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First, I want to assure all of you that no artificial intelligence tools were used to draft 
these remarks. In fact, I suspect that at several points during this talk, you may wonder if any 
intelligence at all was used.  
 

Given the increasingly celebrity- seeking, cerebral enhancing focus of most TV news, 
and television in general, now, and year-by-year, I find myself watching less of it. Gone are 
the days when Walter Cronkite’s authoritative voice guided our nation. Rarely do we have a 
show on TV that brings together the entire country to watch and then discuss for years to 
come. Where shows like I Love Lucy, All in the Family, The Cosby Show, Cheers, MASH, Family 
Ties, Friends, or Seinfeld would attract tens of millions of viewers, our diffused, multi-
channeled, any-time-any-place way of consuming entertainment now leaves us in the 
situation where even the most popular shows-short of sports championships-are often seen 
by only a few million people.  

 
To fill that craving I have for entertainment, I’ve started to turn to documentaries 

about the people and performers of those bygone eras. Recent documentaries featuring 
Duran Duran and the Bee Gees stand out, but one of the best I’ve seen in a long time is the 
just-released series about Billy Joel called, “And SO It Goes”. This five-hour film, spread across 
two episodes, looks at the Piano Man, warts and all- four marriages (including his first one 
which started as an affair with the wife of his best friend), two occurrences of embezzlement 
by his managers, rampant alcohol and drug abuse, several suicide attempts, and then the 
firing of his entire band at the pinnacle of their success, chronicles his rise from obscurity from 
a home in Hicksville, NY, headed by an abandoned mother to the pinnacle of pop stardom.  

 
Despite selling hundreds of millions of albums and raking in a fortune from live 

performances, Billy Joel remains one of the most divisive of popular artists. While I’ll likely 
never forgive him for the earworm “We Didn’t Start the Fire,” which was just a repeat of Cold 
War headlines-probably only eclipsed by Starship’s “We Built This City” for worst song ever-as 
you look across his five-decade long performing career, the critics have been unusually 
harsh about Billy Joel as an artist.  

 
Here are a few examples: “Billy Joel reaches for both the everyman charm of Bruce 

Springsteen and the campy virtuosity of Elton John; however, he misses both marks, falling 
flat on his face in the middle,” wrote one critic in 2009 in a review titled “Why I Loathe Billy 
Joel.” A widely circulated piece in Slate went as follows: “Why is it that so many of us feel it is 
possible to say Billy Joel is-well-just bad; a blight upon pop music, a plague upon the 
airwaves more contagious than West Nile virus, a dire threat to the peacefulness of any 
given elevator ride; not rock ’n’ roll but schlock ’n’ roll?”  

 
And the criticisms are not just more modern ones after years of retrospection. Many 

were in real time as each of his albums were released.  
 



Album after album from The Stranger, to Glass Houses, to 52nd Street, to An Innocent 
Man, critics- from leading newspapers (yes, newspapers used to have music staffs back 
then) to the trade press like Rolling Stone magazine- routinely panned these releases, yet 
each went on to sell millions of copies around the world.  

 
One of the questions posed, and not fully answered by the documentary was, “Why 

this is the case?” Why did the people who can make or often break a musician’s career 
have such contempt for a lower-middle-class Jewish singer from Long Island who struggled, 
paid his dues, worked hard, and found success?  

 
Billy Joel was not Taylor Swift or Adam Levine from Maroon 5 - people who have hit 

runs in music but were born on third base, with wealthy families who helped curate their rise.  
 
He didn’t spin out from another popular band like Eric Clapton or Rod Stewart, who 

had already found success as part of a larger group and then went on to a brilliant solo 
career.  

 
Instead, as I’ve thought about it, what I think brought about, and which has sustained 

his success, is that he fulfilled the oh-so-human yearning for stories. Think about the lyrics of his 
songs - most are mini-stories, paired with generally upbeat piano and other musical 
accompaniment that are fun to listen to, 

 
 Call it saccharine, call it nonsensical (I mean what is a real estate novelist? Though this 

is one of the rare places where you will find people who may know one), or call it a sellout-
but there’s no doubt: stories are popular and stories sell. 

 
Let’s look at three songs of his most well-known songs as examples. I’ll start with 

“Uptown Girl,” which he made with his then-wife, Christie Brinkley, who at 71 (I will note from 
watching her in the documentary) is still smoking hot.  

 
“Uptown girl, she’s been living in her uptown world / I bet she’s never had a backstreet 
guy, I bet her momma never told her why / I’m gonna try for an uptown girl / She’s 
been living in her white bred world / As long as anyone with hot blood can /  And now 
she’s looking for a downtown man / That’s what I am.” 
 
Or “Anthony’s Song” – “Anthony works in a grocery store / Saving his pennies for 

someday / Mama Leoni left a note on the door / She said, “Sonny move out to the country / 
Ah, but working too hard can give you a heart attack (ack ack ack ack) / You oughta know 
by now! 

 
And of course, “Piano Man” itself- “It’s 9 o’clock on a Saturday / The regular crowd 

shuffles in / There’s an old man sitting next to me / Making love to his tonic and gin / He says, 
“Son can you play me a memory?” / “I’m really not sure how it goes” / “But it’s sad and it’s 
sweet and I know it complete / When I wore a younger man’s clothes.” (Lead group in “La la 
la di dee la, li la, di-dee-da da-dum) 

 
Ever since human beings developed language, we’ve told stories. Gathered around a 

fire at night. In the amphitheater at the base of Acropolis in Athens. At the Globe Theater in 



London, or now binge watching the latest show on Netflix, we search to fill a need we have 
by listening to good stories. 

 
And this urge transcends music and entertainment. Think for a moment about our 

greatest leaders- Lincoln, FDR, Reagan- they were all great storytellers. 
 
And of course, the greatest storyteller of all time, Jesus, was so good, his stories got a 

special term- parables. 
 
At their core, what stories do is take complex ideas and actions and package them 

into a memorable narrative that educates and inspires others to act. 
 
And isn’t that really is what we as economic developers do- we tell stories. Yes, there 

are tools we have to help us do our jobs, sites, plans, workforce, infrastructure, incentives- but 
it is our job to package that all together in a story about how what we do makes lives better. 

 
It’s about how what we do moves a community forward. 
 
And it’s about how what we do builds on the stories of the past to build a better future 

for all. 
 
That’s why this year’s VEDA policy platform contains two standard categories many 

will find familiar- Invest in People and Invest in Infrastructure- but then that’s followed by the 
call that we must all, “Tell Virginia’s Story”. 

 
When we engage with our elected leaders, our fellow citizens, and yes, even skeptics, 

we must use stories to move them. Some say we live in a post-fact world, and while I’m not 
sure we are there yet, it is clear that facts alone do not win a debate.  

 
Instead, we need to tell stories so that our potential allies can feel part of something 

that has a long arc of history behind it and bends to outcomes about more than just gains 
for an individual. 

 
Unfortunately, we go into this with some disadvantages. For nearly 30 years, we as a 

state have spent a paltry amount, particularly when compared to our competitors, to tell the 
Virginia Story. And in what I expect to be a legislative session with many competing 
demands for funding, reversing that will not be easy. 

 
We’ve been somewhat fortunate that we’ve been able to have others tell our story for 

us for many years- best managed state, best workforce, best state for business, best K- 12 
education system.  

 
There’s also wide admiration of, and in fact, envy of Virginia in other states. For the 

past two days, I’ve been at the Georgia EDA conference where I had to deliver some tough 
love about the Georgia economy, which as was pointed out by analysis by Moody’s 
Analytics two weeks ago, may already be in recession, but I had several people express their 
optimism about Virginia’s trajectory.  

 



One person told me she was recently at the Kentucky EDA meeting and the central 
theme of their conference was, “We need to be more like Virginia”. 

 
In August, I was at the Michigan EDA conference and several other site selectors 

gushed on and on about our great Commonwealth. 
 
That’s all great, but those people don’t make corporate expansion or retention 

decisions. They don’t risk their life savings to start a new business. They don’t spend years 
learning to trade or toiling in a lab to advance innovation.  

 
Those people, the ones who create jobs, are the ones we need to tell our stories to. 

We certainly have them, and we still, after 400 years, remain a great place to live, work, and 
raise a family. 

 
So, my challenge to you, is to find those stories, tell those stories, and make economic 

development not just about money and data, but bring economic development to life. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 

 


