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One of the first lessons I learned about rural economic
development came to me at a conference I attended years
ago about the social and economic consequences of large
meat plants. One of the other attendees was a high-level
state official from a midwestern state. Although he was
willing to critically examine economic development pol-
icy, he clearly was a state government “insider.” When
the topic of economic incentive packages came up–as
they inevitably do at these sorts of meetings–he seemed
unimpressed by what he considered to be the relatively
small amounts of money at stake reported at the confer-
ence. He countered by saying that when the proposed
BMW plant was looking for a site in the United States,
his state was willing to “mortgage” itself to lure the plant.
At stake was not just new jobs, but the tremendous po-
litical capital the plant offered state officials who could
claim credit for striking the deal. Never mind the poten-
tial social and economic consequences which the state ef-
fectively ignored when luring large packing plants. Sub-
sequently, the plant was “sited” in South Carolina.

It is exactly scenarios like this that are examined
in much greater detail in Michele Hoyman’s new book
Power Steering: Global Automakers and the Transforma-
tion of Rural Communities. However, unlike the circum-
stance described above, Hoyman’s book looks at the suc-
cessful attraction of large auto plants to four rural com-
munities and the consequences. The individual plants
and communities received a good deal of attention in
the press and in some professional literature. But this
is the first attempt of which I am aware to examine all
four plants and communities in a single, comprehensive
study. This book examines the political, social and eco-
nomic processes which together explain how the noun
“site” was transformed into a verb.

The four auto makes and their sites are Nissan in
Smyrna, Tennessee; Toyota in Georgetown, Kentucky;
Honda in Marysville, Ohio; and Saturn in Spring Hill,
Tennessee. As Hoyman points out, similarities existed in
the histories, politics and consequences of all four plants,
but there were also significant differences. The thorough
and thought-provoking analysis of these similarities and
differences alone make the book worthwhile. One ex-
ample concerns the participation or non-participation of
state governments in attracting the plants. The Smyrna
Nissan plant, for example, was the only plant recruited
by local citizens rather than by the state and local of-
ficials responsible for negotiations. This stood in sharp
contrast to siting the Toyota plant in Georgetown. Local
officials had “nothing to do with pursuing the idea” and,
indeed, locals did not even become involved in recruiting
the plant until about thirty days before the announce-
ment about the plant was made and after some sixteen
months of negotiations between the governor and Toy-
ota. In other words, the plant was imposed on the com-
munity.

Hoyman does a good job of outlining and explain-
ing some of the central issues in rural economic devel-
opment. For example, many of us have significant con-
cerns about how states use economic incentives such as
tax abatements and job training funds to bid against other
states for large plants and big payrolls. For their own
part, corporations are good at upping the ante by threat-
ening to take their plants elsewhere. Political leaders de-
fend incentives by arguing that they are necessary to at-
tract jobs. But one of the great ironies pointed out by
Hoyman is that leaders in Spring Hill were disappointed
in the job situation created by the Saturn Plant because
the first 3,000 jobs did not go to locals, but laid-off union
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workers from other General Motors factories in Michi-
gan and Ohio. Low-paying clerical jobs went to locals,
butwere sub-contracted through temporary employment
firms and provided little job security and few benefits.

Hoyman examines physical and economic changes
but claims that these changes were not as important as
cultural and political changes. Using primarily telephone
interviews, Hoyman surveyed samples of residents in
all four communities. Residents in all four towns were
generally positive about the changes associated with the
plants; they believed that the economic incentive pack-
ages used to attract the plants were worthwhile. How-
ever, there were also concerns. Many of these were re-
lated to the fact that these rural communities lost much
of their rural flavor. Indeed, many of the problems iden-
tified with the plants such as traffic and high housing
costs contributed to these feelings. There were other
concerns, many of which revolved around changes in
the local population. As Hoyman put it, the communi-
ties’ cultures changed when the urban culture associated
with the plants met the rural culture of the towns. In
three of the towns, the “urban” culture that came along
was Japanese. in the fourth site, the urban culture came
from northern cities. The result was social polarization
and class distinctions. To her credit, Hoyman examined
these issues from the perspective of both elites and the
“masses” and did not lump all community members to-
gether.

This is a comprehensive study that does an awful lot
in few pages. Covering four communities in one book,
however, means that there can be little or no in-depth
study of any one of them.

Although many short quotes are provided from tele-
phone interviews, one never gets the same sense for the
people as one might from an ethnography. This is not
a criticism of the book, because it does not mean to be
an ethnography. This is simply a note to those who may
want deeper analysis of single communities that theywill
not find it here.

As a social scientist interested in economic develop-
ment strategies, I found Hoyman’s chapter on “Economic
Development as a Policy Choice” most useful. As a re-
sult of her research, Hoyman makes several policy rec-
ommendations, all of which I find interesting and helpful.
I personally plan to pass some of these along to economic
development personnel and decision makers in Iowa. Of
course, not all of these recommendations will fit every
circumstance surrounding rural economic development,
but it is a fine overview of the relevant issues.

This book is essential reading for any social scientist
interested in economic change, economic development
and job creation in rural areas. It is also an important
contribution to our overall understanding of the inter-
play between economic development and politics. Not
only will professional social scientists find this book in-
teresting, but it would be appropriate for some upper-
division undergraduate and graduate courses in rural
communities and rural development.
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