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Our vision is for Greater Grand Rapids to become a major tech hub in 
the Midwest, growing the tech sector to 10% of regional employment. 

This vision calls for 20K new tech jobs over the next 10 years.

Talent Ecosystem Growth

- Develop New Talent LONG-ARROW-RIGHT  
- Reskilling Talent LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Educating Talent LONG-ARROW-RIGHT
- Attracting Talent LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

- Launch Events LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Support Entrepreneurs LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Grow Incubators & Accelerators LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Increase Density LONG-ARROW-RIGHT
- Expand Broadband LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

- Digital Transformation LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Connecting Businesses & Tech LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Attract & Grow Existing Tech LONG-ARROW-RIGHT 
- Market Tech Hub LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

OUR STRATEGY

VISION

1 2 3

OUR GOAL

NEW JOBS IN TECH SECTOR

20,000TEN  
YEAR  
GOAL OF REGIONAL EMPLOYMENT

10%



We’ve Segmented Our Strategy and Recommendations into Three Categories: 

Talent GrowthEcosystem

RESOURCESGROWTHTALENT ECOSYSTEMTHE WHY

Shaping Our Future The ProcessEstablishing Tech Hubs Creating Our Strategy Roadmap For SuccessOverview

The following report is a roadmap for accelerating Greater Grand 
Rapid’s position as a tech hub. It’s the product of more than six 
months of intensive research and strategic planning on the part 
of The Right Place, business and community leaders, educators, 
entrepreneurs, and numerous other stakeholders across the region.
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There’s no denying technology 
is the future. Our businesses  
are driven by it. The future  
of Greater Grand Rapids 
depends on it.

The next decade will spur more technological progress than 
experienced over the past century.1 Future jobs will mirror 
that trend, with the growth in tech-related fields projected  
to grow at twice the rate of other occupations nationally over 
the coming decade.2  Currently, job postings for positions 
in emerging tech fields increased 209% between 2015 and 
2021, while high-tech software and service firms grew at a 
rate far surpassing other sectors in the years following the  
Great Recession.3,4 

1 McKinsey & Company Tech Trends
2 CompTIA CyberStates 2022  
3 CompTIA CyberStates 2022 
 

Graph Source: CBRE. Tech 30 2021

(Excluding high-tech)
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Tech hubs, or communities 
where tech is a leading 
industry, have become 
the modern engines for 
economic growth, spurring 
advancement and prosperity 
for the surrounding region. 

These thriving communities drive higher economic output, 
retain and attract greater numbers of highly educated 
individuals, and provide increased wages. The result is a 
robust region where people have many opportunities to 
pursue an improved quality of life. 

Tech Wages Compared to National Averages
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To ensure Greater Grand 
Rapids remains a vibrant 
community and center 
for economic growth, 
we must execute 
this strategy for 
establishing a tech hub.

Developing a tech hub is an economic imperative that 
Greater Grand Rapids must pursue to ensure we can 
provide our businesses and people with the resources, 
tools, and environment to thrive in a future increasingly 
dominated by technology. 

of companies identified 
technology as “highly  
important” to their strategy  
in the coming years.

78%

of companies plan  
to increase their tech  
hiring needs in the  
next five years. 

72%

Regional Employer Survey

2021 Regional Employer Tech Survey, The Right Place
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The terms “we” and “our” are used frequently 
throughout this report and refer to our community 
interaction. The Right Place owns direct responsibility 
for portions of this plan, while execution of other 
recommendations will rely on the Greater Grand Rapids 
community, which was instrumental in developing this 
strategy. We encourage you to find your place and 
passion here and assist us on our region’s journey.

TERMINOLOGY
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The primary objective of our 
strategy is to add 20,000  
new tech jobs in Greater 
Grand Rapids over the next 
decade to reach 10% of the 
regional workforce. 

Approximately 33,500 people currently work in 
Greater Grand Rapids’ tech sector, comprising 
6.1% of our region’s total labor force.1 To compete 
with other major metropolitan areas for talent, 
businesses, and innovation, creating a tech hub  
is essential for Greater Grand Rapids.

1 The “tech sector” comprises a combination of tech industries 
and tech-related occupations, as defined by CompTIA. 
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Tech Workforce Statistics:

Tech Employment  
& Growth 

Percentage of Tech 
Workforce 2020

Percentage of Tech 
Workforce by Job Type

Plus-Circle Plus-Circle Plus-Circle

Communities across the country are 
aggressively pursuing strategies to 
position themselves as centers for 
technological innovation, capitalizing 
on the economic opportunity the tech 
sector offers. 
Once confined primarily to the coasts, we’ve witnessed the meteoric rise 
of emerging tech hubs including Austin, Denver, and Salt Lake City. These 
communities show higher and more consistent growth trajectories in tech jobs, 
with heavier concentrations of their workforces employed in tech compared to 
Greater Grand Rapids. 

Image Source: CMSWire
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Note: 2022 numbers represent an estimate generated by CompTIA and EMSI Burning Glass. 

Source: The “tech sector” comprises a combination of tech industries and tech-related occupations, as defined by CompTIA. 
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Percentage of Tech Workforce 2020

Source: Data derived from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statists, EMSI-Burning Glass, and CompTIA
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Greater Grand Rapids is no 
stranger to transformation and 
innovation. We’ve grown our 
region into one of the most 
diverse and prolific centers 
of design, engineering, and 
manufacturing in the country. 
In the 1990s, business leaders saw the need to further diversify 
the economy. We leaned on our region’s strong public-private 
partnerships and created the Medical Mile, which has resulted in 
a health sciences sector that touches all corners of the region. 
Today, our community leaders have recognized the need for 
further economic transformation, setting our sights on the 
rapidly growing technology sector. 

Image Source: Wikipedia



Together, we can  
shape our region  
into the community  
of the future in our  
own way—the West 
Michigan way.
This strategic plan is the product of a truly 
collaborative effort including more than 200 
people from businesses large and small, 
educators at all levels of the continuum, 
and community leaders across the region. 
The recommendations in this report require 
ownership and dedication from every one of us. 
Our community must lean into the public-private 
partnership model that has served us so well in 
the past and fully invest in this strategy. 
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We formed a task force of more than 100 
businesses, community leaders, educators, 
and other stakeholders from across the region.
Together, we created subcommittees to focus on the three main pillars of this strategy: Talent, 
Innovation Ecosystem, and Business Growth. These subcommittees met three times over the 
course of the process to shape the content of this report. Our efforts have already proven 
effective, with stakeholders and organizations implementing the recommendations produced as 
part of this process.  

Below is a list of our accomplishments to date.
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Case  
Studies 

4
Expert One-on-
One Interviews

30+

Subcommittee  
Meeting Participants

275
Survey  

Responses

109
Kickoff Meeting 

Attendants

100+
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The following pages outline a 
series of goals and objectives 
designed to propel the Greater 
Grand Rapids economy to the next 
level. As you review this strategy, 
find your place to step in and 
support the next wave of West 
Michigan’s economic growth.
With leadership from The Right Place and countless regional 
partners, we will begin in earnest to move the needle.  We will 
be publishing an annual technology sector report, tracking our 
progress, highlighting successes, analyzing shortcomings, and 
adjusting our strategy to stay in step with the rapidly changing 
sector.  Further, a “Phase 2” tech strategy assessment will be 
conducted by a nationally recognized research and strategy  
firm to help accelerate our strategy, pushing us further, faster. 



TALENT
OBJECTIVE 1
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Increasing our tech talent 
pipeline is fundamental to the 
successful execution of the 
overall tech strategy.  

Developing Talent
Ensuring all students have 
foundational tech skills and are 
exposed to technology and tech 
careers throughout their education.  

Reskilling Talent
Providing our region’s workforce  
with the training and reskilling 
opportunities to stay ahead of  
the curve. 

Educating Talent
Providing our college students  
with high-tech degree programs  
and internships to increase the  
number of tech graduates in  
Greater Grand Rapids. 

Attracting Talent
Ensure organizations and  
companies across Greater Grand 
Rapids are making targeted efforts  
to attract these talented individuals  
to our region.

OBJECTIVES:

THE WHY RESOURCESGROWTHECOSYSTEMTALENT
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Researchers estimate the 
global shortage of tech talent  
will reach 4.3 million people 
by 2030.1

Sophisticated tech workers comprise some of the most sought-after 
talent in the world today. Demand for these workers has created a 
global shortage of tech talent and the demand is projected to grow 
exponentially as companies undergo rapid digital transformation in 
coming years.2 

1 Korn Ferry. “Future of Work: The Global Talent Crunch” 
2 KPMG. “Winning the War for Tech Talent”   
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Top Four Emerging Technologies in West Michigan:

Demand for tech talent in Greater Grand Rapids is 
forecasted to grow across industry sectors. 

  

 Cybersecurity Artificial Intelligence Cloud-Based Computing Machine Learning
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Greater Grand Rapids must 
educate, reskill and attract 
20,000 tech workers in 10 years.

To meet the rising demand for tech talent and position Greater 
Grand Rapids as the leading tech hub in the Midwest, our region 
must increase the concentration of its tech workforce to 10% of 
the overall labor pool in the next decade. 

20,000 People

Attract
2,000

Reskill
6,000

Educate
12,000
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To reach our goal of adding 20,000 tech 
jobs in Greater Grand Rapids, we must 
launch a multi-pronged strategy beginning 
by increasing exposure to tech skills and 
careers throughout the K-12 system.

Researchers predict the workforce of the future will interface with tech more than 
ever. The vast majority of emerging career fields—from data analytics to artificial 
intelligence—will require a level of technical sophistication. We must prepare the 
upcoming generations to excel in this new reality. 

The Future 
of Jobs

Plus-Circle
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The Future of Jobs

Source: Future of Jobs Survey 2020, World Economic Forum.

Increasing Demand

Increasing Demand

•	 Data Analysts and Scientists

•	 AI and Machine �Learning  
	 Specialists

•	 Big Data Specialists

•	 Digital Marketing and  
	 Strategy Specialists

•	 Process Automation  
	 Specialists

•	 Business Development  
	 Professionals

•	 Digital Transformation  
	 Specialists

•	 Information Security  
	 Analysts

•	 Software and Applications  
	 Developers

•	 Internet of Things Specialists

•	 Project Managers, Business 		
	 Services, and Administration 		
	 Managers

•	 Database and Network  
	 Professionals

•	 Robotic and Strategic Advisors

•	 FinTech Engineers  
	 Management and 	  
	 Organization Analysts

•	 Mechanics and Machinery  
	 Repairers

•	 Organizational Development	  
	 Specialists

•	 Risk Management Specialists



THE WHY RESOURCESGROWTHECOSYSTEMTALENT

Building Diversity Developing Talent Reskilling Talent Educating Talent Attracting TalentOverview

The changing nature of work 
will drive substantial retraining 
and upskilling demand in 
Greater Grand Rapids. 

The estimated number of 
workers who will require 
retraining as companies adopt 
new technologies.1

Of 23,000 respondents to a 
SalesForce survey said they 
did not feel ready to operate 
in a “digital-first” world.2
 

50% 75%

1 World Economic Forum. “Future of Jobs 2020”   
2 SalesForce. “Digital Skills Index Update.” 2022
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Our region must provide the 
training and resources necessary 
for people to change paths or 
upskill to pursue a meaningful and 
impactful career in tech. 

Doing so will require a combination of employer-led  
training, certificates, and two-year and four-year degree 
programs alike. Work must also be done to retain our  
graduates by providing opportunities to engage in  
meaningful work with local employers. 
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Greater Grand Rapids 
can design our tech 
sector with intentionality 
by amplifying existing 
programs and developing 
new ones that engage  
our diverse students  
and incumbent workers.
Tech is notorious for its lack of diversity, with Black and 
Hispanic workers engaging with the tech sector at half 
the rate they participate in the broader economy. Further, 
women make up only 33% of the tech workforce, compared 
to 46% of the total workforce. At our nascent stage of tech 
development, Greater Grand Rapids has an opportunity to 
build a passion for tech among diverse populations.1 

US Workforce by Race/Ethnicity & Sex for Selected Industries

61.1% 21.1% 8.5% 6.4% 2.9%

Tech Industry Workforce (All Occupations, Tech & Non-Tech)

64.7% 9.0% 13.7%1 0.0% 2.6%

56.5% 7.3% 20.8% 12.7%2 .7%

Total Workforce (All Industries and Occupations)

 
33%

Female

51%
Female

46%
Female

White Asian Hispanic Black Other

1 EMSI Burning Glass and CompTIA 2021 data based  
on demographics of tech occupations

Graph Source: CBRE “Scoring Tech Talent in North America 2021”
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By using technology to inspire 
students from an early age, we 
can create the next generation 
of technologists right here in 
Greater Grand Rapids.

To boost our tech talent pipeline, we must lean on our business 
community to assist educators and other stakeholders in 
inspiring our students through curriculum, extracurricular 
activities, and career exploration opportunities. 

Computational  
Thinking 

Plus-Circle East Kentwood  
Esports

Plus-Circle
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Computational 
Thinking for Education 
(CT4EDU) at MSU
The CT4EDU program develops teacher competencies 
and co-develops lesson plans with elementary school 
teachers and administrators (Grades 2 to 5) to equitably 
integrate computational thinking—the foundational skills 
for computer science—into curriculum. The program offers 
teachers professional learning, classroom activities, lesson 
screeners, toolkits, and posters to provide opportunities 
for young children to learn and explore computational 
thinking. Research shows that the CT4EDU program has 
helped boost students’ metacognition, problem-solving, 
and learning management skills, while improving math 
learning outcomes.

The program is currently being deployed in Kentwood  
and Oakwood public schools.Watch this video to learn 
about this work.

Computational  
Thinking

East Kentwood  
Esports

Image Source: CT4EDU

https://ct4edu.org/
https://vimeo.com/700489026/bab29d70db
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East Kentwood  
Esports

Computational  
Thinking

East Kentwood  
Esports
East Kentwood High School launched an Esports 
program in 2017 to join the then nascent sport. Since 
that time, the program has grown to 82 participants, 
spread across ten separate teams, and encompassing 
six gaming titles. East Kentwood’s Esports team 
practices in a dedicated lab with eight HD TVs for 
competitive console gaming and 20 gaming PCs. The 
program was founded to provide students who were 
not traditional athletes or involved in band or theater 
the opportunity to participate in a team environment. 
East Kentwood administrators say the program also 
helps provide students access to collegiate-level 
scholarships to play Esports. Additionally,  
their students are leveraging the program to  
pursue careers in technology.

Image Source: Candace Byrnes



Scaling tech programs  
aimed at increasing academic 
equity in education including 
STEM Greenhouse, WMCAT, 
Midwest Tech Project, and 
similar organizations. 

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Increasing corporate 
participation and  
support of tech-related 
extracurricular  
programming in  
the K-12 system. 

Creating age-relevant 
exploration opportunities 
in technology careers for 
elementary, middle, and high 
school levels so all students 
are exposed to real-world 
opportunities in tech. 

TACTIC 02

Launching a tech-centric 
high school career 
center to bolster student 
interest, engagement, and 
knowledge of tech. 

TACTIC 05

Creating an Educational 
Subcommittee of The Right 
Place Tech Council to develop 
a framework for educators 
to integrate computational 
thinking and other tech skills 
into the K-12 curriculum. 

Our Recommendations for 
Developing Talent

STEM GREENHOUSE CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

WMCAT CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

MIDWEST TECH PROJECT CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT
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STEM Greenhouse 
Case Study

STEM Greenhouse provides training in STEM-related 
skills for youth, as early as third grade through senior 
year of high school, in vulnerable communities through 
after-school programming, summer camps, and 
instruction during the school day with a commitment 
to diversity, equity, and inclusion at its core.  The 
organization’s STEM Scholars program focuses on 
engaging middle school students by promoting 
hands-on learning opportunities. Additionally, the 
Sankofa STEM Academy is a 5-week immersive 
summer program. The STEM Greenhouse also provides 
opportunities for young people to listen to speakers and 
engage with mentors who resemble them and have had 
similar experiences. While STEM Greenhouse focuses 
most on individual academic victories, the program 
delivers an impressive impact on the region’s diverse 
tech talent pipeline, with participants 50% more likely to 
continue taking advanced math and science courses in 
high school.

STEM Greenhouse 
Case Study

WMCAT  
Case Study

Midwest Tech Project 
Case Study

Image Source: STEM Greenhouse

https://stemgreenhouse.org/
https://stemgreenhouse.org/program/sankofa-stem-academy/
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The West Michigan Center 
for Arts and Technology 
Case Study

The West Michigan Center for Arts + Technology 
(WMCAT) provides equitable access to opportunity for 
young people and adults to make social and economic 
progress in their lives and the community. WMCAT 
advances this mission through career training for adults 
experiencing under- and unemployment, arts and 
technology engagement for middle and high school 
students, and social enterprise business models.  

WMCAT’s Cybersecurity + GRC (Governance, Risk,  
and Compliance) career training pathway aims to 
increase family economic security through thriving-wage  
careers, diversify the tech talent pipeline, and support 
inclusive growth in West Michigan. Part of WMCAT’s 
Adult Career Training Program, the tuition-free 
pathway includes professionally led instruction, 
leadership and personal development curriculum, 
apprenticeships with local employers, and on-site 
resources to support students as they take national 
certification exams and enter their new career field.

STEM Greenhouse 
Case Study

WMCAT  
Case Study

Midwest Tech Project 
Case Study

Image Source: WMCAT

https://wmcat.org/
https://work.wmcat.org/adult-programs/cybersecurity-grc/
https://work.wmcat.org/adult-programs/


Scaling tech programs  
aimed at increasing academic 
equity in education including 
STEM Greenhouse, WMCAT, 
Midwest Tech Project, and 
similar organizations. 

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Increasing corporate 
participation and  
support of tech-related 
extracurricular  
programming in  
the K-12 system. 

Creating age-relevant 
exploration opportunities 
in technology careers for 
elementary, middle, and high 
school levels so all students 
are exposed to real-world 
opportunities in tech. 

TACTIC 02

Launching a tech-centric 
high school career 
center to bolster student 
interest, engagement, and 
knowledge of tech. 

TACTIC 05

Creating an Educational 
Subcommittee of The Right 
Place Tech Council to develop 
a framework for educators 
to integrate computational 
thinking and other tech skills 
into the K-12 curriculum. 

Our Recommendations for 
Developing Talent

STEM GREENHOUSE CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

WMCAT CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

MIDWEST TECH PROJECT CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT
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Midwest Tech Project  
Case Study

Based in Grand Rapids, the Midwest Tech Project 
strives to promote diversity in tech by exposing 
people of color to opportunities within the tech sector, 
career pathways and business startup opportunities 
in tech. MTP connects with the areas most diverse 
neighborhoods through extensive programming, 
events, after school activities and mentorship.  Further, 
the Midwest Tech Project assists Black and Brown 
entrepreneurs and startup organizations in developing 
business plans, marketing, financial, legal, and other 
resources crucial to start up success. 

STEM Greenhouse 
Case Study

WMCAT  
Case Study

Midwest Tech Project 
Case Study

Image Source: Midwest Tech Project

https://www.midwesttechproject.com/
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The COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerated the dramatic 
and immediate shift to 
tech for businesses  
across sectors. 

From advanced point-of-sale systems at 
restaurants and retailers to increased automation 
on the manufacturing shop floor and the shift to 
virtual work, workers and consumers alike are  
more exposed to technology than ever before.  
To some degree, every company is a tech  
company and requires employees with a level  
of technical sophistication. 
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The tech sector and education 
partners can leverage existing 
models to expand the talent 
pipeline through retraining  
and upskilling. 
Greater Grand Rapid’s manufacturing sector has demonstrated 
the success of such models through close relationships 
between skilled trades programs and regional employers. 
Furthermore, our local universities and community colleges 
have shown their willingness to create programs to respond to 
industry demand. 
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Local universities and major 
tech companies offer numerous 
opportunities for retraining  
and upskilling.

Davenport University offers an awarded-winning cybersecurity 
program and Grand Rapids Community College provides two-
year programs in computer programming, computer support, 
and network administration designed for students to graduate 
directly into the workforce. Stackable credentials and online 
training programs through major tech companies also provide 
additional options for retraining and upskilling. 

Davenport  
Cyber Case Study

Plus-Circle
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Davenport  
Cyber Case Study

Plus-Circle

Davenport University offers a stackable credential program in 
Cyber Defense and Security through its College of Technology. 
The stackable structure allows students to begin their careers 
in cybersecurity by completing a certificate program to secure 
entry-level positions. From there, students can go on to layer more 
advanced education, including a Cybersecurity Associate degree, 
Bachelor of Science in Cyber Defense, and a Master of Science in 
Information Assurance and Cybersecurity. Davenport’s College 
of Information Technology currently enrolls approximately 850 

students and features a 15-to-1 student-to-teacher ratio. The college 
is one of 16 schools across the country designated as a Center of 
Digital Forensics for Academic Excellence by the Department of 
Cyber Crime Center. The school is also recognized as an academic 
institution of excellence by the National Security Agency and 
Department of Homeland Security. 

Davenport University Cyber 
Defense and Security Program

Image Source: Davenport University

https://www.davenport.edu/academics/areas/technology
https://www.davenport.edu/academics/areas/technology
https://www.davenport.edu/academics/areas/technology
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Creating readily deployable models 
for retraining and upskilling workers 
closely linked to regional employers 
that can be housed within community 
colleges and other institutions.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC  03 TACTIC  04

Benchmarking and scaling 
existing employer training and 
co-op models to include more 
companies and talent. 

Building upon the computer  
training programs offered by the 
Urban League and Hispanic Center, 
intentionally growing the diversity  
of the tech talent pipeline. 

Establishing partnerships with  
major tech enterprises such as 
Google, Microsoft, Salesforce, and 
LinkedIn to grow local completions 
of these industry-led tech 
certification programs.

Our Recommendations for  
Reskilling Talent 
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Our institutions currently 
graduate approximately 480 tech 
graduates annually. Reaching our 
goal of educating 12,000 more 
people will require a 3x increase 
in college graduates. 

Greater Grand Rapids’ colleges and universities produce tech talent 
spanning computer science, cybersecurity, engineering, and other 
tech-related fields. By providing ample opportunities for students 
to engage with companies in cutting-edge tech fields throughout 
their education journey, we can create an environment where college 
students are more likely to choose Greater Grand Rapids and more 
apt to stay once they graduate.   

Image Source: Grand Valley State University

FSU Center for  
Virtual Learning

Plus-Circle
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Ferris State University 
Center for Virtual Learning

Ferris State University is nearing completion on a 
$32 million Center for Virtual Learning (CVL) which 
will house a number of the university’s most high- 
tech programs including the School of Information 
Security and Intelligence, Artificial Intelligence and 
Project Management, Digital Media, and others. The 
64,000-square-foot facility will include a Faraday 
room—the first of its kind in Michigan—which 
isolates all network communication for research 
and instruction in artificial technology. Courses in 
cybersecurity, internet of things, machine learning, 
natural language processing, and other cutting-
edge technologies will be taught in the new facility. 
Additionally, CVL will be the anchor facility for Ferris 
State’s Esports team, providing the first purpose-built 
Esports arena on a university campus in Michigan. 

Image Source: Ferris State University

https://www.ferris.edu/map/center-for-virtual-learning/homepage.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/map/center-for-virtual-learning/homepage.htm
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Mimicking long-established industry 
partnerships for engineers and 
nurses by creating pathways and 
opportunities for computer science 
and other tech graduates to engage 
with regional companies through 
employer-sponsored research 
programs, internships, co-ops,  
and other programs.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03

Developing a central landing page 
showing all tech-related programming 
and projects being conducted by West 
Michigan institutions. 

TACTIC 02

Scaling the Applied Computing  
Institute at Grand Valley State  
University to aid in college  
graduate enrollment, retention,  
and enterprise engagement. 

APPLIED COMPUTING INSTITUTE  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

TACTIC 04

Leveraging an Educational 
Subcommittee of The Right Place  
Tech Council to bridge gaps and 
encourage collaborations between 
universities, community colleges, 
regional tech businesses and  
other stakeholders. 

Our Recommendations for  
Educating Talent
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Grand Valley State University 
Applied Computing Institute
The Applied Computing Institute (ACI) at Grand Valley State 
University gives both undergraduate and graduate students the 
opportunity to work closely with major employers on real-world 
projects. Each undergraduate senior project is sponsored by a 
sponsoring company. For 15 weeks, seniors work closely with 
the company under faculty supervision to go through an entire 
product development process.

Graduate students involved with ACI work on higher-end and 
more complex projects. A sponsoring company will create a 
statement of work to solve a problem or develop a process. 
Graduate students are paid a stipend and work on the project as 
they complete their graduate degree.

Partnering with 
Whirlpool

Plus-Circle

Image Source: Grand Valley  
State University

https://aci.cis.gvsu.edu/2020/01/17/mobile-app-helps-collect-data-for-training-whirlpool-smart-appliance-machine-learning-algorithms/
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Image Source: Grand Valley  
State University

Students Partnering  
with Whirlpool

In 2020, computer science students 
at ACI conducted a joint project 
with engineers at Whirlpool aimed 
at improving the company’s smart 
appliance technologies. Whirlpool 
tasked the students with designing 
a mobile app allowing Whirlpool 
employees to contribute data to 
enhance the user experience of 
Whirlpool’s Smart Countertop Oven. 
Specifically, the app was designed to 
allow Whirlpool employees the ability 
to contribute data by annotating 
photos of food. The data was then 
used to train and improve image 
recognition algorithms to automatically 
recognize food when placed on the 
countertop oven.

Images Source: Whirlpool Corporation

https://aci.cis.gvsu.edu/2020/01/17/mobile-app-helps-collect-data-for-training-whirlpool-smart-appliance-machine-learning-algorithms/
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Attracting Tech Talent 

The tech labor market is mobile. In general, tech workers are attracted to areas 
that offer the most opportunities in their field, with the best pay relative to 
cost of living. These workers also generally place a high amount of value on 
placemaking and other community factors when choosing a place to live. Often, 
these criteria are not aligned with where an individual received their degree. 

Many of the country’s largest metropolitan areas have experienced a so-called 
“brain drain” in tech in recent years. For example, the New York metropolitan 
area lost 65,500 tech workers from 2016 to 2020, while Boston and Chicago 
lost 37,500 and 32,407, respectively, over the same period.

As tech workers continue to move across the country, we must ensure 
organizations and companies across Greater Grand Rapids are making targeted 
efforts to attract these talented individuals to our region. Organizations such as 
Hello West Michigan, a regional talent attraction and retention organization, are 
poised to scale such attraction efforts. 

Hello West  
Michigan Case Study

Plus-Circle

CBRE Research, U.S Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, Statistics 
Canada, National Center for 

Education Statistics (Metro), 
Canadian Universities, 2021
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Brain Drain Market
Opportunity to Attract Talent from Outside Regions  
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Hello West Michigan  
The Boomerang Effect 

Hello West Michigan’s talent attraction 
efforts focus on education, attraction, and 
connections. They seek to bring together 
potential relocatees and hiring employers 
through a variety of methods. By educating 
potential relocatees through its website and 
social media, they help job seekers determine if 
the region is the right fit or connect them with 
resources post relocation. Hello West Michigan 
is proactive in attraction by running out-bound 
marketing campaigns promoting the region. 
These campaigns focus on targeting people 
living outside of Michigan who have a prior 
connection to the state. Millions of advertising 
impressions have been served since 2014 and 
the campaigns are structured in a way that 
allows the organization to track resulting hires. 

Image Source: Hello West Michigan

https://hellowestmichigan.com/


Leveraging Hello West Michigan 
and other talent organizations to 
target tech-related boomerangs 
and other individuals with ties to 
West Michigan. 

TACTIC 02TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Encouraging companies to actively 
recruit more workers from so-
called “brain drain communities” to 
Greater Grand Rapids. 

Expanding the reach of 
programs such as GVSU’s 
Applied Computing Institute 
to actively recruit past 
graduates who have left 
Greater Grand Rapids. 

Targeting tech workers across 
the country suffering from mass 
layoffs through a combination of 
strategic digital advertising and a 
rapid response team that would 
deploy information and resources 
in the effected communities. 

Our Recommendations for  
Attracting Outside Tech Talent
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ECOSYSTEM
OBJECTIVE 2

Image Source: MillerKnoll
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Innovation requires a cohesive 
ecosystem in which entrepreneurs, 
startups, and corporations are 
empowered to pursue radical 
new ideas, test their theories, 
commercialize their products,  
and scale their companies.

Launch  
Tech Events

Grow Incubators  
& Accelerators

Expand  
Broadband 

Support 
Entrepreneurs

Increase  
Density

Using events to expose our 
businesses to emerging trends 
and signal to the region 
and beyond that we are 
committed to growing  
our tech cluster.

Transforming ideas into 
commercial, disruptive 
technologies by leveraging  
area incubators and 
accelerators.

Leading the nation in  
broadband service, providing 
reliable, accessible and  
affordable internet access 
throughout the region.

Providing the support  
needed to attract and  
retain entrepreneurial 
companies through 
mentorships, investment  
and funding opportunities. 

Creating physical tech 
districts to accelerate 
opportunities for research, 
collaboration and to attract 
tech talent.

TEKtalk 2024

GREATER GRAND RAPIDS

Tech 
Hub

Reimagine What’s Possible

OBJECTIVES:
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From advancements in 
artificial intelligence,  
data analytics, and 
robotics to the 
emergence of vehicle 
electrification and 
blockchain, innovation 
is at the heart of 
technology. 
A 2021 report published by the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
identified 11 frontier technologies researchers expect 
to drive the future economy.1 These technologies 
represented a global industry of $350 billion in 2018 
and could reach $3.2 trillion in 2025. 
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Frontier Technologies Driving the Economy
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Technology Artificial Intelligence (AI) Internet of Things (IoT) Big Data Blockchain 3D Printing Robotics

Publications
(1996–2018) 403,596 66,467 73,957 4,821 17, 039 254,409

Patent
(1996–2018) 116,600 22,180 6,850 2,975 13,215 59,535

Price
Insurance Fraud-Detection 
Tool: $100,00–$300,000, 
Chatbots: $30,000–
$250,000

Electrocardiography 
Monitor: $3,000–$4,000
Building & Home 
Automation: from $50,000

Building & Maintaining a 
40-terabyte Data Warehouse: 
$888,000 per year

Project Development:  
$5,000–$200,000

Entry Level 3D Printer: 
$200, Top-notch industrial 
printer: $100,000 average 
3D Printer: $700

Industrial Robots: $25,000–$400,000 
Humanoids: $500–$2,500,000

Market Size $16 Billion (2017)
$191 Billion (2024)

$130 Billion (2018)
$1.5 Trillion (2025)

$32 Billion (2017)
$157 Billion (2026)

$708 Million (2017)
$61 Billion (2024)

$10 Billion (2018) 
$44 Billion (2025)

$32 Billion (2018)
$499 Billion (2025)

Major  
Providers

Alphabet, Amazon,
Apple, IBM, Microsoft

Alphabet, Amazon, Cisco, 
IBM, Microsoft, Oracle, PTC, 
Salesforce, SAP, (IoT 
Platform)

Alphabet, Amazon, Dell, HP, 
IBM, Microsoft, Oracle, SAP, 
Splunk, Teradta (Storage 
Platforms Analytics)

Alibaba, Amazon, IBM, 
Microsoft, Oracle, SAP, 
(Blockchain-as-a-Service)

3D Systems, ExOne, 
HP, Stratasys

ABB, FANUC, KUKA, Mitsubishi, Electric, 
Yaskawa (Industrial Robotics) Hanson 
Robotics, Pal Robotics, Robotics, Softbank 
Robotics (Humanoids) Alphabet/Waymo, 
Aptiv, GM, Tesla (Autonomous Vehicles)

Major 
Users

Retail, Banking, 
Discrete 
Manufacturing

Consumer, Insurance, 
Healthcare Providers

Banking, Discrete 
Manufacturing, 
Professional Services

Finance, Manufacturing, Retail Discrete Manufacturing, 
Healthcare, Education

Discrete Manufacturing, 
Process Manufacturing, 
Resource Industry

NCTAD. Technology and  
Innovation Report 2021

Frontier Technologies
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Technology Drones Gene Editing 5G Nanotechnology Solar Photovoltaic (Solar PV)

Publications
(1996–2018) 10,979 12,947 6,828 152,359 10,768

Patent
(1996–2018) 10,897 2,899 4,161 4,293 20,074

Price
Commercial Drones:  
$50-$300,000 (High-end: $1,000–$4,000), 
Military Drones: 14.5 Million (MQ-9 Reaper)

Standard in Vitro Fertilization:
over $20,000/try + $10,000 or  
more for tests

$0–20/Month more 
than 4G Network

Anti-Cancer Drug with 
Nanotechnology $4,363/cycle

Residential PV System 
(6KW) $16,200–$21,420

Market Size $69 Billion (2017)
$141 Billion (2023)

$3.7 Billion (2018)
$9.7 Billion (2025)

$608 Million (2018)
$277 Billion (2025)

$1 Billion (2018)
$2.2 Billion (2025)

$54 Billion (2018)
$334 Billion (2026)

Major  
Providers

3D Robotics, DJI Innovations, Parrot,  
Yuneec Boening (commercial drones), 
Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman 
Corporation (military drones) 

CRISPR Therapeutics, Editas 
Medicine, Horizon Discovery Group, 
Intella Therapeutics, Precision 
BioSciences, Sangamo Therapeutics

Ericksson, Huawei, Nokia, ZTE 
(Network Equipment) Huawei, Intel, 
Media Tek, Qualcomm, Samsung 
Electronics (Chip)

BASF, Apel Sciences, Agilent, 
Samsung Electronics, Intel

Jinko Solar, JA Solar, Trina Solar, 
Canadian Solar, Hanwha Q Cells

Major 
Users

Utilities, Construction, 
Discrete Manufacturing

Pharma-Biotech, Academic/
Research Centre, Agrigenomic/
Contract Research Organizations

Energy Utilities, Manufacturing, 
Public Safety Medicine, Manufacturing, Energy Residential, Commercial, Utilities

Frontier Technologies

NCTAD. Technology and  
Innovation Report 2021



In terms of investment, 
the number of venture 
capital deals in the tech 
space has increased 
more than 7x in North 
America over the  
past decade. 

Of the $342 billion in total venture activity in 2021,  
88% ($300 billion) was earmarked to companies 
within the tech space, with $127 billion (37%) 
dedicated to software-related deals alone.1 Venture 
capital activity in the software sector outstripped all 
other subsectors tracked by Pitchbook. As a region, 
we must ensure our entrepreneurs, companies, 
and universities have the resources and support to 
capitalize on that innovation.

THE WHY RESOURCESGROWTHTALENT ECOSYSTEM
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1 Pitchbook NVCA. Venture  
Monitor Q1 2022

88% $342B 

Investment in Tech Companies

TOTAL 2021  
VENTURE ACTIVITY

$300B

$127B

For companies  
within tech space

For software- 
related deals
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Successful tech clusters across North 
America share similar models for their 
innovation ecosystems, with numerous 
entry points and programs to support 
R&D and startups.  

The entire ecosystem works toward the end goal of commercialization and scaling. 
This work is often aided by close partnerships with major area employers, who help 
identify the major problems that require new tech solutions.
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A key portion of this strategy is  
to seek more investment for  
entrepreneurs, startups, and other 
innovators in Greater Grand Rapids.  

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside the Bay Area, New 
York, and Boston grew from $2.5 billion in 2011 to $13.4 billion in 2021.1 
Meanwhile, the share of seed and early-stage venture dollars invested 
in Bay Area startups declined to less than 30% in 2021, compared to 40 
percent in 2014.2 Venture capital is taking note of this trend, and new firms 
are opening offices in smaller communities now more than ever. 

 1 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.
 2 Ibid

Investment Outside 
of Bay Area, NY & 

Boston

Plus-Circle US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area, 

NY & Boston

Plus-Circle Deal Flow in Key  
Cities from  
2014-2021 

Plus-Circle

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside 
the Bay Area, New York, and Boston grew from

.

$2.5 
Billion

$13.4 
Billion

in 2011 in 2021



THE WHY RESOURCESGROWTHTALENT ECOSYSTEM

Launch Tech Events Support Entrepreneurs Grow Incubators & Accelerators Increase Density Expand BroadbandOverview

A key portion of this strategy is  
to seek more investment for  
entrepreneurs, startups, and other 
innovators in Greater Grand Rapids.  

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside the Bay Area, New 
York, and Boston grew from $2.5 billion in 2011 to $13.4 billion in 2021.1 
Meanwhile, the share of seed and early-stage venture dollars invested 
in Bay Area startups declined to less than 30% in 2021, compared to 40 
percent in 2014.2 Venture capital is taking note of this trend, and new firms 
are opening offices in smaller communities now more than ever. 

 1 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.
 2 Ibid

Investment Outside 
of Bay Area, NY & 

Boston

Plus-Circle US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area, 

NY & Boston

Plus-Circle Deal Flow in Key  
Cities from  
2014-2021 

Plus-Circle

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside 
the Bay Area, New York, and Boston grew from

.

$2.5 
Billion

$13.4 
Billion

in 2011 in 2021

Investment Outside  
of Bay Area, NY  

& Boston

US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area,  

NY & Boston

Deal Flow in Key  
Cities from  
2014-2021

Bay Area Seed and Early-Stage VC Dollars Invested 
Outside of the Bay Area, New York, and Boston

 

 

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

383
442

582

$2.1$2.5 $2.7
$3.8 $3.8 $4.4

$5.8

$8.6 $8.8

$11.7

$13.4

623
671 679

801
903

1,055 1,050 955

Deal Value ($B) Deal Count
 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.



THE WHY RESOURCESGROWTHTALENT ECOSYSTEM

Launch Tech Events Support Entrepreneurs Grow Incubators & Accelerators Increase Density Expand BroadbandOverview

A key portion of this strategy is  
to seek more investment for  
entrepreneurs, startups, and other 
innovators in Greater Grand Rapids.  

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside the Bay Area, New 
York, and Boston grew from $2.5 billion in 2011 to $13.4 billion in 2021.1 
Meanwhile, the share of seed and early-stage venture dollars invested 
in Bay Area startups declined to less than 30% in 2021, compared to 40 
percent in 2014.2 Venture capital is taking note of this trend, and new firms 
are opening offices in smaller communities now more than ever. 

 1 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.
 2 Ibid

Investment Outside 
of Bay Area, NY & 

Boston

Plus-Circle US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area, 

NY & Boston

Plus-Circle Deal Flow in Key  
Cities from  
2014-2021 

Plus-Circle

Deal value for seed and early-stage companies outside 
the Bay Area, New York, and Boston grew from

.

$2.5 
Billion

$13.4 
Billion

in 2011 in 2021

Investment Outside  
of Bay Area, NY  

& Boston

US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area,  

NY & Boston

Deal Flow in Key  
Cities from  
2014-2021

US VC Firms Founded 
Outside the Bay Area,  
New York, and Boston

With so much opportunity outside of 
the Bay Area, New York, and Boston, we 
must position our companies to capture 
these venture capital dollars as they 
migrate from the coasts to emerging 
tech markets. 

New VC Firms
Since 2011

+1,445
 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.
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Though existing venture deal  
flow in Greater Grand Rapids  
has increased in recent years, 
venture capital investing pales 
in comparison to aspirational 
markets across the country.

Salt Lake City
$691 M

Denver
$1,410 B

Nashville
$515 M

Austin
$1,762 B

Grand Rapids
$34 M

 PitchBook and Revolution Fund. Beyond Silicon Valley.
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To become an emerging 
tech market, Greater Grand 
Rapids must establish itself 
as a community where 
researchers, entrepreneurs, 
technologists, and others 
can make their ideas  
a reality. 
Part of that strategy is expanding the capabilities of our 
business incubators and accelerator programs. Scaled 
appropriately, incubators have demonstrated their ability 
to make a significant economic impact through their 
support of entrepreneurs. 

The Economic  
Impact of Incubators

Plus-Circle
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to make a significant economic impact through their 
support of entrepreneurs. 
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Plus-Circle

The Economic  
Impact of Incubators

•	Velocity, a business incubator supported 
by the University of Waterloo in Ontario, 
Canada, has helped raise $3.6 billion in 
funding for more than 400 companies 
since it was founded in 2008. The 
organization reports that its alumni 
companies have created more than 
5,000 jobs. 

•	New York University Tandon Future Labs 
has helped raise $1.1 billion in capital for 
more than 250 startups since 2009. 

Image Source: University of Waterloo

https://velocityincubator.com/about-velocity-incubator/
https://engineering.nyu.edu/about/fast-facts
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Flexible offices, such as  
co-working spaces, offer 
startups an affordable 
opportunity to gain a  
foothold and build the  
physical density of tech  
in a community.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, flexible office space  
grew at a 22% average annual rate.1 While both the global 
pandemic and decline of WeWork has caused disruption  
in the flexible work sector, experts believe the model will 
prove a long-term disruptor in the office market. 

1 JLL. Flexible Space  
Sector Trends. May 2022. 

Flexible Office  
Spaces by City

Plus-Circle

Spec Suites Spec Suites

Coworking

Coworking:  
Independent, third-party flexible office providers from  
traditional executive office suites to coworking and incubators.

Spec Suites:
Other flexible formats including communal workspaces  
and spec suites available on a term of less than 3 years. 

Coworking

2.6% 25%

2.4% 5%

“Flexible” “Flexible”

Today 2030

5% 30% 
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Coworking

Coworking:  
Independent, third-party flexible office providers from  
traditional executive office suites to coworking and incubators.

Spec Suites:
Other flexible formats including communal workspaces  
and spec suites available on a term of less than 3 years. 

Coworking

2.6% 25%

2.4% 5%

“Flexible” “Flexible”

Today 2030

5% 30% 

Source: JLL. Flexible Space Sector Trends. May 2022. 

Flexible Office Spaces by City 

Chicago
2.7% 6,742,123

Austin
3.0% 1,698,721

Denver
2.5% 2,852,121

Seattle
3.0% 3,015,271

San Francisco
4.7% 3,732,289

Phoenix
1.7% 1,560,954

Grand Rapids
0.7% 79,488 

Portland
1.5% 

Grand Rapids Flexible Office Inventory = 79,488 sq feet.
Grand Rapids Flexible share of existing inventory (%) = 0.7%
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Widespread accessibility  
to high-speed broadband  
is also a key component  
to continuing building 
Greater Grand Rapid’s  
tech ecosystem. 

The global COVID-19 pandemic thrust the importance 
of broadband onto center stage with the proliferation of 
remote work and remote schooling. Reliable, accessible, 
and affordable connectivity is an essential service. 
Broadband increases the speed of commerce, supports 
remote workers, encourages online and remote learning 
opportunities, and has countless other benefits. 
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Establishing reliable and 
accessible high-speed internet 
services signals to the rest 
of the world that Greater 
Grand Rapids is fully invested 
in becoming the Midwest’s 
prominent tech hub. 
We must continue efforts to spread broadband 
accessibility throughout our region by ensuring the 
service is affordable and available to everyone, whether  
in the urban core or suburban and rural areas. 

Adult Access to  
Broadband By Race

Plus-Circle
Student Access to  

Broadband

Plus-Circle
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Adult Access to  
Broadband By Race

Student Access to  
Broadband

Pew Research Center.  Home Broadband Adoption, Computer Ownership vary by Race, Ethnicity in the U.S. July 2021

The Broadband Accessibility Divide: Percentage of  
Adults Who Report Having Access To Home Broadband

69%

 

71% 80%
Black Hispanic White
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Establishing reliable and 
accessible high-speed internet 
services signals to the rest 
of the world that Greater 
Grand Rapids is fully invested 
in becoming the Midwest’s 
prominent tech hub. 
We must continue efforts to spread broadband 
accessibility throughout our region by ensuring the 
service is affordable and available to everyone, whether  
in the urban core or suburban and rural areas. 
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Plus-Circle

Adult Access to  
Broadband By Race

Student Access to  
Broadband

53% 25% 2xs
Michigan State University. Broadband and Student Performance Gaps. 2018

The Broadband Accessibility Divide: Students Living  
in Rural Areas with Access to High-Speed Internet

These students are often forced to rely on alternatives such as smartphones for internet access; 
however, smaller screens and data caps have been shown to reduce student performance, ranging 
from homework completion and digital skills to the intent to attend college. 

Students Living in Rural
Areas with Access to 
High Speed Internet

Less Likely to Have
High Speed Internet

As Likely Not to Have 
Any Access At All
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Increasing broadband 
accessibility will benefit 
everyone and boost the 
economy.
From an economic perspective, a ten percent increase 
in broadband penetration in 2014 would have resulted 
in 875,000 additional jobs and $186 billion in economic 
output nationally by 2019, according to an analysis 
conducted by Deloitte. At a state level, connecting 
currently disconnected Michigan households to 
broadband would produce between $1.8 billion and  
$2.7 billion in additional annual economic activity.  

Deloitte. Broadband For All: Charting a Path to Economic Growth. April 2021
State of Michigan. 2021 Update to the Michigan Broadband Roadmap. November 2021

875,000 + $186 Billion

$1.8 Billion $2.7 Billion

An Increase of broadband in 2014 would have:

Connecting disconnected Michigan households  
to broadband would produce between:

Increased Jobs by: Increased Economic Output by:

By 2019

in additional annual economic activity
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Launching a signature  
tech event—or series of 
events—while enhancing  
the region’s existing events 
will demonstrate that 
Greater Grand Rapids is 
committed to technology.

High-profile events can spur talent attraction efforts 
and entice both tech startups and seasoned tech 
enterprises to the area. These events have the power 
to unite the region around technology, prompting 
further engagement and buy-in from the community 
while offering new opportunities for established tech 
companies to network and experience share. 

Image Source: DeVos Place Convention Center
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Developing a technology-
focused event around 
the theme of digital 
innovation, showcasing the 
technology and innovation 
ecosystem Greater Grand 
Rapids offers.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04 TACTIC 05

Increasing opportunities,  
formal and informal, for  
meetups, networking, and 
experience sharing among  
Greater Grand Rapids’  
tech community. 

Creating more opportunities 
to get students inside regional 
tech companies or tech 
departments, increasing 
exposure to real-world,  
real-time tech projects  
while showcasing careers  
in the field. 

Launching a Technology 
Week, inviting tech companies 
to speak to schools about 
careers in tech modeled after 
CareerQuest and the Discover 
Manufacturing event where 
thousands of students engage  
with employers. 

Establishing an Emerging 
Trends series in Greater Grand 
Rapids in which the community 
would invite technologists, 
futurists, and other thought 
leaders to speak on cutting-
edge technologies, trends,  
and other topics. 

Our Recommendations for  
Launching Signature Tech Events
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Entrepreneurs—particularly 
first-time entrepreneurs—
must have access to a 
cohesive ecosystem with 
multiple on-ramps and 
exit points to scale and 
commercialize their ideas. 

We must increase the opportunities for our entrepreneurs 
to interact with mentors, both within the tech space and 
from larger, established enterprises, that can provide further 
support and funding for developing breakthrough tech. 
Additionally, we must encourage access to funding and 
investment opportunities so our startups can access the 
capital they need to sustain and grow. 
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Creating cohesive pathways  
for entrepreneurs and  
startups to navigate and  
access local resources and 
encouraging collaboration  
and collective impact.  

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03

Providing opportunities  
to connect established 
enterprise companies  
in West Michigan  
with local startups  
to provide advice, 
resources, and support. 

TACTIC 02

Increasing funding and investment opportunities for entrepreneurs and startups by:  
 
a.	 Developing connections with investors for seed and venture capital funding in 	
	 major metro areas, including Silicon Valley, Chicago,  New York, and Detroit,  
	 to capitalize on the greater accessibility of capital post-pandemic. 

b.	 Partnering with regional and state venture capital leaders to attract more  
	 national venture capital. 

c.	 Encouraging local tech company investment in early state ventures. 

TACTIC 04

Developing a Tech 
Mentorship program in 
partnership with The Right 
Place Technology Council.

Our Recommendations for  
Bolstering Entrepreneurs
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We must continue building 
models that bridge the 
gap between startups and 
enterprises while supporting 
and scaling those models 
already successfully 
deployed in the region.  

Despite existing at opposing ends of the business spectrum, 
enterprises and startups are uniquely positioned to benefit from 
one another. Startups need access to the funds and expertise an 
enterprise can provide. In contrast, enterprises lean on the agility 
and innovations of startups to keep pace with technology, jump 
the growth curve, and gain market share. 

Image Source: Steve James
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Start Garden has provided 
a platform for startup and 
early-stage ventures to secure 
funding and support since 2012. 
The 5x5 Pitch Nights and other 
competitions have accelerated 
tech startups.

Seamless offers a platform  
that pairs enterprise companies 
in non-competing industry 
verticals with tech-based 
startups while providing 
business support for  
those startups. 

SEAMLESS CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

Grand Valley State University’s 
Applied Computing Institute 
(ACI) has a proven track 
record of software and 
app development to assist 
enterprise and early-stage tech 
companies. 

Michigan State University  
(MSU) also joined Greater  
Grand Rapid’s innovation  
ecosystem with its Spartan 
Innovation Center, which targets 
high-growth, high-tech companies 
in life sciences, advanced 
manufacturing, and mobility. 

SPARTAN INNOVATION CASE STUDY  LONG-ARROW-RIGHT

MSU hosts its Conquer 
Accelerator program,  
focusing on startup support 
and mentorship. 

Start Garden Seamless
GVSU’s Applied  
Computing Institute

Michigan State  
University

MSU’s Conquer  
Accelerator

Our region has a deep foundation to  
build from when it comes to incubators 
and business accelerators. 

Image Source: Michigan Software Labs  
and Tiberius Images
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Image Source: Michigan Software Labs  
and Tiberius Images

Seamless connects tech-based entrepreneurs and 
startups with enterprise companies in non-competing 
verticals to explore projects, technologies, and initiatives 
for collaboration and development. Through its model, 
Seamless provides a lightweight investment model 
for enterprises and removes many of the roadblocks 
preventing corporations from engaging with startups. 
The organization scouts and screens startups from 
across the globe and assists them in developing a proof 
of concept and operational framework necessary to 
begin the corporate engagement process. For startups, 
Seamless offers the connections, mentorship, and 
support to ensure their product and organization is in 
a position to productively engage with corporations, 
scale their companies, and ultimately work toward 
commercialization. 

The Seamless Platform 

Image Source: Seamless

Seamless  
Case Study

Spartan  
Innovation Center

https://seamlesswellbeing.com/
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Spartan Innovations, a subsidiary of the MSU Foundation, 
supports over 100 startups in high-tech, high-growth 
industry verticals including life sciences, advanced 
manufacturing, and mobility across the Greater Grand 
Rapids area and throughout Michigan. The organization 
offers entrepreneur-in-residence programs, incubators, 
grant funding opportunities, mentorship, coaching, 
investment through Red Cedar Ventures and Michigan 
Rise early-stage startup funds, and other resources for 
startups from its Grand Rapids facility. To date, they have 
partnered with co-investors to invest over $11 million in 
startups across West Michigan.

Michigan State University 
Spartan Innovations Center  

Image Source: Annie Barker | The State News

Seamless  
Case Study

Spartan  
Innovation Center
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Connecting corporations 
and enterprises with existing 
incubators and accelerators 
to encourage scaling, 
collaborating on industry-
sponsored projects, funding, 
and other support.  

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04 TACTIC 05

Incentivizing more startups  
to take advantage of 
the existing incubators, 
accelerators, and other 
startup resources available  
in Greater Grand Rapids.

Creating a new model of 
incubation center, led by 
Grand Valley State University, 
focusing on high-tech, high-
growth companies. 

Developing additional 
models for enterprise 
companies to invest  
in startups. 

Expanding the Seamless 
corporate innovation model, 
finding more ways for more 
companies to participate.  

Our Recommendations for  
Promoting, Growing and Creating Incubators and Accelerators
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Physical clusters of tech 
companies and talent 
foster innovation, spur 
collaboration, and create 
an environment where tech 
thrives and is celebrated.

Austin has its “Silicon Hills” neighborhood, home to 
the highest density of tech companies in the city, 
including Apple, Amazon, Google, Intel, and many 
others. 

Salt Lake City’s startups cluster around the 
Riverwoods, Sugar House, and other districts. 

Silicon Valley’s Sand Hill Road has garnered 
international fame for its high density of venture 
capital firms focused on funding startup ventures. 
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By encouraging this  
physical density in Greater 
Grand Rapids, we can help 
build gravity around the 
region’s tech sector and 
increase the visibility of our 
existing tech companies. 

This strategy involves scaling the amount of coworking and 
other flexible work options so startups, entrepreneurs, and even 
outside businesses can establish a presence in Greater Grand 
Rapids and scale from there.  

Image Source: Walcott Imaging
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We must encourage 
digital connections 
among the Greater 
Grand Rapids  
tech sector. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought digital 
interactions and relationships into our 
professional and personal lives in a big 
way. As such, our strategy must include 
digital connectivity. 

Image Source: Haworth
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Establishing a taskforce to 
develop a framework for  
physical tech districts—
considering urban, suburban, 
and rural opportunities—and 
implementing a strategy in the 
Greater Grand Rapids region. 

TACTIC 02TACTIC 01 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Creating and/or modifying 
incentives to support companies 
opening offices in the proposed 
tech districts. 

Developing a vibrant  
online community focused  
on technology in Greater 
Grand Rapids. 

Developing a framework to deploy 
additional coworking space to put 
Greater Grand Rapids on par with 
other major tech communities. 

Our Recommendations for  
Increasing Density of Tech Companies
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Expanding access to 
broadband services  
will require a three-part 
strategy focusing on  
access, affordability, and 
broadband adoption. 

We must expand broadband availability to those areas 
of the region, both in suburban and rural communities, 
where it is currently lacking. At the same time, we must 
ensure broadband services are affordable to all people 
regardless of income level. Finally, we must encourage 
both our businesses and households to capitalize on 
the availability of this high-tech service and adopt 
broadband use.  
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Developing 
comprehensive 
countywide initiatives 
to increase overall 
broadband access.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04 TACTIC 05

Cultivating a public-private 
partnership between public 
institutions and private 
providers to launch and 
promote new affordability 
plans for targeted 
demographic markets.

Establishing a minimum 
standard of symmetric 
100/100 Mbps service 
for broadband providers 
expanding network  
service using public 
broadband incentives.

Promoting the adoption 
of diversified broadband 
infrastructure that 
encourages multiple 
technology solutions 
based on geographic  
and demographic needs.

Creating communication 
and educational plans 
targeting low-income 
households to promote 
broadband adoption rates.

Our Recommendations for  
Expanding Broadband Service and Accessibility
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Our business community has 
the opportunity to lead future 
technological innovation in 
Greater Grand Rapids and 
cultivate a larger digital 
transformation throughout  
our entire community.

Digital  
Transformation

Connecting  
Businesses & Tech

Assisting area companies to identify  
and adopt technologies that improve  
the competitiveness and resiliency  
of the business.

Attract & Grow  
Existing Tech
Supporting local companies and 
attracting new high-tech firms to 
inspire innovation, investment,  
and entrepreneurship.

Identifying major employers’  
regional tech service demands  
and connecting them to local  
service providers. 

Market  
Tech Hub
Promoting our growth as a tech  
hub with the rest of the world.

THE WHY RESOURCESTALENT ECOSYSTEM GROWTH

Digital Transformation Connecting Businesses & Tech Attract & Grow Existing Tech Market Tech HubOverview

LENDING A  
HELPING HAND.

GREATER GRAND RAPIDS

Tech 
Hub

OBJECTIVES:
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The tech industry is the fastest-
growing sector of today’s 
economy. During the past  
decade, high-tech software  
and service companies grew  
at a rate far surpassing other  
industry sectors. 

Most of the 1,000 companies deemed “unicorns”—businesses valued 
at $1 billion or more—are involved in the tech sector. Fintech, internet 
software and services, and e-commerce comprise half of the so-called 
“herd” as of February 2022.1  Furthermore, tech firms consistently drive 
venture capital deal flow with fields including cybersecurity, healthtech, 
and fintech expected to lead deal activity for years ahead.2  

Tech Company  
Expansion into  

Diversified US Markets

Plus-Circle

1  CBInsights. “1000 Unicorn List” 
   Click To View
 
2 KPMG Venture Pulse Q1 2022. 
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Most Valuable  
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https://www.cbinsights.com/research/1000-unicorns-list/
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Silicon Valley Expansion Across US
According to research by CBRE, these tech companies are increasingly expanding outside their 

traditional headquarters along the coasts and into new tech markets. Bay Area companies signed 
leases totaling more than 35 million square feet in 10 non-Bay Area markets between 2013 and 2021. 

Denver 
2.1 MSF

Seattle 
6.6 MSF

Chicago 
2.6 MSF | 0.4 MSF

Boston 
2.0 MSF

New York 
8.1 MSF

Washington, D.C.
1.6 MSF | 0.4 MSF 

1.8 MSF

Austin
2.4 MSF

Phoenix
1.2 MSF

Southern California
7.0 MSF

San Fransico Bay Area 
0.6 MSF

Source: CBRE Tech 30 2021

Atlanta
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1 World Economic Forum. The  
Future of Jobs Report 2020
 
2 McKinsey. The New Digital 
Edge: Rethinking Strategy for the 
Postpandemic Era. May 2021

Participants �that 
accelerated �digitization

84%

Bussiness that need  
new digitalization

65%

Respondents that are  
accelerating �automation efforts

50%

Businesses that want to embed digital 
operations into �their current model

21%

Businesses across 
industries have 
significantly ramped  
up the pace of 
digitalization 
throughout the 
pandemic years.

According to a survey conducted by the World 
Economic Forum, the COVID-19 pandemic caused 
84% of participants to accelerate digitization and 
50% of respondents to accelerate automation 
efforts.1 A separate study conducted by McKinsey 
found that 65% of businesses it surveyed conveyed 
the need to build new digital businesses, and 21% 
expressed the need to embed digital operations 
into their current business model by 2023.2

Digital Transformation Trends
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Companies across all 
sectors in Greater Grand 
Rapids will need to 
integrate cutting-edge 
digital technologies into 
their operations. This is 
especially true for our 
manufacturing sector. 

Advancements in industrial technology, from 
the industrial internet of things (IIoT) to additive 
manufacturing and artificial intelligence, will forever 
change how those products and devices are made. 
No matter the size of the operation, we must provide 
the resources and education for manufacturing 
companies to adopt digital transformations. 

1

Source: McKinsey. The New  
Digital Edge: Rethinking  
Strategy for the Postpandemic  
Era. May 2021

Technology Trends and Underlying Technology

INDUSTRY-SPECIFIC TRENDS

INDUSTRY-AGNOSTIC TRENDS

Future of Clean Technologies

Smart Distribution/
Metering

Battery/Battery 
Storage

Future of Connectivity Applied AI

5G and IoT Connectivity Computer Vision
 

Next-Level Process Automation and Virtualization

3-D/4-D PrintingIndustrial IoT Robots/Cobots/RPA

Bio Revolution

Biomachines/Biocomputing
Augmentation
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Surges in remote work, increases to 
cost of living, inflation, environmental 
concerns, natural disasters, and other 
factors have prompted tech workers 
and companies to relocate outside  
the traditional tech strongholds.
For most of recent history, tech firms were clustered in a handful of 
superstar metropolitan areas along the coasts, with only a handful of “rising 
star” regions including Salt Lake City, Denver, and Nashville gaining traction. 
Both research and anecdotal reports suggest the COVID-19 pandemic 
and other economic trends may have begun altering that trend and could 
prompt a diffusion of tech firms and talent across the country. 

Source: Brookings Report: Superstars, Rising Stars, and the Rest: 
Pandemic Trends and Shifts in the Geography of Tech. March 2022. 

Metro Areas Share 
of U.S. Tech Job 

Postings

Plus-Circle
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of U.S. Tech Job 

Postings

Plus-Circle

Superstar Metro vs. Rising 
Start Metro Areas’  
Share of U.S. Tech Job 
Postings, 2016-20211

Superstar metro areas’ share of U.S. �tech  
job postings, Sep 2016–Dec 2021 

Rising star metro areas’ share of U.S. �tech 
job postings, Sep 2016–Dec 2021 

1 Brookings Metro analysis of Emsi Glass data. Updated January 2022. December 2021 data is preliminary  

2 Ibid

Researchers at the Brookings Institute found 
that high-tech job postings in “superstar” 
metros like Silicon Valley decreased in the 
post-pandemic years, while increasing in 
“rising star” and other metropolitan areas 
across the country.2  
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Greater Grand Rapids 
can capitalize on the 
“rising star” movement 
by providing a thriving 
community for tech 
companies and workers.

A robust tech ecosystem, a deep bench of high-tech 
talent, and intentional placemaking initiatives will 
help ensure high-performing tech companies land 
and make a home in Greater Grand Rapids. Our tech 
strategy will be driven by supporting our existing tech 
businesses as they expand, recruiting new high-tech 
businesses to the area, and assisting all companies 
in adopting digital tools that will help them achieve 
sustained success.
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To remain competitive, 
businesses across Greater 
Grand Rapids will need to 
increasingly adopt digital 
technologies in their 
organizations.  

In particular, we must ensure our small and middle-market 
manufacturers are prepared for the digital future. For this, 
we will rely on the expertise of the Michigan Manufacturing 
Technology Center-West and its initiatives in Industry 4.0, 
IIoT, and other emerging technologies. 

Image Source: Michigan Manufacturing Technology Center-West
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We’re creating opportunities 
for transformation with 
manufacturing leaders from 
Greater Grand Rapids.

To do this, we’re relying on our manufacturing leaders 
to help chart the course and provide support for 
smaller organizations. Feyen Zylstra is currently in 
the process of developing a Smart Manufacturing 
Innovation Center aimed at small and mid-size 
manufacturing companies. 

Digital  
Transformation 

Case Study

Plus-Circle

Image Source: Feyen Zylstra

Image Source: Feyen Zylstra
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Digital  
Transformation 

Case Study

Plus-Circle

Image Source: Feyen Zylstra

Feyen Zylstra (FZ) was one of eight recipients of a 
U.S. Department of Energy grant to create a Smart 
Manufacturing Innovation Center in Greater Grand 
Rapids. The industrial technology and electrical services 
provider will use the Innovation Center to provide smart 
manufacturing training and awareness to small- and 
medium-size manufacturers across industries. FZ conducts 
interactive trainings, workshops, and offers experimental 
labs and other opportunities to interact with Industry 4.0 
and other advanced manufacturing technologies. 

Image Source: Feyen Zylstra

Feyen Zylstra Manufacturing 
Smart Manufacturing 
Innovation Center 

https://www.feyenzylstra.com/
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Leveraging connections 
with local tech companies 
to advocate and support 
regional companies in their 
digital transformations.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04 TACTIC 05

Finding new ways to  
support customized  
financing to expedite  
digital transformation.

Increasing engagement 
between companies and 
universities to provide 
research and development 
and training resources.

Exposing local companies 
to new technologies 
through visits to other  
tech markets.

Assisting local companies 
to adopt technology with 
increased programming 
through The Michigan 
Manufacturing Technology 
Center-West.

Our Recommendations for  
Supporting Digital Transformation

https://www.the-center.org/
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Mapping our local firm’s existing 
spending on tech products and 
services outside the region.  

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03

Developing an accessible business 
directory for tech companies in 
Greater Grand Rapids and their 
services/solutions.

Increasing the number of 
“touchpoints” between local tech 
companies and other Greater Grand 
Rapids businesses through formal 
events, social gatherings, panel 
discussions, and other methods. 

Our Recommendations for  
Connecting Local Businesses to Tech Capabilities
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Greater Grand Rapids  
stands to capitalize on  
the dispersion of tech 
companies and talent  
across the country.  

Tech companies spanning fintech, cybersecurity, biotech, 
agritech, and countless other subsectors can find the 
resources they need to grow in our region. 
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Leveraging the purchasing 
power of our region’s 
enterprise companies to 
attract tech companies.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Advocating for incentive  
tools better aligned with the 
needs of high-tech, high-
growth companies.

Highlighting the West 
Michigan tech sector’s 
strength by attending 
trade shows with groups  
of area companies.

Contracting with domestic 
and international consultants 
to attract targeted tech 
company prospects to 
Greater Grand Rapids. 

Our Recommendations for  
Attracting and Growing Established Tech Companies
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Each recommendation in  
this roadmap can be 
significantly enhanced 
through a collective 
marketing strategy, from 
increasing the concentration 
of tech talent to promoting 
events and attracting capital. 
We embark on this strategy with momentum—fast- 
growing tech companies making their mark, established 
companies leveraging greater and greater technology,  
and our education leaders committed to growing our tech  
talent pipeline. We must ensure these stories are told so  
the rest of the country and world can understand the  
tech hub we are building.
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Developing a multipronged 
marketing strategy promoting 
Greater Grand Rapids as a  
thriving tech hub.

TACTIC 01 TACTIC 02 TACTIC 03 TACTIC 04

Utilizing consultants to  
promote Greater Grand Rapid’s 
tech strengths in Silicon Valley  
and internationally. 

Producing an annual State  
of the Tech Sector report  
for West Michigan.

Leveraging the collective 
capabilities of the Right Place 
Tech Council to jointly compete 
for work outside the region.

Our Recommendations for  
Marketing West Michigan as a Hub for Tech Innovation
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Authors & Lead Project Staff

Randy Thelen 
President & CEO

Jennifer Wangler 
Senior Business 
Development Manager

Brad Comment 
Senior Vice President, 
Strategic Initiatives

TaRita Johnson 
Senior Vice President, 
Talent & Diversity

John Wiegand 
Business Intelligence & 
Research Manager

The Right Place Authors The Right Place Lead Project Staff

Brent Case 
Vice President,  
Business Attraction

Rafael Martinez 
Business Intelligence & 
Research Manager
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Taskforce Co-Chairs &  
Committee Chairs

Steve Downing 
Gentex 

Dr. Richard Pappas 
Davenport University 

Shawn Crowley 
Atomic Object

Brian Anderson 
Augusto Digital 

Milos Topic 
Grand Valley State University

Stacy Paul 
Array of Engineers 

Josh Hulst 
Michigan Software Labs

Yulia Chiaburu 
Amazon Web Services 

Taskforce Co-Chairs Committee Chairs

INNOVATION TALENT BUSINESS GROWTH
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Taskforce Members

Jamon Alexander	 West Michigan Center for  
	 Art + Technology (WMCAT)

Alex Andrews	 Talent 2025

Mary Awdey	 L3 Harris

Chris Babbitt	 GVSU - Career Center 

Max Barnes	 Miller Johnson

Matt Baxter	 Wedge

Dan Bazuin	 Spectrum Health

Mary Jane Berklich	 Bank of America

Andrew Blum	 Miller Canfield 

Prem Bodagala	 Michigan Rise

Geoff Bremer	 LCS Record Retrieval

Timothy Brom	 GRIMM

Ryan Cahalane	 Feyen-Zylstra

Jessa Challa	 Mallowfields

Linda Chamberlain	 Hughes Management

Keli Christopher	 STEM Greenhouse

Thomas Coke	 Grand Valley State  
	 University

Mandy Cooper	 Lakeshore Advantage

Charles Dahlstrom	 Feyen Zylstra Inc

Steven Davis	 BISSELL

Ben Dean	 Presidio

Kevin den Dulk	 Calvin University

Jodie DeVries	 Marsh & McLennan  
	 Companies

Bill DeWitt	 Gordon Food Service 

Adam Doubblestein	 TowerPinkster

Paul Doyle	 HonorUp

Jonathan Engelsma	 Grand Valley State  
	 University

Jeremy Evans-Smith	 Ascending

Scott Finkhouse	 NN Inc.

Ken Fortier	 Hylant

Josh Freeney	 YETi CGI

Max Friar	 Calder Capital

Lisa Fricano	 Gordon Food Service

Jorge Gonzalez	 Start Garden

Jeremiah Gracia	 City of Grand Rapids
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Tod Grams	 DISHER Corp.

Dale Grogan	 Grand Angels & Michigan  
	 Capital Network

Nagesh Gummadavelly	 Initechglobal

Gabriela Gutierrez	 Amway

Steve Heethuis	 NN Mobile Solutions

Luciano Hernandez	 Spectrum Health Innovations  
	 and Ventures

Dan Holzgen	 EHTC Digital

Rhonda Huismann	 Crowe

Nathan Humme	 Blue Cross Blue Shield  
	 of Michigan

Peter Hungerford	 Adac Automotive

Moss Ingram	 GRCC

Graham Irwin	 Irwin Seating

Dana Jacks	 Century Technology Group

Roger Jansen	 MSU Health Care

Jeff Karger	 JLL		

Brooks Kindel	 Michigan Small Business  
	 Development Center 

Jonathan Klooster	 City of Grand Rapids

Ronald Koehler	 Kent ISD

Jerry Kooiman	 Michigan State University  
	 College of Human Medicine

Brian Kowalczk	 Davenport University

Jason Kuipers	 Century Technology Group

Mark Lardieri	 CQL

Jason Loepp	 Blue Cross Blue Shield  
	 of Michigan

Jeff Lumpp	 Hylant

Michael Marsiglia	 Atomic Object

Greg May	 Nexus Technology 			
	 Services

Kristi McCarty	 Rockford Construction

Todd Medendorp	 Huntington Bank

Zachary Meyer	 Varnum LLP

Steven Miller	 Advantage Benefits 		
	 Group

Mike Morin	 Seamless Wellbeing

Jon Moroney	 Kendall College of Art  
	 and Design

Ryan Musch	 Fishbeck

Andy Otteman	 Jireh Metal Products, Inc.
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Will Payne	 TRELLIS

Sherri Pence	 Randstad Technologies US

Scott Pierce	 Applied Imaging

Tyler Pratt	 Google

Jay Preston	 EY

Ginger Rohwer	 MiSTEM Network’s Greater  
	 West Michigan Region

Steven Romkema	 Fishbeck

Darel Ross	 Start Garden

Jason Rottman	 City of Walker

Andrew Rozema	 Grand Rapids  
	 Community College 

John Rumery	 West Michigan Tech Talent  
	 (West Michigan Works)

Doug Saunders	 Flexco

Sara Schmidt	 Farmers Insurance

Deedri “Dee” Slater	 Wolverine World Wide

Marc Smeyers	 GHSP Inc.

Wes Smith	 Otterbase

Sulabh Srivastava	 Acrisure

Natalie Stewart	 Switch

Craig Sutherland	 Kozi ALE

Mark Streekstra	 Charter Capital Partners

Jon Sykes	 Meritage Hospitality  
	 Group Inc

Phil Tepley	 SBDC

Joe Thiry	 West Michigan Works!

Jennifer Tisdale	 GRIMM Cyber Research

Noah Toly	 Calvin University

Jordan Turner	 City of Grand Rapids

Marco Valverde	 FUSION IT LLC

Robert Vance	 Gentex Corporation

Tim Van Noord	 Advantage Commercial  
	 Real Estate

Andy Van Solkema	 OST

Sozon Vatikiotis	 Acrisure

David Veneklase	 Davenport University

Ben Wickstrom 	 Erhardt Construction

Chris Winczewski	 Hyland

Janet Wyllie	 Spartan Innovations

Brian Young	 Rehamnn Technology  
	 Solutions
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