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BY LINDA BRYANT

	 When Randy Boyd takes charge, success 
often follows. The longtime entrepreneur from 
Knoxville was appointed Commissioner of the 
Tennessee Department of Economic and Com-
munity Development (TNECD) in December 
2014. A dizzying amount of business relocations 
and expansions have been announced since that 
time. TNECD has also committed to several 
new initiatives, including one aimed at making 
Tennessee’s most distressed rural communities 
more economically vibrant. 
	 In August 2015, alone, TNECD announced 
eight major company locations or expansions 
amounting to $480 million in investment dol-
lars and hundreds of jobs for Tennesseans. Boyd 
gives much of the credit to his staff and the 
momentum the department already had when he 
took the helm. But there’s no denying his track 
record of success. 
	 Boyd is chairman of Radio Systems Corp. 
in Knoxville. The company produces more than  
4,600 pet products under brand names such 
as Invisible Fence, PetSafe, and SportDOG. 
He is also the owner of the Smokies, the minor 
league Class AA affiliate of the Chicago Cubs 
he purchased in 2014. 
	 In 2013, he took a leave of absence from his 
company to serve Gov. Bill Haslam in a volun-
teer role as his Special Advisor on Higher Educa-
tion. He played a major role in the development 
of the Drive to 55 initiatives and in Tennessee 
Promise, a new nationally-recognized program 
that provides free community college tuition to 
approximately 25,000 Tennesseans a year. 
	 When Boyd was growing up, he worked 
for his dad’s factory for $1 an hour.  By the age 
of 11 he was expected to buy his own clothes. 
He graduated from high school when he was 
16 and attended the University of Tennes-
see-Knoxville, where he paid his own tuition 
and graduated in three years.
	 “I have been blessed with a host of mentors, 
but none are greater than my father,” Boyd said. 
“I’ve always been proud to say he didn’t give 
me the money to start my business. My dad gave 
me the example of what success looks like and 
what it means to never quit.”
	 Boyd has two grown children, Harrison 
and Thomas. His wife Jenny is also a budding 
entrepreneur. She owns Boyd’s Jig & Reel, a 
Scottish pub in downtown Knoxville. 

TT&C: Gov. Haslam appointed you in De-
cember 2014, which means you are coming 
up on your first anniversary. How’s it going? 
RB: We came in with a lot of momentum. 
Business Facilities Magazine had named us 
State of the Year for two years in a row, and 
last year we set a record of 24,221 new job 
commitments — the best in Tennessee history. 
There’s more good news this year. We set a goal 
of reaching 25,000 jobs, and we’re on track to 
do over 26,000. Of course, being on track and 
actually getting it done are two different things, 
but we like our momentum.

TT&C: You are a successful entrepreneur. 
How does that mix with working for the 
government? 
RB: People ask that a lot. The question isn’t 
how am I going to adjust to government, the 
question is how government is going to adjust 
to me. I’m going to continue to operate as an 
entrepreneur and business person until some-
body says I’m going in the wrong direction. 
We are going to have the most entrepreneurial, 
most business-centric department in state gov-
ernment and maybe even in the United States. 
I have told my team that excuses such as ‘that’s 
just the way people do things in government’ 
are unacceptable. If it makes sense to do things 
the way we’ve done them in the past, let’s keep 
doing things that way. If there’s a better way, 
let’s change our approach.

TT&C: Did you make any big changes right 
away when you came into office at TNECD?
RB: This department is always focused on 
recruiting new business – on helping existing 
businesses expand and on supporting entrepre-
neurship. We are going to continue to focus on 
these areas. They are the blocking and tackling 
of our department. There are also two areas 
we’re doubling down on. Rural development 
is one of those areas. While it’s great that some 
of our major metropolitan areas — Nashville 
for example — are booming. But many of 
our communities aren’t able to keep up. They 
are struggling, and they are not sharing in the 
success of the state. Earlier this year, we hired 
Amy New as Tennessee’s first-ever assistant 
commissioner for Rural Development. In this 
position, Amy is 100 percent focused on rural 
development. This really increases the odds 
that all communities can share in Tennessee’s 
success. We have 21 distressed counties in our 
state, and they include counties that are in the 
lowest 10 percent in the nation. It is our goal 
to completely eliminate their low standings by 
2025. We don’t want any distressed counties 
in our state. We’re coming up with a whole se-
ries of initiatives focused exclusively on those 
communities to help them pull themselves up. 
	 The second big area where we’re doubling 
down is education. I’ve spent a lot of time in 
the past working on educational initiatives. We 
realized very quickly that it doesn’t do any good 
to send kids to college to get degrees in areas 
where there are no jobs available. Meanwhile, 
we have all these businesses across our state 
that are struggling to find workers. There’s a 
skills gap, and it points to a problem. Educa-
tion and business are not aligned properly, not 
communicating well enough. We are making 

sure that the businesses we interact with 
are engaged and communicating with 
higher education. We’re making sure 
that the supply and demand parts of 
the equation are being addressed in the 
communication process. 

TT&C: What are some specific things 
you can do to help distressed counties? 
RB: Let me talk about leadership and 
organization first. Our first step, which 
was appointing Amy New as assistant 
commissioner for Rural Development, 
was very important. The second thing is 
working with partners at the Department 
of Tourist Development and the Depart-
ment of Agriculture. We have created 
the Rural Development Task Force with 
people from six different departments 
within the state government. There’s a 
whole range of other people, all of whom 
are involved with rural development 
programs — from UT Extension offices 
to the Farm Bureau to TVA and a host 
of other organizations.You simply can’t 
develop a rural economy without devel-
oping the workforce. We’ve got certain 

TT&C: What are some of the strategies for 
aligning education with economic development?
RB: We have a workforce subcabinet that’s 
bringing several departments — Education, 
Human Services, Labor, Higher Education 
and Economic Development — to the table to 
create new programs and strategies at the state 
level. There are a lot of initiatives that are going 
to be coming out of this group. We’re going to 
be submitting a report to Gov. Haslam soon 
with nine new initiatives for him to consider. 
	 We’ve also created a new group, the Work-
force 360 Council, which will bring local stake-
holders, businesses, higher education and K-12 
together at the local level to better align with 
our goals. We’re talking to our businesses about 
creating — or participating in — the outputs of 
the educational institutions. One great example 
is the Tennessee College of Applied Technol-
ogy (TCAT). They have workforce advisory 
councils that include people from different 
industries — welding for example. Because of 
the councils we can make sure the college is 
actually teaching students the exact skills on 
the right equipment. When students graduate 
they will be skilled in the things that the busi-
nesses need. The great thing about our TCAT 
is that they’re very adaptable. They can react 
to change very quickly. The four-year schools 
may not be able to react quite as quickly, even 
though they are trying to be more adaptive. 
	 The last thing: We are encouraging busi-
ness leaders to step up for those mentorship 
roles with students who are granted scholar-
ships through the Tennessee Promise program.

TT&C: What are we doing to make sure we 
are in that category, one of the best places to 
start a new business?
RB: We’re continuing to invest with our part-
ner, Launch Tennessee, to create more entre-
preneurial activities. We have nine accelerators 
around the state to help facilitate and mentor 
new startup businesses. Launch Tennessee 
has a program called 36|86. It’s a big yearly 
conference that brings investors to the table. 
This year they had their best year. Close to 70 
investors from all over the world came to learn 
about investing in Tennessee. 
	 We want to do all we can to make sure 
we’re not getting in the way of people doing 
business. All the different steps — the various 
rules and regulations and departments you have 
to go through — can be daunting for business 
owners. We want to streamline this process, 
simplify it so it can be much easier to start a 
small business in Tennessee. If you’re starting 
a big business you have attorneys and accoun-
tants who take care of these kinds of things for 
you. When you’re a single entrepreneur trying 
to start something, it can be very discouraging 
to the point of inhibiting. 

TT&C: What do international investors see 
about us that’s so attractive?
RB:  From a logistical point of view, we’re just 
blessed with great geography. We are at the 
center of the Eastern United States. We have 
the Tennessee River, the Mississippi River and 
six different class-one rail lines that go through 
the state. We have major interstates.

Investors are also attracted to our workforce. 	
	 I thought the hardest part of this job would 
be getting the word out about grading and 
utilities. It turns out that all the things about 
developing a site usually aren’t even a con-
versation. The people we talk to have figured 
that part out. Everybody’s got dirt, electricity 
and water; those things are just basic. They ask 
questions like, “What’s the workforce of the 
future? What is the state doing to prepare the 
workforce?”  We can answer their questions 
better than most any other state. Conveniently 
for us, we have programs put in place to help. 
We have Tennessee Promise, which offers free 
community college tuition, and Tennessee Re-
connect, which helps adults enter college. 

TT&C: What does TNECD do to “court” a 
company? How do you get them interested 
in Tennessee? 
RB: Sometimes it’s a process that’s brought to 
us by default. When an anonymous company 
goes through a selection process looking for a 
particular type of site or location, you just have 
to provide the right site or location to meet their 
criteria. Once you get into the final selection 
process the company is revealed. After that, 
it’s about convincing them we have the best 
workforce, the best overall package. That’s one 
path, but a lot of our businesses these days are 
coming to us because we are aggressively cold 
calling them. For example, Alex Bertelli, one 
of our ECD superstars, went to the airshow in 
Oshkosh, Wis., because there were people there 
from the Cirrus Aircraft Company. We knew 
they were looking at 20 states and 30 different 
airports for possible places to expand. We were 
the only state to go to this particular conference, 
and we ended up winning the business. We 
showed that we were the state that cared the 
most. Attracting business to Tennessee is about 
relationships and just making that extra effort 
to be there when you are needed.
	 Here’s another good example. We have a 
couple of ceramic tile manufacturers that are 
now coming to Tennessee. I can also tell you 
that we will probably have between three to six 
more in the next 12 months. It all started with 
one of our ECD superstars, Bryan Farlow. Bry-
an went to a flooring show about six months ago 
in Orlando. It was a speculative venture, and 
there were no representatives from any other 
state at the show. He talked to every single per-
son at the show. There were companies from all 
over the world interested in moving companies 
to the United States. They had no idea where 
to go, and we happened to be the first ones to 
talk to them. We were able to convince them 
that we were the best place to come! In fact, we 
may end up becoming a mecca for ceramic tile 
in the United States.
	 In an atmosphere where everybody’s going 
after the same kind of business, we’re finding 
that you have to continue to differentiate to be 
competitive. So if the intense competition has 
everyone wanting to be the aerospace capital 
or the life science capital, it means everyone’s 
not going after the ceramic tile capital. There’s 
opportunity in the niches.

TT&C: What are a couple of your biggest 
challenges at TNECD?
RB: Rural development is going to be a chal-
lenge. I talked with Gov. Haslam when we first 
focused on it, and he asked me a hard question. 
He said, “I get the effort, and I get the need. But 
can we really win?” To answer honestly, I have 
to say I don’t know for sure. It’s going to be 
hard. It takes so many different variables, and 
there’s not just one solution. 
	 The first and most important thing is to 
have a laser focus. We are isolating those 21 
distressed counties, and we’re going to create a 
new system that says these counties have to get 
special treatment. They have to be part of our 
conversation every day. These counties don’t 
have to become economic powerhouses. I was 
talking to the mayor of Van Buren yesterday. 
Right now, they’re at about 10 percent unem-
ployment, and to achieve full employment they 
need about 200 more jobs. It’s not easy to create 
200 jobs, but it’s certainly possible. 

TT&C: Where do you think the state will be 
in the next five years? 
RB: We will be the No. 1 state in the South-
east for high-quality jobs. We will have zero 
distressed counties. We will have the fastest 
growing GDP (Gross Domestic Product) and 
the fastest growing personal income in the 12 
Southeastern states.

TT&C: Is there anything else you would like 
to mention?
RB: Our Three Star program is a key part of 
the infrastructure we need to reach our goals. 
This program was rebranded four years ago 
under Gov. Haslam. Participation is based on 
an annual evaluation and activity plan. Local 
community leaders and joint economic and 
community development boards are encour-
aged to implement activities that will impact 
a community’s competitiveness in a global 
economy. The program has benchmarks that 
communities agree on in order to earn their 
Three Star status. There’s a reward if they do it, 
and we are going to try to up that reward over 
time. Getting all communities to get to that 
basic level of success through participating in 
the Three Star program is a big effort, and a very 
important one. You have to have a community 
that provides public safety, basic education and 
the health and wellness people want when they 
are considering moving to an area. We are going 
to help the communities do that.

communities that have 6 percent post-second-
ary attainment (pursuing education past high 
school). Businesses in the future will require on 
average 55 percent of the workforce to achieve 
postsecondary attainment. If we don’t take 
ownership of this and help to improve educa-
tion in the workforce, we can’t be as successful 
as we want to be. We all have to pitch in.
	 We want to help rural counties by investing 
in assets. The first thing a company or business 
asks when they come to our state is: “where can 
I put my business? Do you have a site ready for 
me?” They won’t wait for you to build that site. 
In the past we’ve given our rural communities 
consultation on what would make a good site, 
but we haven’t given them the financial assis-
tance to go get their sites up and running. We 
want to step up to the plate and give financial 
assistance for developing these communities.
	 Another important area of development 
is entrepreneurship. We’re working through 
Launch Tennessee and another organization 
called AgLaunch to develop more entrepre-
neurship in our rural communities. There are 
different challenges in small communities 
compared to larger cities such as Knoxville, 
Nashville or Chattanooga. For example, a small 
business that hires new people in Spencer or 
Mountain City, may only hire 10 people, but 
that’s a significant number for them.  At TN-
ECD we’re known for bringing in big business 
— and the jobs that go along with them — to 
industrial sites. This is a great thing, but at 
the same time this big business approach just 
isn’t the right solution for many of our rural 
communities. It just doesn’t make sense to 
put a big factory in these places. Yet, they are 
in geographic locations with a lot of natural 
beauty. They are probably best served if we 
enhance their tourism. We are working with 
the Department of Tourist Development to help 
them develop these assets. 
	 Rural broadband is another important area 
of development for us. You can do business 
anywhere in the world from anywhere in the 
world today, but you have to be wired. A lot of 
our rural communities just aren’t connected. 
The only pathway to success today is to be 
online, and we’ve got to make sure that can 
happen for them.

TT&C: Have you looked to other states to 
find good examples of economic develop-
ment, or is Tennessee one of the state’s that’s 
leading the way — or both? 
RB: In many ways we’re leading in a lot of 
these initiatives, but at the same time we are 
not alone. Nearly every state has an urban-rural 
divide. Rural areas are being left behind all 
over the country. We went on a trade mission 
to the maritime provinces of Canada about two 
months ago, and they have the exact same issue. 
They have a couple of metropolitan areas that 
are doing okay and a lot of rural areas that are re-
ally struggling. It’s actually worse in their case 
because people are leaving at a pretty dramatic 
rate. Most of their young talented employable 
population are heading south. At least we don’t 
have that problem. But we could in the future 
if we don’t bring jobs and opportunities to our 
struggling communities.

ECD Commissioner Boyd along with Gov. Bill Haslam and Sens. Bill Ketron and Jim Tracy 
at the Nissan announcement held in March. Nissan plans to invest $160 million to build 
a new supplier park at their Smyrna vehicle assembly plant. The project is estimated to 
support more than 1,000 newly created supplier jobs. 
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ECD Commissioner Randy Boyd “doubles down” on education 
and rural development to make state No. 1 for high-quality jobs


