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STRATEGY 2.3
Position UNI and Hawkeye Community College as the Cedar Valley’s Applied 
Innovation Engine

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Expand UNI's applied research capacity in manufacturing technology, data analytics, and business 

solutions with dedicated industry liaison roles connecting firms to faculty expertise. 
	→ �Makes research capabilities visible and accessible to regional employers while 

creating student experiential learning opportunities.

	• �Launch industry-embedded research projects where UNI and Hawkeye faculty and students 
solve real business challenges for local firms in automation, process improvement, and 
technology adoption. 

	→ �Demonstrates immediate value while building long-term 
industry-university relationships.

	• �Create technology commercialization pathways supporting UNI research, faculty 
innovations, and student startups through proof-of-concept funding and business 
development assistance. 

	→ �Captures innovation happening locally rather than losing it to other regions with 
stronger support systems.

	• �Establish UNI and Hawkeye as central conveners for sector partnerships, bringing together 
data capacity, research expertise, and neutral facilitation. 

	→ �Leverages institutional assets to support regional coordination and industry collaboration.

	• �Develop applied learning experiences that connect students directly to employer challenges 
through capstone projects, internships, and industry-sponsored research. 

	→ �Strengthens the talent pipeline while demonstrating student capabilities  
to regional employers.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
UNI, Hawkeye, and Wartburg College are unmatched assets in the Cedar Valley’s 
effort to compete through innovation. Employers consistently cited the value of 
applied research, analytics support, and hands-on problem solving—but emphasized 
that these capabilities need to be more visible, more coordinated, and more deeply 
integrated into the region’s economic strategy. Strengthening their roles elevates the 
Cedar Valley’s ability to support firm modernization, accelerate commercialization, 
and provide students with real-world experiences that tie them to the region. The 
result is a stronger innovation infrastructure, deeper industry partnerships, and 
greater retention of the skilled graduates who drive long-term growth.
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STRATEGY 2.4
Make Health, Aging, and Well-Being a Competitive Growth Platform

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Convene a healthcare innovation consortium bringing together Unity Point, MercyOne, 

UNI, Hawkeye, Allen College, aging services providers, and technology partners to identify 
shared priorities for care delivery innovation. 

	→ �Creates structure for collaboration on aging-focused care models, technology 
adoption, and workforce innovation.

	• �Develop the Cedar Valley Center for Healthy Aging as a research, training, and innovation 
hub linking healthcare providers, social services, higher education, and community 
organizations. 

	→ �Positions the Cedar Valley as Iowa's leader in aging innovation while addressing 
demographic shifts.

	• �Launch aging-focused technology pilot programs testing telemedicine, remote monitoring, 
and care coordination technologies with regional healthcare providers. 

	→ �Accelerates innovation adoption while creating demonstration projects attracting 
healthtech investment.

	• �Create specialized training programs in geriatric care, care coordination, and aging 
services through Hawkeye and UNI aligned with regional provider needs. 

	→ �Addresses workforce shortages while building specialized expertise in high-demand 
aging services.

	• �Support healthtech entrepreneurship focused on aging solutions, care delivery innovation, 
and healthcare efficiency tools serving regional providers. 

	→ Converts healthcare sector needs into local business opportunities.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Healthcare is one of the Cedar Valley’s largest economic anchors, and the region 
is well-positioned to lead in aging and well-being as demographic shifts accelerate 
demand. Yet without deliberate coordination, the sector risks remaining siloed, 
under-resourced, and unable to meet workforce needs. By treating health and 
aging as a growth platform—not just a service system—the Cedar Valley can attract 
investment, strengthen career pathways, and spark innovation in care delivery and 
technology. This strategy supports employers facing chronic shortages, expands 
economic opportunity for residents, and positions the region as a statewide leader 
in well-being and quality of life.



G R O W  C E D A R  V A L L E Y  S T R A T E G Y  A C T I O N  P L A N 5 5

STRATEGY 2.5
Strengthen Infrastructure as a Competitive Advantage for Growth

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Market broadband capacity and digital infrastructure as competitive advantages for 

manufacturing firms seeking to integrate automation, remote engineering support, and 
digital supply chain management. 

	→ Positions infrastructure assets as business solutions rather than just utilities.

	• �Develop strategies to utilize airport freight capacity for advanced manufacturing, technology 
logistics, and expedited supply chain needs. 

	→ �Converts an underutilized asset into competitive advantage for time-sensitive 
manufacturing and distribution.

	• �Create "smart manufacturing zones" where concentrated broadband, utility, and 
transportation infrastructure support clusters of modernizing manufacturers. 

	→ �Builds on infrastructure strengths to create differentiated industrial development 
opportunities.

	• �Develop infrastructure-ready site inventory with pre-certified sites showcasing utility 
capacity, broadband availability, and transportation access for advanced manufacturing  
and technology firms. 

	→ �Reduces the site selection timeline and demonstrates the Cedar Valley's readiness 
for quality investment.

	• �Showcase to site selectors how the Cedar Valley's infrastructure enables cost-effective 
distributed operations while maintaining quality-of-life advantages. 

	→ �Demonstrates concrete business case for technology sector location and  
expansion decisions.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
The Cedar Valley’s airport, industrial sites, logistics networks, and broadband 
systems already provide a strong foundation for growth, reinforced by multiple 
state-certified, due diligence-ready sites. The region is further advancing this 
position through Site Selectors Guild REDI certification to increase national 
visibility with site selectors. The opportunity is to ensure these assets meet the 
expectations of modern manufacturing, technology-enabled firms, and health 
innovation. Reliable power, resilient utilities, and seamless connectivity reduce 
risk, speed decisions, and help the region win expansions and new investment—
strengthening the physical platform that supports every other economic priority.
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M E A S U R I N G  I M P A C T  A N D  S U C C E S S
Manufacturing Employment and Modernization: Track manufacturers participating in 
technology infusion programs and measure manufacturing employment trends to demonstrate 
reversal from decline to growth.

Technology Sector Job and Wage Growth: Measure technology cluster job growth and 
wage levels to demonstrate establishment as the region's fastest-growing, highest-wage sector.

University Research Commercialization: Track UNI research commercialization metrics, 
including patents, licenses, and startups formed, and count industry-university collaborative 
research projects.

Advanced Manufacturing Development: Measure employment growth and the number of 
firms in target subsectors, including computers, biotech, defense, and specialized equipment.

New Business Formation and Survival Rates: Count new business formations, 
entrepreneur program participation, and survival rates of startups to demonstrate whether the 
Cedar Valley is becoming a destination for entrepreneurs.
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BIG BET 3: CAREERS WORTH STAYING FOR

C r e a t e  c l e a r ,  h i g h - q u a l i t y ,  h i g h -
o p p o r t u n i t y  c a r e e r  p a t h w a y s  t h a t 
r e t a i n  y o u n g  p e o p l e ,  l i f t  w a g e s ,  a n d 
e x p a n d  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  e v e r y  r e s i d e n t .

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
The Cedar Valley’s most urgent economic challenge is talent retention. The region excels at developing 
skilled people—through exceptional K–12 systems, Hawkeye Community College, UNI, and employer-
led training—but too many residents leave because they cannot see a long-term future for themselves 
here. Young adults describe unclear career ladders, unpredictable wage growth, and a lack of visibility 
into high-demand, high-opportunity fields. Immigrant and refugee workers want to advance but face 
barriers related to credential transfer, language access, and recognition of prior experience. Employers, 
meanwhile, struggle to fill positions and retain the workers they already have.

The ingredients for a stronger talent engine already exist: responsive educators, employers willing to 
collaborate, and a community invested in opportunity for all. What’s missing is a coordinated system 
that connects residents to pathways, helps employers strengthen job quality, and positions the Cedar 
Valley as a place to build both a career and a life.

This Big Bet builds that system. It strengthens career mobility, expands earn-and-learn pathways, 
mobilizes employers around competitive practices, and builds the conditions where young people, early-
career professionals, and long-time residents can see a future worth staying for. By doing so, the Cedar 
Valley can keep more of the talent it produces, lift incomes, and ensure economic success is  
shared across the region.
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STRATEGIES
	 3.1	  �Launch sector partnerships in the Cedar Valley’s 

priority industries. 

	 3.2	 � �Expand youth and adult earn-and-learn pathways 
into high-demand careers. 

	 3.3	 �Mobilize employers around competitive job quality, 
wages, and advancement practices.

	 3.4	 �Launch the Campus Cedar Valley Talent Initiative.

 �	 3.5	� Strengthen young-professional retention through 
belonging, leadership, and community connection.

	 3.6	  �Advance economic mobility for immigrant, refugee, 	
and frontline workers.

	 3.7	  �Coordinate housing access with career advancement 
in target sectors.
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STRATEGY 3.1
Launch sector partnerships in the Cedar Valley’s priority industries.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Create three formal sector partnerships—manufacturing, healthcare, and technology—with 

clear governance, co-chairs from industry and education, and shared agendas. 
	→ �Provides ongoing coordination and a place to align work happening across  

Big Bets 1, 2, and 3.

	• �Define annual "Priority Workplans" for each partnership that set shared goals, metrics, and 
timelines without duplicating implementation work handled elsewhere. 

	→ �Ensures coordination while keeping sector activity distributed across existing partners.

	• �Assign staff support and data capacity to maintain schedules, track progress, manage 
communications, and monitor outcomes. 

	→ Gives partnerships the operational backbone needed for continuity.

	• �Align partnership agendas with existing initiatives (apprenticeships, career ladders, 
modernization projects, tech talent efforts) to eliminate redundancy. 

	→ Ensures that sector partnerships integrate existing work rather than recreate it.

	• �Establish quarterly cross-partnership meetings to identify shared challenges, coordinate 
grant applications, and manage region-wide priorities. 

	→ �Creates a unified approach and strengthens the Cedar Valley's competitiveness for  
state and federal investment.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
No single institution can solve the Cedar Valley’s talent challenges alone. Sector 
partnerships bring employers and educators together to define skills, align 
training, and build clear pathways into high-demand jobs. They also help employers 
articulate shared needs—wages, work-based learning, supervisory skills—that 
improve retention and job quality across an entire industry. By establishing durable 
partnerships in manufacturing, health, technology, logistics, and the trades, the 
Cedar Valley can reduce duplication, make training more responsive, and help 
workers move into roles with higher wages and stronger advancement potential. 
This strategy creates the coordinated talent engine that the region’s employers 
consistently said they need.
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STRATEGY 3.2
Expand youth and adult earn-and-learn pathways into high-demand careers.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Establish a regional apprenticeship coordinating body bringing together K-12 districts, 

Hawkeye Community College, employers, and economic development organizations with 
dedicated staff and clear governance. 

	→ �Creates structure and accountability for program development, employer 
recruitment, and student placement.

	• �Identify priority occupations in manufacturing (CNC machining, welding, industrial 
maintenance), healthcare (nursing assistants, medical lab technicians, 
respiratory therapy), technology (software development, 
IT support, cybersecurity), and skilled trades (HVAC, 
electrical, plumbing). 

	→ �Focuses program development on occupations 
with demonstrated demand and viable 
career progression.

	• �Recruit employer partners willing to 
commit to multi-year apprenticeship 
relationships, providing structured work 
experiences, mentorship, and progression 
opportunities. 

	→ �Ensures apprenticeships lead to 
meaningful employment rather 
than short-term work experiences.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Earn-and-learn pathways are the most effective way to retain young people, 
accelerate skill development, and meet employer demand. The Cedar Valley 
already has strong programs, but they are not yet connected at the scale required 
to serve regional needs. Expanding apprenticeships, internships, and work-based 
learning strengthens the education-to-employment pipeline and helps students 
and adults move into careers with clear growth potential. These pathways increase 
retention by giving residents real experience with local employers—and giving 
employers earlier access to talent. This strategy ensures the Cedar Valley keeps 
more of the workers it develops and provides residents with direct, visible routes 
into high-opportunity careers.
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	• �Design stackable credential pathways where apprenticeship experiences earn credit toward 
industry certifications, associate degrees, and bachelor's degrees. 

	→ �Enables students to progress educationally while working, reducing time to degree  
and education costs.

	• �Secure funding through state apprenticeship grants, employer contributions, workforce 
development funds, and federal programs to support student wages and program operations. 

	→ Provides financial sustainability for a scaled apprenticeship system.

	• �Launch adult earn-and-learn programs for career changers and incumbent workers seeking 
advancement in manufacturing, healthcare, and technology sectors. 

	→ Expands opportunity beyond youth while addressing employer workforce needs.
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STRATEGY 3.3
Mobilize employers around competitive job quality, wages, and advancement practices.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Map existing career progressions in manufacturing, healthcare, and technology, documenting typical 

advancement pathways, timeframes, educational requirements, and compensation at each level. 
	→ �Creates a baseline understanding of how careers actually develop and 

identifies where pathways break down.

	• �Partner with major employers to define transparent criteria for advancement between roles 
and commit to promote-from-within practices within target sectors. 

	→ �Ensures career ladders function in practice with real advancement  
opportunities, not just theoretical pathways on paper.

	• �Develop sector-specific career pathway guides showing entry points, advancement steps, 
required skills/credentials, and typical timelines for progression in 
manufacturing, healthcare, technology, and skilled trades. 

	→ Makes career possibilities visible and concrete for current and prospective workers.

	• �Establish employer commitments to competitive job quality practices, including transparent 
wage ranges, predictable scheduling, benefits access, and advancement criteria. 

	→ Positions the Cedar Valley employers as leaders in job quality and talent retention.

	• �Create employer peer-learning networks where companies share best practices on retention, 
advancement, and wage competitiveness. 

	→ Builds collective commitment to job quality improvement across sectors.

	• �Profile workers who've successfully advanced through career ladders in regional marketing 
materials, demonstrating concrete examples of local career progression. 

	→ �Converts abstract pathways into relatable stories showing that advancement happens 
here, not just elsewhere.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Talent retention is directly tied to the quality of jobs available. Workers stay 
where wages grow, advancement is possible, and supervisors are equipped to 
support and develop their teams. Employers across the region acknowledged that 
they must compete not only for workers but for the quality of work they offer. 
Mobilizing employers around job quality—and providing tools, wage intelligence, 
and leadership development—helps raise regional standards and reduces turnover. 
Spotlighting companies that lead on job quality encourages others to follow. This 
strategy strengthens the employment environment across the Cedar Valley and 
improves outcomes for both workers and businesses.
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STRATEGY 3.4
Launch the Campus Cedar Valley Talent Initiative.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Create the Campus Cedar Valley coordinating organization with dedicated staff, employer 

partnership structure, and clear governance connecting UNI, Hawkeye, employers, and 
community organizations. 

	→ �Provides an organizational home and accountability for student engagement initiatives.

	• �Develop a comprehensive internship marketplace connecting students across all majors to regional 
employers with structured experiences, mentorship, and potential for full-time employment. 

	→ Increases early employer connections while demonstrating local career opportunities.

	• �Launch student ambassador programs recruiting current students and recent graduates to 
share authentic experiences about building careers in the Cedar Valley. 

	→ Provides peer-to-peer marketing that’s more credible than institutional messaging.

	• �Create leadership development experiences for students, including board service, civic engagement, 
and community involvement, connecting them to the Cedar Valley beyond campus. 

	→ Builds social capital and sense of belonging that increases likelihood of staying.

	• �Expand existing young professional networks linking recent graduates across employers to 
build community and reduce isolation for early-career workers. 

	→ �Addresses the retention challenge where young professionals leave due to a 
lack of social connections.

	• �Develop cultural programming and social events specifically designed for college students 
and young professionals, showcasing the Cedar Valley's quality of life. 

	→ Demonstrates that the region offers a lifestyle and community worth staying for.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Healthcare is one of the Cedar Valley’s largest economic anchors, and the region 
is well-positioned to lead in aging and well-being as demographic shifts accelerate 
demand. Yet without deliberate coordination, the sector risks remaining siloed, 
under-resourced, and unable to meet workforce needs. By treating health and 
aging as a growth platform—not just a service system—the Cedar Valley can attract 
investment, strengthen career pathways, and spark innovation in care delivery and 
technology. This strategy supports employers facing chronic shortages, expands 
economic opportunity for residents, and positions the region as a statewide leader 
in well-being and quality of life.
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STRATEGY 3.5
Strengthen young-professional retention through belonging, 
leadership, and community connection.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Expand young professional networks across the Cedar Valley with regular programming, 

leadership opportunities, and civic engagement pathways. 
	→ �Creates social infrastructure that helps young professionals build connections and see 

a long-term future in the region.

	• �Create emerging leader boards and commissions where young professionals serve on 
economic development, community organizations, and public bodies. 

	→ Builds investment in the region's future while providing leadership experience.

	• �Launch mentorship programs pairing young professionals with established community 
leaders across business, civic, and nonprofit sectors. 

	→ �Provides career guidance while building intergenerational connections to the region.

	• �Develop "reasons to stay" marketing campaigns featuring young professionals who chose the 
Cedar Valley, highlighting career advancement, affordability, and quality of life. 

	→ Counters the narrative that young people must leave for opportunity.

	• �Establish returnship programs specifically targeting former residents and UNI/Hawkeye 
alumni to recruit them back to the Cedar Valley. 

	→ �Leverages existing relationships and familiarity with the region to reverse out-migration.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Young professionals consistently shared that belonging—not just job availability—
determines whether they stay in a community. The Cedar Valley has strong assets, 
but young adults often struggle to find social networks, leadership roles, and civic 
connections that root them in place. Strengthening young professional retention 
means investing in programs that create community, elevate young leadership, and 
make it easier for early-career adults to plug into the Cedar Valley’s cultural, civic, 
and professional life. This strategy aligns with employer needs, reduces turnover, and 
helps ensure that talent grown in the region becomes talent that stays in the region.
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STRATEGY 3.6
Advance economic mobility for immigrant, refugee, and frontline workers.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Map immigrant and refugee workforce participation by sector, role, and advancement 

patterns to understand current pathways and barriers. 
	→ Creates evidence base for targeted interventions rather than generic programs.

	• �Establish credential recognition and prior learning assessment pathways helping immigrants 
and refugees gain U.S. credentials for international experience and education. 

	→ Removes a major barrier to career advancement for workers with extensive experience.

	• �Create sector-specific ESL programs embedded in workplace settings for manufacturing, 
healthcare, and service sectors. 

	→ �Provides language training directly relevant to career advancement while 
accommodating work schedules.

	• �Develop career navigator positions specifically supporting immigrant, refugee, and frontline 
workers in understanding advancement pathways and accessing training opportunities. 

	→ Provides human support for navigating complex systems and accessing opportunities.

	• �Partner with immigrant and refugee community organizations to co-design advancement 
programs that address cultural context and specific community needs. 

	→ �Ensures programs are culturally responsive and actually serve target 
populations effectively.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Immigrant, refugee, and frontline workers are essential to the Cedar Valley’s 
economy, yet many face significant barriers to advancement: language access, 
credential recognition, transportation, and financial stability. These barriers keep 
skilled workers in low-wage roles and contribute to workforce shortages across 
key industries. By improving credential transfer, expanding bridge programs, and 
helping employers recognize international experience, the Cedar Valley can unlock 
a major source of talent. Pairing this with financial empowerment and housing 
stability tools ensures workers can build long-term futures in the region. This 
strategy expands opportunity, strengthens families, and supports employers that 
depend on a stable, advancing workforce.
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STRATEGY 3.7
 Coordinate housing access with career advancement in target sectors.

W H A T ’ S  N E E D E D ?
	• �Develop an integrated workforce housing and economic development strategy explicitly 

linking housing production targets to projected wage growth in manufacturing, healthcare, 
and technology sectors. 

	→ �Ensures the housing supply evolves with economic development rather than 
lagging behind workforce needs.

	• �Create employer-sponsored housing initiatives in partnership with manufacturers, 
healthcare systems, and technology firms offering down payment assistance or housing 
subsidies tied to employment. 

	→ �Directly connects housing support to career development in priority sectors, 
benefiting both employers and workers.

	• �Coordinate career ladder advancement with homeownership education, providing housing 
counseling as workers progress to income levels where homeownership becomes feasible.

	→ �Creates a clear connection between career progression and homeownership 
opportunity, making both goals mutually reinforcing.

	• �Establish a regional homeownership education center providing free or low-cost training in 
financial literacy, mortgage qualification, home inspection, and maintenance requirements. 

	→ Creates an accessible resource removing knowledge barriers preventing qualified 
buyers from purchasing homes—addressing the insight that "many potential buyers 
don't think they can afford a home, when in reality they can."

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S
Housing affordability alone doesn't guarantee access if wages remain stagnant—
and wage growth alone doesn't improve quality of life if housing costs absorb the 
gains. The Cedar Valley's housing challenge isn't runaway prices; it's the structural 
gap between earnings and available options. As workers advance through career 
ladders—CNAs becoming RNs, manufacturing technicians moving into automation 
roles—housing strategies must evolve to serve these improving income levels. 
By linking employer partnerships, homeownership education, and financing 
programs directly to target sector wage progression, the Cedar Valley ensures that 
career advancement and housing access reinforce each other. Workers who can 
build both careers and equity stay.
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M E A S U R I N G  I M P A C T  A N D  S U C C E S S
Sector Partnership Activity and Outcomes: Track the establishment and activity of 
manufacturing, healthcare, and technology sector partnerships, including meeting frequency, 
employer and education participation, and measurable initiatives advanced.

Graduate Retention and Early Employer Engagement: Monitor UNI and Hawkeye 
graduate retention rates by program area and track early employer engagement with students to 
measure whether coordination is keeping more talent local.

Apprenticeship and Earn-and-Learn Participation: Count students and adults enrolled 
in registered apprenticeships, pre-apprenticeships, and earn-and-learn programs across 
priority sectors.

Young Professional Retention: Monitor retention rates of workers aged 22-35 and survey 
engagement with Campus Cedar Valley and young professional networks.

Economic Mobility for Immigrant and Refugee Workers: Track credential recognition 
completions, wage progression, and advancement into supervisory/management roles.

Housing Affordability for Target Sector Workers: Monitor the share of households in 
manufacturing, healthcare, and technology spending more than 30% of income on housing, and 
track first-time homebuyer rates among workers in these sectors.
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APPENDIX: CASE STUDIES

L E E S B U R G ,  V A
Leesburg strengthened its business, retention, and expansion and workforce efforts by embedding 
itself in regional partnerships.

Leesburg used partnerships to amplify its voice in Northern Virginia, a highly competitive market 
where small cities struggle to stand out. Rather than going it alone, Leesburg embedded itself in 
regional alliances for economic development, workforce training, and site marketing—gaining visibility 
that individual suburbs rarely achieve.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 Joined NOVA EDA, a regional alliance focused on joint business attraction and site marketing.

•	 �Collaborated with Loudoun County Public Schools on sector-relevant CTE programs aligned 
with employer needs.

•	 �Established relationships with Northern Virginia Community College to support training in IT, 
cybersecurity, and health services.

•	 Coordinated with neighboring towns to present the region as a unified destination for employers.

Through these efforts, Leesburg became visible in site selection conversations and gained access to 
talent pipelines that individual suburbs rarely achieve.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y

Leesburg demonstrates how a smaller city can gain regional presence through coordinated 
partnerships and unified messaging. The Cedar Valley faces similar challenges with fragmented 
identity—Waterloo, Cedar Falls, and surrounding communities often work in parallel rather than as 
one region. By strengthening Grow Cedar Valley's coordinating role, aligning workforce partnerships, 
and presenting unified site selection materials, the Cedar Valley can compete more effectively for talent 
and investment. When regions act like one, they compete like one.

M E S A ,  A Z
Mesa rebranded from "Phoenix Suburb" to an "Unexpectedly Cool" destination with comprehensive 
economic development marketing.

Mesa faced a classic identity problem—seen as just another Phoenix suburb despite having strong 
assets. They launched a complete rebrand in the 2010s.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Developed the "Unexpectedly Cool" brand platform with clear messaging about arts, innovation, 

and entrepreneurship.
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•	 �Created sector-specific marketing materials for aerospace, healthcare, and advanced 
manufacturing with detailed workforce data and site profiles.

•	 �Redesigned economic development website with video content, interactive maps, and 
downloadable sector profiles.

•	 �Produced annual economic development reports celebrating wins and demonstrating 
momentum.

•	 �The rebrand helped Mesa land major projects, including Apple's Mesa facility, and positioned the 
city as a tech-forward alternative to Phoenix.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Mesa shows how strategic branding differentiates a region from larger neighbors and creates a distinct 
identity in competitive markets. The Cedar Valley's "Count Me In" framework has similar potential—
positioning the region as the place where manufacturing meets innovation, where talent is developed 
and retained, and where affordability supports quality of life. By launching unified regional branding, 
the Cedar Valley can shift perception from "smaller Iowa metro" to "advanced manufacturing and 
talent hub," attracting both business investment and workers seeking opportunity.

R I C H A R D S O N ,  T X
Richardson built the Telecom Corridor® brand into a nationally recognized innovation district 
identity.

The Richardson Telecom Corridor is one of the most successful examples of corridor branding in 
economic development. What started as a geographic descriptor became a powerful economic identity.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Trademarked "Telecom Corridor" and built a consistent visual identity and messaging around 

innovation.

•	 �Created corridor-specific marketing materials showcasing available sites, infrastructure, and 
anchor tenants.

•	 �Developed physical branding elements, including gateway signage, wayfinding, and public art, 
reinforcing the tech identity.

•	 �Launched targeted campaigns to software and tech firms, positioning the corridor as North 
Texas's innovation hub.

The Telecom Corridor brand became synonymous with North Texas tech, helping Richardson attract 
hundreds of tech firms and maintain relevance as the sector evolved from telecom to software.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Richardson demonstrates how sustained, disciplined branding creates lasting economic identity and 
competitive advantage. The Cedar Valley has the opportunity to build similar brand equity around 
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"Count Me In," manufacturing innovation, talent development, and coordinated regional action. The 
lesson from Richardson is consistency: Every site selection conversation, every marketing piece, every 
workforce program should reinforce the same regional story. When the Cedar Valley speaks with one 
voice over time, the brand becomes an economic asset that attracts investment, retains talent, and 
strengthens regional pride.

C H A R L O T T E S V I L L E ,  V A
Charlottesville turned university research into a growing life sciences cluster with CvilleBioHub at the 
center.

Charlottesville had strong university research assets but lacked the connective tissue to convert 
academic work into commercial success. The city responded by creating CvilleBioHub as an organizing 
platform that connects researchers, entrepreneurs, and investors—giving the life sciences community 
structure and staying power.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Launched CvilleBioHub to connect early-stage life sciences firms, UVA researchers, and 

investors.

•	 Developed a regional brand and story for the cluster to support marketing and recruitment.

•	 Convened founders and stakeholders through regular programming and networking.

•	 Built a centralized talent and resource portal to support retention and growth.

•	 �Together, these efforts gave Charlottesville's life sciences community structure, visibility, and 
staying power—positioning it as a place where research becomes real opportunity.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
The Cedar Valley has strong innovation assets in UNI and Hawkeye but lacks the connective tissue 
turning research into businesses. Charlottesville shows how a university-centered cluster platform can 
organize sector activity, support commercialization, and position a region as an innovation hub. The 
Cedar Valley can replicate this model by creating formal structures connecting UNI/Hawkeye research 
to manufacturers, healthcare providers, and technology firms—ensuring innovation happens here and 
stays here.

W I L S O N ,  N C
Wilson used targeted tech investments and small-scale innovation spaces to build a meaningful 
traded-sector foothold.

Wilson isn't a big city, but it built a reputation for tech and entrepreneurship through smart, focused 
bets. Rather than chasing major employers, Wilson created the environment, infrastructure, and 
support systems where small tech firms and remote workers could thrive.
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W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Built Gig East Exchange, a co-working and innovation hub for remote workers, tech startups, 

and creative firms.

•	 Provided competitive incentives and technical assistance to attract small software and IT firms.

•	 Upgraded broadband and digital infrastructure to support remote work and entrepreneurship.

•	 �Invested in downtown redevelopment that created the right environments for small traded-
sector firms.

•	 �Wilson built a tech-forward economy without big employers—by focusing on environment, 
infrastructure, and talent.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Wilson demonstrates that smaller metros can compete for technology firms and entrepreneurs by 
leveraging infrastructure, creating supportive spaces, and targeting small traded-sector firms. The 
Cedar Valley's fiber network, affordability, and quality of life create similar opportunities. Rather than 
chasing major tech headquarters, the Cedar Valley can build a distributed technology economy of 
remote workers, small software firms, and service businesses—reducing supply chain leakage while 
creating higher-wage opportunities.

B E N T O N V I L L E ,  A R
Bentonville used a local anchor to build a new cluster in electric aviation and emerging tech.

Bentonville has recently become a hub for electric aviation and advanced air mobility. The city 
leveraged existing assets—an airport, corporate headquarters, and regional partnerships—to attract 
startups and position itself as an innovation leader in an emerging sector.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 Attracted electric aviation firm OZ AIR and other startups to the regional airport district.

•	 Launched UP.Summit, bringing global mobility innovators and investors to Bentonville.

•	 Invested in flight testing infrastructure and partnerships with nearby universities.

•	 Integrated aviation and drone education into local K–12 and postsecondary programs.

•	 �Together, these efforts positioned Bentonville as a surprising player in advanced air mobility—
built from the ground up through partnership and vision.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Bentonville shows how a region can leverage existing anchors—in their case, an airport and corporate 
headquarters—to build entirely new industry clusters. The Cedar Valley has similar potential with 
John Deere, manufacturing expertise in autonomy and electrification, and strong educational 
institutions. By targeting advanced manufacturing subsectors like agricultural technology, defense 
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components, or specialized equipment, the Cedar Valley can evolve its manufacturing base into higher-
value activities that create career opportunities worth staying for.

T U L S A ,  O K
TYPROS helped Tulsa retain its young talent and future leaders.

Tulsa built a young professionals network to create belonging, leadership, and civic impact. 
Recognizing that early-career workers were leaving due to a lack of connection and community, Tulsa 
launched TYPROS to give young professionals a platform for networking, leadership development, and 
meaningful civic engagement.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Launched TYPROS under the Tulsa Regional Chamber to connect early-career professionals to 

local employers, issues, and each other.

•	 �Organized members into "crews" focused on public policy, entrepreneurship, DEI, and 
placemaking.

•	 �Offered networking events, volunteer projects, and mentorship programs that created ties 
between emerging talent and civic life.

•	 Partnered with city leaders and businesses to amplify young voices in city decisions.

•	 �Buda turned its influx of talent into a base of entrepreneurs, remote workers, and locally grown 
firms—strengthening both the economy and civic culture.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Tulsa demonstrates how investing in young professionals builds both talent retention and community 
vitality. The Cedar Valley faces similar challenges in retaining young people after graduation. TYPROS 
provides the exact model for Campus Cedar Valley and young professional network strategies, creating 
structured ways for early-career workers to build connections, develop leadership skills, and see a 
future for themselves in the region. When young professionals feel they belong and can make an 
impact, they stay.

W E S T E R V I L L E ,  O H
Westerville became a competitive suburban economy by building deep partnerships with schools, 
colleges, and regional economic organizations.

Westerville is a prime example of a small city that used partnerships—not incentives—to expand its 
economic reach. Despite its modest size, Westerville positioned itself as a regional player through 
education, workforce, and business development alliances.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
Built a close partnership with Otterbein University, leading to the creation of The Point—an innovation 
and learning center that supports tech, manufacturing, and healthcare firms.
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•	 �Collaborated with Workforce Development Boards to connect employers with talent pipelines 
and CTE-aligned training.

•	 �Partnered with Columbus 2020 (now One Columbus) to market the city as part of a broader 
regional business ecosystem.

•	 �Developed joint strategies with neighboring jurisdictions to coordinate infrastructure and 
business attraction.

•	 �These partnerships allowed Westerville to punch far above its weight,  attracting firms and talent 
that would otherwise overlook a small city.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Westerville shows how sector partnerships and coordinated workforce development create competitive 
advantage—even for smaller regions. The Cedar Valley has the same building blocks: UNI, Hawkeye, 
major employers, and workforce providers. The opportunity is in creating formal sector partnerships 
in manufacturing, healthcare, and technology that align training, build career pathways, and 
coordinate employer needs. When education and industry work as one system, workers can advance 
through clear pathways, and regions can compete for quality investment.

A N K E N Y ,  I A
Ankeny anchored remote workers and startups by investing in co-working and a connected 
entrepreneurship ecosystem.

Ankeny experienced rapid growth in high-income commuters and remote workers who were 
disconnected from the local economy. The city responded by building a physical hub and growing a 
support network for local entrepreneurs.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Opened the Ankeny CoLab, a co-working and innovation space designed for remote workers and 

early-stage entrepreneurs.

•	 �Offered business development services, mentors, and technical assistance through local 
partners.

•	 Activated downtown corridors with small business events, pop-ups, and maker markets.

•	 Paired redevelopment projects with incentives targeted toward local businesses.

•	 Ankeny turned formerly “exported” talent into local business creation and corridor activation.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Ankeny is an Iowa peer demonstrating how communities can convert remote workers and commuters 
into local economic assets. The Cedar Valley has technology talent working remotely for out-of-state 
firms and manufacturers purchasing services from outside the region. By creating spaces, networks, 
and support systems for entrepreneurs—particularly in technology services—the Cedar Valley can 
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capture supply chain leakage, create local business opportunities, and build careers that don't require 
leaving the region. This is especially relevant for reducing the $850M in technology supply chain 
leakage identified in the research.

C A M P U S  P H I L L Y
Philadelphia went from losing three-quarters of its graduates to retaining half through coordinated 
engagement.

When Campus Philly launched in the early 2000s, Philadelphia retained only 25% of its college 
graduates. Through sustained collaboration among higher education, employers, and civic partners, 
the region now retains 50% of graduates—driving a 155% increase in college-educated 25- to 34-year-
olds staying in the region between 2000 and 2021.

W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Created Campus Philly as a nonprofit coordinating organization connecting 100+ colleges and 

universities, employers, and civic partners around student engagement and retention.

•	 �Launched city-wide programming, including CollegeFest, Philly Night Out, and career 
networking events connecting students to employers.

•	 �Built employer partnerships providing internships, career pathways, and early professional 
connections for students across all institutions.

•	 �Co-founded Young, Smart, and Local (YSL)—a national network for talent attraction and 
retention best practices—bringing together 1,000+ professionals from cities nationwide.

•	 �Campus Philly's approach doubled graduate retention over 20 years, positioning Philly as a 
model for regions seeking to keep their graduates.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
Campus Philly provides the exact blueprint for the Campus Cedar Valley strategy. Philly faced the same 
challenge the Cedar Valley faces today: strong educational institutions producing talent that leaves for 
opportunity elsewhere. The Cedar Valley has UNI, Hawkeye, and willing employers. What's needed is 
the systematic coordination, employer partnerships, and programming that Campus Philly pioneered. 
When students experience the region as more than a place to study—when they build professional 
networks, civic connections, and see career futures here—they stay.

E R I E ,  P A
Erie reframed immigration as an economic development strategy at a moment when population loss 
and workforce shortages threatened the city’s long-term competitiveness.

Rather than treating immigrant and refugee communities as a social service issue, Erie focused on 
building welcoming infrastructure that helped newcomers enter the workforce, start businesses, 
stabilize neighborhoods, and contribute to the local tax base.
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W H A T  T H E Y  D I D  A N D  A C H I E V E D
•	 �Established a clear citywide “welcoming” framework that positioned immigrant attraction and 

retention as part of economic recovery and growth.

•	 �Built durable partnerships with resettlement organizations, employers, and community groups 
to support workforce entry, credential navigation, and long-term settlement.

•	 �Linked immigrant inclusion to neighborhood revitalization by supporting homeownership, small 
business formation, and local spending in disinvested areas.

•	 �Used a shared narrative to align civic leaders, employers, and residents around the economic 
value of immigration, reducing friction and increasing political durability.

•	 �Together, these actions helped Erie stabilize its population, expand its labor force, and 
strengthen community confidence—turning immigration into a visible contributor to economic 
resilience.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  C E D A R  V A L L E Y
For communities facing labor shortages or population decline, Erie demonstrates that immigrant 
inclusion works best when it is owned by economic development leadership and tied directly to 
workforce participation, business growth, and neighborhood vitality—not siloed in social services.




