lenders, and even public sector entities to limit or withdraw financial and infrastructure support from certain areas. These actions contribute not only to economic degradation but also to the erosion of community well-being and the social fabric of the community.

To quantify and analyze the impacts of disinvestment, this study employs the Distressed Communities Index (DCI) developed by the Economic Innovation Group (2020). The DCI provides a robust empirical framework for assessing economic distress across various dimensions, including employment, educational attainment, and housing stability. The index scores zip codes on seven economic indicators, with scores ranging from 0 (most prosperous) to 100 (most distressed), across five tiers of well-being. By integrating DCI data, it is possible to identify communities that are statistically distressed and to examine the correlation between high distress scores and areas historically subjected to disinvestment (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Distressed communities index—seven components.
[image: Table1]

This integration of DCI scores with the conceptual framework of disinvestment allows for a nuanced analysis of how policy and economic decisions impact community vitality. The DCI’s comprehensive scoring system offers a mechanism to track changes over time, providing a way to assess the effectiveness of targeted development initiatives. It also helps to illustrate the broader impact of disinvestment practices, showing how they manifest in tangible economic and social outcomes.

Furthermore, using the DCI in conjunction with our methodological approach offers a dual-lens through which community well-being can be viewed. It highlights areas suffering from acute economic struggles and contextualizes the struggles within a framework of historical and ongoing investment decisions. This makes it possible to both identify the symptoms of community distress and highlight the underlying causes, thereby offering a more comprehensive understanding of the factors driving community distress and offering clearer pathways for policy intervention aimed at reversing negative trends.



3 Participation in development and planning

A review of the literature on urban development and planning indicates that not only the measures of development success are critical but also the engagement of local stakeholders in selecting them. Blanke and Walzer (2013), for example, assert that engagement results in better goals and outcomes measures as well as increased public’s awareness of the issues involved in attaining them. This view is prevalent not only at the community level but also at every level of development. It argues that different stakeholders leave their distinct mark on the selection of indicators to measure development success (O’Hara, 1999). Some in the urban studies field have therefore raised concerns about development approaches that lack local engagement and decimate the economic and social fabric of neighborhoods (Perry, 2020; O’Hara et al., 2023). Others recognize that urban planners and developers may not see sufficient value in investing the time and resources necessary to establish a meaningful local engagement process, especially given the opportunity costs associated with scarce urban resources (Blanke and Walzer, 2013).

Given these tensions between abstracts and generalizable definitions of development and local specificities and engagement-based definitions, the literature provides a range of frameworks for measuring community development that address the need for collective voices and displacement mitigation. Contingent measurement approaches like the Success Measures toolkit created by NeighborWorks America make it possible for community members to select and monitor indicators from performance measures that they identify as priorities (Blanke and Walzer, 2013; Success Measures, 2020). Data on the identified indicators and outcomes are then collected annually to track progress. Scholars like Stoecker (2013) also argue for a contingent measurement approach where each community selects its own indicators that align with its goals.

Yet, some communities do not have a clear vision for their outcomes that can be translated into appropriate success measures. Patton (2011) provides a model for measuring community development success that focuses on examining outcomes when the expected results are unclear. This approach, called the Development Evaluation model, suggests that a more nimble evaluation process that grows and shifts is needed as the community’s vision manifests (Patton, 2011).

While these various approaches provide in principle the opportunity for inclusive community development, local governments, and developers cite cost and time constraints as reasons why they are not leveraging the breadth of research that advocates for a participatory model of development (Blanke and Walzer, 2013). Time and resource constraints are also cited as hurdles that limit the ability of urban planner to facilitate approaches that measure community development outcomes based on goals relevant to each specific community (Walzer and Hamm, 2012).

While both academics and practitioners agree that indicators are important when measuring community development success, the literature is divided on the specific indicators that are most relevant or on the process for selecting them. Generally, engagement is recognized not only as indispensable to developing unique community based development indicators, but also in building capacity and producing more actionable goals. Yet especially for communities with limited resource broad based participation remains a challenge (see for example Zautra et al., 2008). Others, therefore contend that the universal measurement approach is more desirable, and universal indicators are needed to ensure broader development success (see for example Hoffer and Levy, 2010).

In the field of urban planning, stakeholders are organizations, groups, and individuals that can impact, are impacted by, or believe they can influence a project’s design, directions, or outcomes (Project Management Institute, 2021). In development, particularly sustainable development, engaging stakeholders requires a delicate balancing act between economic, environmental, and societal conditions (Rondinel-Oviedo and Schreier-Barreto, 2018; O’Hara et al., 2023). The community development literature suggests that planners, local governments, and developers follow a traditional method of stakeholder engagement (Bhattacharyya, 2004; Hampton et al., 2024).

Traditionally, urban planning within a neighborhood includes a mandatory outreach meeting intended to provide residents with opportunities to engage with planners and government officials regarding a planned development (Villanueva et al., 2017). Yet often, meetings are sparsely attended due to their times, locations, and the community’s belief that elected officials and developers have already brokered backroom deals (Gearin et al., 2023). Some studies have corroborated these perceptions and have found that traditional revitalization practices are often driven by city elites and elected officials who follow a predetermined project agenda shaped by private developers (Villanueva et al., 2017). Community voice that result from community engagement are often marginalized or altogether absent from the development agenda (Matarrita-Cascante and Brennan, 2012; Bahadorestani et al., 2020). Citing resource constraints, even less time-consuming survey approaches to gaging stakeholder opinion have found limited acceptance despite their useful findings (O’Hara, 2001).

The literature notes that scholars have proposed other non-traditional approaches to stakeholder engagement in hopes of increasing the breadth, depth, and equity of community input and participation (O’Hara, 2001; Gearin and Hurt, 2024). The collaborative planning approach is a participation technique used by some urban planners to build community consensus (Berke and Kaiser, 2006). Collaborative planning consists of three stages: pre-plan making, plan making, and plan implementation. These stages work to facilitate inclusive participation, common purpose and problem definition, participant self-education, multiple option testing, consensus decisions, shared implementation, and an informed public. Ultimately, this approach serves to increase community voice and participation, but it may not avoid the pitfalls of traditional approaches to engagement altogether (Berke and Kaiser, 2006).



4 Materials and methods

This study employs archetype analysis as its primary methodological framework. Of particular interest here is the capacity of archetype analysis to structure complex phenomena by identifying recurrent patterns at an intermediate level of abstraction. As defined by Oberlack et al. (2019), archetype analysis systematically explores varied instances of a phenomenon to delineate models that encapsulate the essential mechanisms driving these occurrences under specific conditions. The methodology is therefore particularly adept at capturing the subtleties and variations inherent in complex systems. This makes archetype analysis an ideal approach for examining the multifaceted dynamics of community development.

Archetype analysis allows researchers to move beyond simplistic categorizations and delve into the nuanced interplay between different factors influencing community development (Sietz et al., 2019). In this study, it is used to scrutinize the successful development outcomes of urban communities across the United States, focusing on the role of stakeholder engagement and governance structures and investments. By examining these interactions, the analysis illuminates the continuum between generalized developmental goals and the tailored approaches necessitated by unique community contexts.

Eisenack et al. (2019) provide a four-factor conceptualization of archetypes, which we adapt to frame our investigation:

• Nonuniversal: Each archetype represents a specific configuration of characteristics that does not necessarily apply universally but exhibits significant explanatory power within particular contexts.

• Building blocks: Archetypes serve as modular components that can be interconnected to construct comprehensive models of phenomena. This modular nature allows for the flexible assembly of archetypes to describe complex and varied cases.

• Common vocabulary of attributes: Archetypes are characterized by a shared set of attributes, which facilitates the comparative analysis across different cases and enhances the generalizability of the findings within similar contexts.

• Classification of components: Each archetype classifies elements of cases, helping to organize and systematize the attributes observed in different instances of community development.

The application of archetype analysis in this study is geared toward understanding how different models of stakeholder engagement and governance influence community development outcomes along with the role of investment. Given its capacity to integrate both qualitative and quantitative data, and to systematically analyze multidimensional land use patterns, archetype analysis proves invaluable in dissecting the complex, intersectional dynamics present in urban areas across the United States and specifically in disinvested urban communities. Archetype analysis can therefore highlights the distinct pathways through which urban communities can achieve development success while also offering insights into how specific combinations of factors contribute to successful urban development outcomes.


4.1 Case studies and cluster analysis

The case studies for our archetype analysis were retrieved from the database of development success stories of the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and its Office of Policy Development and Research (PD&R) (see for example Seawright and Gerring, 2008). This is the largest database of detailed urban development case studies in the United States as HUD also contributes the bulk of public funding for urban development (HUD, 2024). It must be stressed that all of the cases in this database are considered “successful” to varying degrees and all of them are considered disinvested to varying degrees as indicated by their DCI.

We used the keywords “engagement OR stakeholder engagement” AND “economic OR business” AND “governance OR decision-making OR capacity” to assemble the case studies ultimately included in our study. Case studies were drawn from a wide range of cities across the United States and from across the DCI spectrum (see Figure 1). We further established inclusion criteria first to the case study titles and then to the full case study texts. These inclusion criteria specified that cases had to include information about the structures, processes, and outcomes and provide an indication of decision-making and stakeholder engagement. This procedure yielded 73 case studies across 37 states and 67 cities in the United States. However, detailed information about the selection process of the stakeholders or their specify demographic characteristics was inconsistent across the HUD database.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Case studies by distressed community index.


The qualitative case studies were coded using a thematic analysis methodology (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Corbin and Strauss, 2007), which was then employed to analyze our dataset of 73 diverse case studies. This qualitative approach was chosen for its systematic yet flexible framework for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data. Each case study was meticulously examined, with the data undergoing a detailed coding process in an iterative manner. This process involved several stages: initial coding of data by identifying significant features and organizing data relevant to each code; subsequent searching for themes by collating these codes into potential themes; and final review and refinement of themes. Throughout this process, the constant comparative method was integral and ensured that each piece of data was continually compared with others for similarities and differences. Five key themes emerged from the data variables as characteristics of our development success case studies: private investment, government investment, development plans, indicators, and stakeholder engagement. These five characteristics formed the basis for generating binary data, indicative of the presence or absence of these identified themes in each case study.

Following the thematic analysis, principal component analysis (PCA) was applied to the binary data derived from the case studies. This statistical technique reduced the dimensionality of the data while preserving most of the variation within it. The PCA transformed the binary variables into a set of principal components: orthogonal, uncorrelated linear combinations of the original variables. Each PC represented a specific pattern in the data, capturing the maximum variance possible. This step was crucial for identifying underlying structures in the dataset that might not be immediately obvious, and for preparing the data for subsequent clustering analysis.

Finally, a K-means cluster analysis (MacQueen, 1967) was conducted on the transformed data. K-means is a widely used partitioning method that divides data into k distinct, non-overlapping subgroups or clusters. The number of clusters, k = 4, was determined based on the elbow method, which involves plotting the explained variation as a function of the number of clusters and identifying the point where the rate of decrease sharply changes. Each case study was assigned to the cluster with the nearest mean, with the algorithm iteratively optimizing the positions of the cluster centers. The goal of this analysis was to group case studies into clusters based on similarities in their principal components, which reflected underlying patterns identified in the Thematic Analysis and PCA stages. This clustering provided insights into categorizing case studies with similar thematic characteristics, aiding in further interpretation and understanding of the complex dataset.

The methodological approach—specifically the combination of thematic analysis, PCA, and cluster analysis—was specifically designed to reflect our research objectives. By categorizing case studies into distinct clusters, we were able to delineate clear patterns of successful community development efforts. Each cluster represents different strategies and outcomes, providing nuanced insights into how various combinations of investment, planning, and stakeholder engagement correlate with successful community development. The clustering of our case studies not only enhanced our understanding of effective development strategies, but also offers a methodological blueprint for assessing distinct community development pathways in varied urban settings.




5 Results and discussion

The five variables that capture a range of relevant characteristics of the successful development cases we retrieved from the HUD database are consistent with existing frameworks for identifying redevelopment efforts in distressed communities. They are (1) private investment, (2) government/public investment, (3) development plans, (4) development indicators, and (5) stakeholder engagement. The Distressed Community Index (DCI) is leveraged as a contextualizing component of our analysis, as it provides a standardized, comparative measure of economic well-being, offering insights into each community’s relative standing among its peers.

Additionally, the thematic analysis of the case studies reveals five distinct topics (see Table 2); each representing a theme associated with successful community development initiatives in the United States. This, along with case study coding, allows the analysis to move beyond an interpretation of binary attribute configurations to a dynamic examination of the clusters. The interplay between private and government investment, development plans, stakeholder engagement, and the DCI provides a novel view of the group characteristics in each cluster. Overall, the cases in our sample rank between a Tier 1 and 5 community in the development nomenclature.



TABLE 2 Themes of successful community development case studies.
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Our archetype cluster analysis revealed four distinct archetypes of successful urban development. Each archetype represents a unique combination of attributes that supports its classification as a distinct Community Development Success Types (CDST). It is important to recognize that the four archetypes are not universal but serve instead as unique snapshots of a dynamic urban development landscape. Understanding the characteristics of each archetype and the development strategies they represent is crucial for designing tailored strategies toward fostering prosperous and vibrant urban communities. Each of the four identified CDSTs suggests different community development strategies underlying their successful development outcome. The distinctive characteristics captured in the four clusters are summarized in Table 3. The characteristics illuminate the strengths of the archetype analysis approach in identifying compelling insights for policymakers, planners, and researchers alike. The results suggest four distinct types of development success rather than one overarching type. The cluster analysis approach thus reveals distinct groupings of successful development cases that overcome the limitations of analyzing every case as its own distinct development strategy. Communities can then consult the four clusters based on their own characteristics to identify their most promising development pathway.



TABLE 3 Cluster interpretation.
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5.1 Cluster description and interpretation


5.1.1 Cluster 1: the Proactive Innovation CDST

This cluster in characterized by both private and public sector investments, indicating a strong commitment to economic development from both stakeholder groups. This archetype captures community development with a high level of both private and government investment, identified indicators, development plans, stakeholder engagement, and advanced DCI scores. Cases in this cluster are proactive in planning their development, as evidenced by their extensive development plans. Moreover, they actively engage with stakeholders, emphasizing the collaborative nature of their development initiatives. They enhance the efficacy of community development initiatives by leveraging social capital generated through extensive stakeholder engagement.

Reflecting on the thematic characteristics, this cluster aligns with themes of integrated development strategies and effective governance structures, showing a clear convergence with patterns of high stakeholder collaboration and advanced DCI scores, indicative of higher economic prosperity. This suggests a relatively high level of prosperity classified as Tier 5 regions. Areas that reflect these attributes actively seek new opportunities to both leverage and increase their assets while systematically targeting areas for improvement. The score reflects the relatively advanced development status of the communities in this cluster compared to communities that score significantly lower on the DCI index.



5.1.2 Cluster 2: the Harmony Seeking CDST

This cluster shows moderate levels of private and government investment. It is not common to see investment from both private and government in the community development initiatives captured in this cluster. Cases in this cluster have indicators and development plans, demonstrating a proactive approach to economic development. This cluster diverges from the common narrative of identifying high levels of engagement with development success. Instead, the cases in this cluster suggest a more nuanced interaction between engagement and development success as well as investment and engagement quality. The characteristics of communities in this cluster are supported by DCI scores, which reflect a balanced state of economic development as most cases in this cluster typically fall into Tier 3 or 4 of the DCI, indicating intermediate development.

This cluster reflects communities that seek to strike a balance between investment and development. They exhibit a harmony between private and government investment, a diverse range of development plans, and moderate DCI scores that correspond to Tier 3 or 4 classifications. These cases indicate the effectiveness of maintaining equilibrium in community development initiatives and of resisting the inclination to overemphasize one aspect at the expense of another, which might result from an tendency to run after to money, and aggressively seek private or public sector funding without sufficient readiness in other areas needed for development success.



5.1.3 Cluster 3: the Opportunity Optimist CDST

This cluster is characterized by both private and public sector investment, signifying that some development resources have been leveraged. Communities in this cluster have development plans, indicators, and varying levels of stakeholder engagement. Despite the DCI scores, which reveal a significantly higher level of disinvestment than the previous two clusters, the Opportunity Optimists have shaped the economic status of their communities through rather detailed reinvestments. This cluster illustrates a clear pattern of leveraging both existing and new resources to kickstart development, and aligning it with thematic findings of resource mobilization for revitalization. This archetype is also characterized by inconsistent stakeholder engagement, which may limit the scale and scope of development.

While the cases in cluster 3 are categorized as successful examples of community development in the HUD database from which we draw our case studies, their modest DCI scores position them in Tier 2 of the DCI. This suggests that there is considerable room for improvement. The untapped potential may lie in the stronger collaborative investment of the public and private sectors to accelerate community development initiatives. A visionary private sector champion may also be an effective catalyst for the development of communities in this cluster.



5.1.4 Cluster 4: the Adaptive Progressive CDST

Communities in this cluster have development plans, indicators, and varying stakeholder engagement levels but only minimal private and public sector investments. Most cases in this cluster are classified as Tier 1 or 2 DCI cases. These comparatively low scores are characteristic of the current state of the communities in this cluster even though they were characterized as development successes in the databases from which we drew our case study samples. It is remarkable that community development success is possible at all for these cases given their low DCI scores, which indicate low to moderate economic development potential.

This finding diverges from other clusters where higher investments correlate with greater development success, which makes this archetype of communities particularly interesting. It highlights the potential for achieving significant development success even with limited resources. This archetype appears to be adapted to navigating development in the specific economic contexts where the communities in this cluster find themselves and illustrates the need for adaptive strategies that consider both investment levels and development plans. However, the need to adapt to diverse economic contexts may lead to a dispersion of resources and efforts, which potentially dilutes the impact of development initiatives.

The results of our analysis of the development success of disinvested urban communities, taking into account the five characteristics of private investment, government investment, development indicators, development plans, and stakeholder engagement, provide valuable insights into the complexities of community development. By exploring the multifaceted interplay between our attributes for community development success and the DCI, we can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the community development landscape and facilitate more effective data-driven decision-making for the benefit of the diverse communities in need of a successful development strategy.




5.2 Policy implications

Our analysis has direct policy implications. Communities falling within the identified four archetypes face different challenges and opportunities in achieving development success. For The Proactive Innovator types, it will be critical to identify continued support for their robust development plans and stakeholder engagement strategies. Communities with the characteristics of this development archetype can develop and implement policy frameworks that encourage ongoing public and private partnerships and ensure that these collaborations are sustainable and adaptable to changing economic conditions. These communities might establish incentives for continued private investment in urban infrastructure and social programs that are well-aligned with community development goals; they might also create enhanced platforms for stakeholder engagement to ensure that development plans continuously reflect community needs and priorities. Communities characterized by this archetype can serve as models for comprehensive development initiatives, albeit they may be considered relatively resource intensive.

The Harmony Seekers appear to have the ability to adapt and strike a balance between investment and development efforts. This archetype should be encouraged to maintain its balanced approach, and to ensure that its investment remains well-aligned with identified development strategies. Communities that identify with this archetype should focus on creating balanced development programs that promote equal participation from both private investors and public entities. Additionally, community workshops and forums can elevate the level of stakeholder engagement and ensure that all voices are represented in development discussions. Communities characterized by this archetype may also find it helpful to introduce rigorous monitoring and evaluation frameworks to assess the impact of development projects and adjust strategies as needed to maintain the balance they strive for.

The Opportunity Optimists will require policies that can effectively leverage their high private sector investment, channeling it effectively to realize the development potential of the communities falling within this cluster. Through the development of targeted engagement initiatives that aim to involve underrepresented community members in the planning processes, they can enhance the impact of the investments characteristic of this archetype. Communities identified with this archetype might also strengthen public-private partnerships as a mechanism to boost economic development and infrastructure improvements, while designing innovative resource allocation models that prioritize investments in critical areas especially those identified by underrepresented stakeholders.

The Adaptive Progressors would be well advised to consider adaptive strategies that match their specific economic contexts, recognizing that investment and development plans need to align with their current limited capacity. Other strategies might include support for community-led planning initiatives that empower residents to direct development efforts toward their specific needs, and to focus on the efficient utilization of limited resource to ensure that even small investments are maximized to benefit community development goals. This may not be an easy lesson to implement as it may require prioritizing specific development initiatives that avert a dispersion of resources and efforts and make selected initiatives more impactful.

Overall, our results offers valuable insights for development decision makers and policymakers and underscores that the development success of disinvested urban communities cannot readily be captured in a single success strategy. As the example of our Adaptive Progressor archetype illustrates, the practical application of these findings and their implementation in diverse and complex political environments may present challenges. However, these challenges may be mitigated by a more nuanced understanding of the development paths captured in the identified archetypes of successful urban development.



5.3 Study limitations

Our study provides a novel and nuanced examination of community development in disinvested United States cities. However, several limitations must be noted. Chiefly, the source of case studies is the US Department of Housing & Urban Development database of development success stories. While the data provides a wide range of DCI tiers suggesting a range of more and less successful development outcomes, the data does not include the full range of development outcomes, including those initiatives that were not successful. This study can, therefore, be considered a steppingstone for future exploration. Given the lack of undecided or negative development outcomes, the four archetypes of development identified in this study may paint a somewhat optimistic picture. Communities can also exhibit characteristics that span multiple archetypes or shift from one type to another over time. These limitations highlight areas for further research and suggest caution in applying the study’s findings universally without considering specific local contexts and evolving community dynamics in the disinvested communities undertaking development initiatives.



5.4 Future research directions

The study identifies several avenues for further research: (1) exploring the factors that influence stakeholder engagement and how it relates to economic development; (2) investigating the effectiveness of various development plan models and their impact on economic development; (3) assessing the role of policy interventions in fostering private and public sector investment within specific archetypes and policy environments; and (4) longitudinal studies to understand how communities may transition between archetypes over time, reflecting the dynamic nature of regional economic and community development. Further explorations of these topics will undoubtedly make the identified archetypes of urban development more robust even as their specific characteristics already provide useful insights.




6 Conclusion

This study analyzed 73 case studies from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development database, and identified four distinct archetypes of successful urban community development. We were able to discern our four unique clusters of development archetypes by delineating five distinct development characteristics within our data. Each cluster represents an archetype that exemplifies a successful development approach, offering a novel and insightful perspective into the multifaceted community development landscapes across the United States and possibly to communities beyond.

Archetype analysis as a methodological approach enabled us to understand recurrent patterns of variables and processes, which facilitated a deeper investigation into patterns of community development success across a diverse array of urban contexts captured in our case studies. Observing outcomes and stakeholder engagement processes at an intermediate level of abstraction allowed us to distinctly identify four archetypes of Community Development Success Types (CDSTs): the Proactive Innovation CDST—characterized by high investment and active stakeholder engagement; the Harmony Seeking CDST—noted for its balanced approach to investment and development; the Opportunity Optimist CDST—which leverages both public and private investments under conditions of significant historical disinvestment; and the Adaptive Progressive CDST—characterized by success despite minimal investments under economically challenging conditions.

These four archetypes provide a robust foundation for formulating targeted and effective policy initiatives, strategic resource allocation, and promising development strategies that can be more finely tuned to the unique characteristics of each archetype to utilize community resources to their fullest potential.

Recognizing the diversity represented by our four archetypes is essential for policymakers and stakeholders who are tasked with leveraging CDSTs to address a community’s specific needs and opportunities. The value of these CDSTs extends beyond mere classification; they serve as a strategic guide for decision-makers to tailor interventions that resonate with the underlying dynamics of each community. By gaining a deeper understanding of the DNA of each archetype, policymakers and planners are equipped to craft initiatives that leverage existing strengths, address vulnerabilities, and capitalize on growth opportunities. This targeted approach optimizes resource utilization and enhances the effectiveness of the development strategies themselves resulting in more equitable and sustainable urban development outcomes overall.

The implementation of tailored strategies based on our findings is pivotal for driving meaningful change especially in significantly disinvested communities who may not easily see a path forward toward sustainable development and prosperity. Policymakers and stakeholders, armed with a deeper understanding provided by this study, are better equipped to navigate the complexities of community development. Moreover, the refinement and adaptation of policies based on the ongoing assessments and further refinement of the identified archetypes will be instrumental in improving development outcomes, especially for under-resourced communities. Our study lays the groundwork for a strategic and proactive stance in community development that can guide stakeholders toward pathways that help all communities to thrive, adapt, and collectively contribute to a more sustainable and just development future.
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