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Recognition
Companies to Watch (CTW) celebrates high 
performing, second-stage companies. Since 
the recognition program debuted in Michigan 
in 2005, it has been conducted in Arizona, 
Colorado, Florida, Indiana, Mississippi, 
North Carolina and Wisconsin and is 
expanding to other states.
     Because second-stage 
companies aren’t relegated to 
a single industry, CTW differs 
from other award programs — 
it showcases a diverse group of  
businesses. 
     “Normally, I’m not a big fan of  
award programs,” says Chris Gibbons, director 
of  business and industry affairs for Littleton, 
Colo. “Yet Companies to Watch is different. 
It plays a critical role in drawing attention 
to a group of  previously unrecognized 
entrepreneurial growth companies that are 
very important in our economy.
    “By bringing together growth entrepreneurs 

from all across the state for the awards 
ceremony, Companies to Watch creates a 
kind of  quantum leap in energy that makes 
policymakers sit up and take notice,” Gibbons 

explains. “It’s changing the policy 
conversation.”
     Honorees report that CTW has 

benefitted them in a variety of  
ways, including increased visibility 
and new opportunities.

     “A lot of  people are now giving 
us a second look — especially when 

they find out what the award criteria 
was,” says Karen Arondoski, president of  I.F. 
Metalworks in Roseville, Mich.
     “The application process really makes you 
think about why your company is unique,” says 
Srini Kalluri, CEO of  Forte Research Systems 
Inc. (formerly PercipEnz Technologies) in 
Madison, Wis. “That’s important, because when 
your business is growing quickly, you don’t 
always step back and look at bigger patterns.”

A cornerstone of  the foundation’s offerings 
are leader retreats at Big Rock Valley (BRV), 
the foundation’s 2,600-acre home in southwest 
Michigan.
     Retreats target two key audiences: 
second-stage entrepreneurs and leaders of  
entrepreneur support organizations (ESOs). 
     Curriculum for second-stagers varies 
depending on a group’s specific needs, but 
typically covers the challenges of  growth, 
strategic direction and innovative business 
models — with an emphasis on leadership and 
thinking differently. 
     In addition to programs for founders of  
second-stage companies, curriculum has also 
been developed for key executives. Other new 
offerings include “Performance Maturity,” a 
program that helps CEOs see their people 
through a different lens and increase their 
company’s performance. 
     “It’s always hard to take that much time  
out of  your schedule, but the retreat was 
spectacular,” says Brian Curry, CEO of  
PhysioGenix in Milwaukee, Wis., referring to a 
three-day retreat he attended for second-stage 

CEOs. “The 
facilitators 
were 
excellent, and 
I was with a 
great group 
of  CEOs. The conversations I’ve had with 
them both at and after the retreat are going to 
change our company.”
     Retreats for ESO leaders focus on 
understanding second-stage entrepreneurs and  
better serving their needs. New curriculum 
also addresses how ESO leaders can 
strategically strengthen their organizations.       
      Reflecting the increasing popularity 
of  these experiential learning events, the 
foundation sold out its entire 2011 retreat 
calendar by October 2010 — and had a 
waiting list.
     Another milestone in 2010, the foundation 
hosted a number of  national ESO groups 
for the first time including the American 
Chamber of  Commerce Executives (ACCE) 
and Technology Councils of  North America 
(TECNA).   

Retreats at BRV

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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Peer Learning
Reflecting Ed Lowe’s belief  that 
entrepreneurs learn best from each 
other, the foundation has developed 
PeerSpectives, a peer-learning 
methodology designed specifically for 
leaders of  second-stage companies. 
     Led by trained facilitators, 
PeerSpectives roundtables typically 
involve 8 to 12 business executives 
from noncompeting industries. The 
system revolves around confidentiality 
and experience-based learning rather 
than advice-giving. It also features 
a structured protocol that ensures a 

Economic Gardening

In 2010 the foundation’s 
research team enhanced 
YourEconomy.org (YE), its 
free online research tool, with 
a number of  new features. 
     Among these is a subscription 
service (YE+) that makes it even 
easier for researchers and economic-
development professionals to track the 
activity of  business establishments and 
their impact on job creation. 
      Among its many features, the YE+ 
platform enables subscribers to: create 
and save customized regions by state, 

Research
metropolitan statistical areas, 
county and ZIP codes; 
download customized 
data from the website into 

a spreadsheet; and purchase 
targeted company contact information 
from Dun & Bradstreet, which includes 
six-digit North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS) codes. 
      “As we developed YE+, we 
talked with economic-development 
professionals from around the 
country to find out what data is most 
important to them and how they use 
it,” says Gregg Cole, the foundation’s 

information technology research 
manager. “The subscription service 
is affordably priced, yet allows the 
foundation to recoup a portion of  its 
costs in connection with YE and YE+.”
     In May 2011 YE celebrated its 
third anniversary. “It’s been exciting 
to see how people are using the public 
website to make a difference in their 
communities,” Cole says. “YE enables
visitors to see how their business 
communities are evolving through 
time. It gives them data that’s hard to 
get anywhere else and makes it easy to 
access — and easy to understand.” 

YOUR ECONOMY.ORG

gardening program in Florida. It 
also helped Network Kansas 
launch a pilot program for 
rural businesses. 
      “One of  the reasons 
the foundation advocates 

economic gardening is our focus 
on second-stage companies,” Lange 
says. “We want to help communities 
be more effective in growing their 
companies from small to large, and 
economic gardening is one of  the best 
methods. When done correctly, these 
programs become the hub of  a strong 
entrepreneurial culture.” 

tools and techniques of  
economic gardening.
     The foundation has 
also begun to develop 
a certification program 
for economic-gardening 
professionals. 
     “People often believe they’re 
practicing economic gardening, when 
they’re not,” says Mark Lange, the 
foundation’s executive director. “So it’s 
important to maintain the fidelity of  the 
original concept.”
     In 2010 the foundation continued to 
assist GrowFL, a statewide economic-

The foundation is an advocate of  
economic gardening, viewing it as an 
extension of  entrepreneur development. 
     Economic gardening focuses on 
helping existing, growth-oriented 
companies become larger, and is often  
referred to as a “homegrown” or 
“inside-out” approach to job creation.
    The foundation supports economic 
gardening in a number of  ways. For 
example,  2010 marked the third year it 
hosted economic-gardening workshops 
at BRV for economic-development 
professionals. These sessions, led by 
Chris Gibbons, cover the principles, 

      PeerSpectives was originally created 
for second-stage CEOs, but the system 
benefits others as well, including leaders 
of  nonprofit organizations. 
     Indeed, Leigh Sempeles, executive 
director of  St. Vincent de Paul in 
Dayton, Ohio, credits PeerSpectives for 
helping her make a major career shift. 
“I’m a lawyer by training and fairly new 
to the nonprofit world,” she explains. 
“Talking with other nonprofit leaders at 
the roundtable has helped me make the 

transition from the corporate world to 
social services.” 

balanced discussion. The goal is to 
enhance leadership and decision-making 
skills.
     “I really look forward to those 
four hours each month,” says Jerry 
Singh, president of  RTI Laboratories 
in Livonia, Mich., and a PeerSpectives 
participant since 2007. 
     “Our group has formed a very 
strong bond and sense of  trust,” he 
adds. “It’s a big stress reliever because 
I can discuss things I may not want to 
talk about with my family or people at 
work.”
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Just as biodiversity contributes to 
successful ecosystems in the natural 
world, a productive entrepreneurial 

        ecosystem requires many elements, 
including educational institutions, 
diverse capital sources, talented workers 
and savvy service providers. Yet perhaps 
most important is a nurturing culture 
— which is why entrepreneur support 
organizations (ESOs) are so critical. 

A multifaceted role
     ESOs can include chambers of  
commerce and other membership 
organizations, universities, small 
business development centers, 
technology councils and economic-
development agencies. The common 
denominator: they are groups or 
individuals working to accelerate 
entrepreneurs’ success. 
     “People typically think of  ESOs as 
providers of  technical assistance, but 
that’s only a small part of  the picture,” 
says Penny Lewandowski, director of  
entrepreneurship development at the 
Edward Lowe Foundation. “ESOs 
shape the very infrastructure in which 
entrepreneurs operate, from driving 
policy to providing critical connections. 
They set the tone for culture and affect 
how easy it is for entrepreneurs to 
operate and access good resources.”
     Based in southwest Michigan, the 
Edward Lowe Foundation has worked 
with ESOs for more than a decade 
to create and distribute programs for 
second-stage entrepreneurs (companies 
beyond the startup phase that have 
the intent and capacity for additional 
growth). The foundation also works 
closely with ESOs to help them 
understand this important cluster of  

growth companies and better serve their 
needs. 
     “Second-stagers are powerhouses 
when it comes to job creation,” 
Lewandowski says. “What’s more, 
second-stagers often have national 
or global markets that bring outside 
dollars into their communities. They 
attract new investors to a region. And 
they recruit talented employees, which 
boosts a community’s human capital.”  
     “This is all music to ESOs’ ears,” 
she continues, “and why we see groups 
putting more emphasis on second-stage 
entrepreneurs.”
     Embracing a second-stage initiative 
doesn’t mean that organizations have 
to reinvent themselves, but it typically 
requires revising existing programs 
or starting new ones. For one thing, 
second-stage companies have drastically 
different needs than startups. 
     Another factor, as more groups 
strive to help second-stagers, ESOs 
need to differentiate themselves. “It’s 

important that your programs don’t 
duplicate ones offered by other groups,” 
Lewandowski says. “Look for niches 
you can fill — ones that play to your 
strengths.”

Entrepreneurs’ entrepreneur
     An ESO’s culture must also mirror 
the entrepreneurs it serves. “That means 
listening to your clients’ ideas, and then 
acting quickly,” explains Lewandowski. 
“You can’t hear an idea on Tuesday 
and then wait six months to bring it to 
fruition.”
     Granted, nonprofit leaders already 
have plenty on their plates as they 
strive to meet budgets, deliver value 
to stakeholders and please boards. 
Yet serving second-stagers brings 
tremendous payoffs, Lewandowski 
stresses: “Entrepreneurs have the power 
to change the economy, but ESOs 
have the power to help them be more 
successful. They are the entrepreneurs’ 
entrepreneur.”

Pumping Up
Entrepreneurial Culture
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As they strive to help build more 
vibrant, prosperous communities, 
many entrepreneur support 

organizations (ESOs) are putting more 
muscle into resources for second-stage 
companies.
     For ESOs that initially focused 
on startups, serving second-stagers 
(entrepreneurs beyond the startup phase 
with the intent and capacity for additional 
growth) is a natural transition as their 
clients mature. For others, the spotlight 
on second-stagers has been sparked by 
the recent recession and an increased 
awareness of  how many jobs these 
entrepreneurs create. 
     Whatever is driving their second-
stage programs, ESOs must be clear on 
how this audience contrasts with other 
entrepreneurs — because working with 
second-stagers is a different ballgame. 
 
Grabbing their attention
     Connecting with second-stagers and 
developing relevant resources are two key 
challenges for ESOs. 
     “Second-stage entrepreneurs are 
extraordinarily busy and discriminating,” 
says Joan Siefert Rose, president of  CED 
in Triangle Park, N.C. “They have a 
million things they could be doing, so you 
have to find something that meets their 
needs on their terms.”
     Second-stagers aren’t attracted to 
traditional networking or educational 
events. They prefer to learn from people 

how much everyone was learning. 
People really like the structure of  the 
roundtables, the idea that they’re going to 
get something accomplished … that it’s 
not just another networking group.” 
     How ESOs market peer-learning 
events is important, says Raman Chadha, 
executive director of  DePaul University’s 
Coleman Entrepreneurship Center in 
Chicago. 
     Case in point, the Coleman Center 
hosts a variety of  workshops for second-
stage business owners — taught by other 
second-stagers. One session, dubbed “My 
company’s experience with digital and 
social marketing,” is led by four business 
owners — two who had success with 
digital marketing and two who didn’t. 
“The entrepreneurs we’re targeting don’t 
care about learning how to do digital 
marketing,” Chadha explains. “What they 
wrestle with is ‘Why should I do it?’ ”

Responding to new needs
     There’s no cookie-cutter recipe for 
aiding second-stagers. A lot depends on 
the mix of  companies in a region — 
and truly understanding the factors that 
impact their businesses. 
     During the startup phase, 
entrepreneurs strive to develop products 
and find initial customers. Yet second-
stagers struggle with new issues, such as 
strategic planning, market diversification 
and operational efficiencies.
     “We find they need a lot of  business 

who have walked in their shoes, which 
is why peer-learning programs are so 
successful. 
     For example, the Economic 
Development Council of  Collier 
County (Fla.) hosts quarterly forums for 
second-stagers where founders of  larger 
companies discuss how they’ve grown 
their businesses and share best practices. 
“The audience is riveted, and the speakers 
enjoy it because they don’t often get to 
tell their stories,” says Tammie Nemecek, 
CEO of  the EDC.
      These forums have multiple benefits. 
“For starters, the program provides a 
sense of  community for entrepreneurs 
and allows them to interact with each 
other,” Nemecek says. “It also helps us 
build relationships with second-stagers 
and serves as an entry point to other 
programs and services.” 
     Many organizations, including 
Nemecek’s, have added PeerSpectives 
roundtables to their offerings. A CEO 
roundtable program developed especially 
for second-stagers, PeerSpectives brings 
entrepreneurs from noncompeting 
industries together in a structured format 
to discuss problems. 
     “Our table has been really well 
received,” says Chris Parson, director 
of  the Kalispell (Mont.) Small Business 
Development Center. “There was 
some initial hesitation about the cross-
pollination of  industries, but after just 
two sessions we had comments about 

Turning yourself
upside down
Serving second-stagers successfully means 
listening intently, staying flexible and letting 
your audience drive program content. 

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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     Other tips from ESO leaders:
     Go offline. To recruit roundtable 
members, Parson got contact information 
from his partners’ databases. But actually 
filling the chairs required old-fashioned 
techniques. Phone calling was effective, 
he says. “And sometimes you need to go 
knock on their door.”   
     Leverage referrals. “It helps if  second-
stagers can be invited to an event by 
someone they know and trust,” says Rose. 
“Someone who can say, ‘Hey, this was 
worthwhile to me, and I think it would be 
to you.’ ”
     Be persistent. Don’t be surprised if  they 
don’t respond at first. “They’re incredibly 
busy people,” says Chadha. “Bug them 
until they tell you to leave them alone.”
     Another key role is convening. ESOs 
must establish 
“transactional 
relationships” with 
business, civic 
and government 
leaders, stresses 
Adrian Taylor, 
manager of  the 
Minority Business 
Partnership at the Dayton (Ohio) 
Chamber of  Commerce. “This enables 
you to give second-stagers access to 
decision-makers — people who can 
commit on behalf  of  their organizations 
— that they normally wouldn’t have 
access to.”
     For example, when Taylor’s group 
launched in 2007, his executive director 
not only met with other ESO leaders, but 
also educational institutions, professional 
and community organizations and 
entrepreneurial networks to secure buy-in 
before reaching out to clients. 
     “It’s all about relationships and 
making sure relationships lead to business 
development opportunities,” says Taylor.
     ESOs also need to stay on top of  what 
other ESOs are doing.
     “ESOs act as connectors in their 
communities,” says Maria Meyers, 
director of  University of  Missouri-
Kansas City’s Innovation Center. “It’s 
their job to know what resources are 
available to entrepreneurs — from other 
organizations as well as their own.”
     Meyers launched KCSourceLink 

in 2003 to create a network of  small-
business resources in the 18-county 
Kansas City region, followed by a national 
arm, U.S.SourceLink, that helps other 
regions with resource mapping. 
     ESOs are typically so busy running 
their own programs that they don’t know 
what other groups are doing, which can 
result in unhealthy competition. Resource 
mapping reduces friction by documenting 
who’s offering what to whom. “As we 
work with groups, and they find out 
they’re really not competing, you hear this 
huge sigh of  relief,” Meyers says. 
     Resource mapping also helps ESOs 
strike successful partnerships, which have 
become especially important in recent 
years as organizations are pressured to do 
more with less funding.

     Collaboration is easy to talk about, but 
takes a lot of  work.     
     “You’ve got to agree on the cause — 
that it’s bigger than any one partner,” 
says Stephanie Steffens, director of  
the Colorado Workforce Development 
Council. “At the same time, you have to 
acknowledge that each of  the partners is 
at the table for a reason.”
     Effective collaborations are 
discriminating, Steffens says. Don’t say 
“yes” unless it makes sense. Be clear 
on who is lead dog and who plays a 
supporting role. And, it’s key to leverage 
the resources of  each partner and avoid 
overlaps. 
     “Each partner should be made 
stronger by the collaboration,” she 
stresses. “That’s the challenge: getting 
the right partners to the table, helping 
them understand the value they bring and 
increasing the value of  their individual 
organization by being part of  the 
collaboration.”  
     “It’s not easy to do,” Steffens admits, 
“but when you do, you can accomplish 
great things.” 

process improvement,” says Nancy Boese, 
who heads a special team at the Michigan 
Small Business Technology Development 
Center (MI-SBTDC) known as the 
Growth Group (G2). “Second-stagers 
need to build systems so they have 
repeatable processes and don’t have to 
reinvent something every time they do it.”
     Formed in 2009, G2 is manned by 
experts in strategic planning, process 
improvement, market research, product 
development and marketing — and 
draws additional support from MI-
SBTDC’s manufacturing and technology 
commercialization teams. G2 also has a 
virtual incubator where certified business 
coaches help clients with leadership and 
communication skills.
     Before second-stagers are accepted 
into the G2 program, the MI-SBTDC 
first conducts a vetting process, followed 
by a strategic needs assessment. “Holding 
CEOs accountable for their decisions and 
implementation plans is also an important 
component of  the program,” Boese says. 
“They’re used to putting out fires, but 
need to shift from a reacting mode to a 
planning mode.”

Don’t be afraid to nag
      Although startup entrepreneurs are 
typically hungry for networking and 
educational opportunities, persuading 
second-stagers to participate in programs 
isn’t easy. Which is why being proactive 
— and having a thick skin — comes in 
handy.
     “As an ESO, it’s our job to be their 
champion, to be on the lookout for 
things they need,” says Jaye Baillie, CEO 
of  the Ocala/Marion (Fla.) Chamber of  
Commerce. “You’ve got to tap them on 
the shoulder and say, ‘You should take 
advantage of  this.’ And if  they don’t 
respond, you’ve got to tap them again.”
     Success stories can help win a 
response. After Baillie’s chamber held a 
workshop on social media marketing, one 
second-stager reported doubling his sales 
in a week. “Once you have those kind of  
successes, then they pay more attention,” 
Baillie says. “Second-stagers want to 
know that if  they’re going to spend time 
doing something, it’s going to affect their 
bottom line.”  

 Edward Lowe Foundation 

     “It’s our job to help entrepreneurs 
break through barriers.  We have to 
stand on our heads for them.” 
                             — Jaye Baillie



14

Ec
on

om
ic

 G
ar

de
ni

ng

It may seem ironic in today’s global 
economy, but place has become more 
important than ever. Natural resources, 

low-cost labor and tax incentives used to 
be key drivers to regional prosperity. Today, 
however, the ability to support innovative 
companies and entrepreneurs is also a critical 
component to economic growth.
     “We’re living in a period of  exponential 
economic change, which means economic 
developers and community leaders must 
serve businesses differently,” says Mark 
Lange, executive director of  the Edward 
Lowe Foundation. “That’s where economic 
gardening comes in.”
      Economic gardening takes an 
entrepreneurial approach to job creation. 
Sometimes referred to as a “homegrown” or 
“inside-out” strategy, economic gardening 
focuses on helping existing, growth-oriented 
companies become larger.
      “We’re not saying that attraction and 
recruitment activities should be discontinued, 
but they’ve been overemphasized, due partly 
to competitive and political pressures,” Lange 
says. “A balanced approach is the key to 
building effective programs and strategies.” 

     Economic gardening sets itself  apart from 
other economic-development strategies by its 
target audience, tools and timing of  services. 
     For example, traditional economic-
development programs offer tax incentives, 
workforce development services and 
infrastructure improvements to attract and 
retain companies that may be considering 
relocation — strategies that emphasize 
movement rather than growth.
     At the other end of  the spectrum, there 
are a variety of  small-business-development 
organizations that serve startups and small 
businesses by providing assistance with 
operations and management issues such as 
business-plan review, cash-flow analysis and 
succession planning. 
     In contrast, economic gardening deals 
with growth-oriented companies and strategic 
issues like penetrating new markets, refining 
business models, developing teams and 
embracing new leadership roles. Economic 
gardening provides information and decision-
making assistance to companies that are 
transitioning from small to large, with services 
customized to meet the just-in-time needs of  
this audience.

Taking an entrepreneurial 
approach to job creation

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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     Communities currently nurture 
their economies through recruitment, 
workforce development and small-
business development. “But there 
is a fourth dimension we need to 
add,” Lange says. “Growth-company 
development is the missing piece.”

Second-stage benefits 
     Some of  the greatest returns 
of  economic gardening come 
from working with second-stage 
entrepreneurs — companies that have 
advanced beyond the startup stage with 
the intent and potential for additional 
growth. (Second-stagers typically have 
10 to 99 employees and generate about 
$1 million to $50 million in annual 
revenue, depending on their industry.)
     According to Doug Tatum, author 
of  “No Man’s Land,” entrepreneurs 
face four key challenges as their 
companies transition from small to big:
market adjustments; outgrowing early 
management teams and their role as 
founders; scaling business models to 
handle growth; and understanding 
capital requirements.
     “It’s hard for entrepreneurs to 
resolve these issues on their own — or 
even identify them accurately,” says 
Dino Signore, manager of  program 
development at the Edward Lowe 
Foundation. “Moving into second 
stage brings on an entirely new set of  
challenges.”
     Some common problems: not 
being able to fulfill commitments to 
customers; quality problems become 
more pressing; and decisions become 
increasingly complex and are no longer 
intuitive. 
     To help entrepreneurs resolve such 
growing pains, economic gardening 
programs employ a variety of  
techniques. These fall into two broad 
categories — decision making and 
information.
     Entrepreneurs need help with 
strategy, identifying what they’re good 
at and finding a sustainable competitive 
advantage. They also need to shift 
their leadership role, build a strong 
management team, create a clear 

vision, and then 
communicate it 
consistently. 
     This is where 
temperament 
tools can help. 
Understanding 
temperament 
(personality preferences, such 
as extroversion and introversion or how 
people process information), can help 
entrepreneurs recruit high-performance 
teams that balance their own inherent 
strengths and weaknesses. Being 
aware of  temperament can also ensure 
employees are in positions that enable 
them to play to their strengths. 

Sophisticated information
     Economic gardening specialists that 
the foundation trains and certifies also 
provide valuable information by using 
business-intelligence tools that smaller 
or younger companies can’t afford or 
don’t know about. For example:
     •  Sophisticated databases identify 
market trends, potential competitors 
and unknown resources often buried 
deep within industry information.
     •  Geographic information 
systems track customer expenditures, 
psychographics and demographics and 
then create maps to profile customers 

or show gaps in 
market coverage.
  •  Search engine 

optimization 
tools raise 
visibility 
in search 

engine 
results and 

increase traffic 
on websites. 

                          •  Social media 
monitoring applications track websites, 
blogs and online communities to see 
what people are saying about companies 
and products — and reveal key market 
influencers.
     These one-on-one tools and 
techniques set the stage for an ongoing 
relationship between a support 
organization and individual companies. 
     Yet another important aspect of  
economic gardening is connectivity, 
which uses peer networks, recognition 
events, just-in-time workshops and 
discussion groups to attract growth 
entrepreneurs and serve their needs. 
     “Activities like these are critical to 
launching and maintaining an overall 
economic gardening strategy,” says 
Lange. “They nurture the culture and 
connectivity that is so important to 
growing regional economies.” 

Economic gardening specialists 
function much like an outsourced 

team of experts. Their goal is not to 
dictate or implement solutions, but to 
help CEOs identify issues that might 
be hindering growth — and point 
them to new tools, concepts and 
information to make better decisions.
      “Economic gardening is about 
applying just-in-time, high-end 
expertise rather than counseling,” says 
Steve Quello, an economic gardening 
expert and founder of CEO Nexus in 
Winter Park, Fla. “Entrepreneurs know 
more about their companies than 
anyone else. Give them a better view 
of the big picture, and they can make 

adjustments themselves.” 
     During initial meetings, specialists 
learn about an entrepreneur’s 
background, their company structure, 
goals and growth issues. Then 
specialists can become more efficient 
at delivering actionable information. 
It’s a back-and-forth, ongoing 
relationship.
      To gain trust and truly make 
a difference, economic gardening 
organizations must act like the 
entrepreneurs they serve. 
    “That means being nimble and 
nonbureaucratic,” Quello explains. 
“Entrepreneurs need answers in 
hours or days, not weeks or months.”

A need for speed

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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Today more regions are turning to 
entrepreneurship as an economic-
development strategy, but it’s hard to 

know where to focus resources due to a lack of  
timely, in-depth information.
     “Even when data is available in studies or 
research papers, it can be difficult to extract, 
and rarely, if  ever, accurately reflects what is 
happening in local economies,” says Gregg 
Cole, information technology research 
manager of  the Edward Lowe Foundation.
     In response, the foundation has developed 
YourEconomy.org (YE), a free online tool 
that provides statistics about job creation and 
establishment growth at the national, state, 
metropolitan statistical area (MSA) and county 
levels. 
     “With YourEconomy, anyone can easily 
access detailed information about local 
economies across the U.S.,” Cole says. “It uses 
empirical data and unique measurements that 
identify economic diversity — and instantly 
changes the way people think about economic-
development strategy and how to support 
growth.” 

Innovative metrics
     YE’s statistics are first sorted into three 
sectors of  establishments: noncommercial, 
nonresident and resident. Then, the resident 
sector is divided into stages that reflect 
different issues companies face as they evolve 
from startups to mature businesses.
      “Being able to look at noncommercial, 
nonresident and resident companies is a real 
breakthrough,” says Rob Fowler, CEO of  the 
Small Business Association of  Michigan.
     An avid watcher of  small-business data, 
Fowler says that traditional data sources 
don’t distinguish between “homegrown” and 
“imported” economic growth. “YourEconomy 
proves the case that many of  us have been 
making for years,” he says. “Although attracting 
companies from outside a region gets the 
headlines, the real results come from helping 

small businesses already in the community 
grow into larger ones.” 
     Fowler is using YE data in presentations 
around the state to support this concept of  
economic gardening. The data should also help 
the Small Business Association of  Michigan 
benchmark its work and measure results far 
better than before, he adds. 
     Fowler applauds the breakdown of  resident 
establishments into different stages of  growth. 
“In economic-development circles, there’s a 
tendency to put all our eggs in one industry 
basket,” he says. “YourEconomy, however, 
shows that the better strategy is to focus on 
second-stage businesses (establishments with 
10-99 employees) and really understand what 
those companies need.”
     Indeed, YE shows that Stage 2 companies 
are powerful forces when it comes to jobs 
and job creation. From 1993-2008 Stage 2 
companies only represented about 11 percent 
of  resident establishments in the United States, 
but represented 36 percent of  jobs and 25 
percent of  job growth. 
     YE’s composition section provides a 
baseline to gauge what type of  establishment 
sectors exist in a region, what stage they’re in 
and how that corresponds to jobs. Then the 
growth section examines three key factors 
— openings, expansions and relocations of  
establishments — to see how each activity 
affects job gains.
      Using YE, Phil D’Amico discovered that 
more than three-fourths of  local businesses in 
his area were smaller ones with 1-99 employees. 
“I was really surprised, because I didn’t think 
the number was that great,” says D’Amico, 
director of  business growth at the South Bend 
(Ind.) Chamber of  Commerce.
     D’Amico is now aggressively targeting these 
businesses to see how his organization can help 
them grow, whether it’s through workforce 
training grants, tax abatement opportunities or 
some kind of  technical assistance. 
     In its industry section, YE shows how 

Online research tool takes a 
closer look at regional economies

YourEconomy.org

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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establishments and jobs break down 
according to 20 different North 
American Industry Classification System 
(NAICS) codes. The section makes it 
easy to see how establishments and 
jobs shift within industries — and how 
employer sectors and business stages 
affect those changes.
     Tom Dorr, director of  Western 
Washington University’s Center for 
Economic Vitality, has used YE’s 
industry section to show how workforce-
development programs can better 
allocate limited resources and connect 
with economic-growth efforts.
     “YourEconomy’s industry section 
enables us, for the first time, to do rifle 
shooting in workforce development 
versus a shotgun approach,” Dorr says. 
“It allows us to be very specific and 
pinpoint what industry segments by 
MSA have the most growth, and then 
see who those businesses are by size of  
company.”

Built for speed
     Querying more than 24 million active 
records, YE is extremely fast. 
     “The website is incredibly easy to 
use — especially when you consider how 
complex the information being sifted 
through and communicated is,” says 
Rob Williams, business analyst at the 
University of  Northern Iowa’s Regional 
Business Center. 
     Williams has used YE data in reports 
to stakeholders and to determine the 
breakdown of  self-employed, Stage 

1 and Stage 2 companies in different 
communities. “This is important for 
marketing our services at MyEntre.
Net,” he explains. “I’ve also used 
YourEconomy to double-check that the 
trends we’re identifying in our research 
are valid.”
      Nicholas Brake appreciates the 
ability to do comparison research. 
“YourEconomy data is so well organized 
and accessible, you can compare your 
community with others in a matter of  
minutes — research that would take 
hours or days if  you’re using other 
sources,” says Brake, CEO of  the 
Greater Owensboro (Ky.) Economic 
Development Council.

     For many, being able to access data at 
the county and MSA levels is critical. 
     “The fact that YourEconomy 
provides MSA data is a real gold mine 
for us because we have a split MSA — 
half  of  the counties are in Kansas and 
half  are in Missouri, says Maria Meyers, 
director of  University of  Missouri-
Kansas City’s Innovation Center, and 
network builder for KCSourceLink in 
Kansas City, Mo. 
     “The two states don’t keep the same 
statistics, so we couldn’t easily pull 

together data for the complete region 
until now,” she says.
     Because YE is derived from a 
longitudinal database, it depicts a 
dynamic journey of  how business 
communities are evolving through 
time. Capitalizing on this, the website is 
designed so visitors can pick different 
time periods to view data, going back as 
far as 1992.

More details, viewing options
     “YourEconomy is the first source 
I know of  where you’re not only 
getting several different ways to look at 
information, but also a fairly long time 
series,” says Brian Kelsey, an economic-

development consultant in Austin, Texas.
      YE has numerous applications, 
Kelsey adds, including regional planning. 
For example, he has shown the data to 
planning commissioners who are trying 
to project needs for the next 10 years. 
     “With YourEconomy I can show 
them exactly where our job growth has 
been coming from in terms of  large 
versus small employers, which will give 
them a better idea about what future 
land use and transportation needs may 
be, based on the size of  companies that 
are creating jobs,” Kelsey explains.
     Economic and workforce 
developers are constantly looking for 
ways to measure and communicate 
the impact of  their programs, Kelsey 
adds. “YourEconomy is an excellent 
resource for tracking progress, as well as 
benchmarking against other regions.”
     In addition to economic development 
professionals, YE also benefits 
policymakers by giving them a new way 
to look at the composition of  their 
business community.
     “By using YourEconomy, 
communities can focus resources and 
support on what’s really driving job 
creation,” says Cole.

Build your own regions
In 2010  YourEconomy.org launched YE+, a subscription platform that 
provides even greater functionality. For example, subscribers can:

     •  Create customized regions by state, MSA, county and ZIP codes.
     •  Focus on regions further by selecting industries with North    
         American Industry Classification System (NAICS) codes.
     •  Download customized data from the website for further analysis. 
     •  Purchase targeted company contact information from Dun & 
         Bradstreet (D&B).
       
Subscriptions are available for both for-profit and nonprofit organizations. 
For more information, visit www.youreconomy.org or call 800-232-5693.

YOUR ECONOMY.ORG

     “We view YourEconomy as the best authoritative 
source for information on smaller companies — 
companies that are often left out of other data sets.”             
                                                — Rob Williams

 Edward Lowe Foundation 
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In addition to encouraging 
entrepreneurship, the Edward Lowe 
Foundation has a secondary mission of  

environmental stewardship, reflecting Ed 
Lowe’s great love and respect for the land.
     Big Rock Valley (BRV), which serves as 
headquarters for the foundation, draws its 
name from the large number of  boulders left 
behind by receding glaciers from the Ice Age. 
The property began with a 160-acre parcel 
that Ed Lowe purchased in 1964; today it 
comprises 2,600 acres of  woodland, farmland, 
wetland and prairie. 
     “Because of  its different landscapes 
and ecosystems, BRV has a wide variety 
of  animals, plants and insects,” says Mike 
McCuistion, director of  physical resources at 
the foundation. “Nurturing the diverse native 
populations found here is one of  our main 
priorities — with particular attention given to 
threatened and endangered species.”
      The property is home to about 750 acres 
of  woodland — the majority being northern 

mixed hardwoods, such as maple, beech, oak 
and hickory.
     To show the impact of  different styles 
of  woodland management, the foundation’s 
environmental team has developed adjoining 
demonstration plots. These plots range 
from hands-off  practices to high-intensity 
timber production, with the majority of  
acres managed for diversity and sustainability. 
Although trees that reach a diameter of  about 
22 to 24 inches (known as economic maturity) 
are typically harvested, at BRV it’s common 
to see trees that are more than 30 inches in 
diameter. 
     “We hope to prove that sustainable 
forestry practices with diversity of  species 
can be almost as profitable in the long run 
as managing for only high-value timber 
varieties,” says Jay Suseland, the foundation’s 
grounds maintenance superintendent.
     Among innovative practices, the 
foundation engages in old-growth 
management for about 15 percent (125 acres) 

Managing for biodiversity 

 Edward Lowe Foundation 

One of many spring-fed creeks at Big Rock Valley that contributes to the property’s biodiversity.
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of  its woodland.
     Unique ecosystems that are rarely 
seen, even in state and national forests, 
old-growth woodlands are basically no-
harvest areas. Some thinning may be 
done for health or spacing reasons, but 
these cut trees and logs are left in the 
woods to decay.
     A few characteristics of  old-growth 
woods include: trees of  all ages, open 
areas of  light that occur when mature 
trees die or blow over, craters resulting 
from the rootballs of  fallen trees and 
lots of  large, decaying logs.
     “These decaying logs are probably 
one of  the most important components 
of  old-growth woods,” explains 
McCuistion. “They create a sponge 
effect and keep the area moist, even in 
dry periods, as well as slowing down 
wind and evaporation along the surface 
of  the soil.”

Prairies and savannas
     Maintaining BRV’s biodiversity calls 
for a number of  habitat-enhancement 
initiatives. One of  these is the 
restoration of  prairies, once widespread 
in southern Michigan until European 
settlers in the 1800s converted this 
original ecosystem to agricultural land.
     “Prairie grass provides important 
food and cover for wildlife, including 
many grassland birds,” points out 
Suseland. “And because of  the 
wildflowers that flourish in the 
ecosystem, prairies also serve as a 
food source for insects, which in turn, 
provide food for the other wildlife 
species using the habitat.”
     With that in mind, the foundation 
has an aggressive program to restore 
native prairie vegetation. Experimental 
patches of  prairie plants were started in 
1994, and now there are 150 acres with 
100 different species of  grass or forbs.
     Savannas are another disappearing 
ecosystem. A mosaic of  open grassland 
and scattered trees (ranging from 
4 to 50 per acre), savannas serve as 
the primary habitat to many animals, 
including the redheaded woodpecker, a 
species of  special concern.  

     The foundation’s environmental 
team is currently developing savannas in 
four areas of  BRV — an endeavor that 
requires hours of  thinning out existing 
brush before prairie grasses can be 
planted.  
 
Prescribed burning
     Prairies and savannas are among 
fire-dependent habitats; without regular 
burning they revert back to woodlands. 
To prevent that from happening, the 
foundation’s environmental team 
conducts periodic prescription burns. 
This reduces the buildup of  dead 
vegetation, stimulates native grasses 
and flowers and retards growth of  non-
native, invasive plants.
     In 2010 the environmental team 
burned about 150 acres, including 80 
acres burned in the fall. 
     “Traditionally, prescribed burns are 
conducted in the spring, but recent 
studies have shown that it’s important 
to vary the season of  burns as different 
plants benefit from burning at different 
times,” says McCuistion. 
     “We’ve achieved some excellent 
results,” he adds. “If  you saw two 
patches next to each other, it would be 
easy to tell which one had been recently 
burned because of  the increased growth 
and stand vigor.”

Vernal ponds
     Another activity aimed at 
biodiversity is the creation and 
maintenance of  vernal ponds — small 
ponds that measure about 30 to 60 feet 
in diameter with depths ranging from 6 
inches to 6 feet or more.
     Because these wetlands are fed by 
intermittent water supplies, such as rain 
runoff  and seasonal springs, they dry 
up and don’t support fish. Without fish 
to eat eggs and larva, these ponds are 
a safe haven for many amphibians to 
reproduce in.
     Aspen regeneration stands are 
another example of  habitat-
enhancement activities at BRV. A 
short-lived tree with a lifecycle of  30 to 
50 years, aspen has a low timber value 

(causing many foresters to either ignore 
it or discriminate against it) but a high 
value for wildlife. Because aspen won’t 
tolerate shade and the individual trees 
share a common root system, they need 
considerable care to reproduce, and the 
enclosed regeneration stands provide 
protection from browsing deer.
     In 2001 the foundation began  
to develop a formal inventory of  
species at BRV, starting with reptiles 
and amphibians. In recent years, this 
inventory has been expanded to include 
plants and birds. 
     Today BRV is home for more 
than 30 varieties of  amphibians and 
reptiles, with several threatened or 
special-concern species, such as the 
eastern massasauga rattlesnake and the 
Blanding’s turtle. The property also 
features more than 700 varieties of  
plants and 100 bird species. 
     Collecting this information is crucial 
for habitat management. “Certain 
species have specific ecosystem needs,” 
McCuistion explains. “This is especially 
true for listed species, which often 
have diminished in numbers because 
of  habitat loss or degradation. Being 
aware of  the species population on 
the property helps us respond to their 
habitat needs and make decisions that 
support a healthy ecosystem.”

Sunflower food plot at Big Rock Valley.
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