
Community  
Conversations 

CONNECTED COMMUNITIES

VERSION ONE: 10/2022



Note to Readers

The content presented here is based on conversations 
with community representatives from across Tennessee 
Valley Authority’s (TVA’s) service area that took place 
during August and September 2022. The conversations 
gathered perspectives from communities of various 
sizes and geographies from across the area. Findings 
provide a high-level window into the current conditions 
and views of communities in the TVA service area that 
can inform planning for the Connected Communities 
initiative. This was not a statistically significant 
research effort and additional research, testing of 
approaches and engagement will provide greater depth 
of knowledge and understanding of community needs.  

For more information on Connected Communities, 
please visit tva.com/connectedcommunities or email: 
connectedcommunities@tva.gov
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Research Gathering 
The Connected Communities team spoke with community representatives to better 
understand the challenges they face and how to best support their communities in the 
four Connected Communities focus areas. 

Overview

Community representatives included government staff and mayors from six of the 
seven states TVA serves as well as members from Chambers of Commerce, the Sierra 
Club, various economic development agencies and other sustainability-focused 
community organizations.

CONNECTED COMMUNITIES FOCUS AREAS
These conversations were part 
of broader efforts to confirm 
initial stakeholder (Steering 
Committee and Internal Strategy 
Team) perceptions of what will 
help communities use data and 
technology to improve quality of 
life and what role TVA is best suited 
to play in this work.

Focus AreasOverview
Engagement  
Preferences

Funding Access  
Challenges Conclusion

Equitable Access to Services   

Economic Empowerment 

Energy and 
Environmental Justice

Enhanced Community Resiliency
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Overview

Findings and Next Steps 
Findings from this work validated stakeholder perceptions shared through earlier stages 
of the Connected Communities initiative – highlighting communities’ need for more 
collaboration and support to improve knowledge, planning and access to resources. 
The findings align with outcomes from other recent efforts to assess community needs 
and identify how TVA can support broader efforts across the region to create more 
connected communities. Ultimately, this work will inform planning for the next stage 
of operations for the Connected Communities initiative. Overarching next steps are to 
support identification of success models, assess baseline conditions and plan for future 
improvements at community-specific levels, continue to develop and refine resources 
and collaborate across stakeholders. 

The findings align with outcomes 
from other recent efforts to assess 
community needs and identify how 
TVA can support broader efforts 
across the region to create more 
connected communities.

Focus AreasOverview
Engagement  
Preferences
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Introduction 
The Connected Communities Initiative has four focus 
areas to guide its work with communities across the 
TVA service area. These focus areas are Economic 
Empowerment, Equitable Access to Services, Energy 
and Environmental Justice and Enhanced Community 
Resilience. During our conversations with community 
representatives and members, we asked about 
community priorities within the focus areas. Among 
those we spoke with, the highest priority Connected 
Communities focus area was Economic Empowerment. 
Equitable Access to Services and Enhanced Community 
Resilience were also noted as top priority focus areas for 
several communities. Energy and Environmental Justice 
was not commonly mentioned as a top priority. 

In the following pages, we report our findings from  
these conversations and suggested next steps for  
each focus area. 

Focus Areas

These 
conversations 
highlighted more 
in-depth findings 
for each of the 
four Connected 
Communities 
focus areas as 
well as preferred 
engagement 
methods.

INTERDEPENDENCY OF THEMES

Best  
practices

Economic  
Success

Smart, clean 
technology

Clean tech 
industry 

opportunities 
(jobs,  

investment)

Available  
funding and 
resources

Ability to 
compete for  
high paying  

jobs

Lessons  
learned

Ability to  
access  
internet
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Focus Areas

Economic Empowerment 
For Connected Communities, Economic Empowerment means that everyone in TVA’s 
service area is economically secure and can contribute to a modern, 21st century 
economy to the best of their ability.

Findings

• Additional training opportunities would better prepare communities to attract 
new businesses  

 - Leveraging local colleges and universities for training opportunities is a key 
strategy for success 

 - Some locations have training programs in place, but participation is limited due 
to low awareness or challenges with access 

• Access to other social goods, like internet and housing, is critical 

 - Affordable housing is critical to economic success 

 - Broadband is tied to workforce development 

 - Concerns exist regarding red tape associated with federal funding opportunities 

• Companies are critical in bringing jobs to the region, and expansive organizations like 
TVA can help build that foundation 

 - Industry is viewed favorably for bringing jobs and training programs 

 - Broadband is tied to attracting companies 

 - Several look to TVA for leadership on topics such as these 

 - There is currently some awareness of TVA’s existing work  

1

2

3

Foster public-private pipelines where local colleges and other 
institutions can help develop workforce programs 

Facilitate community education on economic development and 
how to attract strong industries 

Help launch programs to upskill and motivate workers

NEXT STEPS 

• There is a perception of unwillingness or lack of motivation to pursue workforce 
development and transition from one industry to more lucrative ones 

 - Town identity is often tied to industry 

 - Impression that people are not motivated to do job trainings or switch careers 

 - Perception that a rural, Southern background or accent means that someone is 
destined for limited economic opportunities 

• Those with skills tend to leave the community for better opportunities 

 - Difficult to recruit industry to an area without skilled workers 

 - Communities are experiencing the out-migration of skilled residents (known as a 
“brain drain”) 

• There is interest in pursuing job training opportunities earlier and learning from more 
developed communities  

 - Concern about lack of participation in workforce development programs 

 - Interest in starting workforce development at earlier ages 

 - Interest in seeing best practices from other communities

Focus AreasOverview
Engagement  
Preferences

Funding Access  
Challenges Conclusion
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Equitable Access to Services 
Equitable Access to Services focuses on everyone in TVA’s service area having 
access to services through broadband, modern technology and the knowledge 
and empowerment to use it. 

Findings

• Current conditions vary in terms of both broadband access and digital literacy 

 - Some communities feel they have good broadband access, though a majority of 
the communities report poor or moderate access 

 - Very few communities report strong digital literacy, with most reporting poor or 
moderate digital literacy rates

• Demographics drive access and awareness 

 - Digital literacy is age-dependent, with older generations often relying on support 
from younger generations 

 - Communities experience gaps in broadband service 

 - Awareness of internet discount programs, like the Affordable Connectivity 
Program, is limited 

• Government officials and their constituents are starting to see the value in internet access 

 - The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of internet access, 
particularly for education and telehealth 

 - Broadband access increases the opportunity for economic development and can 
attract businesses 

• Partnering with local institutions has proven successful 

 - Some towns leverage local institutions and public facilities (e.g., libraries, town 
halls, schools, recreation centers, senior centers) to provide free internet access 
and digital literacy education 

Focus Areas

Develop digital literacy 
educational programming 

Determine highest value-
add situations for increased 
broadband connectivity 

Flag and share broadband 
connectivity partnership 
success stories 

Identify and drive funding 
and support needed at the 
county level and encourage 
partnering and pooling of 
resources across neighboring 
jurisdictions 

NEXT STEPS 

1

2

3

4

• Jurisdictional boundaries affect the ability to roll out programs 

 - Local prioritization can conflict with regional prioritization for resource allocation 

 - Broadband connectivity efforts vary by jurisdiction 

 - Some communities have plans in place to bring broadband access to their  
entire jurisdiction
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Enhanced Community Resiliency 
Enhanced Community Resiliency means that communities in TVA’s service area have 
plans and resources to minimize the impacts of events, like natural disasters and 
cyberthreats, to endure them safely and to recover quickly. 

Findings

• Preparedness is generally thought to be strong to moderate when it comes 
to resiliency-related communications and infrastructure 

 - Some have concerns about emergency backup power supply and cybersecurity 

• Resilient infrastructure is a priority for natural disaster preparedness 

 - Communities think of infrastructure for disaster resilience in terms of being up to 
date with building codes 

 - A few communities mentioned flooding as a resiliency challenge 

 - Several residents have their own safe shelters for tornadoes 

• There is room for growth in community preparedness and awareness 

 - Some community leaders lack sufficient knowledge about their community’s level 
of preparedness and expressed interest in having better access to information 

 - A few communities report that city municipal buildings have backup generators 

 - Communities noted varying levels of cybersecurity preparedness 

 - Long range planning is less common among smaller communities that tend to 
focus resources on fixing what is currently broken 

Focus Areas

Support efforts to assess preparedness and make information 
about resilience planning best practices and resources more 
readily available 

Help match small communities with resources and potential 
opportunities to collaborate 

Highlight the multiple benefits of resilience investments (e.g., 
energy savings and affordability improvements associated with 
enhanced building codes) 

1

2

3

NEXT STEPS 

• Communities can benefit from pooling resources, collaborating and pursuing creative 
resourcing models, especially small communities, as they are in greatest need of support 

 - A few communities expressed interest in support obtaining more staff and funds. 

 - Communities are making progress on emergency communication systems but could 
benefit from stronger coordination to prepare for emergency response events 

 - Communities are interested in collaborating with other communities of their size to 
address common problems  

 - Small communities struggle to secure the resources needed to plan and 
pursue projects. 

 - Some communities are exploring cost sharing opportunities and creative  
funding models  

Focus AreasOverview
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Energy and Environmental Justice  
The Energy and Environmental Justice focus area is about ensuring that everyone in 
TVA's service area has access to a healthy environment (natural and built) and reliable, 
affordable and clean energy. 

Findings

• There is a general perception that air and water quality is strong while poor progress 
was reported on topics related to clean energy   

• Education is needed to highlight the connection between Energy and Environmental 
Justice and other community priorities as well as what is needed to enable a clean 
energy transition 

 - Communities would benefit from education and awareness on energy and 
environmental topics; some leaders expressed interest in more education on 
these topics 

 - Leaders are looking to their constituents for motivation on energy and 
environmental issues  

• Electric vehicle (EV) adoption is limited by practical and perceived barriers 

• Political- and policy-related barriers hinder the clean energy transition 

 - Communities want help with grant writing 

 - Energy and the environment are lower priorities for communities 

 - Several communities mentioned the need for net metering

Focus Areas

Make information on 
business cases for clean 
energy investments 
more readily available 
to community leaders, 
policymakers, politicians 
and residents

Support investment in EV 
charging infrastructure in 
convenient locations in 
towns and on common 
travel routes 

1

2

3

4

Highlight the cost-
effectiveness and 
maintenance benefits 
of EV ownership and 
lease opportunities 

Help communities access 
funding through grant 
writing and other forms  
of support 

NEXT STEPS 
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Multiple Engagement Opportunities
Communities expressed a preference for a mix of engagement formats when asked how 
Connected Communities could best support them in the future. They expressed that 
both in-person and virtual meetings have an important role in future engagement efforts.

Findings

• There is strong interest in having easy access to several categories of information 

 - Specific topics of interest for easy data access include broadband accessibility, 
availability of tech job training, solar installations, energy saving programs, EV 
charging infrastructure and water quality levels 

• A combination of in-person and online engagement opportunities is needed to 
balance deeper engagement with convenience 

 - In-person interactions allow for stronger relationship building and can remove 
barriers for those without broadband access  

 - Webinars and online communities are favorable when the goal is to maximize 
participation and convenience and the target audience is known to have 
broadband access 

 - Online communications are particularly helpful when supplemented with a 
dedicated question and answer session to engage attendees 

• Sensitivity is warranted around issues of data sharing and sources

Engagement Preferences

Prioritize making reputable data and information easily 
accessible on topics of interest 

Be transparent about data sources and any potential limitations 
of data presented 

Use a combination of in-person and online platforms  
for engagement 

1

2

3

NEXT STEPS 
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In conversations with community representatives, many of them indicated 
their communities experience barriers that inhibit their ability to make 
meaningful progress in securing funding. Specifically, they experience 
challenges with the following areas:

Funding Access Challenges

Funding Identification and Planning 

Federal funding is now available for many types of community projects but identifying 
and securing those funds may be a difficult task for communities.

Funding 
Identification 
and Planning

Staff  
Capacity and 
Experience

Navigating 
Funding 

Requirements

The following pages present details of these 
barriers and potential forms of support that 
can address the needs identified.

FINDINGS SOLUTIONS

• Communities will benefit 
from an easy-to-use 
resource that enables them 
to quickly identify good-fit 
funding opportunities and 
gauge eligibility, as well as 
planning support to prioritize 
which projects to pursue.

• Some communities struggle 
with accessing easy-to-
understand information about 
funding opportunities. 

• Some communities lack the 
expertise to navigate complex 
federal funding applications 
and documentation 
requirements.

“We could use support in identifying funding opportunities, 
and partnerships with suppliers or others who know 
about doing these things. There’s probably a lot going on. 
Connecting communities to people with that knowledge and 
who can help us understand and plan, would be very helpful.”

— MAYOR IN TENNESSEE 

Focus AreasOverview
Engagement  
Preferences

Funding Access  
Challenges Conclusion
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Staffing Challenges
Applying for grants or other types of funding requires staff with grant writing knowledge 
and experience.

Funding Access Challenges

“Finding the people to do the work [of applying for] funding 
is challenging. We have a small population, and big projects 
create a cost burden.”

— CITY GOVERNMENT STAFF, TENNESSEE 

FINDINGS SOLUTIONS

• To fill this gap, communities 
need the ability to leverage 
individuals with grant-writing 
experience who can help 
complete applications during 
short timeframes before 
funding deadlines.  

• Several communities do not 
have enough staff with the right 
expertise to apply for grants. 
The shortage of staff with 
strong knowledge and skills 
suited to federal grant writing 
limits communities' ability to 
pursue funding sources.

While funding exists for a broad range of 
topics, successfully applying for funding 
requires staff with knowledge and experience 
in preparing funding applications.

Focus AreasOverview
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Preferences

Funding Access  
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23  |   Connected Communities Community Conversations22  |  Connected Communities Community Conversations



Funding Access Challenges

OTHER BARRIERS

Economic Development
Communities struggle to properly plan for economic development-
related funding opportunities since very few government staff have 
the economic development skill sets needed for such planning. 

Operations and Maintenance
Communities worry about funds for operations and maintenance of 
assets once built. The new assets are generally paid for by grants, 
but communities may be responsible for future costs (e.g., costs to 
maintain a fleet of EV chargers). 

Resource Availability
Representatives at the federal, state, county and local levels 
experience challenges aligning interests in ways that could enable 
pooling of resources and joint pursuit of funding opportunities. For 
example, a city representative may not feel it would be right for their 
professional time to be dedicated to obtaining a grant that benefits 
the whole county. 

Navigating Funding Requirements
Different agencies across federal and state governments have varying rules and 
requirements for funding that are important to understand when applying for these 
funding opportunities. 

“Most of their funding is federal and has too much red tape.  
The state and local government [opportunities are] great!” 

“The federal funding is trickling in. Everyone thinks it's easy and 
unlimited to get, but it’s not.”

— VARIOUS COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVES 

FINDINGS SOLUTIONS

• Communities need solutions 
to help minimize compliance 
burdens and more easily 
meet federal requirements.

• Many federal grants have 
complex rules to guide 
recipients on how to properly 
apply for and use funds, and 
this poses challenges for 
some communities.

• Many grants restrict the 
amount that can be used for 
administrative fees, so the 
rules and regulations increase 
the burden on existing staff. 
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Speaking directly with community representatives provided insights about the priorities 
and barriers communities face as well as the ways TVA can help communities succeed. 
Considering unique community needs and preferred engagement strategies, TVA and its 
communities can work together to improve quality of life across the TVA region. Findings 
from these conversations indicate that communities will benefit from improved access 
to information about funding, technical resources and models for success, as well as 
support to plan, build partnerships and maintain progress.

Conclusion

Understanding the unique needs of 
these communities through this and 
other research will better position 
TVA to support communities on their 
paths to becoming more connected.
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