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Executive Summary

The Center on Rural Innovation (CORI) is a nonprofit organization dedicated to partnering with
rural leaders nationwide to cultivate tech economies that both promote scalable entrepreneurship
and generate more tech jobs in rural America. To achieve our goals, CORI employs a multifaceted
approach that includes providing technical assistance to rural communities to develop thriving
tech-based economies, and establishing a nationwide community of practice where rural leaders
can collaborate and learn from one another. This report synthesizes CORI's assessment of Seward
County’s current tech economy, and details the strategic plan developed by local leaders through
their participation in the Rural Innovation Initiative.

Seward County has great potential to become a rural innovation center, leveraging existing
resources and infrastructure. Already serving as a hub for local industry, culture, and events, the
county could further facilitate economic growth throughout the region by expanding access to the
necessary support mechanisms required for local tech talent to thrive, spurring the creation of new
tech-focused jobs, and supporting existing and aspiring tech entrepreneurs as they start and scale
new ventures.

Local organizations and institutions such as the SCCDP, Concordia University, Seward County
Schools, Southeast Community College, industry partners, and local government, all play a crucial
role as the community works to develop an ecosystem that supports a tech-driven economy.

This is a long term strategy, but is designed to be immediately actionable given the prevalence of
foundational tech economy assets in the County. This strategy encompasses actions such as:

e Centralizing resources through strategic partnerships and initiatives, and enhancing access
to operational support.

e Facilitate an employer roundtable for dialogue between businesses, educators, and industry
recruiters to align tech education with industry needs.

e Developing and sharing a vision-based community brand that recognizes the community as
a hub of innovation and tech-based economic development activity.

The implementation of this multi-year plan aims to position Seward County as a leader in rural
tech entrepreneurship and talent development, promoting economic growth and fostering a
community characterized by innovation and inclusivity. The ultimate goal is to create an
environment where tech talent can thrive and contribute significantly to the county’s overall
development and prosperity.



Framework to build a tech economy ecosystem

Our model for technology-based economic development is detailed below and focuses on the
necessary infrastructure and core direct drivers of strong tech economy ecosystems. While the
configurations of these infrastructure and drivers are unique and will vary by community, gaps or
weaknesses should be thoughtfully considered and addressed to set these base conditions that can
foster diverse and thriving tech economy ecosystems. This process is guided by the belief that
robust tech economy ecosystems pave the way for substantial and expedited economic expansion,
generating quality, long-lasting education, training, and employment opportunities, enhancing
productivity, and fostering local wealth generation.

Our framework to approach tech-based economic development:
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This framework includes the following components:
Necessary infrastructure

The tangible and intangible infrastructure required to support tech economies — having adequate
broadband, existing coworking and entrepreneurship spaces, and local leadership dedicated to
leading this work.

Direct drivers

The enabling factors for communities to successfully compete in the broader tech economy that
build local capacity and provide access to tech jobs, capital, and workforce development and
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support. There are five identified direct drivers that our organization supports communities in
working on as they build tech economy ecosystems.

Below is additional detail for each of the five direct drivers:
Scalable tech entrepreneur support and incubation

Fostering a dynamic and innovative environment and community for tech startup founders and
aspiring entrepreneurs to connect and collaborate with local peers, established leaders from the
business community, and access to labs, project shops, and other workspaces.

Access to capital

Creating an environment where burgeoning entrepreneurs and startups have exposure and access
to seed, angel, or more traditional funding mechanisms. This driver focuses on the funding
necessary to ramp up operations, hire, and scale.

Tech workforce development and support

Providing learning and development opportunities for local students and workers from across the
career spectrum. This driver focuses on establishing and maintaining both traditional and
non-traditional learning paths to provide the local tech economy with skilled and talented labor
pools.

Access to tech jobs

Giving workers the necessary skills and technology tools to expand career opportunities from both
a sector and geographic perspective. This driver allows access to higher-paying, tech-focused
opportunities, whether it's supporting local companies and ecosystems, or companies that may be
located elsewhere.

Inclusive tech culture building

Building a strong, inclusive tech culture and community through programming that encourages
people from diverse backgrounds to participate in the tech-based economy. This driver focuses on
ensuring that communities are strengthened through broad-based involvement across racial,
gender, socio-demographic, and other groups.



Regional overview

Geographic location: Seward County is located in the southeastern quadrant of the state of
Nebraska. At the heart of the county, the city of Seward serves as its largest community and county
seat. Positioned about 25 miles west of
Lincoln and 75 miles southwest of Omaha,
Seward County enjoys easy access to these
major cities. Furthermore, the county
benefits from its proximity to Interstate
80 and U.S. Highway 34. Being close to the
Regional Lincoln Airport, Seward County
offers significant logistical advantages to
businesses, particularly in manufacturing,
distribution, and agriculture, by offering
efficient transport and streamlined supply

chain solutions. The Seward/Lincoln siand [
Regional Rail Campus, for example, also
serves as a significant asset, offering a
prime location for businesses with access
to major transportation routes and
incentives within a designated Foreign
Trade Zone.!

NEBRASKA

Community culture and assets: During
our stakeholder interviews, residents
highlighted the community assets of Seward County, including safe neighborhoods, walkable main
streets, and excellent recreational areas. Seward County also has well-structured school systems,
robust civic organizations, and quality retail shopping, making it a well-rounded place for residents.
The county'’s leadership is proactive and collaborative, continuously striving to enhance the lives of
its residents through various community development initiatives.

In terms of recreational and leisure activities, Seward County offers residents and visitors ample
opportunities for engagement with nature and outdoor adventures. For instance, the Branched Oak
State Recreation Area provides a picturesque setting for boating and camping enthusiasts, while
the Plum Creek Trail offers scenic hiking and biking routes. This natural beauty is complemented by
a variety of festivals and events, such as the Seward Fourth of July Celebration and the Seward Arts
Council's annual art show, enriching the county's cultural assets.

Seward County's blend of economic opportunities, cultural richness, and natural beauty, coupled
with its welcoming community and vibrant civic life, makes it a desirable destination for both
residents and businesses, epitomizing a balance of rural charm and modern amenities.

! Source: Seward County Chamber & Development Partnership website

7



Community demographics: Between 2016 and 2021, Seward County experienced a population
increase of 3%, surpassing the national average growth and neighboring counties (Lancaster, York,
and Saline).? It's population is predominantly white, comprising 94.61% of its residents, with the
remaining population representing a mix of other racial and ethnic groups.? The presence of these
diverse groups, though relatively small, can contribute to the county’s multicultural character and
potentially foster an environment of inclusivity.

Population change in the last five years

Population indexed to the first year

/NE (103.0%)
' Seward County (103.0%)
. US (102.7%)

102.5% ‘
*Comparison Counties (102.6%)

101.5%

RIN (101.1%)

100.5%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Source: 2016,2017,2018,2019, 2020, and 2021 County Population Characteristics.

The demographic profile of Seward County is notably young, with 42% of its residents under 29
years old.? This is indicative of a potentially active, dynamic, and forward-looking population base,
which could be a key asset for innovation and tech-based economic development.

Education in Seward County has shown recent improvements, particularly in higher education. The
percentage of the population holding a Bachelor’s degree or higher increased from 26% to 30%.?
Institutions like Concordia University and Southeast Community College (SCC) are central to this
educational progress, offering a range of programs and contributing to the county's intellectual
growth.

Local economy: Seward County has its economic roots deeply embedded in agriculture, and has
evolved significantly since its inception. The county's developmental trajectory was further shaped
by the establishment of its county seat in Seward and the arrival of the Midland Pacific Railroad in
1874, catalyzing growth and diversification beyond its agricultural origins.

2 Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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Share of employment

For the top 5 industries in the county

2015 M 2020

21.4%

Manufacturing
T 204%

16.3%

Educational Services
. 15.2%

15.5%

Health Care and Social Assistance _ 15.1%
9.5%
. 9.0%
8.3%

Accommodation and Food Services
I 8.8%

Source: 2015 and 2020 County Business Patterns

Retail Trade

As of 2020, the county's economy is predominantly supported by five industries, with
manufacturing leading at 20.4%. Educational services, another major sector, account for 15.2% of
the local economy, followed by health care and social assistance (15.1%), retail (9%) and
accommodation and food services (8.8%) respectively. Notably, the accommodation and food
services sector is the only one that has demonstrated employment growth since 2015, reflecting a
potential diminishing or stagnating trend in the tradable goods sector.? This trend, coupled with the
impact of automation on tradable goods, underscores the necessity for Seward County to expand its
tradable services sector, particularly in technology. Developing tech companies and jobs could
offset the impact of future decline in employment in the tradable goods sector, aligning with the
county's evolving economic characteristic.

Notable local manufacturing companies like Tenneco Inc., Hughes Brothers, Petsource by Scoular,
and Montag Manufacturing, significantly contribute to Seward County's economic landscape.
Petsource's recent $75 million expansion, for instance, showcases the local economy's resilience
and adaptability.*

Tech-related assets: Significant local initiatives and assets are positioning Seward County to
develop a thriving tech-based economic ecosystem. A key asset is the $9.2 million Broadband
Infrastructure Improvement Grant, which is enhancing internet connectivity in critical areas of the
county.’ Broadband infrastructure development projects are underway by Allo Fiber, Nextlink, and
Kinetic by Windstream. The already existing broadband infrastructure is noteworthy, with 87% of
households having broadband access and 70% of business locations equipped with high-speed
internet of at least 100 Mbps/20 Mbps.® This continued investment in broadband lays a solid
foundation for attracting and supporting tech businesses and startups, pivotal for the county's

3 Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
#Scoular. (2020, October 19). Petsource by Scoular plans to triple capacity, add 80 jobs with $75 million expansion in
Seward, Nebraska.

® Hemphill, E. (2023). County internet to improve with $9.2 million grant. Seward Independent.

® Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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economic transformation into a leading tech hub in the region.

Educational institutions such as Concordia University, Nebraska, and the Milford and Lincoln
campus of Southeast Community College play a vital role in developing the region's tech talent.
They offer tech-focused courses in computer science, software engineering, data science, and
cybersecurity. These institutions not only provide advanced education but also foster practical
experience and collaboration with local businesses, fueling tech innovation. Moreover, local K-12
schools in Seward County are integrating programs in programming, robotics, and computer
science, further nurturing the region's future tech talent.

The Forge Coworking Space in downtown Seward and support from the SCCDP provide valuable
resources for potential and existing tech professionals and tech startups by offering networking
opportunities, resource navigation, and collaborative work environments. Statewide networks such
as Nebraska Angels, Invest Nebraska, MOVE Fund, NMotion Growth Accelerator, and Nebraska
Enterprise Fund further strengthen the county's tech ecosystem with funding and mentorship for
startups.

Share of workers who work from home

2016 W 2021

5%
Seward County

5%

4%
Comparison Counties
7%

5%
RIN
7%

4%
NE

8%

us

‘
X

10%

Source: 2016 and 2021 ACS 5-year estimates

Remote work maintains a steady presence in Seward County, with 5% of the workforce engaged in
such roles since 2016. However, only 1.2% of the workforce in Seward County is employed in
computer, technology, or math-related occupations, below state and national averages.” This gap
highlights the need for enhanced focus on tech workforce development.

With these assets in place, Seward County is well-positioned to foster a thriving tech ecosystem and
drive innovation and economic growth in the tech sector. This represents a significant shift in the
county's economic narrative, embracing technological opportunity as a means to reinvent and
strengthen its economic identity.

7 Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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Assessment summary

As part of the assessment process, the Seward County’s Core team completed an initial
self-assessment to inform the assessment process. Subsequently, CORI staff completed a series of
community interviews, a quantitative analysis of tech-based economic trends in the region, and a
review of regional strategy documentation. The information below summarizes the key strengths
and challenges of your tech economy’s direct drivers. For additional information on each direct
driver regarding strengths and assets, gaps and challenges, as well as potential solutions, please see
Appendix C: Direct driver assessment.

Our key findings and recommendations are::

e Finding: Seward County has a robust foundation for entrepreneurship support programs
with the involvement of SCCDP, Concordia University, and SCC. However, there are
challenges in awareness and systematic support for tech focused entrepreneurs, as well as
difficulty in hiring skilled tech teams due to budget constraints.

Recommendation: Enhance awareness and systematic support through targeted initiatives
like tech-focused mentorship programs, and workshops. Collaborate with local businesses
and investors to address salary constraints and attract skilled talent.

e Finding: While there is potential for local angel investors and existing statewide funding
programs such as Nebraska Angels, there is a notable gap in awareness about these
resources, and traditional banking models are not fully supportive of high-risk tech
ventures.

Recommendation: Develop targeted campaigns to educate entrepreneurs about funding
opportunities. Encourage local banks to adopt more startup-friendly lending models and
explore innovative financing solutions like revolving loan funds for tech startups.

e Finding: There is a shortfall in teaching resources and a lack of effective storytelling about
local tech opportunities.
Recommendation: Strengthen local tech education through enhanced investment in
teaching resources, and partnerships with tech companies for apprenticeships and
internships. Implement community-wide campaigns to highlight local tech success stories
and career opportunities.

e Finding: There is an exodus of talent to larger metropolitan areas and a lack of awareness
about remote work opportunities in the tech sector.
Recommendation: Develop initiatives to attract and retain tech talent, such as tech job fairs
and remote work awareness programs. Strengthen the link between local tech education
and employment opportunities.

These insights form a solid foundation for informed decision-making and strategic planning. The
following section describes these findings in detail.
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Key direct driver strengths

Scalable tech entrepreneur support and incubation: Collaborative efforts are shaping a conducive
environment for tech entrepreneurship in Seward County. The SCCDP plays a central role in this
effort, offering networking, knowledge sharing, and mentorship opportunities through initiatives
like Mentorship Nights.

Concordia University and SCC significantly contribute to the tech economy. By aligning their
programs with industry needs, these institutions can produce talent ready to face the challenges of
starting tech ventures. Programs such as the Concordia Catalyst Competition (C3), offers a practical
and immersive experience in business plan development and execution. Open to a diverse range of
participants, from high school students to university alumni, C3 fosters an inclusive and nurturing
environment for tech entrepreneurship, seeding ideas from an early stage. Concordia classes also
partner with local small businesses to write marketing plans, conduct feasibility studies, etc. to
provide a space for students to explore entrepreneurship and connect students with
entrepreneurs.

The demographic makeup of Seward County, particularly its notable young population, aligns well
with the dynamic and forward-thinking nature of the tech industry. This youthful demographic is
not just a number but a powerhouse of energy and innovation, driving the entrepreneurial spirit of
the county. Additionally, the high percentage of self-employed individuals, standing at 34%, is
reflective of a deeply ingrained ethos of independence and entrepreneurship, fostering an
environment ripe for tech sector growth.®

The Forge Coworking space, nestled in the heart of downtown Seward, emerges as another asset of
this entrepreneurial ecosystem. Far more than a shared workspace, The Forge could become a
melting pot of creativity and collaboration. It offers entrepreneurs a unique space for networking,
exchanging ideas, and nurturing business growth, thereby becoming a potential anchor in the local
entrepreneurial scene.

Seward County's proximity to Lincoln and Omaha enables it to benefit from their robust
entrepreneurial ecosystems. These cities host various bootcamps, hackathons, 1IMC (1 Million Cups)
sessions, and startup weekends, providing valuable models for replication in Seward. Statewide,
Nebraska offers substantial support for tech startups. Nebraska Angels, for example, invest
significantly in early-stage, scalable tech ventures. Additionally, the MOVE Fund and NMotion
Growth Accelerator focus on pre-seed and seed investments and high-growth startup support,
respectively. By leveraging these resources, Seward County can cultivate a thriving tech startup
ecosystem, driving innovation and economic growth in the region.

Access to capital: Seward County leadership demonstrates a strong commitment to ensuring that
tech entrepreneurs have ample access to capital, a crucial element for fostering innovation and
business growth.

8 Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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While not currently allocated for tech development, the Local Option Municipal Economic
Development Act (LB 840) funds offer promising prospects for tech-based growth. Innovative uses
for these funds could include establishing a Revolving Loan Fund for accessible financing to tech
startups or allocating funds for tech incubators or accelerators to relocate or open a satellite office
within Seward County.

The presence of potential angel investors in Seward County is a significant aspect of its local
investment landscape, offering promising prospects for tech entrepreneurship. Notably, 329
households in the county meet the criteria to become accredited angel investors, according to SEC
standards based on net worth or income levels.® This substantial figure indicates a robust potential
for early-stage capital, essential for nurturing startups, particularly in the tech sector. A testament
to this potential is the success of Layer, a startup based in Seward, which has impressively raised
$2.5 million in preferred equity since 2021. This achievement highlights the practical impact of
having accessible capital in the region and underscores the real possibilities for emerging tech
ventures in Seward County.

Invest Nebraska plays a pivotal role in the regional tech startup scene as a key financial facilitator.
They offer essential seed funds that help convert innovative ideas into actual products or services
and provide financial backing for venture-backed companies poised for significant growth and
impact. In addition to these services, Invest Nebraska collaborates with local lenders to offer
working capital and equipment loan funds, offering a comprehensive financial support system that
guides tech startups through different stages of their development. Complementing this robust
financial ecosystem is the Nebraska Angels, a notable investment group in the state. These two
state-wide entities are a strong indication of the support available for tech startups in need of
funding.

Additionally, Seward County's location near major cities like Lincoln and Omaha opens up broader
opportunities for tech entrepreneurs. This proximity allows access to larger markets and additional
funding sources, enhancing the overall support framework for startups in the area.

The collective efforts of the SCCDP, local funding initiatives, the county's strategic location near
major urban centers, and the substantial pool of potential angel investors form a robust support
system for tech entrepreneurs. This framework not only facilitates enhanced access to capital but
also demonstrates Seward County’'s commitment to cultivating a dynamic tech startup ecosystem.
Adding to this supportive environment is the active involvement of traditional funding institutions,
such as Jones Bank and Cattle Bank & Trust. Cattle Bank & Trust's strong support for this tech
ecosystem building initiative and commitment throughout the strategy sessions held in December,
exemplifies the collaborative spirit in the county.

Tech workforce development and support: A concerted effort is being made to develop a local
pipeline of tech talent, ensuring a steady stream of skilled professionals. Seward County leverages a
variety of community resources, educational institutions, and business initiatives to nurture a
comprehensive tech ecosystem.

? Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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Central to this endeavor is Concordia University, which offers undergraduate programs in
computer science and related fields. This equips students with the necessary skills for the evolving
tech landscape. In addition, the Concordia Programming Team offers students opportunities to
delve deep into coding, problem-solving, and collaborative project development, mirroring
real-world tech industry scenarios.

Southeast Community College (SCC) also plays a crucial role in Seward County's tech ecosystem.
SCC offers diverse associate degrees and certificate programs in technology and computer science,
emphasizing practical learning and preparing students for immediate industry engagement.
Additionally, both Concordia University and SCC champion the cause of tech workforce
development through a range of micro-credentials and apprenticeship programs, allowing
students to gain hands-on experience and practical skills in the tech field.

Complementing these higher education efforts, Seward County's K-12 public school offers
specialized classes and clubs focusing on key tech sectors and engaging young minds early through
programs like the thriving K-12 robotics team and a post-secondary e-sports club. These initiatives
ensure that students are not only tech-savvy but also well-versed in the specific needs and trends
of the tech industry from a young age.

Local employers further augment this educational foundation by actively supporting tech
workforce development. They have established some internal apprenticeship programs and
internships, offering immersive, real-world experience in the tech industry and often supporting
related educational costs, making tech education more accessible.

Access to tech jobs: There is a strong focus on facilitating access to tech jobs, supported by various
community assets, resources, and programs in Seward County. The SCCDP is pivotal in this,
maintaining a job board that lists diverse employment opportunities, including in tech sectors,
linking the local workforce with the industry. Educational institutions play a vital role by cultivating
a skilled workforce that is attractive to employers, thereby encouraging tech businesses to establish
and thrive within the community.

The county's economic growth and community development efforts are highlighted by its status as
an Economic Development Certified Community (EDCC), awarded by the Nebraska Department of
Economic Development. This certification reflects Seward's readiness to attract new industries and
grow existing businesses. Significant growth in business recruitment and expansion projects have
led to job creation and retention in the area.

Seward County actively enhances its infrastructure to bolster the tech industry. Key investments
include installing a fiber optic network in downtown Seward by Great Plains Communications,
essential for supporting tech businesses and enabling remote work.

County organizations are focusing on expanding vital services like healthcare and childcare,
making it more attractive for young families and professionals. A notable example of this in Seward
County is the nearly $2 million in grants allocated to transform the county from a childcare desert

14



to an oasis. This funding has been instrumental in creating at least 176 new licensed childcare
spots, significantly narrowing the gap between the demand for childcare and its availability."

Inclusive tech culture building: Seward County is actively cultivating an inclusive tech culture,
crucial for a robust tech economy ecosystem. Concordia University and Southeast Community
College (SCC) are central to these efforts. Both institutions offer a range of tech-related educational
programs, fostering an environment where students from diverse backgrounds can learn and
innovate. Concordia's programming and computer science departments, along with SCC's
tech-focused courses, provide the foundational skills essential for a career in the tech industry.

The SCCDP plays a pivotal role in bridging the gap between education and industry. By maintaining
a local job board and organizing events, SCCDP ensures that the tech talent nurtured in educational
institutions finds its way to relevant opportunities in the local tech sector.

A standout feature in Seward's inclusive tech culture is The Forge Coworking Space located in
downtown Seward. This space functions as a melting pot for people from different tech
backgrounds, facilitating collaboration, idea exchange, and innovation. It's an environment where
startups, freelancers, and established tech companies can coalesce, fostering a community-centric
approach to tech development.

Collectively, these elements — educational programs, industry linkage through SCCDP, and
collaborative spaces like The Forge — are pivotal in establishing Seward County as an inclusive,
diverse, and competitive tech hub. This holistic approach, focusing on education, community
engagement, and industry collaboration, positions Seward County as a forward-looking area in the
tech sector, offering an environment that is not only conducive to technological innovation but also
supportive of a diverse range of tech talents and aspirations.

10 Nebraska Public Power District. (2023, August 7). $2 million in grants and three new centers helping to close the
childcare gap.
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Key direct driver challenges

Scalable tech entrepreneur support and incubation: Seward County faces several challenges in
supporting and incubating scalable tech entrepreneurship, which are crucial for the development
of its local tech economy ecosystem.

A significant challenge is that Seward County residents lack awareness about opportunities related
to entrepreneurship. This is common in rural communities and is often due to a region not having
targeted initiatives or systematic pathways designed to identify, support, and develop individuals
with entrepreneurial aspirations, especially in the tech sector. This lack of infrastructure results in
limited networking opportunities, mentorship, and peer support essential for fostering a vibrant
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Entrepreneurs aiming to create a startup face the challenge of having difficulty hiring a tech team
due to salary constraints. Seward County's smaller scale and budget limitations make it challenging
to compete with larger markets in attracting and retaining skilled tech talent. This shortage of a
skilled workforce can hinder the growth and scalability of tech startups in the region.

The lack of a centralized location for tech-specific entrepreneurship support also poses a problem.
Unlike urban centers with dedicated tech hubs, Seward County lacks a focused environment where
tech entrepreneurs can converge, share resources, and gain access to necessary support services.

Additionally, SCCDP currently has limited capacity to engage in the ecosystem building process due
to the priority of their core function as an engaged chamber/economic development organization.
The demands of managing various community and economic development projects can limit the
time and resources available for nurturing tech startups. This limitation can affect the effectiveness
of the support provided to local tech entrepreneurs.

These challenges collectively create hurdles in building a supportive environment for scalable tech
entrepreneurship in Seward County. Addressing these issues is crucial for the development and
growth of the local tech economy ecosystem.

Access to capital: Entrepreneurs face notable challenges in accessing the capital necessary for the
growth of their startups, particularly within the tech industry. A primary issue is the difficulty in
"bootstrapping” businesses due to limited per capita income across all racial and ethnic
demographics, with the challenge being more pronounced among historically underserved
populations.” This financial constraint restricts the ability of entrepreneurs to self-fund their
ventures, impacting the initial stages of business development.

There is also a significant lack of awareness among local entrepreneurs about available monetary
resources provided by the state. This gap in knowledge prevents them from leveraging potential
funding opportunities that could be critical in the early and growth phases of their startups.

U Statistical data from CORI Tech Economy Diagnostic (TED) report for Seward County, NE, November 2023: Appendix D
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Local banks in Seward County also face challenges in lending risk capital to startups. Traditional
banking models often do not accommodate the high-risk, high-reward nature of tech startups,
leading to a reluctance to provide the necessary funding. This conservatism in lending practices
further constricts the financial avenues available to emerging tech businesses.

Tech workforce development and support: The development and support of a thriving tech
workforce faces several key challenges. A notable challenge is the exodus of graduating tech talent
from Concordia University and Southeast Community College. Many of these graduates, perceiving
limited tech career opportunities within the county, are relocating to regions with more vibrant
tech industries. Data from LinkedIn Talent Insights reveals that over the past year, the majority of
Seward County's tech talent has migrated primarily to Omaha, with Denver and Dallas also being
popular destinations.”? This migration results in a significant loss of potential tech professionals,
impacting the region's ability to attract tech companies seeking skilled workers.

Anotherissue hindering tech workforce development is the lack of community-wide storytelling
about the benefits of tech opportunities. Without effective communication highlighting the
potential and success stories in the tech sector, there is a missed opportunity to inspire and attract
local talent to pursue tech careers.

Additionally, both the K-12 and higher education levels are grappling with significant challenges in
tech education due to a shortfall in teaching resources and difficulties in recruiting and
compensating professors/teachers for tech-related courses. This shortage in educational
infrastructure and qualified educators limits early exposure to, and skills in technology, crucial for
nurturing long-term interest and proficiency among students. Consequently, this impacts the
number of students pursuing tech education and careers, thereby affecting the future tech talent
pipeline and hindering the overall development of a skilled tech workforce in the county.

Access to tech jobs: Residents of Seward County may face challenges in securing employment in
the tech sector. One key challenge lies in the technological transformation of the manufacturing
industry. Automation and artificial intelligence are changing the job landscape, which will likely
result in significant job shifting and the need for upskilling. Without proper mechanisms to support
this transition, workers could find it difficult to adapt, leading to a skills gap in the local workforce.

Anotherissue is the allure of better opportunities in larger metropolitan areas. This draws away
potential tech talent, particularly recent graduates and skilled professionals, who seek more
lucrative and diverse career options. This trend, often termed "brain drain", depletes the local pool
of tech talent, limiting the growth prospects of the county's tech sector.

Compounding this issue is the limited number of companies in Seward that are actively hiring for
tech positions. This scarcity of local employment opportunities in the tech field can discourage
aspiring tech professionals and recent graduates from staying or moving to the area, further
contributing to the talent drain.

2 Data from LinkedIn Talent Insights: Talent Pool Report: Appendix E
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Moreover, there is a noticeable lack of awareness among the local workforce about the availability
of remote tech work. In an era where remote work is becoming increasingly prevalent, especially in
the tech industry, this gap in awareness and accessibility prevents local talent from tapping into a
wider range of job opportunities beyond the geographic confines of Seward County.

Finally, the absence of structured programs and initiatives aimed at attracting and supporting tech
talent and remote workers poses another barrier. Without such efforts, Seward County risks
missing out on a significant segment of the tech workforce who could otherwise contribute
substantially to the development and diversification of its local tech economy.

Inclusive tech culture building: In the pursuit of establishing Seward County as an inclusive tech
hub, several challenges have been identified that are critical to the community's strategy.

There's a critical need to improve how information about tech resources and support is
communicated. Current communication methods are not effectively reaching the community,
resulting in a lack of access to vital resources. This shortfall is inadvertently creating barriers to
inclusivity within the tech sector.

Seward County's efforts in marketing and branding itself as a tech and innovation hub are currently
insufficient. The way a community brands itself significantly impacts its appeal to tech
professionals, entrepreneurs, and investors. There is a substantial opportunity for Seward County
to redefine its image to better reflect a future-forward, tech-oriented community.
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Potential path forward: growing your ecosystem

As part of the strategy development process, workshop attendees conducted a SWOT analysis,
identified community assets, and developed a series of implementable programs, projects, and
activities that could jumpstart Seward County’s tech economy ecosystem over the next 18+ months.
While further work will need to occur to implement each, the outline provided is a useful tool to
convey the ecosystem strategy and secure initial buy-in from potential partners, collaborators, and
other community stakeholders. Additionally, the details herein have the potential to support future
funding applications. Further breakdowns of each program, project, and activity can be found in

Appendix A.

A series of strategic initiatives have been identified by the core team, aimed at augmenting the local
tech ecosystem, nurturing talent from the grassroots level, and leveraging technology to catalyze
economic growth. These initiatives include:

e Enhancing a tech talent pipeline: This involves launching tech-centered events like Tech
Workers' Speaker Series and Mentorship Nights in Seward County. The aim is to bridge the
gap between current and aspiring tech professionals, fostering knowledge exchange and
professional growth.

e Facilitating hackathons: In collaboration with Concordia University, the initiative plans to
host hackathons. These events are intended to engage students in practical
problem-solving, thereby sparking interest in tech careers and demonstrating the practical
benefits of technology.

e Hosting scalable tech entrepreneurship inspirational events: This includes organizing
events and partnerships to support tech entrepreneurship, such as Lunch and Learn
sessions.

e Hosting an employer roundtable: This platform will bring together businesses, educators,
and industry recruiters to discuss and align on the evolving tech needs of the region,
enhancing the connection between education and industry.

e Hosting pitch competitions: Develop pitch competitions to serve as a platform for
innovation, networking, and tech exposure by providing local entrepreneurs with startup
support, investment and mentorship.

e Upskilling partnership with NMotion: The partnership aims to offer targeted training and
education to the local workforce, enhancing employability in the tech sector.

e Creating a tech brand for Seward County: Establishing a cohesive brand for the county's
tech initiatives will involve storytelling, sharing success stories, and serving as a central
information hub for tech-related opportunities.

Each phase of the strategy emphasizes inclusivity, engagement, and continuous evaluation through
metrics like participation levels and stakeholder collaboration. These concerted efforts are
designed to transform Seward County into a technologically advanced and economically robust
community. More detailed descriptions of these initiatives are provided in the subsequent section.
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Tech talent pipeline: programs, projects, and activities

3-9 months

Tech-centered events: Launching a series of tech-centered events in Seward County such as a Tech
Workers' Speaker Series and Mentorship Nights, could significantly bolster the local tech
ecosystem. This initiative aims to bridge the gap between current tech professionals and aspiring
talent, providing a dynamic platform for knowledge exchange, networking, and professional
growth.

These events would address several key challenges and needs in the local tech landscape. Firstly,
they would raise awareness among employers and potential employees about the opportunities
and demands in the tech sector. By bringing in experienced tech professionals and thought leaders
for the Speaker Series, the community gains insights into the latest trends, skills, and career paths
in technology. This exposure is crucial for demystifying the tech industry and illustrating its diverse
opportunities to aspiring tech professionals, as well as local businesses and educators in Seward
County.

Mentorship Nights, which are hosted biannually by SCCDP, could be shifted towards a tech focus.
This shift could play a complementary role by facilitating one-on-one interactions between
seasoned tech professionals and aspiring talent such as students, recent graduates, and individuals
looking for a career change. This setting not only helps in identifying existing local talent and
interests but also fosters a nurturing environment where aspiring tech professionals can receive
guidance, advice, and encouragement. This direct mentorship approach is instrumental in
increasing the talent pool and equipping individuals with the necessary skills and confidence to
pursue tech careers.

A key outcome of these events is helping the community understand the “why” behind technology
— its impact, potential, and relevance in today's world. By doing so, these events contribute to a
more informed and engaged community, supportive of tech initiatives.

The stakeholders involved in this initiative should include local tech organizations, SCCDP
members, and tech groups from nearby cities like Lincoln and Omaha such as Nebraska Tech
Collaborative and Tech Omaha. By leveraging LinkedIn Talent Insights, Seward County could also
better understand the skills and roles in demand, tailoring their events to address these needs
directly.

The anticipated schedule for rolling out these events includes initial planning and partnership
phases, followed by a series of regular Speaker Series and Mentorship Nights spread throughout
the year. The success of these events will be measured by attendance, participant feedback, and the
number of mentorship relationships established.

The intended impact is multifold: nurturing a tech-savvy workforce, strengthening the local tech
ecosystem, and creating a robust recruitment funnel for tech companies. Challenges such as
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securing funding, engaging speakers, and attracting participants will be addressed through
strategic partnerships and community engagement efforts.

Hackathons: Facilitating a hackathon in Seward County, particularly in collaboration with
Concordia University, presents a unique and impactful opportunity to strengthen the local tech
talent pipeline. This student-led event, supported and nurtured by the community and local
institutions, could become a cornerstone in cultivating a vibrant tech ecosystem in the region.

The hackathon, fundamentally a problem-solving event, could address several crucial challenges
and needs. It offers a platform for Concordia students to connect with the broader community,
fostering engagement and awareness about technology. By involving students in hands-on,
practical problem-solving, the event not only educates but also ignites interest in tech careers and
innovation. Furthermore, the hackathon could serve as a vehicle for local buy-in, showcasing the
practical benefits and potentials of technology in addressing real-world problems.

The hackathon could be hosted in a hybrid format. Physical venues could include facilities at
Concordia University and participating local high schools. Local businesses can also offer their
premises for specific hackathon tracks or challenges. Additionally, integrating virtual components
allows broader participation, especially from tech professionals and mentors who may not be
locally based. This format encourages greater accessibility and diverse participation. Local
businesses can also offer their premises for specific hackathon tracks or challenges.

Key participants and their functions:

e Concordia University: Identify student team leading the event, create the curriculum,
integrating the hackathon into curriculum/extracurricular activities, offering credit or
recognition.

e Local tech employers: Shaping challenges, mentorship, judging panels, internships, or job
opportunities.

e Concordia student team: Assist in creating the curriculum, event promotion, manage
responsibilities at the event.

e Coreteam: Securing funding and location, sponsorship, event promotion, community
engagement.

e External tech experts and alumni: Mentorship, judging, enhancing credibility, networking
opportunities.

This hackathon will strategically link with existing and prospective programs. For example, the
challenges posed during the hackathon could align with real issues faced by local businesses or
community projects, thus creating a direct link between the hackathon and tangible community
benefits. Moreover, insights and innovations from the hackathon can feed into ongoing projects at
higher education institutions or be presented at other local tech events, like the AgSummit,
creating a continuous loop of innovation and learning.

The hackathon aims to cultivate a strong, locally rooted tech talent pool, foster collaboration
between students, educators, and industry professionals, and generate innovative solutions to local
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challenges. This initiative will not only contribute to the personal and professional growth of
participants but also signal to the wider community the critical role technology plays in modern
society and its potential for local development.

As with any project of this scale, potential barriers include securing funding, engaging participants,
and ensuring meaningful problem statements for the hackathon. Addressing these challenges will
require a collaborative effort, harnessing the strengths and resources of all involved stakeholders.

6-18 months

Creating a tech brand for Seward County: Establishing a cohesive and compelling brand for Seward
County's tech initiatives could be a strategic move to strengthen and unify the local tech ecosystem.
This branding effort should focus on storytelling, sharing success stories, providing a centralized
location for tech-related information, and serving as a primary access point for individuals
interested in joining the tech sector. By clearly establishing who among the core team will host and
manage this information, the brand becomes a beacon for tech in Seward County.

This opportunity looks like a comprehensive campaign that intertwines various elements of the
tech community. The heart of this initiative lies in effective storytelling - capturing and
disseminating the success stories of local tech ventures, innovators, and educational programs.
These narratives will not only inspire but also educate the community about the vibrant tech
activities happening locally.

The central challenge this branding effort addresses is the overall awareness of Seward County's
tech capabilities and opportunities. By building a strong, recognizable brand, the initiative will
foster community buy-in and set Seward County apart as a distinguished tech hub compared to
other communities.

Key participants and their functions:

e Concordia University’s marketing department: Provide insights into the strategic planning
of the brand with the core team, overseeing the creation of marketing materials by setting
schedules of how/when to post content.

Student videographers: Collecting and producing compelling video content
Core team: Source local success stories or tech activity, facilitate connections with local tech
entrepreneurs, endorse the initiative for greater reach and impact.

e Local news outlets: Content dissemination, assist in promoting the brand

This branding initiative could link with existing and prospective programs. For instance, marketing
efforts can amplify the stories from Concordia's tech programs, while student videographers can
create compelling content that showcases local tech innovation. Collaborating with local news
outlets ensures broader dissemination and reach. Additionally, leveraging the B2S Ignite grant
could provide financial support and validation for the branding initiative.

Potential barriers, such as resource allocation, consistent content creation, and maintaining the
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brand’s relevance, will be addressed through community involvement, strategic planning by the
core team, and continuous evaluation of the brand's impact.

Enhancing the visibility of Seward County’s tech sector could attract new talent and investment,
and foster a sense of pride and belonging among community members in their local tech
ecosystem. This brand will serve as a rallying point, bringing together different tech initiatives
under a unified, powerful identity.

Host an employer roundtable: This initiative aims to create a collaborative platform where local
businesses, educators, and industry recruiters can converge to discuss and understand the evolving
tech needs of the region. The core idea is to facilitate a direct and open dialogue between these key
stakeholders to identify and address the specific requirements of the tech industry in Seward
County.

This roundtable could serve as a vital link between high school and higher education students and
the tech industry. By engaging with industry recruiters, students could have the opportunity for job
shadowing and internships, providing them with invaluable real-world experience. The initiative
also plans to meet individually with businesses to delve deeper into their tech needs, ensuring a
targeted approach in skills development.

An employer roundtable could provide better knowledge on how to approach tech skills
development by aligning educational curricula with industry demands. Secondly, it could offer
insights into how best to support these initiatives based on the specific needs of employers, thereby
ensuring that the talent being nurtured is aligned with the market requirements.

Key participants and their functions:

e Local businesses: Provide insights on current tech needs, offer internship and job
shadowing opportunities.

e SCCDP: Coordinate roundtable discussions, offer logistical support, promote community
involvement.

e Higher education representatives: Align curriculum with industry demands, identify
opportunities for student involvement.

e K-12 systemrepresentatives: Integrate insights into early education, prepare students for
tech careers.
Industry recruiters: Offer mentorship, participate in discussions, provide job opportunities.

e Coreteam: Organize and schedule events, ensure diverse stakeholder representation,
manage outreach and communication.

e Students: Actively participate, provide feedback, engage in internships and job shadowing.

Potential challenges like ensuring diverse representation, maintaining ongoing engagement, and
translating discussions into action will be tackled through committed leadership, clear
communication, and a structured follow-up process.
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This initiative could create a more cohesive, informed, and efficient tech ecosystem in Seward
County. The outcomes include a better-prepared workforce, more targeted educational programs,
and stronger industry-education partnerships. This, in turn, would drive the growth and
development of the local tech sector, making Seward County an attractive destination for tech
talent and investment.

18+ months

Upskilling partnership with NMotion: Establishing a partnership with NMotion, the region's
established upskilling program, requires thoroughly assessing its model and tailoring it to Seward
County'’s specific needs and context. The aim is to provide accessible, targeted training and
education to equip the local workforce with the necessary tech skills, thereby increasing
employability and income potential in the tech sector.

Key Participants and Their Functions:

e NMotion: Provide the framework for the upskilling program, including methodologies and
resources, and adapt their model for Seward County's context.

e Core Team: Oversee the initiative's implementation, coordinate with stakeholders, help
promote program, and monitor program effectiveness.

e Students and Local Workforce: Participate in training programs, provide feedback for
continuous improvement.

If a partnership were to be successful, this initiative would ensure a foundation of proven
methodologies and resources. This connection would also facilitate the sharing of best practices
and success stories, enhancing the effectiveness and impact of the initiative. The roll-out of these
programs would then be phased, with continuous evaluation and adaptation based on feedback
and outcomes.

These upskilling programs could create a more skilled and competitive tech workforce in Seward
County. By providing mentorship, hands-on training and education, with resume-enhancing
credentials the initiative will not only help individuals in their career advancement but also support
the growth of the local tech ecosystem. Increased access to skilled tech talent would attract more
businesses to the area, further driving tech-based economic development.

This strategic approach addresses several critical needs and barriers in the local tech landscape. By
increasing accessibility to tech jobs, retraining, and upskilling existing talent, this initiative would
expand and strengthen the tech talent pool in Seward County. It directly responds to the urgent
need for tech training and education, preparing the workforce for the upcoming shifts in labor
trends.
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Scalable tech entrepreneurship and access to capital
pipeline: programs, projects, and activities

First 9 months

Tech centered events: This initiative, complementing the Tech Workers' Speaker Series and
Mentorship Nights, is designed to specifically address the challenges of both conventional and tech
entrepreneurship. Events like a Lunch and Learn, which are informal educational sessions where
participants gather over lunch to learn about various topics relevant to entrepreneurship and
business development in the tech sector, provide a unique, informal setting conducive to
networking and learning.

The primary barriers this initiative targets include the lack of visibility for local tech talent and the
need for a clearer understanding of the entrepreneurship landscape within the tech sector. By
creating a platform where tech professionals, entrepreneurs, and aspiring individuals can connect,
these events aim to illuminate the paths to success in tech entrepreneurship and highlight the
available talent in the region.

Key participants and their functions:

e Core team: Responsible for overall planning and execution of events, ensuring a diverse
range of topics and speakers, and collect and analyze feedback post-events.

e Entrepreneurs: Share their expertise and experiences, provide mentorship, and engage in
knowledge exchange during these sessions.

e Localtech businesses: Offer insights into the industry's needs, potentially sponsor events,
and provide opportunities for practical engagement such as internships.

e Educational institutions: Support in promoting the events, engage with the broader
community to increase participation, and potentially provide venues or resources.

Focusing on entrepreneurship in these tech events will aim to cultivate a deeper understanding of
and interest in tech entrepreneurship, thus expanding the number of startups. These events would
act as a space for continuous learning and growth of startup teams, providing them with regular
exposure to new ideas and best practices in a friendly and supportive environment.

Bring existing accelerator programs to Seward County: Forming partnerships with established
accelerator programs in Nebraska, such as NMotion and The Combine - AgTech Accelerator in
Lincoln, offers a strategic pathway to bolster its scalable tech entrepreneurship pipeline. This
initiative focuses on assessing the specific needs of local tech entrepreneurs and aligning them
with the resources and entrepreneurship-focused learning opportunities offered by these
established accelerators.

This initiative would create a localized hub for these accelerator programs, potentially housed
within 'The Forge' coworking space in Downtown Seward. This location would serve as a central
point for entrepreneurship education, access to high-quality mentorship, funding opportunities,
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and a supportive community for anyone interested in entrepreneurship. This would cultivate a
dynamic network of entrepreneurs, where innovation, mentorship, and collaboration can flourish.

Key Participants and Their Functions:

e Coreteam: Lead initial dialogues with established accelerators like NMotion and The
Combine, oversee the overall progress of the initiative and adjust strategies for continuous
improvement and sustainable success.

e Accelerator programs (NMotion, The Combine): Collaborate in creating partnership
agreements and provide resources and expertise for local tech entrepreneurs in Seward
County.

e Local entrepreneurs: Engage in the needs assessment process to ensure the program aligns
with their specific requirements and challenges.

e The Forge coworking space: Host the localized hub for the accelerator programs, serving as
a central point for entrepreneurship education and networking.

e Local government and economic development agencies: Support the initiative by aligning it
with regional economic goals and potentially providing resources or policy support.

To overcome potential challenges such as aligning various stakeholder goals, maintaining active
engagement, and assessing the partnership's impact, the initiative will focus on clear, consistent
communication, defined objectives, and regular performance reviews.

9-18 months

Community-wide pitch event: Enhancing the Concordia Catalyst Competition (C3) fall pitch
competition to become a community-wide pitch competition in Seward County presents a
transformative opportunity to energize and expand the local tech ecosystem. This event, held
biannually at Concordia University and in various locations within Seward County, will act as a
dynamic platform for uncovering and nurturing local tech entrepreneurs. The strategic use of
resources such as local college facilities and community venues ensures accessibility and
community involvement.

Such pitch competitions are crucibles of innovation, offering a stage for local entrepreneurs and
startups to demonstrate their ideas and receive critical validation in a supportive yet challenging
environment. This initiative encourages a culture of inventive thinking and motivates the entire
Seward County community to pursue groundbreaking solutions.

For participating startups, the competition offers priceless visibility. It enables them to present
their concepts to a broader audience, encompassing potential investors, mentors, business
partners, and clients. This exposure is vital in enhancing the prominence of Seward County's tech
ecosystem, thereby drawing more interest, resources, and talent to foster its expansion.

Moreover, the competition provides participants with essential feedback from a panel of
experienced judges, including industry leaders and successful entrepreneurs. This expert critique
and advice are invaluable in helping startups fine-tune their ideas, business strategies, and
presentation techniques, paving the way for their future success.

26



By serving as a discovery platform for local talent and innovative tech solutions, these competitions
also showcase the vibrancy and potential of Seward County's tech scene to a wider audience. Such
visibility can lead to increased investment and resources, further propelling the growth of the local
tech ecosystem.

Crucially, these pitch events foster networking and collaboration among different stakeholders in
the tech ecosystem. Entrepreneurs, investors, mentors, and service providers convene, creating
avenues for partnerships, mentorship, and collaborative endeavors. These connections are vital for
the long-term resilience and growth of Seward County's tech landscape.

Key Participants and Their Functions:

e Student organizers: Oversee the planning, marketing, organization, and execution of the
pitch events, including venue selection, participant recruitment, and coordination with
partners.

e Judges panel: Provide expert evaluation and feedback to participants, offer industry insights,
and facilitate networking opportunities.

e Local businesses: Support the event through sponsorships or resources, offer industry
perspectives, and provide practical engagement opportunities like internships.

e Educational institutions: Promote the events within their networks, recruit judging panel,
engage students and faculty, and potentially provide venues or resources.

e Coreteam: Endorse and support the event, secure funding,, assist in community
mobilization and outreach, provide support, and measure the event's success and impact.

Measuring the success of these pitch competitions involves tracking participation rates and
monitoring the launch of new businesses within the ecosystem. Engagement metrics will offer
insights into the event's impact on entrepreneurial activity and its role in driving Seward County's
tech ecosystem growth.

Developing a community engagement strategy is essential for overcoming challenges like securing
funding, finding appropriate locations, and attracting participants. This strategy will involve
strategic partnerships, targeted outreach, and effective marketing, ensuring the sustained success
and impact of the pitch competitions in Seward County.
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Conclusion and next steps

Launch projects

During the December strategy workshops, attendees chose two launch projects to support SCCDP
and collaborators in pursuing the development of Seward County’s tech economy ecosystem. These
projects are focused on actionable steps that can be taken over the next three months, with the goal
of ultimately accomplishing one of the programs, projects, or activities, identified in the Potential
path forward: growing your ecosystem section. These projects will jumpstart the local ecosystem
and encourage collaboration and engagement among partners and community stakeholders. For
optimal outcomes, we recommend the working group from the December strategy workshops
reconvene in mid-late February, March, and April to ensure these projects stay on track or to make
adjustments and pivot as needed to support ecosystem growth.

Launch Project 1: Tech-centered event

By February: Establish how the event will look by identifying the name, location, and logistics of the
event.

By March: Monthly meetings have been scheduled, each core team member will be responsible for
identifying speakers and participants for the event (50 people event target).

By April: Host 1st tech-centered event and schedule 3 recurring events quarterly.
Launch Project 2: Ecosystem mapping
By February: Identify what information will be relevant for ecosystem mapping.

By March: Within the recurring meetings, the core team will have assigned tasks to populate a
spreadsheet with the necessary info.

By April: Use the ecosystem mapping spreadsheet to spread the word out of the first tech centered
event and other updates.
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Next steps and potential outcomes for Seward County

During the strategy workshops, attendees were encouraged to envision what the future could look
like for Seward County as the result of developing a more robust tech economy that enhances the
development of new primary job creating companies. Key themes surfaced repeatedly, such as the
creation of new tech companies and tech jobs that pay higher than the community average wage, as
well as for the community to keep its character and for people to be able to work in Seward County
rather than having to commute. From these and other thoughts, the group drafted an initial
elevator pitch that can be refined and utilized in future communications. The visioning and elevator
pitch exercise outputs are below.

Visioning

Tech Talent pipeline What will the future Tech Talent pipeline look like in this community, if
success is achieved? (think impact/ opportunities created/ community and economic development/

)

e Tech culture will be developed e Robust access to skilled tech talent
e Per capitaincome increases e Reinvestment back into community
initiatives

e Higher Education enrollment grows

‘ o e Promising increase in diversity
e Higherwages and standard of living

for residents e Techjob training and retraining

) ) opportunities
e Be known for an innovation hub and

attract businesses and residents

Scalable tech entrepreneurship and access to capital pipeline What will scalable tech
entrepreneurship and access to capital look like in this community, if success is achieved? (think
impact/ opportunities created/ community and economic development/ ...)

e Retain ourlocal young talent and e Disposable income to support local
entrepreneurs businesses around Seward County

e New tech companies being started e Greater funding for schools

e Sharing of success stories e Accessto more quality housing

e Additional support and initiatives for
already existing businesses

e Awell-connected remote/tech
network community

e Otherindustries will be able to grow
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Elevator Pitch

When communicating a novel tech economy ecosystem effort to the community and potential
partners, it can often be helpful to have a brief but impactful summary of who is involved, what they
are doing, and what they hope to achieve. To support this effort, workshop attendees drafted this
elevator pitch following the visioning session:

“A coalition of community leaders who are dedicated to catalyzing tech-based economic growth,
aiming within the next 3-5 years to bridge cultural, knowledge, and connectivity gaps, thereby
nurturing high-income tech jobs and tech entrepreneurial opportunities for all current, future, and
returning residents and businesses in Seward County.”

We recommend refining this elevator pitch and using it with other outputs from this engagement
to create materials such as a short pitch deck or a one-page executive summary of the initiative to
aid in outreach and engagement efforts.

Next steps

As noted above, Seward County has the needed foundational elements, necessary infrastructure,
and early stage direct driver assets to begin growing a robust tech economy ecosystem that
supports companies contributing to primary job creation. We recommend the core team reconvene
now that the assessment and strategy processes are complete to evaluate this report to determine
if there is a clear and compelling case to prioritize investing the required resources to implement
the initial strategy.

If this is the case, steps should be taken to continue to engage the workshop participants as well as
to identify additional key community partners that can be engaged in strategy refinement and
implementation. Executing the two pathfinder projects will support this effort and help gauge
community interest and buy-in.

At this stage, we are confident that Seward County has the core capacity and assets needed to
develop and successfully implement a tech economy ecosystem strategy.
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Appendix A - Detailed programs, projects, and activities

Tables are broken down by pipeline (tech talent development or scalable technology entrepreneurship incubation and support), and the list of
programs, projects, and activities is laid out in a tentative timeline across the top.

Programs,
projects, and
activities

What are we
doing? What
could this
opportunity
look like?

Who is the
target
audience?

Tech talent pipeline: programs, projects, and activities

3-9 months

Tech-centered events

e Tech workers' speaker
series + mentorship
nights

Hackathons

e Support Concordia in
their initiative of
hosting one

e Student-led event

6-18 months

Create a brand and
marketing materials
for tech initiatives

Storytelling
Dissemination of
success stories
Centralized Location
for tech related info
Coordinating an
access point for
people interested in
joining tech
Establish who will be
the host

Host an employer
roundtable to
understand the
needs/access to tech
jobs

Connect K-12 and
higher ed students to
industry recruiters for
job
shadowing/internships
Meet individually with
businesses to
understand their tech
needs

Reach out to existing
HR networking
groups

18+ months

Upskilling partnership
with NMotion

e Researching and
connecting with
NMotion

Large employers

Current tech
workers/entrepreneur
s

Higher ed/K-12
students and staff
People interested in a
career change

e Population interested
in reskilling

e K-12 and higher ed
students

People interacting
with local newspaper
and existing social
media accounts of
core team orgs.

Seward County
residents

Potential residents

The core team
Students
Employers

Employers in need of
upskilled talent
Individuals looking to
upskill/ career change




What gap does
this fill in the

ecosystem?

What resources
do we have to
get started?
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Tech companies

Ecosystem

stakeholders
Awareness for both Connects Concordia Overall awareness Better knowledge on Increase accessibility
employers and students to the Buy-in from the how to approach tech to tech jobs
employees community community skills development Retrain and upskill
Identifying existing Engagement and Helps us have a Know how to support talent
talent and interest awareness differentiator from based on needs of Build tech talent pool
Increase in talent pool Education and other communities employers Tech training and
understand “why” Local buy-in Income increase
tech

) Prepare for labor

Helps recruitment trend shifts
funnel
Lincoln/Omaha tech Higher ed institutions Marketing HR groups Local employers
orgs. Employers departrél.ent at Chamber Core team
LinkedIn talent Seward public school Concor 1a.1 Business advisory Existing people in
insights system Student videographer group tech
List of chamber’s Existing similar Local news Higher ed and K-12
businesses events ex. Agsummit B2S Ignite system
Existing format of Existing problems to
Mentorship night solve in hackathons




Programs,
projects,
and
activities

Where will
it happen?

How wiill
we

measure
success?

What are
the
biggest
hurdles?
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Tech-centered
events

Local restaurants
Employers’ offices

Hackathons

Higher ed facility

(continued)

Create a brand and
marketing materials

Online
Print

Under the core team’s
marketing channels

Potential partnership
with the chamber

Host an employer
roundtable to
understand the

needs/access to tech

jobs

Group setting
Chamber office
The Forge

Upskilling partnership

with NMotion

Within Seward County

Increase of
number of
connections
between tech
employer and
employee
Increase in
attendance and
repeat attendance

Economic impact

Increase in hiring
numbers

Number of people
attending

Industry engagement
Student engagement

Engagement analytics
Traction

Number of inquiries
related to tech

Collected a list of
employers’ needs and
understanding

K-12 and higher ed
connection with
industry

Number of certificates
Number of employers
participating

How many people shift
to tech jobs

Who will be
responsible?

Budget constraints

Challenge to get
people to events
Getting the word
out

Keep hosting the
events

Human capital to help
administrate

Help with recruiting
participants

Time and commitment

Figure out how to add to
existing programs

Financial commitments

Funding

Narrowing the scope of
what upskilling is
needed in the region




Scalable tech entrepreneurship and access to capital pipeline: programs, projects, and activities

Programs,
projects, and
activities

What are we
doing? What
could this
opportunity
look like?

Who is the
target
audience?

What gap
does this fill in
the
ecosystem?

What
resources do
we have to
get started?
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First 9 months

Host tech and scalable
entrepreneurship focused events

Ecosystem mapping to know how
the entrepreneurial scene looks
like

Building up the mentor network
pipeline for future entrepreneurs

Bring existing accelerator programs to
Seward County

Figure out what needs are there for local
entrepreneurs and explore programs that
fulfill those needs

9-18 months

Community wide pitch event

Developing a community engagement
strategy

High school and higher ed students

Current entrepreneurs
Potential entrepreneurs
Tech workers

Aspiring entrepreneurs
Existing entrepreneurs

Aspiring entrepreneurs

Existing entrepreneurs

Everyone in Seward and surrounding areas
Tech companies

Identifying tech talent

Identifying conventional and tech
entrepreneurship

In-house community based education for
entrepreneurs

Tech business culture
Network of entrepreneurs

Identify potential entrepreneurs
Buy-in
Awareness

Lincoln/Omaha tech orgs.
LinkedIn talent insights
List of chamber’s businesses

Existing format of Mentorship
night

Contact with accelerators such as
N-Motion

Core team

CORI

Kauffman
Personal networks




Programs,
projects, and
activities

Where will it
happen?

How will you
measure
success?

What are the
biggest
hurdles?
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Ecosystem mapping

Local restaurants
Employers’ offices

(continued)

Bring existing accelerator programs to
Seward County

TBD
The Forge

Community wide pitch event

One on-campus (Concordia or SCC)
One off-campus

Increase of number of
connections between tech
employer and employee

Increase in attendance and
repeat attendance

Understanding what programs we need
Having a successful local program

Number of applications
Number of attendees
Conversion to actual startups
Funds raised

Who will be responsible?
Budget constraints

Challenge to get people to
events

Getting the word out
Keep hosting the events

Identifying gaps

Funding
Core team’s bandwidth
What is the hook?




Appendix B - Ecosystem SWOT analyses

Tech talent pipeline SWOT

Strengths

Weaknesses

e K-12 robotics program

e Concordia programming team and courses

e AP Computer Science at the high school level
e Esports postsecondary club

e K-12 Microsoft Certifications

e Broadband access

e Apprenticeships opportunities

e Existinglocal job boards

e State Department of Labor

e Exploring the possibility of K-12 after school
coding club

e Connect students with industry (internships)
e Microcredentials at Concordia
e Virtual teachers

e State legislation that requires C.S. courses for
9-12 grade students

e Access to remote workforce

Student awareness of tech opportunities in
Seward

Access to information about what tech economy
means

Teaching capacity at the K-12 level

Paying and recruiting adjunct professors
Limited number of tech job openings in Seward
Access to a small talent pool

Opportunities Threats

Low unemployment - upskilling may be a
challenge

Lack of story sharing

Graduating talent from Concordia leave Seward
Higher paying jobs in larger metro areas

Lack of hands-on experience for teachers
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Scalable tech entrepreneurship and access to capital pipeline SWOT

Strengths Weaknesses
e High percentage of self-employed residents e SBDC office not in Seward
e Farmer’s culture of resiliency and innovation e No centralized location for entrepreneurial
e Midwestern work ethic support
e SCCDP’s support e No tech culture
e Junior Achievement program e Unable to hire tech talent due to salary
e Young demographic constraints
e Community is open to help e Small talent pool
e Statewide resources e Bootstrapping could be a challenge

e Proximity to accelerators in Omaha and Lincoln | ® Leadership at SCCDP stretched too thin

Opportunities Threats

e Lessdirect competition for funds and business | e Startup teams don't want to move to Seward

e Concordia Pitch Competition e Challenge in identifying tech entrepreneurs
e Programming team in Concordia e Competing with metro areas
e Concordia College of Business is looking to e Exodus of young people
focus on innovation e Challenge for banks to loan risk capital
e Nebraska Prototype Grant e Lack of meaningful networking

e Costof living
e Close engagement with students

*Note: the appendix SWOT analyses reflect a best effort to capture workshop discussion in an abbreviated
fashion. Some situational context and details from in-person workshop discussions may not be fully
reflected in the included bullet points.
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