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INTRODUCTION/METHODOLOGY 

With nearly two thirds of corporate executives and location advisors 

navigating to websites of economic development organizations (EDOs) 

as a resource in their site selection process, an effective and informative 

economic development website is now more important than ever as a 

marketing tool for communities. 

In DCI’s 2014 edition of Winning Strategies in Economic Development Marketing, 

the internet and websites topped the list of most effective marketing techniques 

– surpassing the six-time previous winner, planned visits to corporate executives. 

In fact, 65% of location advisors reported frequently using the internet during 

their most recent site location search. More often than not, corporate executives 

and location advisors are going straight to economic development websites to 

research and contact economic development groups. 

Development Counsellors International (DCI), a firm that has been the leader 

in marketing places since 1960, conducted a 15-question online survey over a 

month-long period in August, 2016 of EDOs representing the largest regions 

and cities – populations over 200,000 – across the U.S. to collect the latest 

benchmark data on website traffic, content and budgets among economic 

development organizations. A total of 59 responses were received with more 

than 70% representing cities/regions with populations of more than 500,000. We 

sincerely appreciate the time and effort that these organizations took to answer 

the detailed questionnaire.  

Please note that since this data is self-reported, our analysis is based on the 

assumption that the information was filled out correctly. Our hope is that EDOs 

will be able to use this as an initial guide and benchmark for the functionality 

of their website. 

65% of location advisors 

and corporate executives 
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during their most recent 

site location search.



A BENCHMARK FOR WEBSITE VISITS

During 2015, average unique monthly visitors to the websites of the 

largest regional, city and state economic development groups varied 

significantly among respondents from a low of 182 to a high of 36,707. 

Across all respondents, the average unique monthly visitation was 5,514. 

Approximately 50% of EDO websites reported between 1,800 and 7,500 

unique monthly visitors. 

Survey findings reinforce the importance of search engine optimization in today’s 

age of internet clutter. Organic searches to EDO websites provided a greater 

number of visitors than social media referrals and links. 

It is widely accepted that search options outside the first two or three Google 

search results lose site visitors. The competition for attention and placement in 

search engines is steep, and only those who consistently improve their website’s 

ranking will receive the benefits of increased traffic and visibility. 

The top social media referral sites were Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. This 

is consistent with DCI’s 2014 Winning Strategies where Facebook, Twitter and 

LinkedIn were among the top social media channels used by location advisers 

and corporate executives. 

SEARCH ENGINE OPTIMIZATION KEY FOR ATTRACTING VISITORS
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ENGAGING WEBSITE VISITORS A CHALLENGE FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPERS

While individual EDOs are experiencing a range of monthly visitation, most are 

seeing visitors leave before clicking on multiple pages. 

According to Google Analytics, a site’s bounce rate is the percentage of visitors 

who visit one page and leave after seeing only that page. Across the board, 

EDOs are experiencing average bounce rates between 51% and 75%. Only a  

small number of EDOs reported a bounce rate below 25%.

Based on our research, we’ve found that a best practice for B2B marketers, not just the 

economic development industry, is to shoot for a bounce rate between 35% and 40%. 

So, what does this mean? Our industry is missing the mark for keeping visitors 

engaged on a website. 

All is not lost. In cases where bounce rate is high, simple strategies including 

developing pages with additional calls-to-action, relevant downloads or blogs and 

links to other pages on the site, can go a long way in helping to direct your user to 

the next appropriate page. 
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THERE’S MORE TO ENGAGMENT THAN TIME SPENT ON SITE

If your website’s bounce rate falls within the current standard of our industry, 

don’t be discouraged. Bounce rate only tells a portion of the story on whether 

or not a website is engaging. 

Here at DCI, we tend to look at engagement with a bigger lens – by analyzing 

the bounce rate, average number of page views AND time spent on site. We 

like to follow the 3X3 rule, meaning that an engaged user will stay on a website 

for at least three minutes, view at least three pages and the website will have a 

bounce rate somewhere in the 30 percentile range. 

What did our research find for economic development? Despite high bounce 

rates, the average unique number of page views among responding EDOs was 

three. Page views ranged from a low of one to a high of 13 with 50% of EDOs 

seeing two to three page views per session. 

EDOs reported visitors spent an average of two to four minutes on their website. 

Respondents were also asked to select the average time spent on their 

Property/GIS Search page, Target Industry page, Demographic and Labor Data 

page and Incentives page from a list of five options: < 1 minutes, 2-4 minutes, 

5-9 minutes, 10-14 minutes, > 15 minutes. The majority of EDOs reported 

visitors spent an average of two to four minutes on each page. 
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TOP PAGES ON EDO WEBSITES

Respondents were asked to provide the top pages visited on their websites. On 
average, the top five pages visited on EDO websites were:  

1. Staff: 10%

2. Leading Employers: 8%

3. About Us: 7%

4. Key Industries: 7%

5. Regional Data: 6% 

According to DCI’s most recent Winning Strategies, corporate executives and 
location advisors indicated they contact EDOs most frequently following the 
development of the shortlist of communities. Often, this first point of contact is 
through the website. Contact forms and general emails are no longer providing 
website visitors with the information they need. Executives and advisors are 
clicking straight to staff pages to get the right contact on the phone quickly. 

Website visitors are also looking to see a community’s strengths, workforce 
and whether strong business and industry networks currently exist in the area. 
As one of the top five pages visited across the economic development industry, 
leading employers, key industries and regional data should be available within 
one to two clicks of the homepage.



Keeping economic development websites up-to-date with the latest 

announcements, events and accolades not only makes your organization look 

more engaged, but also leads to higher website visitation. 

Three-quarters of responding EDOs update their site daily, weekly or multiple 

times per week. The EDOs that updated their website daily saw average unique 

monthly visitors upwards of 8,600. EDOs that only updated their site quarterly 

saw an average of 1,097 unique monthly visitors. Adding new content and 

keeping your website up-to-date makes a significant difference when it comes 

to attracting web visitors to your page. 

FREQUENT UDPATES KEY TO ATTRACTING MORE VISITORS
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OPEN SOURCE CONTENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS RULE

There is debate in economic development circles about the best content 
management system (CMS) to serve as the backbone for your website. Some 
ED groups prefer a proprietary CMS — usually from a firm that has economic 
development experience. Others are turning to open-source software like 
WordPress. Which is the better choice?

Among EDOs polled in this survey, open source is the most often used 
content management system with 66% reporting using an open source CMS 
for their website. 

From DCI’s perspective, WordPress is our preferred choice when designing a 
new website. Its vast user base combined with WordPress’ core software make 
it the most flexible open-source CMS on the market. 

While both systems can have a range of associated costs, open source 
platforms like WordPress also excel by limiting ongoing contract/update fees 
and empowering the client to own their site’s content.
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INSIGHTS ON WEBSITE BUDGETS 

With websites becoming an increasingly important tool in economic development 

marketing to attract potential investors and talent, the survey wanted to uncover 

how EDOs are spending their money to maintain their websites.

 
The average annual budget for website maintenance was $17,600. Half of the 

responding EDOs reported that their annual website maintenance budget fell 

somewhere between $3,600 and $28,750. 

To put these numbers in context, 77% of the responding EDOs had an overall 

operating budget of more than $1 million.



When given the opportunity to write-in three websites they admired within the 

economic development industry, respondents identified these five websites as 

stand outs: 

columbusregion.com

   

investinholland.com

metrodenver.org

   

choosecolorado.com

tnecd.com

These innovative websites push the boundaries of economic development 

websites with sleek designs, easy-to-navigate menus, graphic content, video and 

links to further engage visitors with website content. If you’re looking for inspi-

ration for your own website, be sure to check out Columbus, the Netherlands, 

Denver, Colorado and Tennessee.

MOST ADMIRED WEBSITES IN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 



A WORD ABOUT DCI  

Development Counsellors International (DCI) specializes in  
economic development marketing and lead generation. Our  
tailored approach raises a community’s image, increases project 
inquiries and generates investment opportunity. We achieve this 
through a deep understanding of your target audience—a niche 
segment that includes corporate executives, their key influencers 
and skilled professionals—and the overall location selection process.

Headquartered in New York City and with regional offices in  
Los Angeles, Denver and Toronto, DCI has worked with more economic 
development groups and destination marketing organizations than 
all other marketing agencies combined. The firm also has frequently 
formed alliances with local advertising, public relations and 
marketing agencies to provide specialized input.

Interested in learning more? We’d love to explore how we might 
assist your community: 

Susan Brake 
Vice President
Development Counsellors International 
@susanbrake
Phone: 303.455.9601 
Susan.Brake@aboutdci.com 
www.aboutdci.com

Our areas of expertise include: 
• Editorial Placement/Media 

Relations
• Social/Digital Media Marketing
• Website Design
• Special Events
• Marketing Blueprints

• 
• Research/Perception Studies 
• Destination Branding 
• Lead Generation/Investment 

Attraction
• Tourism Development
• Business Events Marketing 


