


There really are crazier things in life than

returning to Rural!
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I’m so honored and thrilled to take this chance to 
inspire you with the story & brand journey  of 

Return to Rural!
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Also, I’ll give you an inside look at some of my 
strategy secrets, a sneak peak into the artful science 

behind the R2R brand & share insights how the 
regional “brand” has connected 9 communities in SE 

Alberta.
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I’m Christie

Rural girl, creative thinker & do-er, Mom to 4 sons & 
advocate for Rural everywhere. 

I’ve dedicated 10 years to working with nine 
communities in southern Alberta, Canada as they 
advance their Rural development goals.

Artful brand strategy is my thing…I’ve founded and 
managed numerous regional brand strategies 
including   Return to Rural, Alberta’s Special Area  and 
am the author of numerous regional strategies 
including  SAMDA Regional Physician Recruitment 
Strategy & Alberta’s Special Area Regional Workforce 
Strategy.

I love it when things fit together authentically, and 
that’s the art in the regional branding process for me.
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Mapping out a future for young people in the     
new Rural frontier is what Return to Rural                                                        

is all about.  
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Rural everywhere has a challenge. Young people 
migrate to urban centers.  

And let’s face it… traditionally 
few stay and return.

The global statistics are staggering and 
Rural populations are declining.



Page  8

You’ve probably heard…it just isn’t possible to 
bring and keep young people to a Rural 
community. 

That’s because up until a few years ago… it was               
close to impossible.  
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So why is it possible now?
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Technology is changing everything…                 

YES!                               
Even in small-town Alberta…
and across the globe.
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The R2R Philosophy is built on the idea that by 
blending technology and community   
anyone can live their                                                       
dream life in Rural
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Our communities are taking a global approach to 
a local community economic development 
problem
and it’s working!
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In Alberta’s Special Area we have                 
embraced technology and youth as a key driver 
to re-imagine our Rural community…
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and created…

the Return to Rural Project!
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R2R is a YOUTH engagement, retention and 
attraction 2.0 initiative ~ inviting young people 
to return to Rural here – in Alberta’s Special 
Area.   Here’s the details:
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Our idea:  leverage technology & connect youth
to Rural opportunity & bring our communities 
together, in the process.
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 help  young people grow a great career 

through entrepreneurship and return to 

a Rural way of life.

 encourage new age pioneers and foster 

the use of technology to connect and 

invite young people to return.

 inspire a change in mindset about 

Rural!  

 and most of all engage & empower 

local and youth influencers in sharing 

the message that….

The founding principles of R2R…

Anyone can live their dream life in our Rural communities!
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She’s a great example of a young 
person living  their dream life in the 
Special Areas.

Kelsey Yule runs a successful beauty 
school network (locations across AB) 
& she and her husband work on the 
family ranch near Cessford, in Special 
Area No.2, Kelsey uses Skype and 
Video Conference to make it possible. 

Meet Kelsey…
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R2R has pioneered this new approach to youth 
migration that could change the face of 

Rural 
communities 
everywhere.
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Young people are 
returning and more 
will come – our goal is 
to invite them to return  
and  provide examples 
of opportunity and 
pioneering success...
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Another young person making it work.
Meet Kendra …

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xXDsEPX60k
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9 Municipalities

3 Community Economic 
Development Alliances

+ over 30 organizations we work 
with on a continuing basis

Funders & Partners
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Our ASA Communities
Alberta’s 

Special Area

• Special Area No. 2, 3 & 4

• MD of Acadia No. 34

• Town of Oyen

• Village of Cereal

• Village of Empress

• Town of Hanna

• Village of Veteran

• Village of Youngstown

• Village of Consort
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What is making our approach so successful?

The ability to blend…

COMMUNITY

TECHNOLOGY

GLOBALIZATION
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Rural high-speed Internet & advances in technology accessibility 
(starting to level the playing field – education,  ecommerce, tele-work)

A growing favorable perception of Rural living

A shift in social and economic culture (social media & acess to market)

The R2R Recipe for Success
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Return to Rural is bringing the   future to 
Alberta’s Special Area!
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The future is young people living in small 
communities:

Working remotely

Running online businesses

Connecting on a global scale

Embracing social media & building a new Rural culture

Building a new version of governance & volunteerism

Innovating the world around us

Redefining quality of life
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Young families make the 
future more                                        
promising than ever in 
Rural anywhere…… 

if we help them & give 
them chances to engage,                       
stay or return!
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Youth Engagement

Marketing

Social Media

Business & Tech Supports

Municipal Planning

Integration

R2R Process – the five core components 
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The Two Main Target Markets

Young People 21-45 Their Parents & Grandparents

 Savvy, well educated with 
roots in our rural community

 Starting or redefining their 
career

A belief that quality of life is 
as important as financial 
success

A huge influencer in the 
decision making of youth

A major contributor to the 
negative 
perception
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Facebook:  2000+ followers 

Twitter: 1400+ followers 

Connected to organizations & people 
all over the world

We also use Instagram, LinkedIn & 
Pinterest and are always on the 
lookout for new ways of connecting

Social Media – the basis of connecting 
youth with Rural opportunity & our brand.
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to invite young pioneers & entrepreneurs to Return to Rural.  
We know that entrepreneurs will build our community –
creating their own jobs and pushing for growth!

Our communities made a commitment…
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Just like Simone…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4XlCOFVCi5I
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We’re sharing and                                 
proving the message on                               
a GLOBAL scale that…

Young people can live                  
their dream life in RURAL 
anywhere, especially                     
at home in                          
Alberta’s Special Area!

As part of the commitment to rebuild
our little piece of Rural…
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Our  community is                 
transcending common Rural 
challenges  through…  

regional collaboration 
creative solutions                                        

and the celebration  of Rural 

Solutions to traditional 
#Ruralprobs can be found in R2R

And I’m happy to report we’re making #Ruralprogress
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Invest in Rural here – actively recruiting young entrepreneurs

#workwednesday – connects job seekers and employers on 
FB & Twitter

Next Leaders – engages leaders in rebuilding Rural

Capital R for Rural – the celebration of Rural everywhere

Our programs bring the R2R message 

and brand to life! 

Find the video on the R2R FB page – here’s a few details…
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Seven years, nine communities…Big 
results!

 The R2R social media community 

 5 new programs  & 300+ biz & people served

 11 municipalities committed to R2R & collaboration

 A change in Rural mindset

 Engaged 300+ young people in economic development

 Success Stories - young people staying and returning 

 Assisted & built relationships with 200+ entrepreneurs 

 Created a project that unites people’s passion for 
#Ruralbuilding everywhere 
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So what’s the secret? R2R is not your average 
Rural development program…

It’s the approach that makes it different.

(and engaging)
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the approach …

build a regional brand and message that all 
communities & individuals can own, together.  

One that’s believable, hopeful and true.
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Our Regional Brand = Community 
Empowerment

• the brand and the message have been a 
unifying strategy

• the brand message embodies the true 
story of Rural Alberta’s Special Area. 

• the compelling message brings people 
together with a common dream for the 
future…

Remember…anyone can live their dream 
life in Rural Alberta’s Special Area.
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Social Media IS the utility of the message

So how do you get ‘engagement’ when no ones 
wants to go to a meeting, and print is too 
expensive and limiting in a global 
marketplace?

Social Media! Of course.   FB/return2rural
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Authenticity & Community Engagement

• a big focus of the R2R brand

• people own the story and feel proud of the 
possibility it represents

• local who stayed feel proud of Rural & those that 
left or are from cities, see what opportunity 
there is for the future and engage. 

• Opportunities to identify with & engage are 
hidden in all of the messages and graphics
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Strengths and Weaknesses as inspiration for 
the message

• a lot of work has gone into identifying strengths 
and weaknesses 

• both were used to build the brand & all messaging

• Branding stories are already written in peoples 
minds and our regions’ was: NO ONE will come 
back and everyone's leaving.

Sometimes the thing you think makes you most 
vulnerable, holds the most powerful message.  
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R2R Strategy Tips…

At least the one’s I’ll 
share ;)
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Communication is not ENGAGEMENT, however

good communication is the key to this! 
(the two way kind is always preferred)

Use social media, email signatures, blog posts and any other mode, to 
engage people in your brand.  

***Pay close attention to what people are sharing and liking and use 
that as intel, as to how to grow your brand and messaging.  And don’t 
use what isn’t getting you traction.

Strategy Tip #1
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Use humor & keep it human! (and simple)

If your project and message doesn’t touch 
people, it won’t sustain itself.

We have taken some chances with our 
marketing but we want to be 

REMEMBERED & the competition is 
fierce!

Strategy Tip #2
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You set the narrative or 
others will for you:

You set the pace.

www.returntorural.ca

Use simple, concise 
terms…this is hard when 
working with multiple 
communities and 
stakeholders – but keep at 
it.  We do. 

http://www.returntorural.ca/
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It’s ok to be Rural.  Don’t be embarrassed or think 
you are small.  Use the perceived 

“weakness” as a strength.

We use our #Ruralness to our advantage.  

That’s what differentiates and unites us.

Rural is beautiful.

Strategy Secret #3
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New Foundland 
and Labrador

Youth Retention 
& Attraction 
Strategy 

Other brands & initiatives that 
inspired the R2R brand



Page  53

Other brands & initiatives that 
inspired the R2R brand

Montana, anything…

We’ve got a lot in common with Montana and love the 
engaging messages.
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Other brands & initiatives that 
inspired the R2R brand

Australia…so much to learn and 

So much in common.  

Taking a global approach means 
sourcing GLOBAL examples.  

There’s amazing brands & 
research everywhere!
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I hope the R2R story has inspired you to see 
the opportunity that you have to collaboratively build

a message and tagline that’s a fit for all!                                                                     



Let’s talk!  Shared Brand Message –

Regional Recruitment Project

Who You Are Why Choose Rural? The Message 


