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DEFINING THE RECORD OF HIGH-GROWTH FIRMS BY 

METROPOLITAN REGION: WHAT HAPPENS TO THE INC. 500? 
 

ABSTRACT 

This study devotes attention to the intersection of two research areas: business development and 

metropolitan economic evolution. The analysis identifies businesses included in the 2000-2008 

Inc. 500 annual rankings of high-growth firms (or “HGFs”) in the United States, and tracks these 

firms in the years following their Inc. 500 appearance. The research finds that most HGFs have an 

extended record as independent businesses, with firm failure rates falling far lower than those 

associated with business continuation. The study also shows that HGF acquisition activity varies 

greatly among U.S. metropolitan statistical areas (“MSAs”), with Boston and Austin leading as 

hosts to HGFs that became acquisition targets. Lastly, the analysis shows that Phoenix and 

Indianapolis lead all others in hosting HGFs with extended growth periods. The paper argues these 

MSAs have potential to play a role in shifting the U.S. corporate hierarchy, and interprets the 

results in light of the public policy applications and further research opportunities presented. 

Keywords: business development, high-growth firms, Inc. 500, location quotient. 
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Economic development is a concern shared by a spectrum of actors across society. Governments, 

businesses, nonprofit organizations, policy-makers, managers, and ordinary citizens all have an 

interest in the advancement of opportunity in communities across the globe. However, the 

existence of broad interest does not mean that economic development is well understood. 

Improved definition of the factors that shape business and economic change represents an 

important societal contribution. 

The breadth of the community engaged in economic development has led research in the 

field to advance along multiple paths. One emphasis focuses on firms and industries, with central 

concerns linking to product, firm, and industrial development (Moreno and Casillas 2007; Nunes 

et al. 2013; Bos and Stam 2014). A second emphasis directs attention to the fortunes of cities, with 

an emphasis on investigation of the characteristics of successful places (Saxenian 1994; Porter 

2000; Glaeser and Gottlieb 2009; Audretsch 2015). However, another important priority is 

synthesis of these fields, as business and regional fortunes are connected, with attention to 

geography and locational change being a key, underlying theme. It is thus important to investigate 

the development of businesses in a regional context (Motoyama and Danley 2012; Backman and 

Loof 2015). 

One emerging area of investigation in this intersection domain focuses on high-growth 

firms (“HGFs”), the most rapidly expanding of all businesses (Moreno and Casillas 2007; Mason 

and Brown 2013; Bos and Stam 2014; Mason et al. 2015). These firms are important because of 

their visibility and the complexity of the issues they raise connected to both the nature of business 

development and regional economic change. The high expansion1 rates characteristic of this group 

have led to prominent recognition and considerable public policy attention (Mason and Brown 

                                                           
1 In this paper, “expansion” and “growth” are treated as synonymous. 
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2013). However, two linked issues remain: what are the developmental trajectories associated with 

HGFs following their rapid expansion, and how do these paths vary geographically? This 

empirically-focused study thus combines HGF path analysis with attention to the metropolitan 

location of these firms to provide insight into firm and regional development. This combined 

analysis is intended to illustrate the value of HGF analysis in a developmental context by 

identifying metropolitan areas with a high potential for future corporate expansion. 

In terms of specific objectives to achieve this goal, the paper addresses the following 

foundational questions: 

1) What happens to U.S. HGFs after they achieve their highest growth rates? 

2) Which metropolitan business communities are the most successful in terms of seeing their 

HGFs continue in operation and mature following their high-growth phase? 

3) As potential markers of newly-developing centers of corporate activity, is it possible to 

identify metropolitan clusters of HGFs that achieve extended periods of high growth? 

 

HGF Research Foundations 

Business researchers have constructed a multi-faceted picture of the interrelationships among firms 

and places. The following reviews three distinctive themes: entrepreneurship and business 

development, businesses and place development, and the headquarters location literature with its 

connection to HGF research. 

 

 

Entrepreneurship and Business Development 

A rich literature exists related to business development in general, and entrepreneurship in 

particular. Researchers from across business and social science disciplines have a lengthy record 
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of investigation related to the structures, processes, and people that drive the development of firms, 

products, and industries. Most prominently, a cycle-based literature has developed the idea of a 

generalized business development sequence, often formulated as advancing from birth (of an 

industry, firm, or product) through successive stages of growth, maturity, decline, and some form 

of either renewal or death (Audretsch and Feldman 1996; Klepper 1996; Christiansen et al. 2010; 

Bos and Stam 2014; Hayter and Edenhoffer 2016). However, alternative perspectives have also 

emerged that critique stage-based models, and seek to replace them with conceptualizations that 

better acknowledge the complex phenomenon of business change (Garnsey et al. 2006; Levie and 

Lichtenstein 2010). Nonetheless, while ideal development trajectories can be elusive to identify 

and factors like pace of advancement can vary greatly from firm to firm, a central contribution of 

research in this theme is recognition of the broad idea that firms traverse some form of evolutionary 

path as they age. 

In addition to research emphasizing advancement through some form of developmental 

path, a complementary collection of studies has concentrated on examination of individual, 

important transitions associated with business development. Entrepreneurship research has thus 

focused on business startups (Luger and Koo 2005; Bosma et al. 2008; Audretsch et al. 2015; 

Wyrwich 2014), initial public offerings (Wojcik 2009; Wang 2014) and business failure (Delmar 

and Shane 2004; De Maere 2014; van Rooij 2015), representing a cross-section of studies that deal 

with a range of specific changes to business operations. While startup research addresses 

entrepreneurship most directly, all studies across this range link to general business development 

issues that are of interest to regional economic planners and business executives. Such research 

provides detailed insight into individual components of business change conceived broadly. 
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One general form of business transition that is of interest in a broad set of contexts is firm 

growth. This is especially true of the rapid business expansion embodied in the HGF group of 

businesses. An expanding literature deals with the characteristics and implications of HGF activity 

(Coad et al. 2014). HGF research is an outgrowth of attention to small businesses in general, where 

Birch’s (1979, 1981) ground-breaking research provided initial evidence of small firms as 

important job generators. While some have questioned Birch’s findings (Davis et al. 1996; 

Neumark et al. 2011; Haltiwanger et al. 2013), a substantial school supports the identification of 

HGFs in particular as important players in employment and business growth (Birch and Medoff 

1994; Davidsson and Henrekson 2002; Davidsson and Delmar 2006; Acs and Mueller 2008). 

Research into HGFs as a distinctive group dates to the 1990s, when Birch and Medoff 

(1994) introduced the “gazelle” term to identify HGFs. In this same period, Wheeler (1990) and 

Lyons (1995) first studied the American Inc. 500 HGF ranking from a geographic perspective.2 

Both Wheeler and Lyons separately identified the distinctive industrial mix and locational 

distribution that distinguish the Inc. 500, with Lyons postulating that HGFs play a crucial role in 

economic restructuring. In the years since, investigators across a range of disciplines have studied 

HGF development (Rice 2004; Stam 2005; Motoyama and Danley 2012; Haltiwanger et al. 2013; 

Brown and Mawson 2016), with analysis of the Inc. 500 group of businesses and the U.S. urban 

system occupying a central place in this literature. 

  

                                                           
2 The Inc. 500 is an annual ranking of the 500 most rapidly-expanding privately-held companies 

based in the United States, with expansion ranked by revenue growth over a 3-year period. The 

Inc. 500 has been the subject of extensive academic attention since its initial publication in 1982 

(Lyons 1995; Markman and Gartner 2002; Motoyama and Danley 2012). 
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Businesses and Place Development 

A second foundation for this study comes from research combining interests in cities, 

development, and business. Attention to this theme comes with the motivation of understanding 

the reasons for high levels of business attraction and generation in specific places. Two powerful 

research frameworks for business and place development have emerged that directly link to the 

present study. 

The cluster development paradigm, identifying the variety of generalized and specialized 

positive spillovers created when economic activities located in close proximity, has both historical 

roots and recent elaboration (Porter 1990, 2000). Industrial cluster dynamics have been much 

elaborated in recent research, including consideration of technological infrastructure (Mack 2014), 

face-to-face-contact (Storper and Venables 2004), entrepreneurship and startup activity (Pitelis 

2012; Nathan and Vandore 2014), the role of the creative economy (Kong 2012), and public 

involvement (Doloreux et al. 2011). 

A second paradigm directs attention to yet another dimension: the interconnection of 

actors, institutions, and processes to create entrepreneurial ecosystems (“EE”) (Mason and Brown 

2014; Mack and Mayer 2015, 2016). Consideration here focuses on the regional structures that 

foster new firm development (Neck et al. 2004). This regional emphasis means that EE research 

necessarily transcends individual businesses and extends to local public and non-profit institutions. 

Audretsch (2015) makes this geographic focus explicit, calling for a concerted “place 

management” effort to strategically administer overall place performance. The EE approach and 

place management framework suggest that a policy-oriented concentration on the strategic 

administration of places can have important applications. 
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Headquarters Location and HGFs 

A final foundation for this research is the quaternary location literature addressing the geography 

of corporate decision-making (Holloway and Wheeler 1991; Gong and Wheeler 2007; Rice and 

Lyons 2010; Rice et al. 2012). Although the early focus of research in the field was on large firm 

headquarters, the quaternary literature has diversified to encompass a spectrum of activities, 

including subsidiary offices (Meyer and Green 2003; Rice and Pooler 2009; Rice 2010), and high-

level systems of influence extension and information exchange associated with corporate decision-

making (O’Hagan and Green 2004; O’Hagan 2009; Rice et al. 2012; O’Hagan and Rice 2015). 

The diversification of this literature acknowledges the multiple factors that shape the evolving 

global corporate system and its impacts, making the linkage of headquarters location and business 

development a compelling next step. 

One connection between HGF research and the quaternary literature is the study of the 

geography of corporate evolution through the emergence of new industries (Rice and Lyons 2010). 

It is well-established that HGF administrative offices follow a metropolitan locational distribution 

that differs from the headquarters location pattern of the largest firms (Lyons 1995; Motoyama 

and Danley 2012). It is also clear that the industrial structure represented by HGF activity differs 

from the overall economy (Lyons 1995) and that HGFs are a factor in driving the long-term 

evolutionary processes that generate new products and services (Geels 2006; Hayter 2008; Bos 

and Stam 2014). Thus, the new industries associated with HGFs can be hypothesized as catalyzing 

the creation of new geographies of corporate activity within the existing quaternary system, which 

might be referred to as a “headquarters shift” hypothesis (Beyers 2002; Rice and Lyons 2010; Rice 

et al. 2015). 
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Although research related to this theme has not been voluminous, one study provides a 

direct precedent. Rice et al. (2015) analyze Canadian HGF developmental trajectories. Their 

analysis demonstrates that Canadian HGFs have a substantial and continuing track record. They 

also show that of Canada’s largest cities, Vancouver and Toronto stand out as productive HGF 

generators (birthplace of new HGFs) and incubators (continued HGF growth) that position these 

cities for continued emergence. At the same times, their HGF tracking analysis indicates other 

prominent Canadian centers (such as Calgary and Montréal) may have a more problematic 

business development outlook. This Canadian analysis illustrates the value of HGF analysis in a 

regional development context by identifying metropolitan areas that may have a high potential for 

corporate expansion. It also raises the question of what a similar analysis might reveal for the 

American economy: which American MSAs have a promising HGF growth profile, and which 

MSAs have evident weaknesses as indicated by the track records of their HGF communities? It is 

to this U.S. analysis that we now shift our attention. 

 

Data 

The research highlighted here investigates the Inc. 500, the most prominent and widely-researched 

ranking of U.S.-based HGFs whose focus is on the expansion of private firm, with growth being 

measured by change in annual revenues (Wheeler 1990; Lyons 1995; Stangler 2009; Motoyama 

and Danley 2012). The present analysis tracks the status and location of each firm appearing in the 

list from the 2000-2008 annual Inc. 500 rankings, with a focus on the status of each business for 

2, 5, and 10 years past the time of its Inc. 500 appearance. 
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This project uses distinctive sources to complete two data collection phases. 

1) Assembly of the initial business database from the Inc. 500 for 2000-2008, encompassing 

4,501 HGFs to be tracked (comprising 9 years of business listings, with 500 businesses 

included in each year, except for one where a tie led to 501 firms being included). This 

initial Inc. 500 database includes information on business names, locations, industrial 

categories (assigned by Inc. magazine), and revenue and employee figures for the year of 

the firm’s Inc. 500 appearance. The years selected for the first phase begin at 2000 because 

of the need for high-quality, recent business information, and end at 2008, because of the 

need for a post-Inc. 500 appearance period for business tracking outcomes to develop. 

2) Identification of the tracking outcomes associated with each HGF, started with a partial 

tracking database provided by the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation (“EMKF”). This 

database includes information collected by EMKF research staff for 1,701 of the 4,501 

firms represented in the 2000-2008 Inc. 500 rankings. To complete the tracking database 

for the entire set of Inc. 500 firms, the study completed business searches for all firms not 

collected by EMKF staff using queries to the business databases Factiva and LexisNexis.3 

These sources provide data for a large and broad cross-section of companies. 

As might be anticipated with such a large initial database, even the comprehensive sources 

consulted in the second phase did not provide data for some firms. For every Inc. 500 firm not 

covered by Factiva and LexisNexis, the study extended the second phase data collection to 

complete a round of automated Google business searches, with these results being individually 

                                                           
3 EMKF-sourced data collection occurred in 2011 and 2012, while we completed our data 

collection in 2015 and 2016. Thus, HGF tracking data are available for different periods for each 

firm, depending on data source coverage and availability. Our analysis simply tracks each business 

for its period of data availability and draws no conclusions for years where data are not available. 
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examined and assessed for analytical value. Finally, for the small subset of businesses that still 

lacked data, the tracking phase concluded by consulting Inc. to identify potential appearances by 

the same firm (and identify and connected business data of value) in later Inc. 500 rankings. 

Based on this process, the study assigned one of six tracking possibilities to each firm for 

each year in study period following its Inc. 500 appearance: 

1) Privately-held (“PH” code): A company continuing in a given year in the privately-held 

status it had when it originally appeared in the Inc. 500 ranking. 

2) Acquired/Merged (“A”): A company that transitioned in a specific year out of its original, 

privately-held status through acquisition, or through merger into another firm.4 

3) Initial Public Offering (“IPO”): A company that made an ownership transition in a 

specific year by beginning to offer its shares on a public stock exchange. 

4) No Longer in Operation (“NL”): A company where evidence exists to indicate that the 

company was not in business as of a specific year. 

5) Unknown (“U”): A company where, as of a specific year, no sign exists of an acquisition, 

merger, initial public offering, or business discontinuation, but also no indication exists to 

affirm ongoing operations (i.e., a business that as of a specific year lacks an address, 

telephone number, website, customer or employee ratings, or some other web footprint). 

6) No Records (“NR”): A company where resources were not available to attempt tracking 

data collection beginning with a given year. In all of these firms, business data were 

collected for some portion of the 2000-2016 tracking period, but resource limitations led 

                                                           
4 Because of the difficulty of obtaining consistent and reliable information for acquired businesses 

following their acquisition, the study treats the A status as an endpoint for tracking data collection. 

The study also treats IPO and NL status transitions as tracking endpoints. Once any of these 

endpoints are reached, no further data are collected. 
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to a necessary curtailment of final-year follow up on these NR-coded firms. Our tracking 

database assigns an NR code for any year following the end of available data. All NR-

coded companies in a given year are simply excluded from calculations for that and 

succeeding years, but are included for any years where their data do exist in our databases 

(each firm’s pre-NR-coding years). Even with this necessary study limitation, Table 1 

establishes that a substantial majority of Inc. 500 businesses with existing data is available 

for all timeframes analyzed. 

Within this classification system, a firm is assigned to only one category in any given year. 

However, firm status can change: for example, a business falling in the PH class up to a given year 

could be reassigned to the IPO (or other) category as of a following year. Thus, this system 

provides a comprehensive framework to track business change. 

In tracing the development of these firms, the study focuses on three dimensions: firm 

status (as defined above), along with annual revenues and total employment (with analysis 

proceeding given data availability constraints). All annual revenue figures were converted into 

constant 2009 dollars for longitudinal analysis using the implicit price index deflator (Federal 

Reserve Bank of St. Louis 2016). Table 1 summarizes the data captured and indicates median Inc. 

500 firm size. 

Another important observation regarding the Inc. 500 is the possibility of businesses 

appearing in multiple annual rankings. The Inc. 500 selection process ranks annual revenue growth 

over a three-year period. Appearance in two or more annual Inc. 500 rankings thus indicates 

superior revenue expansion performance over a four year or longer timeframe.  Such repeat 

appearances are a marker of extraordinary, extended growth. In the 2000-2008 Inc. 500 rankings, 

the study identifies 1,044 unique firms that appear in at least two annual lists, accounting for a 
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total of 2,271 business appearances (or 50.4%) of the 4,501 firms represented in the complete Inc. 

500 dataset. Repeat appearances are an important characteristic of Inc. 500 activity and are thus 

deserving of attention.5 

 
Table 1: Overview of Inc. 500 Tracking Data Collected, 2000-2008 

 

 
Inc. 500 Data Availability by Dimension 

 

Data Dimension Number of Inc. 500 Firms 
With Data 

Median Values in Year of 
Inc. 500 Appearance 

Firm Status 4,501* - 

Annual Revenues 3,417 $10.8 Million** 

Total Employment 3,467 50 

 
Inc. 500 Data Availability by Time Depth 

 

 Years Following Inc. 500 Appearance 

2 Years 5 Years 10 Years 

Number of Firms With Tracking Data 4,501 4,280 3,236 

Number of Firms With Tracking Data 
(Repeat Appearances Removed) 

3,269 3,107 2,392 

 
*Includes 425 firms that transition at some point in the 2000-2016 period into “unknown” status. 

** All revenue values converted to constant 2009 dollars 

 
 

Repeat Inc. 500 appearances thus provide one promising avenue for research. However, 

they also present a double-counting challenge, as when combined with other firms in the analysis 

their presence can have an indistinguishable effect from (and thus be wrongly interpreted as) a 

series of single-appearance firms. The situation of a city hosting a single business that qualifies for 

                                                           
5 It can be argued that the first Inc. 500 ranking appearance represents the greatest promotional 

value for the business, providing a reduced incentive for enterprises to share data with Inc. in 

following years. This may motivate some strong candidates to not be considered for a repeat 

appearance. However, the substantial number of repeat-appearance firms in the 2000-2008 Inc. 

500 is a strong indicator that repeat analysis is robust. 
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the Inc. 500 list in four consecutive years (a single, strong performer) is different from the same 

city generating four different firms that qualify for Inc. 500 inclusion in consecutive years (a series 

of dynamic firms). The study deals with this issue as follows: 

1) The study includes all Inc. 500 firms (both single appearance and repeat) in basic profile 

analyses related to overall numbers and locations of the entire 4,501 firm list from the 

initial dataset. This is reasonable for analysis of the overall dataset because every Inc. 500 

firm appearance (single or repeat) is an entry that meets the list’s inclusion criteria. 

2) For analyses related to HGF developmental profiles and investigation focused on business 

performance by metropolitan area, the analysis omits duplicate (but not original) 

appearances. This eliminates the possibility of a series of repeat Inc. 500 firm appearances 

being misinterpreted in the analysis as a number of separate firms. 

Also, instead of summarizing tracking outcomes by calendar year, the analysis catalogs firm status 

changes by number of years following each firm’s appearance in the Inc. 500 ranking. The tracking 

analysis focuses on 2, 5, and 10-year post-Inc. 500 outcomes, and excludes duplicate Inc. 500 

appearances of the same firm. Table 1 also depicts the firms with data in each timeframe. 

In a geographic dimension, the analysis employs Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) to 

track Inc. 500 locations. The analysis focuses on the twenty-four MSAs that host at least forty Inc. 

500 business appearances across the cumulative 2000-2008 period (Figure 1). Establishment of 

this study group of MSAs meeting a minimum threshold is an absolute necessity for this research, 

ensuring that each MSA included is of sufficient size to support robust, intra-metropolitan analysis: 

it is important that all MSA-level analyses be based on business communities of a meaningful size. 

Additionally, it is important to note that use of the forty-firm size threshold (and the resulting 

twenty-four MSA list) broadens the analysis well beyond the elite set of top metropolitan regions 



   

15 
 

usually associated with corporate power in America (Table 2). Thus, the MSA group selected here 

represents a judicious balance, allowing the analysis to incorporate several smaller, non-traditional 

corporate centers (such as Indianapolis, Nashville, Portland, and Salt Lake City) while keeping the 

total number of MSAs included in the analysis manageable for tabular reporting purposes. Overall, 

the twenty-four selected MSAs account for 65.3% of 2000-2008 Inc. 500 firms. 

As well as identifying study MSAs and overall firm numbers, Table 2 also depicts the size, 

performance, and overall importance of the Inc. 500 as a group. With over $58 billion in annual 

revenues (constant 2009 dollars) and over 278,000 people employed in the 24 dominant MSAs 

alone, the Inc. 500 has a pervasive economic presence that deserves national attention. 

 

Figure 1: The 24 Metropolitan Areas That Host a Minimum of 
40 Inc. 500 Firm Appearances from 2000-2008. 
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Table 2: Inc. 500 Size and Growth Measures by MSA* 

 

MSA Main City Inc. 500 
Firm Rank 

(Total 
2000-08 
Firms) 

Total 
Inc. 500 

Firms 
(2000-08) 

 

MSA Size Measures MSA Growth Measures 

Total Inc. 500 
Firm Revenues 
($ millions)** 

Total Inc. 
500 Firm 

Employment 

Median 
Annual Inc. 

500 Firm 
Revenue 

Growth (%)† 

Median 
Annual Inc. 

500 Firm 
Employment 
Growth (%) 

Northeast 

Boston, MA 4 221 $3,855.7 16,050 +3.89% +0.87% 

New York City, NY 2 288 $5,596.9 23,469 -0.76% +3.67% 

Philadelphia, PA 8 143 $1,992.1 9,930 +8.68% +1.49% 

Midwest 

Chicago, IL 7 162 $4,344.0 9,934 -2.32% +1.71% 

Detroit, MI 15 74 $1,329.6 7,601 -4.08% +0.73% 

Indianapolis, IN 20 59 $870.6 5,850 +3.37% 0.00% 

Minneapolis, MN 18 70 $1,011.1 7,106 +2.06% +2.06% 

South 

Atlanta, GA 5 186 $3,173.8 21,953 -0.53% +0.89% 

Austin, TX 17 71 $1,214.8 4,030 +1.43% +1.17% 

Baltimore, MD 22 53 $1,251.8 9,436 +3.47% +2.15% 

Dallas, TX 9 137 $2,817.0 13,325 -1.97% +1.40% 

Houston, TX 14 84 $2,352.3 9,142 -2.09% 0.00% 

Miami, FL 10 112 $2,909.8 6,553 -3.40% +4.48% 

Nashville, TN 24 43 $1,003.3 8,671 +14.05% 2.69% 

Washington, DC 1 347 $5,188.9 32,005 +3.89% +0.87% 

West 

Denver, CO 13 85 $1,747.5 5,298 -2.41% +0.61% 

Los Angeles, CA 3 221 $7,611.3 26,740 -11.46% -6.66% 

Phoenix, AZ 12 86 $1,491.2 12,792 +1.43% 0.00% 

Portland, OR 19 64 $846.2 3,186 -10.46% +1.72% 

Salt Lake City, UT 23 48 $796.6 4,225 +3.43% +1.90% 

San Diego, CA 16 72 $1,055.1 6,858 +2.43% +1.64% 

San Francisco, CA 6 173 $3,112.8 14,950 -2.33% +0.95% 

San Jose, CA 21 55 $1,078.6 6,659 -5.20% -1.20% 

Seattle, WA 11 92 $1,438.4 12,388 +3.94% +1.95% 

24-MSA Totals - 2,946 $58,089.4 278,151 - - 

* Inc. 500 repeat appearances removed (series originals retained, following-year duplicates excluded) 
** Revenue figures as of the first Inc. 500 year for each firm; all figures converted to constant 2009 dollars. 

† All figures converted to constant 2009 dollars 
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Lastly, it is important to state that the focus of the paper is on analysis of aggregate 

locational outcomes at the MSA level, ultimately resulting from all potential sources of MSA and 

firm-level differences. While industry effects are undeniable in importance in shaping HGF 

performance, and it is possible to account for industry-mix differences in comparing MSA 

outcomes (Cortinovis and Van Oort 2015; Daunfeldt and Halvarson 2015), the analysis here does 

not attempt to control for such inter-MSA industrial composition variations. Indeed, as this study 

seeks evidence of the combined operation of industry and place effects to generate the most 

positive and negative overall performances among the MSAs included in the analysis, control of 

industry effects lies outside the interests of this research. 

 

Research Questions 

Using the above resources, the study investigates a series of interrelated issues and questions 

focused on HGF tracking and development over time and by geography for the United States. 

 

Research Focus 1: HGF Developmental Profile 

The analysis in this area aims to address the foundational issue of what happens to firms after they 

appear in an Inc. 500 annual ranking.  Given the lack of research into the developmental path for 

Inc. 500 businesses, this analysis seeks basic information to guide research and better establish the 

value of HGFs for regional economic development. To complete this profile, the analysis generates 

2, 5, and 10-year Inc. 500 status summaries. The recent results of Rice et al. (2015) indicating a 

successful track record for Canadian HGFs provide the basis for an expectation that Inc. 500 firms 

have a similar profile, although other recent research indicates that European HGFs have fared 
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more poorly (Hölzl 2014; Daunfeldt 2015).6 The analysis completed here can thus indicate whether 

the Inc. 500 provide more evidence of North American HGF tracking success, or indicate a record 

more in line with the European experience. 

 

Research Focus 2: HGF Development Geographic Profile 

This area of analysis links the developmental profile summaries provided in research focus 1 to 

the geography of the Inc. 500. Which MSAs have experienced the highest rates of continued Inc. 

500 operation? Do historically-dominant centers (such as New York and Chicago) do best in 

retaining their Inc. 500 companies, or do Sunbelt cities (such as Atlanta and Dallas) do better in 

firm retention? The analysis answers these related questions by generating 2, 5, and 10-year results 

stratified by MSA. With reference to the business cycle literature (Audretsch and Feldman 1996; 

Christiansen et al. 2010; Bos and Stam 2014; Hayter and Edenhoffer 2016), this analysis aims to 

identify the regions that have been characterized by high levels of continued firm maturation, 

versus those with abbreviated firm growth and accelerated decline.  

 

Research Focus 3: Analysis of Extended HGF Growth 

This final component of the investigation explores the ability of metropolitan economies to 

generate Inc. 500 firms that achieve sustained, high growth rates. While extremely high business 

growth cannot be sustained indefinitely, extension of the high growth period for any single firm to 

multiple Inc. 500 appearances is exceptional. This final analysis identifies metropolitan clusters of 

                                                           
6 It should be noted that many European studies are based on much larger firm databases in 

comparison with the Inc. 500 and the database used for the Canadian counterpart study cited here. 

While this issue does not directly impact the core objectives of the present study, the implications 

of this issue are taken up again in the conclusion. 
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repeating Inc. 500 firms as a potential marker of newly-developing corporate activity centers in 

the emerging economy (Beyers 2002; Rice et al. 2015). 

 

Results 

Research Focus 1: HGF Developmental Profile 

Definition of the overall profile of outcomes that characterize Inc. 500 business development is 

foundational information to guide continued research into U.S. HGF activity. Table 3 summarizes 

the key elements of this developmental landscape and the associated prevalence of each. The table 

demonstrates that continued private ownership is by far the most prominent 2, 5, and 10-year 

outcome, with 54.3% of businesses continuing in this status even 10 years past their Inc. 500 list 

inclusion. Acquisition and merger ranks as the second most prolific 2, 5, and 10-year outcome, 

encompassing 25.0% of 10-year firms. Although this status combines acquisitions and mergers, it 

is important to note that acquisitions of Inc. 500 businesses far outnumber mergers (as acquisitions 

represent 96.1% of total A-code members). 

On the other end of the status spectrum, IPO businesses and those in the NL category 

account for a small fraction of the Inc. 500 (each less than 4% after 10 years). These numbers are 

especially surprising for the discontinuation (NL) group, considering the 2000-2016 tracking 

period’s inclusion of the 2000 dot-com crash and the 2008 financial crisis. It would have been 

unsurprising if these recession periods might have elevated the NL group numbers above the 

observed levels, especially considering the dynamic nature of the Inc. 500 group. 
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Table 3: Inc. 500 Firm Status by Years Past Inc. 500 Appearance* 
 

Firms by Status Year Following Inc. 500 Appearance 

2 Years 5 Years 10 Years 

PH: Privately-Held Number of 
Firms 

2,865 2,340 1,305 

% of Total 87.6 75.2 54.3 

A: Acquisition/Merger Number of 
Firms 

117 350 601 

% of Total 3.6 11.2 25.0 

IPO: Initial Public Offering Number of 
Firms 

13 36 53 

% of Total 0.4 1.2 2.2 

NL: No Longer in Business Number of 
Firms 

20 50 81 

% of Total 0.6 1.6 3.4 

U: Unknown Number of 
Firms 

254 331 352 

% of Total 7.8 10.6 14.7 

Totals Number of 
Firms 

3,269 3,107 2,392 

% of Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

* Inc. 500 repeat appearances removed (series originals retained, following-year duplicates excluded) 
 
 

Even combining the U category with the NL category to acknowledge that many unknown-

status firms are likely no longer operational, at 18.1% of 10-year outcomes the combined NL+U 

category accounts for a minority of firms. Figure 2 uses the combined NL+U category, reinforcing 

the conclusion that, even with the most negative possible unknown-status firm interpretation, the 

overwhelming majority of Inc. 500 firms have an ongoing business presence of some kind.7 

  

                                                           
7 Due to extremely low firm numbers, consideration of the otherwise-interesting “IPO” category 

is minimized in the remainder of this paper. 
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Inc. 500 repeat appearances removed (series originals retained, following-year duplicates excluded) 

 

Figure 2: Inc. 500 Firm Status by Years Past Inc. 500 Appearance, Combining ‘NL’ and ‘U’-Status 
Firms as a Single Category. 

 

Research Focus 2: HGF Development Geographic Profile 

Further investigation is necessary to link the national outcomes developed above to the status of 

regional economies across the country, thus addressing the issue of which MSAs have the most 

positive (and most negative) Inc. 500 tracking outcomes. To represent variation in outcomes across 

the 24 MSAs, the study calculates location quotient (“LQ”) values. LQs compare a specific activity 

rate in a particular place with the same activity rate nationally (Carroll et al. 2008; Meyer 2014). 

An LQ equal to 1.0 indicates equivalent activity rates at the two scales; an LQ greater or less than 

1.0 signifies activity levels that are alternately greater or less in the local area than nationally. The 

study uses LQs to identify variation among the 24 MSAs. 
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The PH, A, and combined NL+U groups are the three dominant classes reflected in Table 

3, collectively accounting for 97.4% of all 10-year firms. Table 4 summarizes the LQs by MSA 

for these classes and the much smaller IPO group. 

Since businesses must be privately-held to appear in the Inc. 500 list, high metropolitan 

privately-held firm rankings at the 10-year mark are one indication of regional business stability. 

Portland (LQ=1.23), New York (1.15), and Houston (1.13) occupy the top rankings for this status. 

MSAs with extremely low PH-status LQs include Nashville (0.48), Seattle (0.57), and San Diego 

(0.58). In general, low PH-status MSAs are found in the South and West Census Regions, but high 

PH-status MSAs are located across the country. 

Acquisition and merger transactions represent both positive and negative possibilities 

relative to regional economic development. From a positive perspective, the presence of many 

such transactions is a tangible indication of local business creation. However, the completion of 

many acquisition and merger transactions involving an MSA’s businesses also indicates a potential 

regional business loss, as corporations based in another MSA take control of businesses located in 

the original MSA. Boston (1.57), Austin (1.50), and Baltimore (1.48) have the largest MSA LQ 

values, indicating high levels of potential regional losses. Conversely, Philadelphia (0.57), 

Nashville (0.67), and San Diego (0.82) have the lowest A-status LQ scores nationally, indicating 

low acquisition levels. The Midwest, broadly defined, is home to multiple MSAs with low 

acquisition and merger levels. 
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Table 4:  10-Year Tracking Records and Location Quotients 

For 2000-2008 Inc. 500 Firms by Status Class* 
 

MSA Main City Inc. 500 
Firm 

Rank (10-
Year 

Record 
Firms) 

Total 2000-2008 
Inc. 500 Firms 

With a 10-Year 
Tracking Record 

10-Year Location Quotients by Status Class 

Privately-
Held 

Acquired & 
Merged 

Initial Public 
Offering 

No Longer in 
Operation/ Unknown 

(Business 
Discontinuation) 

Northeast 

Boston, MA 4 108 0.88 1.57** 2.03 0.53 

New York City, NY 1 154** 1.15** 0.87 0.72 1.16 

Philadelphia, PA 8 59 1.04 0.57† 0.00† 1.33 

Midwest 

Chicago, IL 7 76 1.08 0.94 0.34 0.97 

Detroit, MI 13 37 1.05 0.72 0.00† 1.68** 

Indianapolis, IN 22 24† 0.97 0.71 1.03 1.17 

Minneapolis, MN 14 35 0.80 1.30 2.35** 1.04 

South 

Atlanta, GA 5 89 0.92 1.06 0.00† 0.80 

Austin, TX 16 32 0.64 1.50** 0.68 0.39† 

Baltimore, MD 17 31 1.00 1.48** 0.98 1.11 

Dallas, TX 9 56 0.87 1.09 0.00† 0.60 

Houston, TX 12 43 1.13** 0.86 2.50** 0.71 

Miami, FL 10 56 1.01 1.12 0.48 0.99 

Nashville, TN 24 13† 0.48† 0.67† 2.42** 0.46† 

Washington, DC 2 137** 0.91 1.04 0.34 0.78 

West 

Denver, CO 11 44 1.12 1.10 0.00† 0.93 

Los Angeles, CA 3 112** 0.94 0.98 0.23 1.22 

Phoenix, AZ 20 29 0.65 1.04 0.00 1.14 

Portland, OR 18 30 1.23** 0.96 0.87 0.49† 

Salt Lake City, UT 23 24† 1.05 1.07 1.11 0.84 

San Diego, CA 19 30 0.58† 0.82† 1.48 1.40** 

San Francisco, CA 6 77 0.80 1.13 1.97 0.93 

San Jose, CA 21 27 0.85 1.48 0.00† 0.92 

Seattle, WA 15 35 0.57† 0.92 0.00† 1.38** 

* Inc. 500 repeat appearances removed (series originals retained, following-year duplicates excluded) 
** Top three values in column 

† Lowest three values in column (more designated if tie) 
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To further explore the acquisition and merger concern related to control relocation, it is 

worthwhile to mention the relationship of A-coded Inc. 500 firm locations to partner firm 

locations. Analysis of the tracking database indicates that 85.4% of Inc. 500 acquisition and merger 

activity is linked to a partner firm in a different state or country, so inter-metropolitan 

considerations are indeed an important factor in this acquisition and merger activity. 

Lastly, the no longer in business/unknown status has a straightforward interpretation. 

MSAs ranking high in this discontinuation measure have obvious regional business challenges. As 

might be expected given the recent difficulties encountered by the American automotive industry, 

Detroit possesses the highest business discontinuation LQ value (1.68). San Diego and Seattle 

follow with LQs of 1.40 and 1.38. In general, the highest discontinuation values are found in the 

northeast and on the Pacific coast. At the other end of the spectrum, Austin (0.39), Nashville (0.46), 

and Portland (0.49) have the lowest scores. Texas is the most prominent regional focus of low-

discontinuation MSAs. 

 

Research Focus 3: Analysis of Extended HGF Growth 

Beyond the status-based analysis already outlined, one final indicator of metropolitan HGF 

performance pursued here is analysis by MSA of Inc. 500 firms with extended high-growth 

periods, observed through identification of firms that appear as Inc. 500 list members in multiple 

annual rankings. The multiple-appearance analysis here relies on two specific concepts. We define 

a series of appearances by a single firm to be comprised of an “original” appearance (the first year 

of the firm’s inclusion in the Inc. 500), followed by one or more “repeat” appearances (second and 

following years of inclusion). To emphasize the repeat dimension of the database (the truly 



   

25 
 

extended-growth component), Figure 3 focuses on repeat Inc. 500 appearances only, as each firm 

in the analysis has an original appearance. 

The analysis reflected in Figure 3 shows Phoenix (LQ of 1.41), Indianapolis (1.24), 

Washington, DC (1.20), and Philadelphia (1.18) leading in repeat-appearance activity. Austin 

(0.62), Atlanta (0.69), and Los Angeles (0.78) lag all others in repeat appearances. These low 

repeat rankings are not necessarily an indicator of poor regional business performance, as low 

rankings in the discontinuation dimension are still possible with a low repeat performance. 

Likewise, a high repeat ranking should not be construed as high business performance flag without 

considering other business evidence. 

 
Location quotients calculated with original appearances in Inc. 500 repeat series excluded 

and following-year duplicates retained to focus on firm series 
 

Figure 3: Location Quotients by MSA for Repeat-Appearance Firms 
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Table 5 provides additional insight into the 24 MSAs through an overview of the top sectors 

in each regional Inc. 500 community. The sectors used follow from Inc.’s own industry 

classification. The table summarizes the top sectors by LQ and MSA for two Inc. 500 firm groups: 

1) A broad cross-section of all Inc. 500 firms in the MSA (‘All Unique Inc. 500 

Appearances’). This firm set includes every Inc. 500 firm in each MSA, except for those 

representing duplicate appearances from a repeat series. 

2) A subset of Inc. 500 firms from the broad cross-section (above), focused on repeat series 

only. To provide a true representation of the actual sectoral composition of the repeat series 

and avoid assigning a higher weight to series with more repeat members, this subset 

includes only original appearances. 

Thus, Table 5 identifies the most prominent sectors in each metropolitan cross-section, and 

facilitates comparison with the most prominent sectors in the MSA’s repeat component. The 

analysis is limited each MSA’s top two sectors to keep the analysis manageable for reporting 

purposes. A strong sectoral comparison between the cross-section component and the repeat 

component in a given MSA is indicative of strong and focused regional development. 

Comparing the top two sectors in both the cross-sectional and repeat components: 

 4 MSAs have cross-sectional and repeat components that share both of their top two sectors 

(“complete correspondence”) 

 12 MSAs have one of two top sectors shared between cross-sectional and repeat 

components (“partial correspondence”) 

 6 MSAs have no overlap between the top sectors in their cross-sectional and repeat 

components (“no correspondence”) 
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Table 5: Top Inc. 500 Sectors by MSA and Location Quotient (LQ) Value, 

All Unique Inc. 500 Appearances and Repeat Series Only 
 

 

MSA Primary 
City 

Top Inc. 500 Sectors by MSA and LQ Value 

All Unique Inc. 500 Appearances* Repeat Series Only** 

First-Ranked 
Sector 

First-
Ranked 

LQ 

Second-Ranked 
Sector 

Second-
Ranked 

LQ 

First-Ranked 
Sector 

First-
Ranked 

LQ 

Second-Ranked 
Sector 

Second-
Ranked 

LQ 

Northeast 

Boston, MA Travel/Hosp. 4.93 Software 1.80 Security 3.70 Software 1.97 

New York City, NY IT Serv. 1.75 Adv./Mkt. 1.57 Education 2.96 Fin. Serv. 2.68 

Philadelphia, PA Insurance 4.80 Travel/Hosp. 2.68 Insurance 13.30 Travel/Hosp. 7.42 

Midwest 

Chicago, IL Education 2.46 Food/Bev. 2.21 Food/Bev. 3.26 Human Res. 1.64 

Detroit, MI Fin. Serv. 2.34 Manufacturing 2.14 Manufacturing 1.55 Fin. Serv. 1.06 

Indianapolis, IN Insurance 5.97 Security 4.55 Security 6.97 Human Res. 2.16 

Minneapolis, MN Telecomm. 2.47 Logistics/Trans. 2.34 Education 6.49 Energy 5.19 

South 

Atlanta, GA Insurance 2.31 Security 1.96 Insurance 7.51 Security 3.82 

Austin, TX Comp./Electr. 2.72 Software 2.41 Food/Bev. 2.85 Retail 2.37 

Baltimore, MD Security 2.89 Real Estate 2.57 Security 10.77 Real Estate 3.20 

Dallas, TX Insurance 2.30 Real Estate 2.09 Security 5.08 Insurance 3.33 

Houston, TX Energy 9.49 Logistics/Trans. 1.87 Energy 19.85 Human Res. 2.16 

Miami, FL Education 3.01 Construct. 2.25 Fin. Serv. 2.95 Retail 2.47 

Nashville, TN Manufacturing 3.31 Fin. Serv. 2.26 n/a † n/a † 

Washington, DC IT Services 2.51 Div. Services 1.45 IT Services 2.60 Div. Services 1.72 

West 

Denver, CO Logistics/Trans. 2.76 Security 2.73 Food/Bev. 5.37 Logistics/Trans. 5.27 

Los Angeles, CA Comp./Electr. 2.77 Adv./Mkt. 1.91 Real Estate 2.45 Adv./Mkt. 2.21 

Phoenix, AZ Travel/Hosp. 5.09 Comp./Electr. 3.15 Comp./Electr. 5.59 Education 3.67 

Portland, OR Adv./Mkt. 2.76 Software 2.06 Software 3.38 Telecomm. 2.99 

Salt Lake City, UT Telecomm. 2.91 Security 1.64 n/a † n/a † 

San Diego, CA Comp./Electr. 2.38 Security 2.19 Security 4.55 Fin. Serv. 3.91 

San Francisco, CA Food/Bev. 2.34 Education 2.16 Food/Bev. 7.93 Comp./Electr. 3.49 

San Jose, CA Security 2.89 Manufacturing 2.42 Comp./Electr. 5.84 Security 5.38 

Seattle, WA Adv./Mkt. 2.64 Real Estate 1.60 Telecomm. 3.23 Manufacturing 2.86 

Common sectors between ‘all unique appearances’ and ‘repeat series’ for a given MSA are indicated in bold. 
* All single firm appearances and the first appearance of multi-year series included (duplicates excluded). 

** First appearances of multi-year series only. 
† Low value issue: 10 or fewer repeat series present in MSA. 
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 2 MSAs have small firm numbers, making it not possible to complete a cross-section/repeat 

component comparison. 

Additionally, 2 of the 4 “complete correspondence” MSAs (Washington and Philadelphia) are 

among the top 4 MSAs in repeat appearances. The other top repeat-appearance MSAs (Phoenix 

and Indianapolis) fall in the “partial correspondence” category. These results thus indicate a partial 

connection between repeat appearances and Inc. 500 industrial structure. 

 

Conclusions 

Summary of Results 

This study finds that Inc. 500 firms have records that support their identification as consequential 

for regional development. Our tracking results show that these HGFs remain privately-held in 

numbers far surpassing other possible firm outcomes, including acquisition and merger, initial 

public offering, and firm discontinuation. A further analysis of tracking results by MSA indicates 

that business transitions have a substantial and complex geographic dimension, with Portland, New 

York, and Houston retaining many of their HGFs as privately-held firms, while Detroit, San Diego, 

and Seattle are characterized by markedly higher rates of business transition. A final, 

complementary analysis indicates that Phoenix and Indianapolis, Washington DC, and 

Philadelphia led all MSAs in hosting extended, rapid growth businesses. Of these MSAs, a sectoral 

analysis shows that Washington DC and Philadelphia have strong connections between their HGF 

community considered broadly and their extended-growth firms in particular. 

 

Discussion 

The study findings suggest a number of conclusions. First, the tracking results provide evidence 

speaking to the relevance of Inc. 500 firms for U.S. regional economic development. While these 
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high business continuation rate findings echo recent Canadian results (Rice et al. 2015), they 

contrast with recent European findings that indicate a more pessimistic view of HGF outcomes 

(Hölzl 2014; Daunfeldt 2015). This comparison raises the secondary question as to what might 

account for this apparent inter-continental difference. Database differences likely account for at 

least a portion of this contrast, as the present study and that of Rice et al. (2015) were based on 

business databases covering a few hundred firms annually, compared with European analyses 

based on databases encompassing thousands of businesses. This distinction means that North 

American research has focused attention on databases including only the very highest growth-rate 

firms. European analyses, by contrast, are characterized by broader firm coverage, leading to 

inclusion of many firms in the HGF category with lower growth rates. This identifies the need for 

comparative North American/European research employing directly comparable datasets that 

could address whether the differences between the HGF tracking profiles of the two continental 

business communities are indeed real. Aside from this, the key conclusion here is that this evidence 

solidifies Inc. 500 companies as important targets for ongoing business research and public policy 

consideration in a U.S. context. 

 Second, the LQ analysis reveals basic characteristics of Inc. 500 tracking geographies. 

While the results for each tracking status class are each inherently complex due to the scope of the 

U.S. economy and urban system, it is possible to extract key points from each. 

1) The privately-held status analysis reflects the subset of MSAs where Inc. 500 business 

ownership is stable. Since by definition firms gain Inc. 500 status as privately-held 

businesses, the continuation of private ownership status (and lack of transition to other 

status categories) is one indication of business stability. This analysis flags Portland, New 

York, Houston, and Denver as top PH MSAs. While New York might be omitted from 
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further attention here as highly atypical due to its global corporate dominance, Houston 

and Denver deserve further attention: what enables these metropolitan corporate 

communities to function, at least in a specific corporate retention dimension, in a similar 

manner to New York? Is this indeed a positive sign for the corporate development of these 

communities? Likewise, low MSA levels of private ownership (in Nashville, Seattle, and 

San Diego) identify metropolitan business communities characterized by high transition 

rates into other categories, opening further opportunities for research: what makes the 

business environment in these low-PH communities distinctive from their high-PH 

counterparts? In considering these results, it should be acknowledged that neither low nor 

high levels of private ownership and business stability are on their own markers of overall 

business performance or firm contribution. Nonetheless, the privately-held analysis offers 

some guidance for further research and regional economic development policy formulation 

in the highlighted MSAs. 

2) The acquisition and merger findings provide two contributions. First, identification of 

Boston, Austin, and Baltimore as MSAs with extraordinarily high acquisition and merger 

rates provides information of use in targeting business outreach services in those regions, 

and also defines the U.S. venues with the highest potential for further HGF-related 

acquisition and merger research. Second, compounding the importance of this result is the 

additional finding that acquisition and merger activity targeting Inc. 500 companies is 

overwhelmingly associated with partner firms based in other MSAs. This result supports 

the hypothesis that HGF-linked acquisition activity is an important conduit for the 

relocation of dynamic businesses (Mason et al. 2015). Further investigation is needed to 

probe the implications of acquisitions for Inc. 500 firms and their original host regions. 
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3) The combined business discontinuation results represent a promising identifier of troubled 

metropolitan economies. The top MSA in this category, Detroit, comes as no surprise given 

the well-known crisis impacting the region, its industrial base, and its communities (Davey 

2014). However, even this result deserves further consideration, as it emphasizes the extent 

of the economic development challenges continuing to face Detroit. This finding means 

that even HGFs—among the most dynamic components of any regional economy—have 

had difficulty in succeeding in the Detroit MSA. However, beyond Detroit there are 

concerns for other MSAs. San Diego and Seattle follow Detroit with business 

discontinuation LQs of 1.40 and 1.38 respectively. The identification of these two MSAs 

is of interest in combination with the private ownership results, as these same metropolitan 

regions rank among the lowest MSAs in private ownership. San Diego and Seattle lead the 

tier of MSAs with in firm transitions from private ownership into discontinuation, with 

implications for business research and the need for targeted public policies. 

Thirdly, the repeat Inc. 500 appearance analysis identifies the MSAs hosting large 

numbers of individual firms with extended-growth periods. While MSAs low in this ranking (few 

extended-growth firms) should not be interpreted as low-performance regions, identification of the 

MSAs that host many extended-growth firms is important for two reasons. First, specification of 

these regions lays a necessary foundation for following research to investigate the characteristics 

of regional EEs that generate such high-performing businesses. Second, of equal interest is the 

relationship of these results to the “headquarters shift” hypothesis, that developing industries might 

be associated with emerging corporate centers (Beyers 2002; Rice and Lyons 2010; Rice et al. 

2015). Identification of such centers is of importance for the targeting of future corporate research 

and public policy formation. Large numbers of repeat firms in an MSA might be investigated as 
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one marker to indicate the potential of such a corporate center emergence, and considered in the 

development of public policy in such a metropolitan region. 

Given the above, the extended-growth analysis here provides some indication of potential 

corporate center development. The overall results showing that Phoenix, Indianapolis, Washington 

DC, and Philadelphia lead in extended-growth firms (LQs ranging from 1.18 to 1.41) thus identify 

these MSAs as having potential as emerging headquarters centers. The sectoral analyses provide 

detail for these MSAs, indicating possible industrial foci for each (referring to Table 6): 

 Phoenix: Computers & Electronics 

 Indianapolis: Security 

 Washington DC: Information Technology Services and Diversified Services 

 Philadelphia: Insurance and Travel & Hospitality Services 

While some of these activities reflect continued development in existing areas of metropolitan 

strength (such as information technology services in Washington DC, and insurance in 

Philadelphia), development in other MSAs may represent extensions in new directions. Further 

research is needed to provide perspective on the evidence presented here, and emergence of these 

specific clusters deserves broader attention and support. 

Thus, an important contribution of this collective body of evidence is to establish multiple 

focal points for further investigation of corporate center emergence. Extension of the corporate 

system through development of one or more new headquarters centers would mark an important 

milestone for the U.S. urban system. While such a development is by no means inevitable, and is 

unlikely to follow the specific trajectories characterizing previous corporate center emergences 

(such as Detroit in the 1900s and Silicon Valley in the 1950s), the strategic value of enabling 
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businesses and economic development officials to monitor for signs of such development is high 

(Audretsch 2015). 

This paper has outlined the broad characteristics of Inc. 500 business tracking with the aim 

of contributing to our understanding of HGFs and urban-economic change. The results presented 

here provide important perspective on HGF development in a U.S. context, but they also highlight 

a need for further, targeted research. The key need follows from the approach of the present study, 

driven by analysis of a large, national database. This approach is helpful in highlighting and 

placing in a national context important characteristics of HGF development from across the U.S., 

including the prominence of Boston and Austin in HGF acquisition and merger activity and the 

leadership of Phoenix and Indianapolis in generating firms making multiple Inc. 500 appearances. 

However, such a national analysis cannot provide deeper insights into the regional dynamics 

associated with these outcomes. More regionally-focused research is needed as a complement. 

What might such complementary research look like? Mack and Mayer (2016) provide a 

helpful model through their exploration of the evolutionary dynamics of EEs. In combination with 

their statement of the broad outlines of an evolutionary framework for EE conceptualization, Mack 

and Meyer supply a useful case study of entrepreneurial development based on extensive 

interview-based research. Their identification of the key strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats characterizing the Phoenix region provides a needed balance to the conceptual framework 

they also develop. Their results and interpretations provide valuable perspective that can be 

directly applied to the present study’s identification of Phoenix as a national leader in Inc. 500 firm 

repeat appearances, but an even more important observation is that similar, interview-based 

research is needed for the other MSAs identified as being of interest from the Inc. 500 metropolitan 

analyses outlined here. 
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With reference to Inc. 500 firms in particular, what characterizes the status and direction 

of financial, infrastructure, government, and market development in places that truly stand out in 

specific dimensions like business stability, acquisition, and extended-growth activity? What are 

the markers of regions that have not seen their Inc. 500 companies succeed? Are there strategies 

followed in MSAs with high Inc. 500 success rates that distinguish these regions from other places? 

The environmental scan completed in this study is a valuable and necessary step in defining 

possibilities for future research venues and directions, but a next level and kind of research is 

needed. There is much potential for regional business and political leaders, policy-makers, and 

entrepreneurs to learn from continued, multi-level investigation into the developmental dynamics 

of regional business communities and their firms. 
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