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LESSON 1:

Think Boldly

Summary:

• Led by the private sector, “Grand Vision” 
cast a bold vision for the Van Andel Arena 
and DeVos Convention Center.

• A destination asset study provided a 
roadmap for the next wave of downtown 
catalyst projects, including a riverfront 
amphitheater and a soccer stadium.

Reflections from attendees:

• “What I saw in Grand Rapids is boldness 
and a willingness to look past why not.”
—Christiaan Mader

• What is our bold vision for 
transformational destination assets?

Next steps:

• A group of core institutions will meet to 
build alignment, with broader engagement 
to follow.



LESSON 2:

Plan 
Collegially

Summary:

• Born out of “Grand Vision,” the business community formed “Grand Action” to 
lead the planning and execution of downtown transformational projects.

• Business leaders, philanthropy, and the public sector came together through 
Grand Action to work toward a collaborative plan.

• Private funding leveraged public funding for a common purpose.

Reflections from attendees:

• “In order to achieve success, broad collaboration is needed. Government, 
business, and philanthropy. No one can do it alone.”

• “Plan the future you want, inclusively. Sell people on it. Then implement it.”



LESSON 3:

Act Urgently

Summary:

• Grand Rapids’ business leaders understood that without drawing more activity 
into their downtown, their community was at risk of being hollowed out.

• Also, by diversifying its regional economy, Grand Rapids put itself on a growth 
trajectory, unlike other Rust Belt cities.

Reflections from attendees:

• “We need to strike a balance between intentionality and urgency.”



LESSON 4:

Concentrate

Investment

Downtown

Summary:

• “We had a President of the United States from Grand Rapids, and we couldn’t even 
host a parade in our Downtown for the man,” said Grand Action executive director 
Kara Wood, describing the embarrassing moment that sparked a sense of urgency 
led by the private sector to reinvest in the city’s downtown.

• “The real heartbeat of a region is the Downtown, and without that heartbeat the 
region doesn't thrive,” Wood continued.

• That’s what inspired leadership from the private sector to turn downtown Grand 
Rapids into an economic engine and to focus their philanthropic investment there.

Reflections from attendees:

• “Downtown Lafayette is key to a regional cohesive strategy for people and place.”

• “A vibrant Downtown benefits all of Acadiana.”



LESSON 5:

Embrace “P3”s that 
Include Philanthropy

Summary:

• Public-private partnerships (P3s) are the 
standard operating procedure in Grand 
Rapids, where P3s often include philanthropy.

• This is especially true of Grand Action’s 
downtown transformational projects, which 
were initiated through the support of large 
philanthropic gifts.

Reflections from attendees:

• “Two years ago in Pensacola, we saw how 
smart, proactive philanthropy rallied a 
community behind a collaborative vision. In 
Grand Rapids, we saw it again. Philanthropic 
organizations prioritized philanthropic 
investments around making downtown a 
great place.” —Carlee Alm-LaBar



LESSON 6:

Higher Ed is a 
Cornerstone

Summary:

• Michigan State University’s College of Human Medicine was a critical piece of the puzzle in 
the growth of Grand Rapids’ Medical Mile – a burgeoning health science district.

• Higher education partners are also critical to powering Grand Rapids’ Tech Strategy.

Reflections from attendees:

• “Other than a med school, we have all the same pieces as Grand Rapids already in place.”

Next steps:

• With the expansion of the New Iberia Research Center and the construction of a new 
CDMO, UL Lafayette will continue to lead the growth of a regional “Bieaux Tech” cluster.



LESSON 7:

Tech can 
Drive 
Economic 
Growth

Summary:

• Grand Rapids has a bold strategy to double the number of tech jobs over the next 10 
years, led by the Technology Council of West Michigan, which includes 70+ 
employers.

• Technology can bolster every industry, and Grand Rapids is positioning itself to be at 
the forefront of technological change for industry and the workforce.

Reflections from attendees:

• The ‘unplanned collisions’ generated by Grand Rapids’ Tech Council have led to 
organic partnerships and positive results.

Next steps:

• Key stakeholders will meet to discuss the formation of a Tech Council for Acadiana.



LESSON 8:

Ensure 
Benefits are 
Shared

Summary:

• Reflecting on how Grand Rapids is growing, community leaders are being 
intentional about how this growth is benefitting the population as a whole, rather 
than just one segment of the population.

• This growth can’t be sustained without greater supply of attainable housing. That’s 
why groups like Housing Next are focused on fostering quality housing for all.

Next steps:

• Strengthen collaboration to address homelessness and housing supply.



LESSON 9:

Leadership 
Development 
Never Stops

Summary:

• As one generation of community leaders 
takes a step back, they are being intentional 
about helping the next generation of 
community leaders take a step forward.

• Leadership development doesn’t happen by 
accident, said Atomic Object Co-CEO 
Shawn Crowley. “You have to ignite people’s 
curiosity and ambition.”

• “We have to get the next generation 
involved, get them plugged in, be mentors to 
them, and show them the way,” added 
Grand Action Co-Chair Carol Van Andel.

Reflections from attendees:

• Grand Rapids has a continuity of vision that 
transcends generations and political 
administrations.

• “We need to give up-and-comers an at bat.”



LESSON 10:

Do More of 
These Trips

Summary:

• The lessons learned and relationships built on Leadership 
Exchange have energized us, affirming the value of traveling as a 
delegation to aspirational cities like Grand Rapids.

Next steps:

• Attendees continue to unpack lessons learned and meet about 
carrying these lessons forward.

• It is anticipated the next Leadership Exchange trip will take place 
in the fall of 2026.
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