
Arizona’s Opportunity Frontier:
Targeting Investment in Rural Communities and Native Nations

A data roadmap prepared in 2025 by aLocal.ai in collaboration with Local First Arizona,
the state’s Rural Development Council, and the Tonto Apache Tribe.
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Executive Brief
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Arizona is a state defined by its striking natural landscapes, rich cultural heritage 
and diverse economic foundation rooted in the historic “Five Cs” of Cotton, 
Climate, Citrus, Cattle and Copper. These historical pillars continue to shape 
rural and tribal economies but must now be complemented by modern service 
sectors and targeted investment.

While major urban centers like Phoenix and Tucson have seen rapid growth 
and emerged as powerful economic engines, much of Arizona’s future potential 
lies beyond these metropolitan hubs. Rural communities and Native Nations 
across the state hold untapped economic opportunities, offering unique paths 
to strengthen regional economies, address long-standing service gaps and 
promote inclusive growth.

Using a proprietary framework and model, this report reveals more than $57 
billion in untapped economic opportunity across rural Arizona, including $17.6 
billion within Native Nations. By targeting investments where economic demand 
exceeds supply, Arizona can create millions of jobs, strengthen local and tribal 
economies, and build a more inclusive, resilient future. With bold leadership, 
rural-focused policy, and intentional collaboration with and by tribes, the state 
can ensure prosperity reaches every corner of Arizona and the Native Nations 
within its borders. 

The case for rural and tribal economic focus is evident, and the time for that 
focus is now!

Methodology

This research utilizes aLocal.ai, the most awarded AI-driven market and 
economic impact software in the U.S. since 2023. Leveraging a proprietary 
modified input/output model, aLocal.ai goes beyond traditional, linear 
economic modeling by integrating economic data, financial, and community 
data, like infrastructure and demographics. This comprehensive approach 
allows for a more holistic and accurate analysis of regional economies, 
building a statistically significant model.

Using this data, we created a single map to visualize regional economic 
opportunity, with regions categorized using natural breaks based on economic 
leakage data, all based on the top 10 industries in demand. Other industries 
are in demand, but at lesser levels and reduced multipliers. In this context, 
economic leakage is used as a measure of economic opportunity, highlighting 
areas of unmet demand and potential growth. Rural tribal areas were 
overlaid on the map to show their geographic location within each region. By 
minimizing bias and incorporating diverse data sources, aLocal.ai produces 
statistically significant grounded forecasts that reflect the economic realities of 
both rural communities and Native Nations, supporting data-driven strategies 
for regional development.
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Regional Economic Opportunity Abounds
in Rural Arizona & Native Nations

A new economic development chapter is ready to be written into Arizona’s 
story—one that centers on rural communities and tribal nations as engines of 
innovation, economic growth and cultural vitality.

This report illuminates and quantifies the actual economic possibilities 
in rural Arizona and neighboring Native Nations. By capturing economic 
leakage and unmet demand, we identify where targeted investments can 
generate the greatest returns in jobs, wages and long-term prosperity. These 
findings underscore a critical moment of opportunity: public and private 
organizations can drive meaningful and equitable investment to unlock 
growth in rural and tribal communities, laying the foundation for a more 
inclusive and balanced economy. 

Together, 13 rural Arizona counties and 16 neighboring Native Nations 
offer a $57.2 billion economic opportunity and the netEI potential for 

5.4 million new jobs, 48% of them within tribal areas.

Understanding Net Demand and Economic Impact

To better identify where needs are most urgent, this analysis evaluates net 
demand. Net demand is measured in the number of businesses typical for 
that area and industry; it refers to the gap between the businesses available 
and what is needed to support a population. A higher net demand indicates 
room for growth in that industry.
 
In addition to unmet needs, the analysis also considers economic impact, 
which offers insight into the broader benefits of closing these gaps. Economic 
impact is measured in three parts: direct, indirect, and induced. Direct impact 
is from immediate spending on labor and infrastructure, indirect impact is from 
increased demand on suppliers and support industries, and induced impact 
is how the wages from direct employees and indirect employment circulate 
through the economy. Together, these components reflect the full return on 
investment that can be generated from addressing unmet needs.

Economic Leakage:

Dollars that leave an area’s economy to be spent or invested elsewhere

Economic Opportunity:

Capturing dollars that are leaking outside the area’s economy

Economic Impact (netEI):

The overall impact on the economy

	 Jobs: Full-time employment

	 Wages:   The total amount of compensation, excluding benefits

Key Terms:
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Arizona’s rural communities and tribal nations are brimming with opportunity 
— and it’s time we invest like it. This report proves what many locals already 
know: rural Arizona and tribal economies are ready to grow, with over $57 
billion in economic potential and millions of jobs waiting to be created. By 
directing more funding to these regions, Arizona can build a future where 
every community thrives, from border towns to tribal lands. Let’s grow where 
it matters most.

Recommendations

The top 5 categories for economic opportunity in order:

Moving forward, much greater investment guided by local and regional 
strategies is needed to capture the significant economic opportunity of rural 
Arizona and neighboring Native Nations. Much of that will be achieved 
only through collaborative, integrated efforts between rural and tribal 
governments and communities supported by long-term funding commitments 
from the public and private sectors.

•	 Public policy should focus on investment in rural Arizona with 
considerations for Native Nations’ sovereign role in expanding on 
such investments. (Investments into Native Nations could represent 
1/3 of the total economic opportunity.)

•	 Focus in rural and tribal areas should be a combined approach 
from economic development organizations and workforce 
development leaders in the priority categories.

•	 Government and private sector investment should focus on:

•	 Continued efforts to meet and collaborate on shared economic 
strategies should be ongoing with rural, tribal, local and regional 
leaders, the State of Arizona and federal agencies.

•	 Catalytic initiatives such as infrastructure, broadband, 
housing and workforce development as these are the critical 
keys to unlocking the full potential of Arizona’s rural and 
tribal regions.

•	 Expanding financing programs throughout rural Arizona 
and tribal nations to support entrepreneurship and other 
business investments.

•	 Supporting organizations that serve as rural and tribal 
economic accelerators.

5.

Real Estate &
Rental/Leasing

4.

Health Care &
Social Assistance

3.

Retail Trade

2.

Wholesale Trade

1.

Professional, Scientific & 
Technical Services

Every dollar 
invested in these 
rural or tribal areas 
results in $1.70 
or an economic 
multiplier of 1.7x



For more information ona this report, contact:
aLocal.ai | info@alocal.ai 

Local First Arizona | azrdc@localfirstaz.com

Disclaimer:

This analysis uses aLocal.ai’s proprietary analytics to identify economic opportunities across rural Arizona by measuring economic 

leakage, net demand, and associated impacts in jobs and wages based on the sample size. Regions were organized using Arizona’s 

Councils of Governments, with tribal lands overlaid to capture rural tribal opportunity. At times, zip codes within metropolitan 

statistical areas (MSAs) were included at the researcher’s discretion to present a more accurate and complete picture of rural 

Arizona. All data reflects a holistic view of economic potential grounded in demand-based forecasting and regional context. his 

report uses econometric estimates forecasted by aLocal.ai based on the aLocal.ai modified input/output algorithm. Further research 

and exploration is needed to understand the full impacts and strategy needed for each jurisdiction and success will vary based on 

each individual organization’s strategy, program and surrounding regional economic activity. Also, new economic activity may affect 

other economic markets and opportunities.


