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Executive Summary 

York County’s Keep It In York County Buy Local initiative is a long-standing community economic development 

program designed to strengthen the local economy by encouraging residents to support locally owned 

businesses. Originally launched in the late 1990s in partnership with the York County Chamber of Commerce, 

the program began with simple grassroots eƯorts, including Buy Local window decals, an online business 

directory and events calendar, and a memorable bumper sticker campaign that rewarded residents spotted 

around town with local business gift cards. Over time, these eƯorts helped establish a strong Buy Local culture 

that continues to shape consumer behavior and community identity throughout the County. The County’s Board 

of Supervisors further reinforced this commitment by adopting a “Look Local First” purchasing directive for 

County departments. 

In recent years, York County has modernized the program to reflect evolving consumer habits and new 

communication channels. The initiative now operates as a comprehensive, multi-platform program led by the 

County’s Economic & Tourism Development Department and supported by partnerships with regional 

organizations, chambers of commerce, and the local business community. 

Key program components include the quarterly Buy Local Buzz consumer e-newsletter reaching more than 

3,000 subscribers, a professionally produced video storytelling series highlighting York County entrepreneurs, 

and more than 59 featured business and milestone articles that provide in-depth promotional exposure for 

local companies. The County also launched its first York County Restaurant Week in 2024, an annual event 

designed to increase foot traƯic to local restaurants and encourage residents to discover new dining options. 

In addition to consumer engagement, the initiative provides direct marketing assistance to businesses through 

programs such as the Small Business Marketing Grant, cooperative advertising opportunities, professional 

photography services, and Google Virtual Tour grants to enhance businesses’ online presence. 

Together, these initiatives create a coordinated ecosystem that promotes local spending, strengthens small 

businesses, and reinforces economic resilience. By combining storytelling, community engagement, and direct 

business support, York County’s Buy Local initiative provides a scalable model for local governments seeking to 

strengthen their local economies while fostering community pride and collaboration. 

Problem / Challenge 

Like many communities across the country, York County’s locally owned businesses face increasing 

competition from national retail chains, regional shopping centers, and online marketplaces. Small businesses 



often operate with limited marketing resources, making it diƯicult to maintain visibility and attract customers in 

a highly competitive marketplace. 

York County also recognized that many residents were unaware of the full range of businesses operating within 

their own community. Even long-time residents may not realize the diversity of restaurants, retailers, and 

service providers available locally. This lack of awareness can limit opportunities for local businesses and 

reduce the economic benefits that occur when residents choose to shop locally. 

These challenges became particularly visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, when many businesses faced 

declining traƯic and uncertainty about how to reach customers. At the same time, residents increasingly 

expressed interest in supporting local businesses and strengthening their community’s economic recovery. 

York County recognized an opportunity to address these challenges through a coordinated Buy Local initiative 

designed to increase awareness of local businesses, encourage residents to support them, and provide 

businesses with additional tools to promote themselves eƯectively. The Keep It In York County initiative was 

developed to meet this need by combining community engagement, storytelling, and targeted marketing 

support to strengthen the County’s local business ecosystem. 

Program Description 

The Keep It In York County initiative is administered by York County’s Economic & Tourism Development 

Department and operates as a comprehensive Buy Local program designed to increase visibility for local 

businesses, encourage residents to shop locally, and provide direct marketing support to small businesses. 

A cornerstone of the initiative is the Buy Local Buzz consumer e-newsletter, distributed quarterly to more than 

3,000 subscribers. Designed specifically for residents, the publication highlights local businesses, promotions, 

events, and community stories while featuring engaging segments such as Foodie Finds, Meet the Maker, 

Hometown Tourist, and Hidden Gems. With open rates consistently between 35 and 40 percent, the newsletter 

serves as a primary platform for connecting residents with local businesses and encouraging them to shop, 

dine, and explore locally. 

Another major component of the program is York County’s emphasis on story-driven promotion. The County 

produces professionally written featured business and anniversary milestone articles that highlight the stories, 

achievements, and history of local companies. More than 59 businesses have been featured to date. These 

stories are shared across County websites, newsletters, and social media platforms and are also repurposed in 

the County’s printed It’s Your Business magazine mailed to local businesses. 

York County also produces video storytelling initiatives that highlight the people behind local businesses. 

Several professionally produced video series feature authentic first-person accounts from York County 



business owners describing their experiences and connections to the community. The County also elevates 

traditional ribbon cutting services not just by coordinating logistics, promoting attendance, and providing props 

and speakers, but also by using in-house staƯ to capture high quality photo and video content. StaƯ then 

produce quarterly New In Town TV and YouTube spots showcasing recent openings. The comprehensive grand 

opening program ensures strong leadership presence while providing new businesses with immediate visibility 

and residents with awareness of new places to shop, dine, and engage. 

The initiative also includes targeted consumer engagement campaigns designed to drive local spending. York 

County launched its first Restaurant Week in 2024 to encourage residents to discover locally owned 

restaurants through coordinated promotions, special menu oƯerings, and original content. The initiative has 

grown to include 22 participating restaurants and, in 2026, included a TV campaign that resulted in 10,000+ 

website visits. Educational initiatives such as the 12 Reasons to Buy Local campaign further reinforce the 

economic benefits of supporting local businesses. 

In addition to promotional initiatives, York County provides direct marketing assistance to businesses 

through programs such as the Small Business Marketing Grant, which oƯers 50 percent matching grants up to 

$2,500 for marketing and advertising initiatives. Additional support includes professional photography services, 

Google Virtual Tour grants that enhance businesses’ online visibility, and cooperative advertising opportunities 

that allow small businesses to participate in regional campaigns at a reduced cost. 

Community partnerships also play an important role in the program. York County collaborates with 

organizations such as the Greater Williamsburg Chamber of Commerce on initiatives like the BOOST 

discounted gift card program, and coordinates promotions through the long-standing Rewards Card discount 

program which encourages residents and visitors to shop locally. 

Innovation, Collaboration & County Leadership 

York County’s Buy Local initiative demonstrates innovation through its creative use of storytelling, modern 

communication platforms, and collaborative partnerships. Rather than relying solely on traditional advertising, 

the County has developed a content-driven strategy that highlights the people and stories behind York County 

businesses. This approach creates stronger emotional connections between residents and local entrepreneurs 

while building long-term community pride. 

The program’s storytelling initiatives illustrate this innovative approach. The County partnered with an 

experienced Hampton Roads filmmaker to produce a professionally developed video storytelling series 

featuring York County business owners. These videos are distributed across economic development, tourism, 

and Buy Local platforms, expanding the reach of Buy Local messaging and providing lasting promotional assets 

for the featured businesses. 



York County also demonstrates innovation through its ability to combine high-quality production with low-cost 

engagement strategies. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the County launched the Love Local Biz social media 

contest, encouraging residents to submit short videos celebrating their favorite York County businesses. The 

contest generated strong community participation and provided businesses with additional exposure using 

simple tools and modest incentives. 

Collaboration is another defining feature of the initiative. York County works closely with chambers of 

commerce, regional organizations, and local partners to expand the reach of Buy Local messaging. Partnerships 

with organizations such as the York County and Greater Williamsburg Chambers of Commerce and Retail 

Alliance have helped extend promotional opportunities and strengthen the overall Buy Local ecosystem. 

The program also benefits from strong internal collaboration within County government. Following the 

merger of York County’s Economic Development and Tourism departments in 2022–2023, Buy Local initiatives 

have been integrated across multiple communication platforms, including newsletters, blogs, advertising 

campaigns, and social media channels. This alignment allows the County to maximize staƯ expertise, share 

marketing resources, and ensure consistent promotion of local businesses. 

Financing and StaƯing 

The Keep It In York County initiative has evolved through a combination of County investment, strategic 

partnerships, and eƯicient use of staƯ resources. In the beginning, the program operated as a highly cost-

eƯective grassroots eƯort. Early initiatives such as the bumper sticker campaign relied on community 

participation and modest incentives while generating significant awareness throughout the County. 

As the program expanded, York County’s Economic Development Authority began dedicating additional 

resources to support its growth. The County now administers the program through its Economic & Tourism 

Development Department, where staƯ coordinate program initiatives, partnerships, and communications. 

To enhance program quality, the County engages local professionals for certain initiatives. For example, an 

award-winning Hampton Roads filmmaker was contracted to produce the Buy Local video storytelling series, 

and a professional writer assists with featured business articles and the Buy Local Buzz e-newsletter. 

This combination of staƯ leadership, targeted contracting, and strategic partnerships allows the County to 

maximize the program’s impact while maintaining cost eƯiciency. 

Results and Community Impact 

The Keep It In York County initiative has generated measurable results by increasing visibility for local 

businesses, strengthening community engagement, and reinforcing a culture of local support. 



The Buy Local Buzz newsletter reaches more than 3,000 subscribers and consistently achieves open rates 

between 35 and 40 percent, significantly exceeding industry benchmarks. The publication is a key platform for 

promoting local businesses, events, and promotions while encouraging residents to shop locally. 

York County’s storytelling initiatives have also produced substantial visibility for local businesses. More than 59 

businesses have been featured through the County’s Featured Business and anniversary story series, providing 

in-depth promotional coverage that many small businesses would not otherwise receive. 

Targeted engagement campaigns such as Restaurant Week, social media promotions, and community 

contests have generated strong participation while encouraging residents to discover new local businesses. 

These initiatives help reinforce the economic benefits of supporting locally owned establishments. 

In addition to exposure, the Keep It In York County Buy Local program provides direct marketing support through 

grants, professional photography, cooperative advertising opportunities, and digital marketing tools such as 

Google Virtual Tours. These initiatives help businesses strengthen their marketing capabilities and attract new 

customers. 

The initiative has also helped reinforce a strong Buy Local culture throughout the County. Businesses proudly 

display Buy Local window decals, residents actively participate in community promotions and events, and local 

spending continues to support the small businesses that contribute to employment, tax revenue, and 

community vitality. 

Most importantly, the program shows how County government can play a leadership role in strengthening the 

local economy while fostering community pride, collaboration, and long-term economic resilience. 

Model for Other Localities 

York County’s Buy Local initiative provides a practical model that other localities can replicate regardless of size 

or available resources. Many of the program’s most successful components, such as business storytelling, 

newsletters, social media engagement, and community promotions, require modest financial investment but 

deliver meaningful visibility for local businesses. 

Communities can implement similar programs using existing communications staƯ, partnerships with media 

and local chambers, and collaborations with colleges or freelance professionals. The program’s structure also 

allows localities to begin with simple initiatives and expand over time as resources allow. 

By combining scalable communication strategies, community partnerships, and targeted marketing support, 

the Keep It In York County initiative demonstrates how local governments can build a sustainable Buy Local 

culture that strengthens small businesses and supports long-term economic vitality. 







 


