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A message from the CEO

As we reflect on a successful 2018, we start with a thank you. Thank 

you to our supportive stakeholders, volunteers, and funders for your 

continued trust. Some call us a “catalyst for innovation;” others say 

we’re the “kick in the pants” they needed to wake up and dream big. 

To us, it’s the method behind our mission.

This past year, we trekked across the region and listened to people 

proudly proclaim the gems that bring distinction and unique identity 

to their cities and towns. We helped them roll up their sleeves and do 

something great with those gems. Alongside stakeholders, we hiked up 

muddy mountain sides and paddled down flowing rivers to deepen 

our understanding of the natural wonders of our region and the threats 

we must overcome in sustaining their treasured protection. We clambered 

into the cabs of semi-trucks to understand freight challenges from the 

driver's seat. As our collective knowledge deepens, our credibility to 

champion the region’s vision builds, and our confidence in the region’s 

future grows. They say it takes a village; we say, it takes a region. 

We now introduce you to a snapshot of our work accomplished in 

2018 to ignite responsible and inspired growth. Together, we mobilize 

our 40-year regional vision of educated people with good jobs living 

in a great place!

A note from the Chair

This year, Thrive has celebrated its second year as an independent 

nonprofit agency that continues to represent the voices and 

values of an entire region that encompasses sixteen counties, three 

states, and one million people. The organization has empowered 

individuals, communities, and stakeholders to reinvest in the places 

and landscapes they call home, and to have a say in their future.

What a simple concept – that in the face of challenges we are stronger 

together. That with clear communication and open collaboration, 

we can shape an authentic future for ourselves, our families, and our 

neighbors. That, as a region, we are sixteen counties strong. 

Thanks to all of our sustaining investors and partners, and please join 

me in celebrating all Thrive has accomplished this past year for the 

greater Chattanooga region.

Connie Vaughan

Government 

Relations Manager

McKee Foods

Bridgett Massengill

President, CEO

Thrive Regional 

Partnership

Last July, Thrive staff joined Southeast Tennessee Tourism Association 

in a Partner Paddle down the Hiwassee River in Polk County.

Our mission

Thrive Regional Partnership is an 

independent nonprofit agency 

with a mission to advance inspired, 

responsible growth across the 

tri-state greater Chattanooga region. 

Our footprint includes southeast 

Tennessee, northwest Georgia, 

and northeast Alabama. 

We approach sustainable growth 

practices by building intentional, 

cross-sector relationship across 

16 counties in three states. Through 

communication, collaboration, 

analytics, and innovation, Thrive 

ensure the long-term preservation 

of the tri-state region’s livability 

and values.



Partners

Thriving Communities is funded and co-developed with support from the Lyndhurst Foundation. Design 

thinking facilitation is provided throughout the program by global consulting firm Bridge Innovate. For 

moments when targeted expertise in arts and culture is necessary, Thrive is proud to connect participating 

community leaders with members of the volunteer Resource Team, including ArtsBuild, Chattanooga 

Design Studio, Georgia Council for the Arts, Northwest Georgia Regional Commission, Southeast Tennessee 

Development, SouthArts, Tennessee Arts Commission, UTC’s Interdisciplinary Geospatial Technology 

Lab, and UTC’s Southeast Center for Education in the Arts. Each partner has lended unparalleled talent and 

perspective to this creative placemaking movement in cities and towns throughout the tri-state region.

Thriving Communities

Thriving Communities is a 10-month community 
accelerator program designed to incubate strategies that 
enhance vibrancy and growth by leveraging arts and cultural 
assets in cities across the greater Chattanooga region. 
This regional creative placemaking movement maintains 
a localized focus for each participating team.

In each round, Thrive listens to the collective aspirations of participating communities 

in order to learn the passions and hopes of the people who live there. We provide 

support, tools, and inspiration for active citizens to take ownership of a innovative 

planning process that engages their neighbors, fellow business-owners, and 

policymakers. Using design thinking methodology, the residents determine their city’s 

unique assets and test collective will by experimenting with their ideas and collecting 

feedback. Thriving Communities is a grassroots movement for anyone with a dream 

to better their hometown for all who live there.

FUNDED BY VOLUNTEER RESOURCE TEAM

PROFESSIONAL FACILITATION BY
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Artists Stephanie Slaughter and Donovan Klaaren create Thrive-themed 

mural for a pop-up event in Athens, Tennessee’s “Pocket Park.”



Dream. Do. Revise. Repeat.
The design thinking process of the Thriving 

Communities program encourages teams to dream 

big, start small, test their ideas, fail early to succeed 

quicker, and test again. The iterative process 

relies on creative experimentation and constant 

public feedback to ensure the project is authentic 

to the community and people it serves.

What's next

Celebrate the success of all four Round Two communities who 

received full funding from the Lyndhurst Foundation to implement 

their catalytic projects.

Launch Thriving Communities Round Three, to introduce four 

more cities and towns to this creative process leveraging economic 

vibrancy through their unique arts and culture.

Support program alumni by offering a pipeline of resources and 

connections to other opportunities to build upon their success.
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ROUND ONE (2016)

Cleveland, Tennessee

Cohutta, Georgia

Rossville, Georgia

Ft. Payne, Alabama

Murray County, Georgia

Dalton, Georgia

South Pittsburg, Tennessee

Ducktown, Tennessee

ROUND TWO (2018)

Athens, Tennessee

Decatur, Tennessee

Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia

Whitwell, Tennessee

“The Thriving Communities process has been about finding 

an identity. It was always there, but we needed to make 

the intangible tangible. We needed to find our voice, and 

Thrive has given us the platform to stand up and say, ‘This 

is who we are. This is where we want to go next.”

Susan Jarrett, Whitwell, Tennessee

$181k
in-kind & monetary 

donations

200+ community 

volunteers engaged

75+ 

out-of-town guests 

at pop-up events

100+
artists engaged

38+ press features 

on the Thriving 

Communities teams 

and events

75+ collaborative

partners engaged 

in communities
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2018 SIGNPOSTS OF SUCCESS
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Chalk artist Meg Mitchell, sketches Wonder Woman 

at Fort Oglethorpe’s Patriotism at the Post.

Since 2016, the Thriving Communities program has generated a total of over $2 million 

in local investments and engaged 1,600 volunteers across the region.



Natural Treasures Alliance

Thrive’s Natural Treasures Alliance is a regional collaborative 
of outdoor industry professionals and enthusiasts 
dedicated to long-term preservation goals. The collective 
includes experts in environmental protection, outdoor 
recreation, regional and statewide planning, as well as 
passionate community members.

Together, the participants of the Natural Treasures Alliance espouse a regional vision 

to protect the complex ecosystems and environmental assets of the region in order to 

preserve the quality of life and values cherished by the people who live here.

2018 Participating Partners

Representatives from the following organizations participated 

in the Natural Treasures Alliance in 2018:

Tennessee River Gorge Trust

National Park Service

Tennessee Aquarium 
Conservation Institute

The Nickajack Naturalist

Southeast Tennessee 
Development

The Lyndhurst Foundation

UTC’s Interdisciplinary Geospatial 
Technology Lab

Tennessee Wildlife Federation

Carter Farm

Rhea County Economic and 
Community Development

University of Tennessee Municipal 
Technical Advisory Service

Georgia Department of Economic 
Development and Tourism

Trust for Public Land

Trails / Greenway Advocates

Open Space Institute

Mountain Lakes Chamber 
of Commerce

The Nature Conservancy, 
Georgia Chapter

Reflection Riding Arboretum 
and Nature Center

Cleveland-Bradley Chamber 
of Commerce

Georgia-Alabama Land Trust

Lula Lake Land Trust

University of the South

Forest Stewards Guild

The Nature Conservancy, 
Tennessee Chapter

Velo Bike Tours

North Chickamauga Creek 
Conservancy

Southeastern Cave Conservancy

Cumberland Trails Conference

Lookout Mountain Conservancy

Sequatchie Cove Farm

Southern Off-Road Bicycle 
Association

Community members and 
advocates
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Thrive staff explores Sequatchie Cove Farm during 

the Natural Treasures listening tour.



J.P. Parsons of Mountain Lakes Chamber of Commerce shows us 

the view from Weathington Park in Jackson County, Alabama.

“To effect change at the landscape scale, we, as outdoor enthusiasts, have to work 

together to articulate and track progress toward a concrete vision of what we're trying to 

accomplish. Through benchmarking and data collection, Thrive's partners can begin 

to set tangible goals for conservation and outdoor recreation. Through our efforts over 

the past year, Thrive has moved the conversation forward for our region, and I look 

forward to measuring future results against our targets.”

Mark McKnight, President, Reflection Riding Arboretum & Nature Center

What's next

Measure what we treasure. Highlight and monitor bold, spatially- 

explicit benchmarks that track accomplishments in outdoor recreation 

and conservation on a tri-state regional level.

Experience what we protect. Provide immersive opportunities for 

regional stakeholders to develop a firsthand understanding of the 

importance of conservation and outdoor accessibility.

Empower gateway communities. Equip communities across the region 

with the tools they need to discover and amplify their outdoor assets 

in order to boost economic vibrancy and growth from within.

To advance a responsible land use ethic across the region, the Natural 

Treasures Alliance appointed two CORe technical committees of 

experts in Conservation and Outdoor Recreation to jointly determine  

bold, high-level goals to advance on a multi-jurisdictional footprint.  

Several meetings of the CORe committees resulted in quantifiable  

benchmarks such as acres of lands protected, percentage of impaired  

streams to restore, and economic impact of the outdoor recreation  

industry. Our research partners at UTC’s Interdisciplinary Geospatial  

Technology Lab work to build extensive data portfolios and maps 

to reflect these goals that will be released in 2019.
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Enhance rural connectivity to the 

benefits of thriving eco-tourism

Advocate for practical policies 

at the intersection of conservation 

and outdoor recreation

Mine and monitor relevant 

data at a 30,000 foot view

Dismantle the binary concept 

that development must occur 

at the expense of conservation

Communicate the benefits 

of conservation to the general 

public and to stakeholders in 

other industries

Thrive staff embarked on a regional “listening tour,” to meet face-to-face with people  

and organizations working in conservation and outdoor recreation. Throughout the 

process we learned opportunities and challenges facing the industry, as well as the goals 

and priorities of individual initiatives. To date, staff has met with 20+ organizations, 

who helped shape the following roles Thrive 

will play on behalf of the region:

40+ 
organizations and individuals 

across the region engaged in the 

Natural Treasures Alliance

73 
natural assets identified across the 

region by the Alliance in one meeting

270+ 
volunteer hours invested in Natural 

Treasures Alliance work

74 
benchmark ideas generated by 

the CORe teams to date

2018 SIGNPOSTS OF SUCCESS



Transportation Collaborative

Since its inception in 2017, Thrive’s Transportation 
Collaborative employed a diversified approach 
to transportation planning, leveraging cross- 
sector perspectives to build an integrated model 
that encompasses freight, workforce, and 
broadband connectivity.

Thrive Regional Partnership advances the future of logistics and mobility 

innovation in the tri-state region. Through communication, collaboration, 

analytics, and innovation, Thrive proactively addresses transportation 

trends, challenges, and opportunities, effectively positioning the region as 

a global hub for logistics technology, talent, and solutions.
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The inland Appalachian Regional Port in Murray County, Georgia. 

Photo: Stephen B. Morton, Georgia Ports Authority.



By engaging multidisciplinary perspectives and 
professional expertise, the Transportation Collaborative 
determined the following bold aspirations for the 
future of the region:

What's next

Refine and implement recommendations that promote the safe and 

efficient movement of people, freight, and data through the greater 

Chattanooga region.

Thrive’s Center of Mobility will serve as the convening mechanism 

to holistically advance regional coordination around an integrated model 

that includes freight, workforce, and data connectivity.

Engage diverse voices – public and private, rural and urban – in 

synergistic dialogue about our shared future of mobility, economy, 

and connectivity.

Embrace the region as a global hub for logistics talent, technology, 

and intermodal solutions.

Catalyze transformative rural and urban workforce mobility 

solutions that improve quality of life.

Equip the entire region with robust, accessible, and affordable 

high-speed internet at home, work, and school. 
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“There is great value in the regional approach that 

Thrive has taken. It is a more complete way to address 

and solve regional challenges.”

Ryan McDonald, Strategic Operations and Planning 

Manager, Georgia Ports Authority

40+ 

businesses 

engaged

185+ 

students and 

educators engaged

460+ 

volunteer hours 

logged
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2018 SIGNPOSTS OF SUCCESS

4 

experiments 

conducted

8 

multi-jurisdictions 

engaged

13 

big ideas 

generated



As the greater Chattanooga region continues to grow in 
the global economy, we strive to ensure that today’s 
students have access to the jobs of the future. Thrive’s 
Education Initiative engages students of the region 
in experiential learning opportunities and connects them 
to diverse industry professionals.

In 2018, we partnered with Bright Spark, a spark of Bridge Innovate,® 

in a student design challenge addressing:

How Might We reimagine the transportation system of the future 

to move people and products more efficiently while protecting our 

natural resources?

Education
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Marc Shillum, Senior Director of Global Brand Creative at eBay, delivers 

keynote address at the 2018 Bright Spark awards ceremony. 



What's next

Continue to use student creativity and ingenuity to fuel 

transportation innovation. 

Convene regional leaders in higher education to enhance 

communication across schools and optimize connectivity 

to post-graduate employment resources.

Support a regional Student Design Challenge centered on 

a real-world issue that empowers hands-on, creative problem-

solving among students.

Develop a resource guide for businesses to maximize talent 

recruitment opportunities straight out of school.

“Thank you for the role Thrive Regional Partnership 

played in this year’s challenge. Also, thank you for the 

hours you personally invested in this process. [Thrive’s] 

effective articulation of the challenges facing our region 

helped personalize the topic for my students. I loved 

seeing so many of our students engage as they worked 

through the transportation challenge to their solution.”

Ralph Keith, STEM Lab Teacher, Rock Spring Elementary

Students present their prototype to a Transportation Collaborative 

partner during the Bright Spark Student Design Challenge.

22 educators 

engaged

161 students 

participated

95% of leaders 

reported high use of 

collaboration skills

36 industry thought 

leaders, reviewers, and 

judges engaged

20 school 

teams participated

91% of leaders 

reported high use of 

problem-solving skills

95% of leaders 

reported high use of 

critical thinking skills

90% of leaders 

reported high use of 

creativity skills

The ideas generated by the students in the Bright Spark Student Design 

Challenge have been woven into the workshops and ideation processes of 

Thrive’s Transportation Collaborative. By partnering with Bright Spark, 

a spark of Bridge Innovate,® Thrive has been able to successfully 

demonstrate to more than 30 industry thought leaders of the Collaborative, 

that the students of our region are filled with talent and potential. We have 

been able to raise their voices onto a professional platform that validates 

their ideas, transforming them into solutions. Through the Bright Spark 

Student Design Challenge, these young people have offered confidence 

to all that our region’s future is in good hands.
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Generation Thrive is an in-house platform for students to engage in experiential learning 

with Thrive staff and countless stakeholders in various fields. In 2018, we welcomed three 

regional college students onto our team for immersive internships in our work.



16 Strong

16 Strong, our fourth annual celebration of regional 
collaboration was a festive success at Founders Hall 
in Collegedale, Tennessee! Attendees enjoyed live 
music, hors d’oeuvres, and a fireside chat featuring 
local leaders.

Thanks to our panelists – Jake Battles of Covenant Transport Services; Whitney 

K. Coe of the Center for Rural Strategies; and Mark McKnight of Reflection Riding 

Arboretum and Nature Center – for sharing stories of creative collaboration 

and powerful problem-solving that contribute to responsible and inspired growth 

– in communities, transportation, innovation, and investment – across our 

thriving region.
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$22k
dollars raised at 

16 Strong

75 attendees 

at the annual 

celebration

13 counties 

represented at 

16 Strong

SPONSORS



Staff

Bridgett Massengill
President, CEO

Rhett Bentley
Communications Manager

Kelly Farina
Program Coordinator

Sustaining Investors

PERSONAL 

CONTRIBUTIONS
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2018 Board of Trustees

Connie Vaughan
McKee Foods

Daniel R. Jacobson
Chattanooga Metropolitan 

Airport Authority

Rob Bradham
Greater Dalton Chamber 

of Commerce

Daniel Carter
Carter Farm and 

The University of the South

Chuck Dobbins
Dobbins Investments, 

LLC

Gary Farlow
Cleveland-Bradley 

Chamber of Commerce

Christy Gillenwater
Chattanooga Area 

Chamber of Commerce

Beth Jones
Southeast Tennessee 

Development

Bill Kilbride
Civic Leader

Erik McNair
McNair Media

Denny Mobbs
Jordan Fabricating

Rick Roden
Mountain Lakes Chamber 

of Commerce

Honna Rogers
Municipal Technical 

Advisory Services

Edna Varner
Public Education 

Foundation

Elizabeth Wells
Rossville Redevelopment

Charles Wood
Greater Chattanooga 

Economic Partnership
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