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OVERVIEW 
The City of Lincoln has leveraged its status as a state capital and home to the flagship campus of the 
University of Nebraska system to build a compelling asset base and position the city, Lancaster County, and 
the broader region for vibrant economic growth. Reaching Lincoln’s next level of success will require 
working with partners to define a compelling vision with renewed strategic priorities. Such a vision helps 
align organizations toward common goals and enables public, private, civic, and institutional partners to 
better understand their roles in making Lincoln a place where greater success is achievable. 

As the community’s principal agencies working to advance economic vitality, the Lincoln Chamber of 
Commerce (the Chamber), the Lincoln Partnership for Economic Development (LPED), and the Lincoln 
Convention and Visitors Bureau (CVB) are uniquely positioned to lead a strategic process on behalf of a 
network of supportive partners. This Economic Vitality Strategy process built on past efforts like the 2015 
Vision Group to develop new strategic priorities that are aspirational, measurable, and able to secure the 
resources necessary for successful implementation.  

The Lincoln Economic Vitality Strategy identifies high-level objectives for the coming years along with clearly 
defined tactics to achieve them. In doing so, it serves the two-fold purpose of informing and aligning the 
programs and messaging of affiliates under the Chamber umbrella while also directing the most logical 
pathways for productive community partnerships. 

The Chamber partnered with two top consulting firms, Broad Ripple Strategies and DMOproz, to develop 
an Economic Vitality Strategy that defines a vision for the city’s economic future and how to achieve it. 

PROCESS LEADERSHIP 

The first step in the process was convening a Steering Committee of key community leaders (listed on page 
7). This group shared their local perspectives and insights, reviewed research and input findings, and made 
key decisions about the Economic Vitality Strategy’s goals and priorities. 
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PROJECT PHASES 

Phase 1: Stakeholder Engagement 

To effectively articulate a strategic vision for Lincoln, it was critical to gain insights into the community’s 
competitive realities and desired future from a broad array of people who live and/or work in the area. The 
engagement process consisted of interviews, focus groups, and an online survey. Over 3,500 stakeholders 
were reached through this outreach. 

Phase 2: Community Assessment 

Successful economic development strategies are built upon a solid understanding of a region’s competitive 
opportunities and challenges. The Assessment leveraged existing research, quantitative analysis, and 
stakeholder input to highlight key implications for strategy development. The report found that positive 
trends and a dynamic complement of assets and amenities position Lincoln to be a nationally known 
destination community. However, a scarcity of available talent, reported deficit of development-ready sites 
for new residential and industrial projects, increasingly unaffordable housing stock, a disconnect between 
perspectives on city policies and processes, and other issues threaten to stagnate local progress. 

Phase 3: Economic Vitality Strategy 

The Community Assessment research findings directly informed the creation of the Economic Vitality 
Strategy, which also sought to incorporate current strategic initiatives led by the Lincoln Chamber, its 
affiliates, and entities across the city. The strategy blended these ongoing efforts with new and enhanced 
high-impact programs, projects, and investments for Lincoln to pursue. 

Phase 4: Implementation Guidelines  

While a strategic vision plan represents “what” a community will do to become more competitive, it is equally 
important to consider “how” the work will get done. The Implementation Guidelines report addresses 
potential costs and funding sources, lead and support entities for initiatives, launch dates and project 
phasing, and performance measures to track progress toward goal attainment.  
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ABOUT BROAD RIPPLE STRATEGIES 

BRS represents nearly 30 years of experience crafting strategies that build consensus, drive investment, 
and get results. Our team has helped more than 60 clients develop 90+ strategies for community and 
economic development, talent and workforce sustainability, and quality of place. We believe that “impactful 
strategies create broad ripples” and help places identify the catalytic projects and programs that lead to 
transformative change.  

ABOUT DMOproz 

With over 25 years consulting Destination Marketing & Management Organizations, Convention & Visitor 
Bureaus, Chambers of Commerce, State and Regional Tourism Organizations, we can honestly say “we’ve 
seen a thing or two.” Every destination, every community, every downtown, every state, and county are 
different. That’s why we’re a firm that eschews cookie-cutter solutions. We don’t take the easy path; we 
focus on the customized path forward. Working with DMO CEOs, Staff and Boards of community 
development organizations, we help increase the Visitor Economy and the quality of life in their regions.  
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INTRODUCTION 
“In Lincoln, we’re phenomenal on process – we can process things to death. But in the end, something’s 
got to happen.” This assessment was offered by a local business executive during public input for Lincoln’s 
Economic Vitality Strategy process. For many, the development of Pinnacle Bank Arena was a milestone. As 
one business leader noted, “The inflection point wasn’t just the arena, it was that we could do something 
bigger.” Collaboration between the private sector, the City of Lincoln, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, and 
state government was a critical factor behind the arena’s success. 

Now, almost a decade after Pinnacle Bank Arena opened, Lincoln’s leaders felt the time was right to 
energize the community to further reach its potential. While the arena and other 2015 Vision priorities were 
comprised by major projects, the city has, in the words of one leader, “grown up” from that process and 
moved beyond a vision for “big new stuff” to one more prominently focused on projects and people. 

Aligning key public, private, and institutional partners behind this new aspirational vision for Lincoln’s future 
economic vitality was the goal of this strategic process. Strategic opportunities were identified through the 
feedback of over 3,500 local stakeholders and key findings from the comparison of Lincoln’s economic and 
demographic trends to three top peer communities. 

For any vision to be effective, it must convey how Lincoln’s future will change if bold moves are taken to 
improve how the city competes for jobs and talent. To articulate these outcomes, the Economic Vitality 
Strategy’s Steering Committee developed anchor statements to build expectations for the plan’s impact 
and help guide its implementation. These are: 

Lincoln will be a growth leader 

Lincoln will be business friendly 

Lincoln will be culturally inclusive 

Lincoln will be a talent magnet 

Lincoln will be a recognized destination 

Lincoln will partner collaboratively 

These collective outcomes establish parameters to assess whether future strategic efforts align with the 
goals and objectives established during the Economic Vitality Strategy process. Anchor statements will be 
complemented by performance goals and tracking measures confirmed by partners coming together to 
implement Lincoln’s Economic Vitality Strategy. 
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STEERING COMMITTEE 

The Steering Committee was critical to the success of the Lincoln Economic Vitality Strategy, shaping 

the plan through multiple feedback channels. Representing a broad group of leaders from the public and 

private sectors, the Committee was responsible for reviewing and approving project deliverables, 

participating in discussions about Lincoln’s future direction, and responding to follow-up surveys. 

Coordinating Committee 

Terry Heimes, Nelnet (Chair) 
John Olsson, Olsson (Chair) 
Bob Caldwell, NEBCO 
Russ Gronewold, Bryan Health 
Christie Hinrichs, Tabitha 
Marc LeBaron, Lincoln Industries 

Steering Committee (*Includes 

Coordinating Committee members) 

John Bergmeyer, OHDBS Law  

Quentin Brown, Educare Lincoln  

Pablo Cervantes, Casa Property Management 

John Chapo, Lincoln Zoo  

Connie Edmond, WRL CPA  

Kyle Fischer, REALTORS Association of Lincoln 

Dr. Paul Gausman, Lincoln Public Schools  

John Goodwin, Malone Center  

Alec Gorynski, Lincoln Community Foundation  

Dr. Ronnie Green, University of Nebraska-Lincoln  

Noah Greenwald, INSPRO  

Jamie Harder, Duncan Aviation 

Shannon Harner, NIFA  

Mark Hesser, Pinnacle Bank 

Andy Hunzeker, Lincoln Industries 

Dr. Paul Illich, Southeast Community College 

Tut Kailech, NeighborWorks Lincoln 

Susan Keisler-Munro, Assurity  

Michaella Kumke, Food Bank of Lincoln  

Bill Lester, Ameritas  

Nate McKown, FNBO  

Brad Moline, Allo 

Bryce Morgan, Nebraska Bank of Commerce  

Jered Morris, Olsson  

Ben Pankonin, Social Assurance  

LG Searcey, UBT 

Clay Smith, Speedway Properties  

Tom Smith, D.A. Davidson 

Dr. Liz Standish, Lincoln Public Schools  

Diane Temme TMCO  

Sriyani Tidball, Tidball Photography  

Bill Udell, Don't Panic Labs  

Kevin Wailes, Lincoln Electric System  

Lizz Whitacre, Pawlytics  

Jennifer Williams, City of Lincoln 

 



 

STRATEGIC PLAN 9 

ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 
When developing a holistic economic vitality plan, structuring its key components into a strategic framework 
was a critical early step. The framework established underlying goals, objectives, and potential key initiatives 
and organized them into a conceptual design to foster discussion and confirmation. Almost as important as 
what was included in the framework is what was left out. Lincoln does not have the capacity to address all 
its competitive issues and opportunities, so it was critical that the strategy focused on elements providing 
the greatest return on investment.  

The project’s Steering Committee reviewed, discussed, and confirmed the final structure of the Economic 
Vitality Strategy, seen in the following graphic. 

LINCOLN ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 

 

For each goal area and objective seen above, Key Initiatives and associated tactical opportunities are 
included in the Economic Vitality Strategy. They are called tactical “opportunities” because it is the 
consultant team’s intention that these actions serve as initial tactics for consideration by the Lincoln 
Chamber, LPED, the Lincoln CVB, and key partners working to implement the plan.  

The ultimate decisions on the tactical path forward to activate and achieve the Economic Vitality Strategy’s 
confirmed priorities will be made by the entities charged with leading and supporting its implementation. 

Resources and Timing 

A blueprint as ambitious as the Economic Vitality Strategy will require additional resources to effectively 
execute; this is the reality of next level plans and is consistent with the experiences of U.S. communities that 
have continued to increase strategic investments to remain competitive. Lincoln’s investments must come 
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from a mix of public, private, institutional, and philanthropic funders. If any of these sources bears an undue 
burden for resourcing strategic execution, the plan’s vision will not be fully realized. 

It is also important to understand that Lincoln’s strategy will not be implemented all at once but over the 
course of years as new partnerships are formed and resources secured. Organizations working to advance 
the plan will determine and adjust implementation priorities year to year as progress is made, conditions 
change, and new opportunities and challenges emerge. 

The Community’s Economic Vitality Plan 

No single organization can accomplish all that is necessary to make a community competitive for economic 
vitality. There are simply too many elements and variables factoring into how Lincoln competes for jobs, 
talent, and investment to be contained in one entity’s program of work. These strategic components are 
also so intertwined that a holistic plan like Lincoln’s Economic Vitality Strategy can serve as a functional tool 
for advancing its recommendations in a coordinated, collaborative way. Constant improvement in strategic 
implementation accrues benefits that position the community more and more favorably as a destination of 
choice. 

After the Economic Vitality Strategy was approved, internal discussions began on how and when its key 
initiatives and tactical activities would be advanced. Entities are taking lead roles for certain activities and 
supporting roles for others. The Lincoln Chamber was designated as the organization to manage and 
coordinate strategic implementation but will not be responsible for resourcing and advancing programs and 
projects that are outside its direct purview. Improving Lincoln’s economic vitality must be a “team sport” if 
the city is to realize the full benefit of its strategy. 

Economic Vitality and Poverty Reduction 

At its core, the goal of the Lincoln Economic Vitality Strategy is to improve the wellbeing of the city’s 
residents. As a holistic blueprint for economic growth, Lincoln’s plan aims to support entrepreneurial 
diversity, create quality jobs at competitive wages, and connect the city’s talent to these opportunities. 
Especially in a community like Lincoln with such low unemployment and so little slack in the labor market, 
the city cannot afford to have any able worker sitting on the sidelines. Lincoln must create effective 
education and training pipelines to local careers and provide the supports and business climate necessary 
to ensure companies can expand and talent can access wealth-building employment. 

Typically, as more residents are hired into good jobs, average wages and personal incomes rise and poverty 
decreases. This dynamic also tends to improve residents’ health and wellness, lower crime rates, increase 
businesses’ customer base, and provide additional resources for government to enhance city services, 
infrastructure, and amenities. 
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Research on economies in emerging nations and established ones like in the United States has long noted 
the connection between economic development and poverty reduction. An example is the work of the 
Hamilton Project. Launched in 2006 as an economic policy initiative at the Brookings Institution, the Project 
seeks to advance America’s promise of opportunity, prosperity, and growth. The initiative’s mission 
statement reads, “The Project’s economic strategy reflects a judgment that long-term prosperity is best 
achieved by fostering economic growth and broad participation in that growth, by enhancing individual 
economic security, and by embracing a role for effective government in making needed public 
investments.”1 

 

  

 
1 https://www.hamiltonproject.org/about/ 



 

12  LINCOLN ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 

BIG ROCKS 

It is BRS’s philosophy that big strategic “rocks” cause the broadest ripples of impact. That is how our 
company got its name. The Economic Vitality Strategy’s 28 Key Initiatives are all important to the city’s future; 
they were determined through extensive research and thoroughly vetted by the project’s Steering 
Committee. However, some initiatives will have a greater impact on Lincoln’s economic vitality than others. 
To inform implementation priorities, fiscal needs, and the launch dates of strategic components, the Steering 
Committee was asked to prioritize the plan’s Key Initiatives. 

The following efforts thus represent the “big rocks” of Lincoln’s Economic Vitality Strategy and will be 
highlighted in the plan’s promotion and implementation. They are listed in the order they appear in the plan 
and not by priority. 

 

ü Develop a coordinated Career Pathway System for Lincoln’s talent ecosystem. 

ü Empower a standing committee of development representatives to work with the city to 
accelerate infrastructure funding and growth opportunities 

ü Develop a refreshed external brand and targeted messaging campaign 

ü Secure earned media promotion for unique and notable Lincoln stories and assets 

ü Improve the coordination and connectivity of entrepreneurial founders, programs, 
organizations, and tools 

ü Strengthen the performance and awareness of business retention and expansion 

programming 

ü Develop a new downtown Convention Center to greatly expand Lincoln’s capacity to 
attract meetings and events 

ü Create a network of dynamic, connected mixed-use activity hubs across Lincoln 
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Even though they prioritized these Key Initiatives, the Steering Committee understands the 
interconnectedness of the Economic Vitality Strategy components and the need to address multiple areas 
simultaneously for Lincoln to achieve its full potential. Thus, the “big rock” activities represent where to start 
first, but Key Initiatives that finished lower are still very important and will be addressed. 

 

For certain Key Initiatives or their sub-components, comparative examples (CE) of similar  
programs from across the U.S. are included in Appendix B of this strategy. The number of the 

corresponding comparative example is shown parenthetically next to the Key Initiative title.  
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Diverse Talent 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will attract, retain, and grow companies by providing them with a 
sustainable base of trained talent. 

It has long held true that employers need a steady, reliable supply of workers to enable them to operate 
and grow their companies. As the global economy has shifted to a technology and services model, the 
calculus for workforce availability has changed; capacity is now not only a factor of size but also of skillset 
and the ability of local education and training systems and institutions to provide a steady stream of talent 
for occupations in demand. The attractiveness of a community’s quality of life has also become a more 
important talent attraction and retention factor as skilled workers increasingly hold the upper hand in the 
marketplace for talent. 

Due to many factors, Lincoln has very little slack in its labor market, with persistently low unemployment 
rates, high labor force participation, and thousands of open positions left wanting. This challenge is not 
limited to Lincoln and is not expected to lessen anytime soon. As the research firm Lightcast notes in a new 
report, Workers Wanted, Worldwide: Strategies to Succeed in the Global Demographic Drought, “Employers 
are facing a global labor shortage and sooner than many of them expected… The old rules of finding talent, 
and the unspoken assumption that there is always more talent to be found, somewhere, may no longer 
apply.”2 

Fortunately for Lincoln, it has tremendous assets to draw from as it seeks to build a sustainable talent base, 
including a lauded public school district, a flagship state university, several well-regarded private 
universities, and a community college awarding hundreds of degrees and certificates in subject areas linked 
to the local economy. Compared to many midwestern peers, Lincoln’s diversity of talent, both in terms of 
race and ethnicity as well as country of origin is also a key differentiating factor. 

Multiple efforts already exist to align a pipeline of talent development with the hiring needs of local 
companies, but stakeholders said more can still be done to address Lincoln’s talent availability crisis. 

  

 
2 https://lightcast.io/research/workers-wanted-worldwide 
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1. TALENT DEVELOPMENT AND ALIGNMENT 

Education and training entities, employers, and organizational staff in Lincoln spoke in public input of the 
many existing efforts geared towards starting children’s education off on the right foot through early 
childhood programs, successfully transitioning them through middle school, then preparing students for 
college and the workplace. This includes exposing them to local careers and connecting diverse talent to 
companies looking to hire. Indeed, LPED has an entire webpage dedicated to the city’s extensive talent 
ecosystem. However, stakeholders also noted that relationships between the supply (education) and 
demand (employers) sides of the system are often transactional and could benefit from more capacity and 
coordination. Aligning career and technical education (CTE) programming across the training continuum – 
connected to and informed by industry partnerships – is a comprehensive, proactive strategy to address 
these issues. Formalizing Career Pathway Systems enables communities to work with local employers more 
effectively and efficiently to prepare talent for available jobs and careers. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Support the expansion of local early childhood education and care capacity 

Because a child’s early years are a period of rapid brain development, high-quality early childhood care 
builds an important foundation for future success in school and life. It also gives working parents access to 
the labor force. Lincoln Public Schools Early Childhood Programs currently include a variety of free programs 
from birth, including student child learning centers, birth-to-five early childhood special education services, 
and half-day preschool. They continue to focus on children with special needs or from families with 
economic barriers. 

Despite this capacity, the first Lincoln Vital Signs assessment released in 2014 found that early childhood 
programming could still be improved. This led to the creation of an entity called Lincoln Littles that, in the 
years since its launch, has become a staffed initiative to coordinate efforts to remove barriers and provide 
opportunity for all children from birth to age five to access affordable high-quality early care and education. 
With staff officed at and supported by the Lincoln Community Foundation, Lincoln Littles manages the 
Lincoln Early Childhood Network which includes Work Groups focused on Support for Parents, 
Comprehensive Health, and Access to Quality.  

In many communities, development of organizations like Lincoln Littles is the first step towards a more 
comprehensive system of early childhood care. Rather than recreate the wheel, it behooves stakeholders 
to determine if Lincoln Littles is fully connected to and supported by all necessary groups and how it can be 
most effectively leveraged. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Help enhance Lincoln’s availability of early childhood education and affordable childcare 

• Conduct a community scan of Lincoln Littles’ support and resource network to determine if any key 
entities are currently not engaged with the organization 

• Work with Lincoln Littles to determine appropriate roles for public and private partners to assure the 
academic quality of early childhood programs and improve options for affordable childcare 

• Identify and incorporate early childhood related legislative and policy changes into local, state, and 
national legislative agendas 

• Explore opportunities to extend the hours of pre-kindergarten (PK) programs to support working 
families 

• Outreach to businesses to inventory existing on-site early childhood education and care programs 
and encourage more companies to develop and house programs, perhaps through a local incentive 
program or leveraging a state-level incentive like imagiNE Nebraska. 

Leverage First Five Nebraska3 to enhance local efforts and capacity 

• Continue to explore available statewide support to bolster Lincoln’s capacity to expand 
programmatic access, increase employer investment and partnerships with local providers, and 
connect early childhood personnel with professional development and educational opportunities 

• Work with state officials and staff to ensure public funds dedicated to early childhood care and 
education are utilized effectively and efficiently 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Develop a coordinated Career Pathway System for Lincoln’s talent ecosystem (CE1, CE2, CE3, 
CE4) 

Formalizing a Career Pathway System is an efficient and customer-centered way to connect industry-
focused secondary, postsecondary, and adult education programs with career and academic advising 
personnel, supportive services providers, and other key stakeholders to prepare students for good jobs and 
long-term careers.  

 
3 First Five Nebraska was created in 2011 as the first organization in the state focused on advancing early childhood care and learning opportunities 
through policy change, strategic partnerships and public education. (Source: firstfivenebraska.org) 
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At its core, a Career Pathway System coordinates people and resources. It therefore requires a commitment 
from multiple partners to work together for greater transparency and alignment and improved student 
outcomes confirmed by data and analysis. It is also necessary to designate an entity to oversee and manage 
the system. The following infographic illustrates the inputs, outputs, and pathways of a Career Pathway 
System. 

CAREER PATHWAY SYSTEM MODEL 

 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education, Division of Academic and Technical Education 

Lincoln has an advantage over some peer communities in that many components of a comprehensive 
Career Pathway System are already in place. Education and training entities already work with economic 
development organizations and employers to identify skills gaps and curriculum development and 
enhancement opportunities. Similarly, intermediaries connect employers and Lincoln Public School 
administrators to explore and advance work-based learning opportunities. Bridging networks between 
education, business, and workforce development organizations is a stated goal of LPED. 

Ensuring that a formalized Career Pathway System is implemented in Lincoln is therefore a way to capitalize 
on existing efforts, determine necessary enhancements, and purposefully leverage and build connections 
across the local talent development system to optimize student performance, outcomes, and job placement. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Confirm and enhance career and technical education programs of study 

• Coordinate with public and private partners to leverage existing research or conduct new data 
analysis to determine high-demand job categories and career tracks 

• Utilize college and career readiness standards from statewide or other frameworks to assess 
necessary knowledge bases and skillsets for confirmed job and career priorities 

• Perform a curriculum “crosswalk”4 to assign existing secondary, postsecondary, and adult education 
CTE programs in Lincoln’s talent ecosystem to priority job and career categories to assess capacity 
and identify gaps to address 

• Confirm and establish coordinated procedures across the Career Pathway System to regularly 
design and implement new programming as needed 

• Incorporate assessment and enhancement of facilities capacity into the Career Pathway System to 
accommodate new and expanded career-focused programs 

Establish effective course sequences and credit transfer agreements 

• Leverage existing and/or develop new coordinated training “maps” corresponding to necessary 
course sequences for Lincoln’s priority jobs and careers 

• Working from the curriculum crosswalk and training maps, determine if existing course sequences 
enable high school graduates to transition to postsecondary education or adult career training 
programs without duplicating classes or needing remedial coursework 

• Develop a systematic, seamless process for students to receive credit for high school college-level 
courses, transfer high school credit to Southeast Community College (SCC), University of Nebraska-
Lincoln (UNL), or local private universities, and from SCC to local higher education institutions 

Continue to ensure students and adults are aware of and directed towards local jobs and career paths 

• Collaborate with LPS administrators, faculty, and advisors to continually confirm that employer 
engagement and student counseling are aligned with priorities in Lincoln’s Career Pathway System 

 
4 A curriculum crosswalk allows for gaps to be found between current coursework and expected knowledge and skills on the job. These gaps and 
deficiencies can then be used to develop new coursework, new courses, and/or new opportunities for students to gain the necessary knowledge 
and skills. (Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction) 
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• Partner with the Career Academy (a joint venture between LPS and SCC) to maximize parents’ and 
companies’ awareness of expanded job-specific training opportunities 

• Reach out to local employers and human resources personnel to inventory, catalogue, and promote 
existing company-driven efforts to connect with training systems, institutions, and intermediaries 

• Identify opportunities to collaborate with businesses to amplify messaging to students and parents 
on the importance and value of a high school degree for future success 

• Connect career pathways with mentorship and internship opportunities, including the potential for a 
K to 12 tour program to introduce students to local workplaces 

• Provide the necessary information and resources for parents to help their children prepare for 
college and careers, including workshops on financial aid applications 

• Improve all Lincolnites’ access to opportunity by embedding diverse groups and partnerships in 
Lincoln’s Career Pathway System like The Circle, the Talent Forum, EmployLNK, the Lincoln 
Manufacturing Council, Career Ladder, 1st Job Lincoln, Lincoln New Americans Task Force, the 
Greater Lincoln Workforce Development Board’s public sector partnerships, and others 

• Leverage implementation of the 2022 Lincoln StarTran Transit Development Plan to improve the 
accessibility of workers to jobs and training 

Conduct an integrated student performance evaluation to inform system accountability and 
enhancement 

• Work to build the trust and resource commitments necessary to create, manage, and leverage an 
integrated student performance database for Lincoln education systems and institutions 

• Seek consensus on collective CTE performance goals and measurements to assess student 
attainment of technical skill proficiencies at multiple points along the Career Pathway System 

• Utilize data to evaluate and improve the effectiveness of programs and partnerships in Lincoln’s 
Career Pathway System 

Formalize partnerships to sustain and advance Lincoln’s Career Pathway System 

• Utilize the Lincoln Talent Ecosystem Map as the baseline for determining ongoing relationships 
among education, business, and other community stakeholders directed towards preparing students 
for college and careers 
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• Determine the best model to structure and manage the Career Pathway System to ensure 
coordinated and collaborative pursuit of career-focused talent development goals 

• Identify and confirm an entity to serve as the administrative “backbone” for Lincoln’s Career Pathway 
System’s activities 

2. TALENT ENGAGEMENT AND EMPOWERMENT 

There is no guarantee trained graduates or new migrants will remain in Lincoln long term. A complement to 
talent development and attraction programs is a concurrent effort to engage college students, recent 
graduates, remote workers, and new migrants of all races, ethnicities, and nationalities in Lincoln’s social 
systems and professional networks. Opportunities to advance emerging leaders into future roles as next-
generation community champions take these engagement efforts a step further by formalizing a transition 
process for these critical roles. 

By purposefully and publicly working to engage, connect, and empower diverse Lincolnites in local social, 
political, and business networks, the city can aspire to a more diverse and inclusive future and realize these 
ambitions through targeted programs and relationship-building.  

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Expand awareness, participation, and connectedness in Lincoln talent engagement programs 
serving diverse constituency groups 

Current entities like the Lincoln New Americans Task Force, Lincoln Young Professionals Group, Leadership 
Lincoln, PFLAG Lincoln, and Cultural Centers of Lincoln already strive to make Lincoln a welcoming home 
to diverse residents and are key partners in talent engagement and empowerment efforts. Similarly, 
programs like MyCity Academy run by Lincoln’s Commission on Human Rights empowers New American 
community members to strengthen their ability to advocate, navigate, and impact local government services. 
Another effort, LPED’s MyTern, is a community immersion experience for Lincoln interns that has received 
positive feedback and helped to increase the likelihood that summer interns will locate in the city long term.  

Assessing opportunities to leverage existing programs and scale these models to currently unserved 
constituency groups will add more long-term residents in the city. Targeted constituencies could include 
university students in their final year of school or accessing local programs online, recent college graduates, 
and professionals kicking the tires on Lincoln as a home base for remote work. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Leverage, coordinate, and enhance local talent engagement and retention efforts 

• Reference existing scans of talent engagement and constituency-based efforts5 to establish a 
baseline understanding of ongoing programs and organizations 

• Reach out to leaders and representatives of existing entities and organizations to discuss potential 
cooperative models to retain talent by connecting them more broadly to Lincoln personal and 
professional networks 

• Explore opportunities to pursue jointly sponsored and hosted multicultural receptions and mixers to 
bring diverse constituencies together to build relationships and expand networks 

• Work with Lincoln’s higher education community to help engage online students and determine 
ways to connect them to the city, potentially as residents 

• Consider forming a volunteer leadership team or leveraging an existing entity like the Talent 
Advisory Group to oversee continuing efforts to leverage, enhance, coordinate, combine, and 
develop talent engagement and retention efforts 

Differentiate and promote talent engagement entities and programs 

• Raise awareness of LPED’s online talent hub detailing opportunities for existing and prospect talent 
to engage with local groups, participate in programs, and attend events 

• Leverage current tools like LPED business and retention and expansion (BRE) visits, media relations, 
member and stakeholder communications from the City of Lincoln, Lancaster County, Lincoln 
Chamber, LPED, Lincoln CVB, and other partner platforms and publications to improve awareness 
of opportunities for talent to become more engaged and networked in Lincoln 

• Determine additional ways to expand group and organizational membership and event and program 
participation through traditional, electronic, and social media 

 

 

 

 
5 Ensure that local college students nearing graduation are included in the constituent mix 



 

22  LINCOLN ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Design and launch a mentorship program for future community champions (CE5) 

Throughout Economic Vitality Strategy public input, stakeholders expressed concern that transformational 
local efforts may stagnate when the current generation of leaders steps aside. Many would like to see a 
strong “bench” of aspiring leaders to carry the torch of selfless, community-serving leadership into the next 
generation. A community champion mentorship program would create a next-level engagement model for 
aspiring leaders to receive purposeful training and mentorship to set goals and a path forward for intentional 
engagement in the community. It will be critical for Lincoln to cast a wide net to identify candidates for the 
community champion mentorship program to ensure that participants reflect the city’s true diversity. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Vet the community champion mentor program concept and identify an organizational home 

• Outreach to select public and private leaders to propose the program’s concept and elicit support 
for design, funding, and launch 

• Based on initial outreach, identify a community entity to house and administer the community 
champion mentor program 

Design, staff, and resource the program 

• Review model programs (see Comparative Example 5) from peer communities to inform the design 
of Lincoln’s initiative, including number of sessions, curriculum, focus areas, and goals 

• Identify an experienced program facilitator to help shape the design and run the program cohorts 

• Partner across the community to solicit and confirm the first class of participants and mentors 

• Assess the potential to leverage existing resources, submit grant requestions, and/or reach out to 
public and private funding partners 

Launch and host an initial cohort 

• Run a pilot cohort of Lincoln’s community champion mentorship program and survey participants to 
assess efficacy and identify areas for improvement 

• Leverage program graduates as future leadership mentors and candidates for local boards, 
commissions, and other leadership functions 
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3. FACILITIES ASSESSMENT AND ADVOCACY 

Multiple interviewees and focus groups spoke of the need to greatly enhance Lincoln’s output of 
engineering and computer science graduates and the transformative impact that a new $97 million 
academic hub for undergraduate engineering education, Kiewit Hall, will have on that talent pipeline. An 
expansion of the Jeffrey S. Raikes School of Computer Science and Management has also been discussed; 
the school is housed at the Esther L. Kauffman Academic Residential Center where students both live and 
study.  

A new building for UNL’s School of Computing has already been announced as a campus priority. The 
proposed $80 million facility – part of a planned fundraising effort to be launched by the University of 
Nebraska Foundation – will house future degree programs in data science, artificial intelligence, and other 
high-tech fields.6 

Southeast Community College has recently been addressing a facilities deficit that impacted graduate 
output. The City of Lincoln has awarded the college nearly $5 million in American Rescue Plan money to 
support a new IT and Advanced Technology Center. To address the increasing city’s demand for qualified 
workers, the college needs to modernize, renovate, rebuild, and expand its facilities. Needs are especially 
strong for popular programs with waiting lists like welding and nursing. A new building for the welding 
department with an estimated cost of $30 million is currently in the fundraising phase. 

Likewise, LPS’ newest high schools, Northwest and Standing Bear, add critical infrastructure to the city’s 
public system. District leaders and the business community have noted that an expansion of LPS’ Career 
Academy would also have a dramatic effect on the system’s capacity to produce skilled graduates for local 
employers. A leader explained, “We have a 700-kid program that should have 4,000 or 7,000 students. This 
is a culture change.” 

The entire Lincoln community should support the continuous assessment of new and expanded education 
and training facilities and advocate for the necessary resources to design and construct them. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Consistently assess and advocate for new and expanded facilities to meet Lincoln’s talent 
development needs 

Lincoln’s public schools, community college, flagship state university, and private colleges regularly survey 
and plan for future building construction opportunities. Local employers and economic development 
partners are important voices to articulate priority training needs informing these assessments. When 
facilities needs are vetted and confirmed, public systems and institutions in Lincoln greatly benefit from 

 
6 Dunker, Chris. College of Engineering beginning to see payoff on investments into people, facilities. Lincoln Journal Star, Sep 7, 2022 
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coordinated appeals to state and federal governments and philanthropic organizations to support new 
facilities development. Private universities can be assisted through identifying donors for new buildings and 
equipment. 

As priorities are identified, opportunities to secure approvals and funding commitments from elected officials 
should be incorporated into legislative agendas and advocacy efforts. Collaborating on joint proposals for 
governmental or philanthropic grants would also advance facilities development goals. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Continue to leverage existing stakeholder engagement tools and networks to identify and confirm 
facilities needs and funding opportunities 

• Purposefully communicate through outreach to education and training leaders and business 
executives the mandate to help advocate for their priority facility development needs and resource 
requirements 

• Utilize existing engagement tools like BRE visits, the Talent Forum, partnerships with LPS and post-
secondary institutions, Lincoln Manufacturing Council, Lincoln Chamber and LPED board meetings, 
EmployLNK, and the proposed Lincoln Career Pathway System to identify the highest impact new 
and expanded building construction projects 

• Coordinate with Lincoln Public Schools, Southeast Community College, and University of Nebraska-
Lincoln to confirm strategic plans’ facility priorities that would benefit from public support 

• Help to seek and secure commitments of private and philanthropic dollars to support development, 
renovation, and expansion of Lincoln’s private universities 

Incorporate facilities-related advocacy into local, state, and federal legislative agendas 

• Work with education leaders to articulate the visions and utilization goals for new and expanded 
facilities and hone their value propositions, projected impacts, and community benefits 

• Continue to include the approval and funding for catalytic facility development opportunities at LPS, 
SCC, and UNL into annual legislative agendas, including UNL’s proposed new School of Computing 
building, a new welding building at SCC, and a potential expansion of LPS’ Career Academy 
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Vibrant and Balanced Growth 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will provide the land and infrastructure necessary to accelerate economic 
growth and remain an affordable destination for businesses and talent. 

BRS believes that nothing in this Economic Vitality Strategy is more important than resolving Lincoln’s 
decades-long debate over the regulation and funding of growth-supportive processes and policies. 
Development of affordable housing and small business expansion is not feasible without additional cost-
competitive, infrastructure-served properties to accommodate these uses. But an oversupply of low-cost, 
development ready land on the city’s fringes could overtax Lincoln’s competitive public school system and 
the effective provision of city services. Failure to find a workable balance on growth policies potentially 
destabilizes economic expansion, thus jeopardizing fiscal sustainability and limiting opportunity for 
residents. 

The time is now for stakeholders across Lincoln’s political and philosophical spectrum to commit to reaching 
consensus on the dynamics of local growth. All sides will have to pursue discussions in good faith, achieve 
compromise solutions, and publicly champion proposed policies and processes. In cities and regions with 
strong track records of quality growth, leaders place community priorities before professional and political 
goals. They realize that the oft cited saying “a rising tide lifts all boats” truly does have merit when pursuing 
strategic economic development. 

If Lincoln is unable to reach consensus on how it will support continued population and economic growth, 
the status quo will prevail and the city will fall short of achieving its full potential. 

1. GROWTH ASSUMPTIONS AND FUNDING 

Of the more than 60 communities BRS has worked in during our principals’ careers, criticism of local 
government’s permitting system has been a feature of every one of them. Understandably, individuals and 
companies looking to invest in a community – often at significant sums – desire the path of least resistance 
for project approval. However, whether it is the case of Austin, Texas’ steadfast protection of greenspaces, 
Des Moines’ complete streets program, or Lincoln’s insistence that growth not compromise its public school 
system, governments typically act in ways that safeguard their cities’ assets and residents’ welfare. 

Public-private partnerships like the Citizens Transportation Coalition, Lincoln on the Move campaign, and a 
Lincoln Chamber/City of Lincoln led process to empower the city’s Planning Director to streamline the city’s 
platting process are examples that local consensus is possible. Leaders should embrace this spirit of 
cooperation to advance opportunities to better prepare the city for future growth. 
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  KEY INITIATIVE 

Empower a standing committee of development representatives to work with the city to 
accelerate infrastructure funding and growth opportunities (CE6, CE7, CE8) 

Past efforts have shown that creating task forces or “one off” efforts to advance infrastructure funding 
solutions typically create tension and division and eventually lead to the issue becoming politicized. Leaders 
believe this tension could be mitigated by establishing a forum for ongoing discussions on sustaining 
existing infrastructure investments and funding new growth.  

The city’s Advisory Committee on Transportation created after passage of the ¼ cent street tax was cited 
as an example of an effective ongoing tool for leveraging additional funding for system preservation and 
new capacity. The Mayor’s Neighborhood Roundtable is another long-standing group serving as an 
important forum for consensus-building. 

Something that also became clear to BRS during Economic Vitality Strategy public input was the confusion 
around multiple issues of infrastructure funding, including how it would impact Lincoln’s single-district school 
system. We believe a standing Lincoln development committee could pursue answers to these questions 
and also: 1) Raise the profile of the infrastructure funding debate, 2) Frame and quantify infrastructure 
challenges in the context of their impact on housing, public services, small business growth, and other critical 
issues, and 4) Benefit from the services of an expert facilitator. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Establish a public-private Lincoln Development Roundtable to discuss and advance growth-supportive 
policies and projects 

• Create through mayoral degree or city code a Development Roundtable of local real estate, 
development, and business professionals to meet regularly with city officials and staff 

• Configure the Roundtable’s membership structure, terms of service, meeting frequencies, discussion 
formats, and operational mission 

• Position the Roundtable as a catalyst to exchange information and feedback concerning regulatory 
policies and processes and development opportunities across the city 

• Confirm an entity to manage meeting logistics, coordinate group communications, engage subject 
matter experts, and handle media inquiries 

• Contract with a professional facilitator to guide discussions on sensitive topics and issues 
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Leverage the Development Roundtable as an ongoing tool for consensus building 

• Design structured, results-driven agendas for Roundtable sessions tied to specific outcomes 

• Utilize the Roundtable as a forum for posing and resolving ongoing questions about the benefits 
and impacts of development on economic growth, city tax receipts, public services, transportation 
and land use, public education, and other issues 

• Consider setting public deadlines for the Roundtable to achieve one or more specific components 
of its strategic mission 

• Maintain a visible public and media profile for Roundtable meetings to communicate the importance 
of growth policies to Lincoln stakeholders 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Continue working on improvements to the City of Lincoln’s development review system 

The City of Lincoln awarded a record number of building permits in the previous year. That increased 
workload coupled with labor shortages affecting all local employers has impacted staff’s ability to decrease 
the turnaround time for project development review and approval. 

Even so, the city is making good-faith efforts to enhance its capacity to manage and improve project review 
and permitting processes and turnaround times. The city raised its development personnel budget, added 
an economic development coordinator, is working with department heads to address process inefficiencies, 
is monitoring established performance metrics on permit award times, has reached out for discussions with 
the Lincoln Chamber and other partners, and has embarked on a two-year process to implement a new 
electronic permitting system. 

As it works to enhance its processes, the city should consistently solicit client feedback and track its 
progress towards achieving established performance goals.  

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Continue city-led efforts to improve development review processes and responsiveness 

• Help the city’s new economic development coordinator better integrate department personnel and 
processes into a more business-friendly “one-stop” system for applicants 

• Position the economic development coordinator as the business community’s first point of contact 
for discussions on city development review processes and improvements 
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• Consider opportunities for the coordinator to identify and implement solutions to secure timely 
development approval for high-value, high-impact projects 

• Support the city as it designs, implements, and optimizes a best-in-class electronic permitting 
system7 

Improve communications and feedback loops between the City of Lincoln’s planning and development 

departments and the local business community 

• Establish regularly scheduled meetings between city staff and business representatives to discuss 
ongoing development review issues, specific project opportunities, and process improvement plans 
and results 

• Elevate the prominence and visibility of the city’s development review system performance 
measurement criteria and tracking data to ensure clients are continually aware of progress towards 
goal attainment 

Consistently research and apply best practice development system process improvements from peer 
communities 

• Foster partnerships between city departments and business support organizations to research and 
identify high-performing process components with potential application to the City of Lincoln’s 
development review system 

• Apply vetted best practice improvements to enhance the business-friendliness and permit delivery 
times of City of Lincoln development review systems 

2. GROWTH CAPACITY 

Moving forward on a compromise solution to fund and construct growth-supportive infrastructure would 
accelerate timelines to prepare new sites for residential, commercial, and industrial development. Existing 
underutilized properties also provide opportunities for infill development and business expansion if issues 
limiting their utility are addressed and tools to incentivize their usage are leveraged.  

Providing a greater number and diversity of cost-competitive development sites will be the best way Lincoln 
can retain workers and businesses looking either for affordable housing or available retail, commercial, and 
industrial space. Lincoln must also assess the viability of future mobility projects like the East Beltway that 
can activate additional opportunities for accessible, affordable, and marketable development sites. 

 
7 Electronic construction permitting is changing the way communities across the nation do business, speeding the building permit process for the 
people most involved—builders, inspectors, and plan reviewers—and providing better and more timely information to decision makers, managers, 
and staff throughout city hall. (Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development) 
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The alternative to enhancing the supply of local development sites is acknowledging and accommodating 
lower tax revenues and service cuts resulting from talent and employers locating – and relocating – outside 
of Lincoln’s city limits. This clearly is not the preferred option. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Conduct a new Lincoln Development Site Analysis 

The city’s most recent site analysis, completed over five years ago, identified seven priority development 
sites, most of which have already been utilized. A refreshed assessment of Lincoln’s highest value available 
development sites would help inform decision making for new infrastructure, land use acquisition, 
incentives, prospect marketing, existing business expansion, and other economic development practices. 

The site analysis should also purposefully include an assessment of opportunities to reinvigorate publicly 
owned land adjacent to the Lincoln Airport. This property, Lincoln Enterprise Park, is a 350-plus acre 
industrial park close to Interstate-80 with access to BNSF and Union Pacific rail lines. Despite available 
acreage, Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) mandated facility ownership policies at Enterprise Park were 
said by corporate executives and economic development representatives to affect the marketability of park 
properties. 

LINCOLN ENTERPRISE PARK AVAILABLE SITES 

 

Source: lnkenterprisepark.com 
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Based on the results of the site analysis, constructive dialogue could be held with the Authority board to 
explore opportunities to revisit FAA’s “build and leaseback” policy and any issues arising from state and 
federal laws. The site analysis could also assume a scenario in which Enterprise Park becomes a more viable 
property and what that could mean for privately owned development sites adjacent to Lincoln Airport. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Contract with a respected firm to analyze the availability and viability of Lincoln industrial development 

sites 

• Prepare a request for proposals for the site analysis that includes an assessment of Lincoln 
Enterprise Park 

• Ensure that a representative mix of key local constituency groups and individuals is involved in the 
report development process 

• Utilize the results of the site analysis to update and augment Lincoln’s economic development 
marketing materials and messaging 

Engage in productive discussions with the Lincoln Airport Authority 

• Based on the recommendations in the site analysis, outreach to the Lincoln Airport Authority board 
of directors to pursue renewed conversations on improving the park's marketability 

• Identify and research comparable industrial parks in Nebraska and the Midwest to inform Lincoln 
Enterprise Park discussions 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Optimize tools and policies supporting the rehabilitation of existing housing and development 
of new residential product in Lincoln 

Like most communities in the U.S., the City of Lincoln suffers from a lack of available, affordable housing of 
all types to accommodate existing and future residents. Identifying a consensus-based model to fund and 
construct growth-supportive infrastructure will greatly enhance opportunities to develop a more robust 
supply of housing units in Lincoln. Ensuring that a percentage of new housing is affordable to residents 
earning below the city’s Area Median Income will require leveraging existing policies and incentives and 
determining whether new or enhanced tools are required to satisfy demand. 

An Affordable Housing Coordinated Action Plan completed in December 2020 for the City of Lincoln found 
that the local housing market was affordable for most households but rising costs and a shortage of units 
for low-income residents were future risk factors. The report calculated that 17,000 additional housing units 
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would be needed by 2030 to support projected population growth. Because of the diversity of factors 
influencing the development of new and rehabilitated housing, the Action Plan recommended that multiple 
entities collaborate to address Lincoln's housing challenges.  

Community Development Resources (CDR) can be one of these entities; CDR is a proven organization that 
will soon expand its offerings to include affordable housing in the City of Lincoln. Since its founding in 1994, 
CDR has provided capital and technical assistance to develop and strengthen small businesses. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Pursue residential development opportunities afforded by infrastructure funding solutions 

• Capitalize on the availability of more cost-competitive residential development sites resulting from 
extension of utilities and transportation infrastructure to additional Lincoln neighborhoods 

• Consider opportunities for concentrations of new housing to be incorporated into the mixed-use 
activity center model proposed later in this Economic Vitality Strategy 

Increase the utilization of available programs and incentives supporting housing purchase and 

redevelopment 

• Fully leverage CDR’s capital and expertise to advance the development of local affordable housing 

• Partner with local neighborhood groups, Cultural Centers of Lincoln, faith-based organizations, and 
other entities to promote and facilitate the use of existing tools for affordable housing rental, 
purchase, and rehabilitation 

• Profile housing purchase and rental incentives on online talent hubs promoting Lincoln to existing 
and prospective talent 

Implement consensus-based recommendations in the Affordable Housing Coordinated Action Plan 

• Build strategic partnerships around mechanisms to share financial risk and facilitate the development 
of new and rehabilitated affordable housing 

• Work to preserve existing affordable housing units and create new product that allows for “filtering”8 
of households across the housing price spectrum 

• Ensure the local policies and codes support development and rehabilitation of affordable housing 

 
8 Filtering theory dictates that new, higher-priced properties entering the market cause some households to “trade up” into more desirable units. As 
the supply of vacant older properties rises, the rent prices for those properties should fall. (Source: University of Oregon Department of Economics) 
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  KEY INITIATIVE 

Advance ongoing work and discussions to construct the East Beltway in Lincoln 

With the pending opening of the South Beltway, focus now turns to another critical 
segment of a long- planned freeway system circling Lincoln. The proposed East 
Beltway is a four-lane roadway designed to freeway standards; its general 
alignment runs from I-80 east of the Highway 6 interchange to Nebraska Highway 
2, approximately along the 127th Street alignment.  

As Lincoln continues to grow eastward, new development adds pressure on efforts 
to protect the projected East Beltway alignment. Any new permit to build or expand 
in property reserved for the East Beltway corridor initiates an eight-month 
timeframe for project officials to acquire the right-of-way or allow development to 
proceed.  

In Fall 2019, Lincoln and Lancaster County acquired a 53-acre tract in the East 
Beltway footprint, the largest segment purchased to date.9 Though the City of 
Lincoln reserves $250,000 per year for the project, county funding is less secure. 
Significant state and federal monies will also be required to fully construct the 
highway.  

With the money already invested in the East Beltway, its strategic importance to 
Lincoln’s future mobility, and the constraints it places on current development in 
the project area, it is incumbent on city and county leaders and private sector 
representatives to continue efforts to bring the East Beltway project to fruition in a 
timely manner. 

 

  

 
9 Johnson, Riley. City, county purchase largest tract yet for Lincoln's East Beltway project. Lincoln Journal Star, December 22, 2019. 

Proposed East 
Beltway Alignment 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Develop East Beltway design plans and preliminary construction estimates to inform ongoing advocacy 

efforts 

• Renew conversations with local, state, and federal officials on the opportunities and impact of the 
East Beltway 

• Prepare a report prescribing preliminary geometric design, interchange configurations, profiles, 
limits of construction, and cost estimates for the East Beltway 

• Leverage the report’s findings to continue outreach and advocacy to elected officials at all levels of 
government in support of East Beltway funding and construction 

Continue to preserve and purchase corridor property for future construction of the East Beltway 

• Preserve the protection of the East Beltway corridor prescribed by Section 39-1311 of the Nebraska 
Revised Statutes 

• Restrict zoning code variances for uses that do not conform to preservation of the East Beltway 
alignment 

• Ensure East Beltway funding continues to be reserved in City of Lincoln budgets and compel 
Lancaster County to approve annual set-asides for the highway’s planning and construction 
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Compelling Image and Awareness 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will differentiate itself in the external marketplace for talent and 
investment by changing perceptions about the city’s competitive assets, advantages, and opportunities. 

Lincoln is in the enviable position of having a competitive, compelling product to market to potential 
companies and talent interested in locating in the city. But it has yet to make significant headway on 
communicating these advantages to external audiences and markets. Destination communities like Des 
Moines and Madison (benchmarked against Lincoln for this process) have demonstrated that improving 
external perceptions and awareness can markedly improve the attraction of skilled talent, companies, and 
visitors. 

Interviewees for the Economic Vitality Strategy process expressed frustration that Lincoln has not capitalized 
on its strategic advantages to change the external narrative on its assets and opportunities. Some said that, 
beyond the Nebraska Cornhuskers football team, Lincoln has struggled to brand itself in a definitive way. 
One interviewee felt that Lincoln was “too humble” and reluctant to “lean into” aggressive promotion of the 
city as a destination community. Others believe that Lincoln has “buried the lede” by not promoting its 
diversity of residents and cultures resulting from decades of refugee and immigrant resettlement. 

With its compelling breadth of assets, Lincoln deserves a reputation equivalent to Madison when people 
speak of the Midwest’s most dynamic mid-sized talent magnets. 

1. EXTERNAL PERCEPTIONS AND AWARENESS 

Among U.S. cities of size, you can count on one hand communities that have successfully embedded a 
memorable tagline in the minds of the national population. More attainable is a process to change people’s 
perceptions or associations for the better. One example is Pittsburgh, which was once called “hell with the 
lid off” but is now seen as a hotbed of innovation and revitalization. These efforts take time, effort, and 
investment. In today’s crowded media climate, creative and aggressive strategies are necessary to break 
through the noise and stand out among the hundreds of cities vying for prospects’ attention.  

As a prominent marketing executive once wrote in Forbes magazine, “A brand is not a logo, a name, a 
tagline or even the product itself… A brand is an idea or a promise made to its target audience. It carries a 
unique identity and story that your customers will remember when they think about your (community).”10 

The Economic Vitality Strategy implementation process will involve drilling down to the core elements 
defining Lincoln’s destination appeal and value proposition. Once confirmed, Lincoln’s promise statement 
and value proposition can be customized based on target audience and market to better communicate the 

 
10https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescommunicationscouncil/2020/01/07/a-brand-is-a-promise-three-steps-to-determine-a-brands-positioning-
statement/?sh=515de1804b37 
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city’s unique advantages to talent, companies, investors, entrepreneurs, and visitors. Talent attraction 
priorities should not be seen as diverting focus from the workforce needs of Lincoln’s full breadth of 
industries but rather as a complement to talent development efforts for positions of need. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Develop a refreshed external brand and targeted messaging campaign (CE9, CE10, CE11) 

Lincoln has derived good value from its current brand identity, but stakeholders feel the image and message 
warrants a rework. Defining and articulating the promise of Lincoln’s brand can be the “elevator pitch” used 
by economic development organizations, destination marketing organizations, city government, and other 
partners when promoting the city. 

The essence of Lincoln’s brand should be consistent across campaigns but flexible enough to be 
customized by audience. It will be important to clarify and confirm the audiences and markets that warrant 
this targeted attention. There have been many audience-specific local marketing efforts in recent years, 
including a “boomerang” program using alumni data to attract expats back to Lincoln. Assessing the 
performance and value of these campaigns can help inform future initiatives. 

Consistency across marketing organizations that promote Lincoln will also be important to the extent that 
conflicting messages about the city’s key assets and value propositions could dilute the impact of targeted 
campaigns. If possible, logos and color schemes should be similar enough across platforms and materials 
to convey continuity and resonate as a Lincoln brand. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Collaborate to research, design, and develop Lincoln’s new branding campaign  

• Contract with a professional firm or develop the campaign in-house 

• Engage a diverse leadership oversight group to inform the campaign development process 

• Conduct quantitative research and qualitative outreach to confirm top external opportunity markets 
to determine existing perceptions of Lincoln and customize local media investments 

• Develop a master brand and messaging platform that resonates with local partners and can be 
customized for specific audiences 

Utilize the master brand to differentiate and launch targeted external attraction campaigns 

• Research and assess the content and efficacy of ongoing and past marketing campaigns focused 
on attracting target audiences to Lincoln 
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• Leverage the findings from this review to confirm the highest value audiences to target for attraction 
through multi-channel promotion. Opportunities11 include: 

o Visitors: Tourists coming to Lincoln for convention, corporate, or leisure travel 

o Former residents and graduates: Prospective “boomerang” talent (individuals and families) 
with prior experience of Lincoln 

o Entrepreneurs: Startup founders, investors, and talent looking for a dynamic innovation and 
entrepreneurial environment 

o Remote Workers: Off-site workers of existing firms or talent in the market for a destination 
community where they can live and work remotely 

o New Americans: Foreign-born talent interested in a community where New Americans are 
welcomed and can thrive 

• Use the learnings from the program review to inform whether to continue ongoing efforts, adjust or 
enhance current campaigns, or launch new programs 

• Amplify tourism marketing and convention sales efforts to attract visitors and events to Lincoln’s 
future new convention center, especially within a three to five mile radius of the city 

• Develop or revise content, collateral, and engagement tactics across each differentiated audience 
segment as necessary to reflect Lincoln’s new brand and talent attraction priorities 

Team with partners to appeal to certain targeted audiences 

• Provide access to branded materials to local partners looking to utilize this content in their own talent 
attraction efforts 

• Stay abreast of partners’ outreach to talent prospects (e.g., local universities’ student recruitment, 
hospitals’ pursuit of specialists and sub-specialists, etc.) to determine opportunities to collaborate on 
messaging or inform broader external marketing themes 

• Determine ways to support local colleges and universities’ attempts to engage students interested 
in online or hybrid degree programs 

 

 
11 Note: prospect marketing to outside firms potentially interested in relocating to Lincoln will be included in the Targeted Economic Development 
and Support goal area 
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  KEY INITIATIVE 

Secure earned media12 promotion for unique and notable Lincoln stories and assets (CE12) 

Pittsburgh, Chattanooga, Des Moines, and others have redefined their external narratives by working 
aggressively to seed stories, articles, and lifestyle profiles in national media. While some work is done in-
house, most communities invest in contracts with public relations (PR) firms with strong relationships with 
reporters, publications, networks, and online media outlets.  

It is then the role of the client community to consistently provide the contracted firm with information and 
updates on local events, companies, startups, amenities, and other content that could elicit interest from a 
major media outlet. Lincoln has previously done this by engaging travel writers to share their experiences 
of the city in articles and social media posts. Critical to the process is determining where to find the stories, 
where to share the stories, and how earned media can be tied to the goal areas of the Strategy. 

As the prominence and influence of online personalities continues to rise, communities have also sought to 
make inroads into the social media feeds of local and external content creators to reach audiences that may 
not frequent mainstream media. This is also a case of seeking to build relationships and communicate 
compelling information to influencers, although pay-to-play opportunities to receive positive coverage are 
also available. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Determine the best means to secure earned media coverage in prominent outlets 

• Assess the benefits of contracting with a public relations firm versus implementing efforts in-house 

• Leverage and establish relationships with key partners to maintain a consistent supply of potential 
story ideas and notable information to communicate to media outlets or the contracted PR firm 

• Coordinate across Economic Vitality Strategy implementation to ensure that potential ideas for 
earned media placements encompass they plan’s key strategic pillars 

• Partner with the Nebraska Economic Development Department and Nebraska Tourism Commission 
to identify and seed stories in prominent national media 

• Leverage earned media coverage by linking to published stories, posting to owned social media 
feeds, and sharing with local partners 

 
12 Paid media is content an entity pays to place in front of an audience like an ad or sponsorship. Owned media is content created and controlled 
like a website, while earned media is content others create about an entity, like articles, reviews, or Instagram posts. (Source: Digivizer.com) 
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Develop a strategy to engage and leverage social media influencers 

• Identify and catalogue high-value influencers to leverage for Lincoln’s external messaging 

• Determine paid and earned opportunities to be featured on targeted influencers’ feeds 

• Consider directly engaging influencers by designing opportunities for them to visit Lincoln and be 
introduced to local destinations, events, or individuals of interest 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Visit priority destination markets to promote Lincoln to external talent prospects 

While external communications campaigns and pursuit of earned media placements can be effective ways 
to influence potential talent prospects, face to face interactions allow for a more personalized approach to 
tout Lincoln’s benefits and promote relocation opportunities. Because in-market visits are more time, staff, 
and resource intensive than electronic campaigns, target destinations should be chosen carefully based on 
data-informed assessments of markets with the highest concentrations of graduates from UNL and Lincoln’s 
private universities, awareness of Lincoln’s economic and lifestyle advantages, or interest in launching a 
startup or investing in a new enterprise. 

Stakeholders spoke of past efforts where local leaders travelled to a historically black college to personally 
recruit diverse summer interns for Lincoln companies. They also helped the interns find housing in Lincoln 
and orient them in the community. Other cities have hosted mixers and “reunion” events for expats in key 
markets to hear pitches on why they should move back. Some even came with lists of job offers. Regardless 
of the tactic, in-market visits warrant consideration in a holistic talent attraction program. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Identify the highest value markets to target for in-person visits 

• Leverage access to the Nebraska Alumni Association database, alumni lists from Lincoln’s private 
universities, and other research tools to determine external markets with the highest concentration 
of potential talent attraction prospects 

• Consider conducting in-house or contracted polling to further differentiate external markets with 
greater awareness of Lincoln’s competitive assets and opportunities 

• Work with partners to identify priority talent categories to pursue for attraction to Lincoln 

• Set goals and performance metrics to estimate and track return on investment for in-market visits 
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Design and execute carefully planned itineraries, including offering potential recruitment incentives 

• Determine locations, themes, and targeted invitees for in-market events 

• Compile information on job openings, internships, education programs, startup opportunities, and 
other benefits to attract talent prospects to Lincoln 

• Consider incentivizing talent prospects through student loan payment assistance, home purchase 
or rental stipends, relocation cost reimbursement, or cash awards for remote worker relocation 

Follow up with prospects engaged during in-market visits 

• Maintain a database of all prospect talent pursued through in-market travel 

• Debrief on participants’ experiences during visits to optimize future efforts 

• Regularly communicate to prospects, including offering potential return-to-Lincoln excursions like 
Husker football games, concerts, or major events 

2. INFLUENTIAL CHAMPIONS 

An executive of a company with a strong presence in Lincoln told a story of another community where the 
firm does business. The executive explained that the public and corporate leadership of that city almost 
universally sung its praises and were clear and purposeful in their language of why it was a place where 
businesses needed to be. Oftentimes, a community’s most compelling sales pitches come from the leaders 
of its local companies, startups, institutions, and governments.  

While being careful not to overextend its most influential executives, Lincoln could benefit from better 
leveraging leaders to sing the city’s praises. The degree to which leaders participate is up to them. But 
purposefully building a culture where local leaders feel empowered and expected to spread the word about 
Lincoln’s competitiveness would satisfy what many stakeholders feel is the need to start “shouting from the 
rooftops” about the city’s destination appeal. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Equip and empower Lincoln leaders to be effective local promoters 

Whether it is an informal conversation with peers, a presentation at a major conference or event, or even 
interactions with their social networks, influential public and private leaders can have outsized impacts on 
people’s views of Lincoln. Providing leaders with key talking points, presentation slides, electronic materials, 
and other resources to better promote Lincoln in their personal and professional networks would 
complement more formal activities to change external perceptions. 
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While many communities have so-called “ambassador” programs where volunteers are utilized to welcome 
important visitors to the city or preside over events, this initiative would instead develop and deliver regularly 
updated information and tools to imbed promotion of Lincoln into the interactions of changemakers with the 
respect and influence to shape attitudes about the city. The degree to which they “wear their Lincoln hat” 
will be wholly up to the participating champions. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Build a roster of influential Lincoln champions 

• Create a profile for preferred candidates and work with partners to develop a list of potential 
champions 

• Ensure the roster of Lincoln champions is diverse and connected to multiple industry sectors and 
constituency groups 

• Specify the roles, expectations, and parameters of service for the program 

• Outreach to top public, private, institutional, and organizational leaders with interest in serving as 
local champions 

• Regularly update the program roster based on participant preferences and new member interest 

Develop promotional talking points and tools 

• Create printed and electronic materials with compelling information for champions to present and 
discuss in formal and informal contexts 

• Work with champions to customize content as needed for specific audiences and forums 

• Consistently update talking points and presentation tools with new and expanded details on 
Lincoln’s competitive assets and unique stories 

Pursue additional ways to leverage influential champions 

• Continue soliciting testimonials from champions for placement on Lincoln Chamber and LPED 
websites and collateral 

• Approach champions for ideas, innovations, and stories that could be used for earned media efforts 

• Determine if champions would be amenable to serving more official roles representing Lincoln with 
corporate and talent prospects or through event hosting and attendance 
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Dynamic Entrepreneurial Systems and Support 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will become a nationally recognized hub for starting, scaling, and 
sustaining job-and-wealth-creating enterprises. 

In some ways, research universities are the steel mills of the 21st Century. This reality has been validated as 
communities fortunate enough to have an R1 (highest tier) research institution have increasingly worked with 
these schools to translate on-campus and affiliated research into high-value local jobs. According to 
stakeholders, in recent years the University of Nebraska-Lincoln has acknowledged, embraced, and 
invested in its economic development role more aggressively than ever before. State and philanthropic 
monies have furthered UNL’s ambitions to enhance its innovation capacity and processes, programs, and 
facilities to translate research into local economic opportunities. 

As UNL has broadened the scope of its research and innovation efforts, Lincoln’s entrepreneurial and 
startup ecosystem has also grown in both capacity and impact. While Hudl is a frequently cited startup 
success story, several Lincoln-based firms have launched and scaled since the turn of the 21st Century. 
These enterprises are supported by a flourishing ecosystem of entrepreneurially focused programs, spaces, 
and capital providers.  

Startup firms beyond the technology sphere are also prevalent in Lincoln and hold great potential for future 
job growth. So too have entrepreneurial hubs outside of UNL’s facilities and the adjacent Nebraska 
Innovation Campus demonstrated the depth and breadth of Lincoln’s innovation systems. Turbine Flats, 
Haymarket, and other areas of the city are home to multiple startups and entrepreneurial support programs 
and provide opportunities to expand the industrial and demographic diversity of Lincoln’s startup economy. 

Leaders interviewed for the Economic Vitality Strategy identified Lincoln’s potential to launch and grow 
companies and support existing fast-growing firms as the community’s highest value economic 
development opportunity. To capitalize, Lincoln will need to advance efforts on multiple fronts to take its 
entrepreneurial ecosystem to the next level. 
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1. COORDINATION AND COMMUNICATION 

Experts and officials with knowledge of Lincoln’s startup landscape said what the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
most lacks is a way to bring stakeholders together to define and advance a unified vision for what the sector 
can become; they believe that improved leadership and connectivity to pull the entrepreneurial community 
together would have as much impact as new coworking spaces, incubators, and other infrastructure. Better 
connectivity would also stimulate improved communications and opportunities for participants in the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem to become more informed and tell better stories about Lincoln’s assets, activities, 
successes, and challenges. 

This issue is not new nor is it exclusive to Lincoln. As influential books like Startup Communities by Brad 
Feld have noted, entrepreneurial ecosystems typically function more effectively if governance and 
networking are entrepreneur driven and “bottom up” rather than top-down models directed by 
organizations, governments, or institutions. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Improve the coordination and connectivity of entrepreneurial founders, programs, 
organizations, and tools (CE13) 

Stakeholders feel that there are already enough entrepreneurial support organizations (ESOs) in Lincoln’s 
startup ecosystem; any new oversight or umbrella coordination function would be redundant and confuse 
the issue rather than resolve it. The capacity and ability to leverage and connect these entities was said to 
be the low-hanging fruit to enhance Lincoln’s startup economy. Links of the chain would include local 
partners like the CEO Founders Group, NMotion, or LPED, regional entities like Omaha-based EO 
(Entrepreneurs’ Organization) Nebraska, or statewide groups like Community Development Resources or 
Nebraska Tech Collaborative. The specifics of how this connectivity function is advanced will be determined 
through continuing outreach to key entrepreneurial stakeholders to discuss and identify opportunities and 
gaps in startup ecosystem coordination and collaboration. 

Opportunities to bring together ESOs, leverage social networks, and strengthen linkages between 
entrepreneurial hubs and so-called “super connector” stakeholders are also of primary importance. So too 
is enhancing the efficacy of existing resources like StartupLNK by streamlining and improving their utility. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Build a strong network of company founders and entrepreneurial support organizations 

• Inventory and catalogue existing ecosystem groups, leaderships, organizations, and programs 

• Assess the degree to which existing capacity is networked and coordinated, then articulate gaps 
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• Work with established founders, ESO representatives, and program staff to explore new 
partnerships and ways to interconnect existing entities and individuals 

• Research and outreach to peer communities to identify best practice ecosystem coordination 
models with applicability to Lincoln 

• Formalize a strategy for improved ecosystem functionality by mapping existing organizations and 
partners and articulating the work necessary and benefits from connecting and leveraging these 
components 

Streamline the StartupLNK brand and platform 

• Survey users and resource-provider representatives to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 
StartupLNK platform 

• Work with stakeholders to improve the StartupLNK website to enhance its usability and efficacy 

• Capitalize on the streamlined tool to reintroduce StartupLNK as the front door for existing for 
potential entrepreneurs looking for information on small business development resources 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Enhance local awareness and understanding of Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem 

As was noted in the Compelling Image and Awareness goal, Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem’s 
strengths, capacity, successes, and impacts can be more aggressively promoted externally to improve 
awareness of the city’s assets and opportunities. A dedicated campaign tied to Lincoln’s new branding and 
imaging initiative, including the utilization of earned media and entrepreneur and investor attraction, will 
seek to greatly increase the profile of Lincoln’s startup ecosystem in priority external markets. 

However, it is also critical that local stakeholders understand what Lincoln can offer to talent, entrepreneurs, 
potential funders, students, elected officials and other key stakeholder groups. Improving the local 
awareness of these assets increases the likelihood that stakeholders can access networks and tools and 
better connect to local facilities and programs. 

Input participants said the gap between locals’ perception of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and its actual 
capacity could be closed by telling better stories about new business starts, opportunities, and support 
programs. One local executive challenged Lincoln to “celebrate thinking big.” 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Write a compelling playbook for storytelling Lincoln’s entrepreneurial capacity 

• Amass a storehouse of interesting and compelling details, anecdotes, case studies, and other 
information as potential content for the storytelling exercise 

• Determine priority audiences to be targeted through internal storytelling efforts 

• Develop high-level narratives on Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem and customized messaging 
by target audience 

Effectively promote the dynamism and impact of Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem to internal 
audiences 

• Leverage proposed interactions to enhance Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem network as 
opportunities to partner with stakeholders to tell more and better stories about the startup sector’s 
capacity and benefit 

• Outreach to representatives and gatekeepers of other local constituency groups like Lincoln Public 
Schools, higher education, elected officials, large corporations, and social organizations to identify 
and capitalize on contexts and vehicles to tell Lincoln’s entrepreneurship story 

2. BRIDGES TO INVESTMENT 

Nationally recognized and thriving startup hubs are about more than just buildings and programs; if capacity 
itself was enough to seed, start, and scale high growth companies, most cities of size would achieve 
success. Effectively taking an idea to market is a complicated process dependent on multiple factors lining 
up successfully behind the new enterprise. Generating new startup opportunities, capitalizing them, and 
connecting them to customers with a problem to solve or a need to satisfy will build an increasingly dense 
network of experienced founders to support and guide Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

The Economic Vitality Strategy will address key components of the “generating new startup opportunities” 
question in the next objective. The following key initiative will focus on the potential to connect good ideas 
to capital and customers. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Facilitate purposeful connections between entrepreneurs and market opportunities (CE14) 

Most startup companies follow a similar development path, although the path’s initiation, phases, milestones, 
and resolution (for good or bad) are as unique as thumbprints. Some new software programs, phone apps, 
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or services-based businesses can move from idea to market rather quickly while applied technologies can 
take years. The industry sector is irrelevant; ultimately, the idea must satisfy some type of demand - either 
existing or speculative – and have the potential to lead to strong job and wealth creation.  

In Lincoln, ideas for high-growth startups can come from many sources. There are existing mechanisms to 
connect these ideas to potential customers – and vice versa – but more can be done to build bridges 
between startups and opportunities in applicable markets.  

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Position Lincoln-based corporations as potential customers for locally generated technologies, 
products, and services 

• Maintain a continuous understanding of new ideas, products, services, and companies in Lincoln’s 
entrepreneurial ecosystem 

• Capitalize on Lincoln Chamber and affiliates’ (LPED, CVB) relationships with local companies to 
connect entrepreneurs and startups to potential private sector customers 

• Utilize LPED’s business retention and expansion program and other fact-finding opportunities to 
identify corporate needs and challenges that can be resolved by local entrepreneurs 

• Leverage NMotion as a vehicle to help founders launch new companies and accelerate the growth 
of existing companies through connections to mentors, customers, and investors 

• Create and promote “reverse pitch” events – including the potential restart of 1 Million Cups Lincoln 
– as opportunities to expose entrepreneurs and startups to established companies and investors 

Help connect companies and investors to student entrepreneurs and researchers at Lincoln’s colleges 

and universities 

• Explore partnerships with UNL’s College of Engineering, including the Raikes School of Computer 
Science and Management, to connect student entrepreneurs with local companies to discuss 
opportunities for partnerships and investment 

• Identify startup ideas generated by students at UNL’s Hospitality, Restaurant and Tourism 
Management and Carson Center for Emerging Media Arts programs to discuss with potential 
corporate customers 

• Conduct regular discussions with NUtech Ventures on potential private sector interest in intellectual 
property developed by researchers at University of Nebraska’s Lincoln and Kearney campuses 
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• Leverage Nebraska Wesleyan’s INBRE (IDeA Network of Biomedical Research Excellence) program 
and the school’s Student Research and Creative Endeavor Symposium to identify salable ideas for 
market absorption 

• Work with the Nebraska Innovation Campus to help identify and recruit local companies and outside 
firms to partner with UNL at the campus 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Leverage existing capital resources and attract new funding streams 

In Economic Vitality Strategy public input, stakeholders with knowledge of Lincoln’s startup ecosystem said 
that the local capacity to source capital for promising new firms has some advantages over other 
communities. Even so, the Nebraska Tech Collaborative, a workforce development seeking to improve the 
overall technology landscape in Nebraska, reported that Nebraska’s venture capital (VC) position was low 
relative to its output of viable startups. 

Sources of investment and funding for Lincoln-area founders include Invest Nebraska, the Nebraska Angels 
investor syndicate, Lincoln’s NMotion accelerator (up to $100,000 per firm), LPED’s LaunchLNK program 
($25,000 per firm), and major Lincoln companies like Nelnet that regularly invest in promising new 
technologies and startups. Community Development Resources provides multiple sources of small business 
capital including SBA Micro Loans, SBA 504 Loans, and loans ranging from $1,000 to $100,000 for existing 
small businesses. 

Attracting the interest of major VC firms typically based in large coastal U.S. markets is more challenging, 
though the slow but steady movement of high-growth U.S. firms and skilled talent away from high-cost 
regions into the country’s interior has broadened venture funding opportunities for startups in the Silicon 
Prairie13 and other regions. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Foster greater local awareness and utilization of existing startup capital funding sources 

• Ensure the enhanced network of company founders and ESOs proposed in this strategy serves as 
a collaborative platform to communicate information and make connections between startup 
founders and funding sources like Nebraska Angels, NMotion, Invest Nebraska, Community 
Development Resources, and LPED 

 
13 A take on the Silicon Valley brand, Silicon Prairie is a reference to a multi-state region loosely comprising parts of Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, 
Missouri, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Kansas. 
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• Incorporate narratives on Lincoln’s available startup funding resources in Lincoln’s proposed 
entrepreneurial ecosystem storytelling initiative and tools like StartupLNK 

• Support private corporations like Nelnet and others as needed to connect them with seed and 
venture funding opportunities 

Leverage external marketing and relationship building to increase the profile of Lincoln’s startup 

investment opportunities 

• Integrate information, links, testimonials, and case studies on Lincoln funding resources, successful 
startups, and established founders into the community’s new external brand and targeted marketing 
campaign 

• Conduct research on the presence of local investment funds and venture capital firms prior to in-
person external marketing visits 

• Look to schedule in-market meetings with key decision-makers to promote Lincoln startup 
investment opportunities broadly and, potentially, in specific firms 

• Supply compelling story ideas on the local entrepreneurial ecosystem to Lincoln’s public relations 
consultant or leverage them through in-house earned media efforts 

• Consider opportunities to develop a major, high-profile, annual Lincoln startup event 

3. PIPELINES AND PLACES 

“More creators, less curators.” Those words from a local ESO leader speak to the need for Lincoln to 
enhance the pipeline of potential founders engaged in the city’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. Even a 
program-rich community like Lincoln will struggle to expand the impact of its startup economy without a 
steady flow of entrepreneurs into the system. 

Lincoln has already established a good base of assets like coworking spaces, acceleration programs, 
meetups and events, capital sources, and information hubs to support the launch and growth of startup 
enterprises. But these resources will go for naught without inputs into the system – inexperienced or 
seasoned entrepreneurs with good ideas to seed and scale. Purposeful efforts to offer programs, spaces, 
and events to attract the attention and commitment of enterprising talent will ensure that entrepreneurial 
support and development capacity delivers a strong and sustained impact on the local economy. 
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  KEY INITIATIVE 

Increase the flow of diverse talent into Lincoln’s entrepreneurial pipeline 

There are already several key onramps to Lincoln’s startup ecosystem, including multiple accelerators and 
incubators. NMotion features a suite of offerings designed to attract, support, and advance startup founders 
in Lincoln including gBETA and Venture Studio, a 16-week accelerator cohort and Growth Accelerator, a 
more concierge, “white glove” experience for high-growth startups. LaunchLNK helps early-stage stage 
startups get established and grow in Lincoln by providing a $25,000 grant, connections to capital, mentors, 
and introductions to potential corporate customers. Other accelerators include The Combine and Biotech 
Connector at the Nebraska Innovation Campus, UBT’s Catalyst Program, and the Southeastern Community 
College Entrepreneurship Center.  

Coworking spaces not only serve as lower cost locations for entrepreneurs to run their businesses but also 
provide important networking and collaboration opportunities. The Turbine Flats Project is a self-sustaining, 
collaborative environment for small and start-up businesses to bring their products and ideas to market. 
Turbine Flats’ campus now houses MakeShift coworking, over 40 companies, and more than 40,000 square 
feet of office and industrial space. Entrepreneurs can also use the spaces and services of FUSE Coworking, 
Foundry, and the Nebraska Innovation Studio makerspace, 

The Lincoln Small Business Development Center (SBDC), the local branch of a statewide network, offers 
more traditional small business support programming. At the state level, Nebraska Tech Collaborative is a 
business-led workforce initiative designed to develop, attract, and retain tech talent and entrepreneurs in 
Nebraska. 

Local leaders want to complement these resources by establishing a Kiva Hub offering micro-loans to 
eligible applicants. Kiva is a micro-lending platform enabling investors to pool contributions of as little as 
$25 to fund aspiring entrepreneurs. In a local Hub, a Kiva-trained Capital Access Manager assumes 
responsibility and control over the micro-loan product and connects resources to local entrepreneurs and 
stakeholders. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Increase the awareness of – and participation in – existing entrepreneurial onramps 

• Leverage current networking and communications efforts and those proposed in this strategy to 
raise local awareness of entrepreneurial ecosystem onramps for targeted audiences 

• Ensure a diversity of applicants by partnering with the Cultural Centers of Lincoln to promote 
entrepreneurial engagement opportunities and assist with program access 
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• Simply the process of applying to the LaunchLNK program 

• Work with Lincoln Public Schools and local colleges and universities to incorporate information about 
entrepreneurial system onramps into core curricula and career education programs 

• Leverage the Economic Vitality Strategy’s proposed external branding and marketing campaign to 
attract new founders to Lincoln startup programs 

Advance efforts to launch the Lincoln Kiva Hub 

• Outreach to leaders engaged in Hub development to determine necessary assistance, resources, 
and partnerships to secure the designation 

• Incorporate promotion of the Hub into all internal marketing and communications networks and 
systems 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Create more opportunities for fruitful “collisions” of people and ideas across Lincoln 

The pandemic has significantly increased remote work and virtual interaction. Despite this newfound ease 
of online communication, there is still great benefit to face-to-face interaction and networking. The collision 
theory of innovation proposes that innovation happens when two or more unrelated ideas collide to create 
something new. Though suspended during the pandemic, entrepreneurial meetups and events are slowly 
returning to Lincoln’s calendar. Advocates would like these events to focus less on surface-level networking 
and more on substantive relationship building.  

The city is also home to numerous physical spaces where entrepreneurs can work, socialize, network, make 
deals, get support, and collaborate with like-minded peers. Among these is the Nebraska Innovation 
Campus, positioned as Lincoln’s most viable opportunity to develop an innovation district, a proven model 
blending research and development, placemaking, and mixed-use amenities to stimulate innovation and 
economic growth. Additional, smaller nodes of startup related activity can be found throughout Downtown 
Lincoln. Stakeholders would like to see these entrepreneurial hubs more widely dispersed across the city 
to provide access to a broader, more diverse mix of startup founders and opportunities. Beyond traditional 
coworking spaces, incubators, and accelerators, these hubs can contain “third places” (e.g., coffee shops, 
libraries, bars, restaurants, etc.) outside of the home and office to serve as temporary offices, meeting 
spaces, and networking centers. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Program, promote and host dynamic entrepreneurial events 

• Populate a list of existing entrepreneurially focused events and organizers 

• Facilitate discussions with entrepreneurial ecosystem stakeholders to assess the value of existing 
events and identify opportunities for new programs and experiences 

• Work with partners to confirm host organizations, necessary and available resources, locations, 
programmatic details, and timing of new and refreshed events 

Create dispersed hubs for entrepreneurial activity across Lincoln14 

• Catalogue and map existing concentrations of entrepreneurial facilities, spaces, and districts 

• Enlist the help of city planners, property developers, commercial real estate professionals, and other 
experts to determine the most appropriate locations to target for dedicated entrepreneurial facilities 
and flexible spaces for working, meeting, and socializing 

• Seek out current organizations, owners, and managers of coworking, incubation, and acceleration 
facilities and programs to consider the potential to open new or affiliated spaces in one or more of 
Lincoln’s entrepreneurial hubs 

 

  

 
14 This tactic should be explored in coordination with the citywide activity centers initiative proposed in this strategy’s Vibrant Destination Assets 
goal. 
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Targeted Economic Development 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will enhance its quality of life and community prosperity by prioritizing 
targeted growth sectors that capitalize on the city’s unique assets and opportunities. 

At its core, economic development is about marketing a product; in this case, the product is the community 
or region being advertised as a competitive location for business and talent. The components that affect a 
community product’s competitiveness are addressed throughout this Economic Vitality Strategy and include 
talent capacity, available sites and buildings, business climate, quality of life and place, communications and 
messaging, destination amenities, etc.  

As such, the effective implementation of this strategy will position Lincoln much more competitively for 
economic development. Organizations like LPED support efforts that improve community product and 
implement specialized programs that market the area, manage prospect inquiries and projects, work with 
existing business, and ensure the local business climate is conducive to quality, high-wage economic 
growth. 

Given a historic workforce shortage, Lincoln is less likely to win a relocation battle for a major industrial 
employer that seeks to hire thousands of readily available works or requires a significant incentives package. 
Those deals are few and far between in today’s market anyway; in fact, some communities go years without 
a major announcement. Instead, local leaders feel Lincoln’s top opportunities for high-value job creation 
include leveraging established and emerging strengths in tourism, agricultural technology (agtech) and 
genetics, financial technology (fintech), sports technology, targeted advanced manufacturing, logistics, and 
emerging technology solutions related to research partnerships and industry modernization.  

While many communities consider healthcare services to be a “local serving” sector, data show that Lincoln 
draws almost half of its patient base from outside the community. Some feel that Lincoln takes its strong 
healthcare sector for granted and argue that economic vitality will be compromised without a growing 
complement of basic healthcare services, specialties, and sub-specialties. 

Advocating for a competitive business climate and helping existing employers expand – which, in Lincoln, 
is largely a factor of talent acquisition and business climate – are also critical to economic vitality. 
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1. HIGH-VALUE ATTRACTION 

Although, as most stakeholders assumed, Lincoln’s largest employment sectors reflect the presence of state 
government and higher education, a closer look at historical data reveals that Lincoln has a relatively 
balanced economy with a variety of private-sector strengths, including financial services, healthcare, and 
significant concentrations in other export-oriented industry sectors. LPED currently targets advanced 
manufacturing, fintech and insurance, logistics, agtech, and research-based opportunities. By regularly 
working with higher education and other partners, LPED can ensure targeted sectors incorporate 
established and emerging strengths across the community. 

One example is robotics. A local coalition called the Heartland Robotics Cluster was recently awarded a 
$25 million federal Build Back Better Challenge grant to expand robotics-related research and teaching 
spaces at UNL, upgrade a robotics makerspace, and develop infrastructure and training capacity at regional 
community colleges. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Implement an integrated, multifaceted business recruitment program targeted to established 
and emerging industry strengths 

LPED currently engages in high-value prospect attraction through promotion of Lincoln to targeted 
relocation prospects, attendance at industry-specific events, marketing trips, networking with real estate 
professionals and site selection consultants, and managing prospect inquiries and projects. These activities 
should be assessed and retooled as necessary based on strengths in Lincoln’s export economy. Local 
companies can also become more engaged in actively recruiting new firms and taking frontline positions 
when prospects have short-listed Lincoln in a competitive site search.  

Even though every newly recruited job has the potential to compete for a limited pool of available talent in 
Lincoln, the theory of cluster building argues that increased concentrations of specialized firms, workers, 
and supportive policies and resources create economies of scale that make the community an even more 
compelling destination for companies in that sector. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Regularly assess and confirm Lincoln’s priority target industry sectors 

• Monitor local and national employment trends to ensure Lincoln is pursuing target industries 
projected to sustainably create high-value export jobs 

• Work closely with local researchers, institutions, and entrepreneurial support organizations to 
identify established sectors that warrant inclusion in targeted efforts and promising emerging sectors 
and/or subsectors to incorporate into external marketing efforts 

• Conduct or contract for a comprehensive study of Lincoln’s target sectors every few years to refresh 
the city’s list of priority opportunity clusters 

Customize an effective, information-rich online presence as Lincoln’s information hub and contact point 
for corporate prospects and site selectors 

• Revisit the SelectLincoln.org website to refresh content, images, and site architecture to better 
profile local concentrations in targeted established and emerging sectors 

• Consider surveying one or more corporate real estate executives or site election professionals to 
confirm that SelectLincoln.org is an impactful, user-friendly tool compared to peer markets 

• Ensure that targeted economic development marketing is consistent with recommendations in this 
strategy related to segmented external branding and messaging, storytelling and awareness 
building of entrepreneurial assets, earned media, I-80 corridor branding (see Objective 3), and 
leveraging community leaders as promotional champions 

Invest in high-value out-of-market prospecting visits 

• Design annual travel calendars based on attending select (one to two) conferences or annual 
meetings in niches where Lincoln has notable strengths and assets 

• Continue to partner with the Nebraska Department of Economic Development to determine how to 
leverage state investments in marketing visits and trade missions for the benefit of Lincoln’s targeted 
growth 

• Conduct pre-research to identify and schedule on-site meetings with existing or potential relocation 
prospects and important decision makers during out-of-market visits 
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Pursue relationship building with key economic development influencers 

• Continue to actively engage with corporate relocation executives, site selection firms and 
professionals, commercial real estate brokers, and property owners and developers to communicate 
Lincoln’s competitive assets and opportunities 

• Leverage all necessary tools and partners to maintain productive working relationships with 
statewide economic development leaders and local practitioners 

• Continue to advance relationships with partners in Japan, Canada, Israel, and other priority countries 
to enhance local sector-based economic development 

• Consider leveraging a local event (e.g., a VIP experience at a high-profile Cornhusker football game) 
to incentivize site selectors and other influencers to visit the community and learn more about its 
relocation advantages 

Effectively manage prospect inquiries and economic development project opportunities 

• Ensure that communication and coordination with the Nebraska Department of Economic 
Development and local partners in response to requests for information and other inquiries 
continues to be collaborative and transparent 

• Continue to discuss relocation process milestones and available incentives during prospect visits 

• Follow up with local partners on the progress of prospect engagements and work to address any 
competitive issues reported by firms or consultants selecting another community 

• Leverage City of Lincoln efforts to enhance its development review process and business climate to 
strengthen prospect management partnerships 

Improve the engagement of existing businesses in corporate recruitment efforts 

• Articulate the value proposition for existing Lincoln firms to help attract new businesses to the city 

• Proactively communicate to corporate executives of top Lincoln companies how they can be more 
impactful ambassadors and advocates during prospect attraction and management 

• Secure testimonials from top employers on Lincoln’s competitiveness for business to post on 
economic development websites, social media channels, and electronic promotional materials 
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2. EXISTING BUSINESS SUPPORT 

Statistics show that upwards of 80 percent of local jobs are created by existing businesses. As such, LPED 
supports the growth of local companies through business retention and expansion strategies and a diverse 
suite of workforce development programs. BRE efforts focus on 100 export-oriented firms that derive at least 
half of their revenue out of market. Attempts are made to visit with top executives to get their feedback on 
expansion opportunities, capital expenditures, sales, supply chain, and workforce issues. LPED officials are 
looking to upgrade their customer relationship management (CRM) software to derive more actionable 
information from BRE visits and improve the program’s impact. 

Another way to support existing businesses is through advocacy to address policies and practices that 
adversely impact the local competitive climate. Working at the local, state, and federal levels to proactively 
influence legislation and policy, the Lincoln Chamber helps area companies maximize their growth potential. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Strengthen the performance and awareness of business retention and expansion 
programming (CE15) 

Economic development staff acknowledge that, while current BRE programming has been effective and 
features several areas of strength, it is not systematic in its operations. Rather than a complete retooling, the 
BRE program would benefit from key adjustments to capitalize on positive, proactive relationships with 
executives at Lincoln’s most impactful firms, value-added networking, and good partnerships with key 
community entities. Optimizing the CRM survey instrument for existing business visits and determining how 
best to leverage collected information will add value to this service. 

Some companies participating in public input and Economic Vitality Strategy Steering Committee meetings 
said they were not familiar with the full extent of existing business programming offered in Lincoln. Raising 
awareness of BRE efforts and benefits will also be necessary to ensure local companies take full advantage 
of the program. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Improve the existing business visitation program’s processes and outcomes 

• Proceed with assessing available options and investing in a new CRM platform and survey 
instrument for BRE visits 

• Schedule existing business visits by target industry, company size, growth potential, traded sector 
value, and anticipated frequency of visits 

• Continue to seek appointments with top corporate decision-makers and staff 
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• Formalize protocols for acting on competitive challenges and expansion opportunities identified 
through BRE visits 

• Follow up regularly with surveyed executives on progress towards achievement of identified action 
items 

• Utilize existing business visits to identify potential corporate attraction prospects in current 
employers’ supply chain networks 

• Leverage surveyed executives to convey local strengths and assets to incorporate into Lincoln’s 
external marketing campaign 

Raise awareness of the BRE function and goals 

• Develop a brand for the BRE program to differentiate it from other LPED services 

• Create a BRE landing page on the LPED website that includes a program overview, list of partners 
and services, an “opt-in” form for business visitation, and case studies and testimonials of positive 
retention and expansion outcomes 

• Leverage the annual Economic Development Breakfast and other existing meetings, networking 
sessions, and communications tools to introduce and promote the retooled BRE program 

Increase communications and formal interactions with key firms and sectors 

• Identify opportunities to provide exclusive benefits to top-tier corporate partners including quarterly 
investor meetings, “insider” updates on prospect and project activity, special acknowledgement on 
websites and marketing materials, etc. 

• Expand target-sector-specific programming and touchpoints, potentially including discussion 
forums, issue roundtables, networking engagements, and other events 

Continue to conduct an annual survey of Lincoln businesses in partnership with the state Department 

of Labor (DOL) 

• Work with DOL to add and revise survey questions as necessary 

• Incorporate actionable findings into existing business, advocacy, and workforce development 
programming 

• Summarize complementary survey results in owned and earned media 
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  KEY INITIATIVE 

Advocate for a competitive and sustainable local business climate 

The Lincoln Chamber is the lead entity working with lawmakers and local officials to advance pro-growth 
policies. By hosting annual summits and monthly policy coffees and preparing annual local, state, and federal 
legislative agendas, the Chamber seeks to make Lincoln a competitive place to do business. The Chamber’s 
policy function also works to inform the local electorate on candidates up for election and increases the 
number of eligible voters who go to the polls. 

Public policy and advocacy will be critical to achieving many key initiatives in the Economic Vitality Strategy, 
including an improved business climate, infrastructure funding, education and training resources and 
facilities, housing policy, and quality of life and tourism amenities to name just a few. Efforts to leverage the 
Lincoln Airport’s $55 million terminal renovation and expansion project would also benefit from a successful 
statewide vote on a constitutional amendment authorizing the use of public money to attract additional 
commercial airline passenger service. 

Ensuring that economic vitality priorities are included in annual legislative agendas will be important to 
secure approval and funding for major projects and programs. Successful advocacy will ensure that 
employment growth is sustainable through election cycles and unforeseen challenges like statewide and 
national economic downturns. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Leverage key tools and stakeholders to inform and advance annual legislative agendas 

• Capitalize on the leadership of the Lincoln Chamber, LPED, and Lincoln CVB boards of directors and 
the Chamber’s Legislative Committee to help populate and shape legislative priorities 

• Utilize the retooled BRE program and annual DOL survey to identify key issues that would benefit 
from coordinated advocacy 

• Continue to host and leverage events such as Chamber Coffees, Public Policy Forums, the Growth 
and Development Forum, Face the Chamber luncheons, and the annual Legislative Summit to inform 
policy and legislative priorities and report on progress 

Support the Lincoln Airport’s efforts to compete for additional air service 

• Advocate for eventual passage of a public vote amending the Nebraska constitution to enable 
airports to use public money as a revenue guarantee for airlines to expand service offerings 



 

58  LINCOLN ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 

• Lobby for any necessary interlocal government agreements with the Lincoln Airport Authority to 
provide revenue to guarantee future passenger air service 

• Help leverage federal Small Community Air Service Development grants or the U.S. government’s 
Essential Air Service program if required to secure more local direct flights 

Cultivate an informed and active electorate on issues of importance to Lincoln’s business community 

• Maximize awareness and utilization of VoteLNK tools such as registration links, information materials, 
and Legislative Candidate Questionnaires for key business-related votes 

• Work with partners to identify and support efforts to mobilize the electorate for referenda enhancing 
Lincoln’s business climate 

Reintroduce an annual Washington, D.C. “fly in” for public and private Lincoln leadership 

• In partnership with the Nebraska Chamber and/or other groups, program and resource a yearly visit 
to the nation’s capital to meet with federal representatives, staff, and other leaders to discuss and 
advance issues of interest to Lincoln’s economic vitality 

• Solicit participation on the trip from interested corporate executives, elected officials, government 
department heads, organizational and institutional leadership, entrepreneurs and startup founders, 
and other stakeholder groups 

• Utilize the visit to introduce participating leaders to programs, projects, and destinations that could 
be replicated and customized for Lincoln 
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3. REGIONAL COLLABORATION 

When big companies scout for destinations to locate or hire professionals to do it for them, they typically 
look beyond city and county borders to a broader “drive time” labor shed (usually around one hour to 90-
minute access) of potential talent they can tap into to fuel their growth. As was said earlier in this Economic 
Vitality Strategy, talent is the number one issue in economic development today. 

When it comes to labor shed, Lincoln finds itself in an enviable position. In addition to a highly educated 
local workforce, the presence of UNL, private universities, SCC, and a top-rated public school district, Lincoln 
is roughly 50 miles away from the million-plus Omaha metropolitan area. The collective assets of the two 
regions and their relative proximity are compelling draws for prospective employers and talent. 

Lincoln and Omaha have more shared opportunities at this time than have existed at any point in the past. 
From a potential lake between the two metros to discussions of a jointly owned development megasite, 
opportunities to capitalize on shared interests are increasingly being discussed and considered. Lincoln 
should gauge a potential partnership with Omaha to position the I-80 corridor between them as a 
competitive location for employers looking for a best-of-both-worlds destination. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Explore the potential to create a marketing strategy for the Interstate-80 corridor connecting 
Lincoln and Omaha (CE16) 

Lincoln leaders acknowledge that their city and Omaha, as one executive put it, “speak different languages 
– government for Lincoln and corporate for Omaha.” But many also feel that the differences complement 
each other and can take the assets of both communities and package them for promotion to a global 
marketplace. 

Whether it is the Cultivation Corridor between Des Moines and Ames, Iowa, the Texas Innovation Corridor 
extending from Austin to San Antonio, Texas, or the massive 23-county Florida High Tech Corridor anchored 
by the University of Central Florida, the University of South Florida, and the University of Florida, multi-
regional marketing initiatives have frequently been utilized to position corridors as greater than the sum of 
their parts. 

Like brands for cities and regions themselves, it can be challenging to gain traction with a corridor marketing 
identity. Lincoln should gauge Omaha’s willingness to partner in the initiative and assess the value-added 
benefit of pursuing a joint I-80 corridor brand. The external campaign could serve as a catalyst for a more 
comprehensive collaboration strategy between the two regions. 
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  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Confirm the interest and viability of a Lincoln-Omaha corridor branding campaign 

• Research the impact of existing multi-region corridor marketing initiatives and speak with executives 
in these communities about the perceived and actual benefit of the campaigns 

• Based on the assessment, outreach to Omaha economic development organizations and leaders to 
discuss opportunities to partner on an I-80 corridor brand 

• If supported, resource, design, and launch the I-80 corridor brand and integrate the identity into 
Lincoln and Omaha regional marketing platforms 

Leverage the I-80 partnership to advance greater collaboration between Lincoln and Omaha 

• Explore opportunities to partner on potential inter-regional efforts like a recreational lake, a jointly 
owned industrial megasite, regionalized utilities and emergency-response systems, and other 
projects 
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Distinctive Destination Assets 

STRATEGIC OUTCOME: Lincoln will enhance its competitiveness and residents’ quality of life by 
developing high-end destination facilities and amenities to attract visitors and events. 

Increasingly, economic development leaders are understanding the full impact a vital tourism sector has on 
talent and business attraction. Beyond the immediate impact of attendee, exhibitor, and tournament 
spending (and the related economic impact), the ability to introduce the community to potential future 
residents, entrepreneurs, and investors is an important benefit. Indeed, the purpose behind America’s very 
first urban destination marketing organization launched in Detroit in 1896 was to familiarize out-of-market 
business leaders with a community they would not otherwise visit. This is why convention centers have 
always been attractive assets for savvy communities. 

That still holds true today. When asked what was missing in Lincoln’s tourism infrastructure, community 
leaders and residents were in general agreement that a downtown convention center would fill a major 
need for meeting and event space and inject new energy into the Haymarket, Railyard, Telegraph District, 
and O and P Street corridors. They feel the same can be said for efforts to leverage the announced Lincoln 
Youth Complex by enhancing complimentary amenities and attracting major youth tournaments. Both 
facilities highlight the opportunity to attract people to Lincoln who may not have considered the community 
as a place to live or invest. They also induce new spending, generate non-resident taxes, create new 
businesses and jobs, and attract media coverage to change perceptions about Lincoln.  

Expansion of a local tourism sector has the added benefit of bolstering the complement of local amenities 
that can improve residents’ quality of life as well as creating new jobs. Tourism and destination marketing 
are therefore integral components of a comprehensive strategy focused on economic vitality. In addition to 
this Vibrant Destination Assets goal, strategies directly and indirectly tied to making Lincoln more 
competitive for visitors and events are woven throughout this plan. 

1. HIGH-VOLUME ATTRACTORS 

When it opened nearly ten years ago, Pinnacle Bank Arena represented one of the most significant 
investments in Downtown Lincoln’s history. The promise of the arena has been borne out by subsequent 
revitalization of the Haymarket, the positioning of the Railyard district, and increased foot traffic and tax 
receipts for the city. However, the negative effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on Lincoln’s tourism sector 
and downtown vitality have led to concern amongst city leaders that downtown might lose the momentum 
spurred by the arena’s construction. This challenge is exacerbated by a lack of convention and meeting 
space that limits Lincoln’s ability to compete for large state and regional events. 
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Many stakeholders in Lincoln liken the advancement of a proposed new downtown convention center to 
discussions about the need for a modern new arena in decades past. It took a strategic visioning process 
to compel influential public and private citizens to secure the buy-in and resources necessary to construct 
Pinnacle Bank Arena and leaders hope the Economic Vitality Strategy will have a similar impact on the 
development of a downtown Lincoln Convention Center. 

Beyond the potential impact of a major new downtown convention center, Lincoln can further bolster its 
tourism sector by developing and leveraging additional catalysts for visitor attraction and spending. One of 
these is the recently announced $27 million Lincoln Youth Complex. These new turf fields, combined with 
existing infrastructure, can help establish Lincoln as a mecca for major tournaments and their associated 
economic benefit. The city can also turbocharge its annual Lincoln Calling festival into a signature national 
event drawing visitors to the region to experience music, art, and cutting-edge panels on new technologies 
and innovations. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Develop a new downtown Convention Center to greatly expand Lincoln’s capacity to attract 
meetings and events (CE17) 

In the Feasibility Study for a New Lincoln Convention Center published in February 2022, consultants 
determined that the city’s current primary convention facility, the Lincoln Marriott Cornhusker, only 
accommodates 30 percent of the region’s identified exhibit space needs. In terms of total sellable space, 
the Cornhusker satisfies only 58 percent of the market’s needs. The study’s market analysis suggested that 
a sufficient level of unmet demand exists to support the development of a downtown Lincoln Convention 
Center. In the competitive analysis for the Economic Vitality Strategy, research also found that one of the 
significant differences between Lincoln and its competitors is the lack of a convention facility that can host 
state, regional, and national events.  

According to the feasibility study, a downtown Lincoln Convention Center could significantly increase local 
visitation by attracting meetings of associations, corporations, and consumer trade shows. The following 
image from the feasibility study shows the anticipated specifications necessary for a new downtown 
convention center to accommodate future market demand. 
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KEY ASPECTS – MARKET SUPPORTED DOWNTOWN CONVENTION FACILITY FOR LINCOLN 

 

Source: CSL 

As conceived, the new downtown facility will be more than just a convention center but a vision of the future 
and an attraction in its own right. For example, the center could incorporate new virtual and augmented 
reality technology being developed at UNL to provide a fully interactive and immersive experience for 
eventgoers and visitors. A state-of-the-art convention center could therefore be tied back to growth of 
existing businesses and an attraction asset for high-tech employers in these and related fields. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Confirm the convention center’s downtown site, funding package, and design 

• Reach consensus on a preferred downtown convention center site based on guidance from the 
2022 feasibility study and yet to be released Phase 2 cost benefit analysis 

• Secure a public-private funding package informed by experiences from resourcing Pinnacle Bank 
Arena 

• Initiate discussions with regional university, corporate, and community leaders to identify the features 
and amenities required to ensure their future booking of the center 

• Design the center based on best-in-class models with uniquely Lincoln features and finishes 
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Develop the downtown convention center and surrounding campus into a compelling destination 
package 

• Identify potential public-private partnerships to collaboratively design and develop the facility and 
campus into a tourist attraction and local amenity to complement its use as a convention center 

• Research priority emerging trends from the February 2022 convention center feasibility study to 
inform campus design 

• Ensure the downtown campus site is walkable and connected to other existing and planned local 
activity districts 

Aggressively market Lincoln as a diverse destination market for a wide array of clients 

• Package regional anchors like Pinnacle Bank Arena, the Lancaster Events Center, Pinewood Bowl 
Theater, and the future downtown Lincoln Convention Center and Lincoln Youth Complex as a 
diverse mix of assets for a wide array of potential clients 

• Determine the niche industries, technologies, and institutional assets that can be leveraged to attract 
meetings, conferences, and conventions to Lincoln 

• Work with Nebraska state government, local universities, major employers, and entrepreneurial 
ecosystem leaders to pursue opportunities to host major events at new and upgraded local meeting 
facilities 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Fully leverage the future Lincoln Youth Complex 

The recently announced Lincoln Youth Complex will enable the community to host more tournaments than 
ever before. Like convention center events, amateur sports tournaments are important magnets to attract 
potential investors and residents to experience the community for the first time. Indeed, because such 
tournaments are often played at facilities without onsite hotels, participants and their families are typically 
exposed to even more of the city than their convention attendee counterparts; this further elevates the 
potential that tournament visitors will find even more to love about Lincoln. For this reason, tournament-
grade sports complexes are often overlooked economic vitality engines in addition to being wonderful 
quality of life amenities for residents. 

As proposed, the $27 million Lincoln Youth Complex will include artificial-turf fields and stadiums housing 
Nebraska Wesleyan University baseball and softball teams. Five of the fields will be designated for youth 
baseball and softball games and another for use by individuals with physical and intellectual disabilities. 
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Construction is expected to start in the spring, with the first games slated for fall 2024. The complex is 
expected to attract 100,000 new visitors in its first year and double that by year three. 

INITIAL RENDERING, LINCOLN YOUTH COMPLEX 

 

Source: Lincoln Convention and Visitors Bureau 

As envisioned, the Lincoln Youth Complex could serve as a catalyst for upgrades to existing facilities and 
development of new recreation amenities. Working together, department staff and city leaders could 
reimagine existing municipal parks and facilities and collaborate with existing private-sector facilities to 
provide exceptional infrastructure not only for residents but to host regional and national competitions. 
Because attraction of youth tournaments is so competitive, Lincoln would need to step up its marketing 
efforts to secure these opportunities. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Complement the Lincoln Youth Complex with new and upgraded recreation facilities 

• Initiate conversations with local and regional sports clubs and leagues to better understand their 
needs for additional facilities 

• Analyze competitor tournament markets to identify potentially underserved sports in Lincoln that 
could inform facility upgrades and development 

• Develop public-private collaborations to secure and develop additional sports complexes to serve 
both resident need (on weekdays) and the tournament market on weekends. 

Develop a reputation as a sports tournament magnet 

• Customize a promotional campaign (complimentary to Lincoln’s new brand and marketing program) 
to highlight the city’s appeal as a sports tournament destination 
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• Partner with the Nebraska Sports Council and other key sports organizations to identify potential 
high-impact youth and adult athletic tournaments and events to attract to Lincoln 

• Work with local colleges, universities, sports-tech companies like Hudl, state agencies, and other 
potential partners to explore sponsorship and event attraction opportunities 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Expand Lincoln Calling into the “South by Southwest” of Nebraska 

Held in Austin, Texas every spring, South by Southwest (SXSW) is the definitive example of a one-time local 
festival that has evolved into a globally prominent event celebrating the convergence of tech, film, music, 
education, and culture. Gradually expanding from concerts into showcases, sounding boards, and 
educational experiences for local technologies and innovation, SXSW had an estimated $280.7 million 
impact on Austin in 2022. 

Local leaders feel that a high profile, extensively promoted annual music, arts, and technology event could 
have a similarly transformative impact on Lincoln’s economy, national recognition, and destination appeal. 
Though not nearly the size of Austin, Lincoln is a state capital city with a major research university and a 
nationally renowned football program. Locally developed innovations in a variety of sectors could be 
featured in similar ways to SXSW’s sessions and exhibitions. A new, modern convention center and with 
walk-up plazas and entertainment-friendly public spaces could further enhance the Lincoln Calling 
experience. 

The most logical path to approximating an SXSW-esque local impact is to partner with Lincoln Calling to 
strategize on the necessary step-change investments to significantly raise the event’s scope, capacity, and 
profile. Increased brand awareness and community impact could lead to stronger private sector support. 
Like SXSW, Lincoln Calling is a 501c(3) nonprofit organization bringing communities together through 
immersive cultural experiences in music, art, and education. Lincoln Calling has partnered in the past with 
multiple organizations to produce and present discussions and workshops highlighting civic engagement, 
wellness, entrepreneurship, and innovation. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Partner with Lincoln Calling to pursue the steady expansion of the festival 

• Outreach to Lincoln Calling’s staff and board to propose the opportunity to enhance the event 

• Discuss potential expansion strategies, priorities, costs, and revenue generation and staffing needs 
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• Approach existing and potential sponsors to present the value proposition and fiscal requirements 
of a higher profile festival 

• Utilize new resources to attract the country’s top recording artists across multiple genres to perform 
at Lincoln Calling 

• Explore opportunities to expand the festival footprint to venues in additional parts of the city 

Complement music offerings with a greater breadth of arts and technology programming 

• Work with arts organizations and leaders to pursue opportunities to expand the range and number 
of art-related activities at Lincoln Calling 

• Engage Lincoln’s top innovative firms, entrepreneurs, and researchers to help design Lincoln 
Calling’s technology-focused sessions, displays, and events 

• Identify influential experts in new technologies, startup development, public policy, and other future-
focused categories to serve on discussion panels and educational sessions at Lincoln Calling 

Significantly increase the marketing and promotion of Lincoln Calling 

• Research and confirm priority markets and media to prioritize for expanded Lincoln Calling 
promotion 

• Secure the resources necessary to reach targeted audiences and influencers 

• Incorporate Lincoln Calling promotion into the marketing and communications campaigns of 
economic development entities and related partners 

2. UNIQUE DESTINATION DISTRICTS 

A long-held argument supporting pursuit of tourism as a target sector holds that amenities created to satisfy 
visitor demand also benefit existing residents. The reverse is also true; dynamic mixed-use nodes of dense 
residential, retail, and commercial activity are compelling destinations for visitors looking for authentic local 
experiences. Unfortunately, input participants said Lincoln does a poor job of supporting and curating 
distinctive local experiences and tapping into the unique foods and customs of its diverse New American 
population. 

The February 2022 Feasibility Study for a New Lincoln Convention Center highlighted a key emerging post-
Covid trend. According to the study, “The value proposition for an event planner broadens beyond 
traditional event space and hotel criteria to include restaurant, retail, entertainment and transportation within 
walking distance of a convention facility. Convention and conference facilities located within vibrant mixed-
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use districts cater to this emerging event planner demand.” Walkability and connection to existing 
entertainment districts from the convention center site not only makes the facility more competitive for event 
attraction but can bolster existing businesses adjacent to Pinnacle Bank Arena and other downtown activity 
nodes. 

Recent research from the Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Center for Transformative Placemaking at Brookings 
echoed this trend. In an article highlighting their findings, researchers explained that activity centers where 
the density of jobs and other assets is already high could be enhanced to improve local productivity and 
prosperity. “Leaders need to understand where these centers are and the kinds of strategies that will help 
them grow. That includes enhancing connectivity to and within them, supporting housing and business 
growth, and investing in quality public spaces where residents and visitors want to socialize and engage in 
civic life.”15 

With meeting, event, and sports magnets established to attract visitors and serve the needs of residents, 
Lincoln can complete the experience by providing areas throughout the community that complement these 
assets. 

  KEY INITIATIVE 

Create a network of dynamic, connected mixed-use activity hubs across Lincoln (CE18) 

In the Dynamic Innovation Systems and Catalysts goal, dispersed hubs for entrepreneurial activity across 
Lincoln were proposed. The activity centers recommended in this key initiative would integrate with the 
“third places” and small business development spaces catering to entrepreneurs to create truly holistic 
neighborhood hubs. 

Dense, mixed-use neighborhood commercial districts would reinforce development patterns and 
revitalization scenarios prescribed in PlanForward, Lincoln-Lancaster County’s 2050 Comprehensive Plan. 
The plan’s second goal focuses on creating Complete Neighborhoods16 in Lincoln’s developing and 
redeveloping areas. PlanForward’s infill and redevelopment concept largely focuses on undeveloped or 
under-utilized commercial land, including areas that provide the potential for high-density mixed-use 
redevelopment. 

The City of Lincoln has already proposed a new downtown music district as an activity hub in the heart of 
the city that would attract musical artists and young professionals. The district will comprise the area 
between 13th Street and Centennial Mall and Pinnacle Bank Arena and N Street. 

 
15 Loh, Traceh Hadden and Vey, Jennifer S. The Productive Power of Urban ‘Activity Centers’. Brookings, October 28, 2022. Accessed from: 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-28/in-urban-activity-centers-job-density-pays-off 
16 Per the plan, a complete neighborhood is one where residents are able to get the goods and services to meet daily needs within 15 minutes of 
their residence. 
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Activity hubs could serve as incubators for locally owned and operated restaurants, retail, and community 
spaces. Districts could become urban laboratories bringing together food, retail, and diversity for a uniquely 
Lincoln experience. Empowering and supporting Lincoln’s diverse population to start unique service and 
lifestyle businesses through existing entrepreneurial funding programs and new efforts like the Kiva Hub 
could positively impact the city on multiple fronts, including incubating new restaurants and retail 
establishments for commercial nodes across the city. These hubs would be attractive draws for tourists, 
residents, and students and provide entrepreneurial and wealth creation opportunities for Lincoln’s New 
American population. 

  TACTICAL OPPORTUNITIES 

Incorporate the activity hub concept into existing plans and initiatives 

• Integrate proposed activity hubs into PlanForward goal frameworks focused on Housing, Complete 
Neighborhoods, Economic Opportunity, Community Appearance, and Transportation 

• Enhance hub district connectivity through implementation of the 2022 Lincoln StarTran Transit 
Development Plan’s Long-Term Recommendations to add more crosstown service, improve service 
frequency on key corridors, operate later evening service, add Sunday service, and develop new 
service delivery alternatives for growing areas of Lincoln 

• Examine and leverage strategies to better connect the Haymarket District with the downtown core 
to expand the footprint of opportunity for conscious redevelopment 

• Work with appropriate business interests to reactivate the Railyard District into its original intent as 
a public gathering place 

• Advance the implementation of a Downtown Lincoln music district as a priority activity center 

Initiate new specialized processes to develop action plans for identified neighborhood commercial and 
activity nodes 

• Review existing research and reports on Lincoln’s neighborhood commercial centers to determine 
priority opportunities to advance as mixed-use activity nodes 

• Conduct public neighborhood meetings to identify needs, challenges, and issues related to 
activation and achievement of the activity center opportunity 

• Develop unique names, brands, and iconography for each neighborhood activity center 
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• Create a business resource guide prescribing how to launch locally owned shops, restaurants, and 
service firms in activity centers 

• Consider reserving spaces in neighborhood activity hubs as “incubators” for new restaurant and 
retail concepts from diverse Lincoln populations 

• Work with entrepreneurial support organizations to incorporate startup and enterprise development 
components in neighborhood hubs 

• Improve multi-modal connectivity between activity centers and from these hubs to the broader 
community through new wayfinding systems, bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure, and dedicated 
fixed-route transit 

• Promote walkable, attractive public spaces through new streetscape projects, public art initiatives, 
pedestrian-friendly infrastructure, and other placemaking efforts 
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APPENDIX A: KEY INITIATIVE SUMMARIES 

DIVERSE TALENT 

Support the expansion of local early childhood education and care capacity 

Because a child’s early years are a period of rapid brain development, high-quality early childhood care 
builds an important foundation for future success in school and life. Lincoln should leverage the capacity 
already provided by the Lincoln Littles organization and explore ways to utilize the First Five Nebraska 
program to enhance the city’s availability of early childhood education and affordable childcare. 

Develop a coordinated Career Pathway System for Lincoln’s talent ecosystem. 

A Career Pathway System is an efficient and customer-centered way to connect industry-focused 
secondary, postsecondary, and adult education programs with career and academic advising personnel, 
supportive services providers, and other key stakeholders to prepare students for good jobs and long-term 
careers. With so many components of a Career Pathway System already in place, formalizing a high-
functioning system in Lincoln can capitalize on existing efforts, determine necessary enhancements, and 
purposefully leverage and build connections across the local talent development system to optimize student 
performance, outcomes, and job placement. 

Expand awareness, participation, and connectedness in Lincoln talent engagement programs 
serving diverse constituency groups 

Current entities like the Lincoln New Americans Task Force, Lincoln Young Professionals Group, Leadership 
Lincoln, PFLAG Lincoln, and Cultural Centers of Lincoln and programs like MyCity Academy an MyTern 
already advance talent engagement and empowerment efforts. Assessing opportunities to leverage existing 
programs and scale these models to currently unserved constituency groups will help retain more long-term 
residents in the city. 

Design and launch a mentorship program for future community champions 

A community champion mentorship program would create a next-level engagement model for aspiring 
leaders to receive purposeful training and mentorship to set goals and a path forward for intentional 
engagement in the community. It will be critical for Lincoln to cast a wide net to identify candidates for the 
community champion mentorship program to ensure that participants reflect the city’s diversity. 
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Consistently assess and advocate for new and expanded facilities to meet Lincoln’s talent 
development needs 

Lincoln’s public school district, community college, flagship state university, and private colleges regularly 
survey and plan for future building construction opportunities. Local employers and economic development 
partners are also important voices to articulate priority training needs informing these assessments. As 
priorities are identified, opportunities to secure approvals and funding commitments from elected officials 
should be incorporated into legislative agendas and advocacy efforts in addition to collaborating on 
governmental or philanthropic grant proposals. 

VIBRANT AND BALANCED GROWTH 

Empower a standing committee of development representatives to work with the city to 
accelerate infrastructure funding and growth opportunities 

Past efforts have shown that creating task forces or “one off” efforts to advance infrastructure funding 
solutions typically create tension and division and eventually lead to the issue becoming politicized. Leaders 
believe there must be a means for removing this tension by establishing a forum for ongoing discussions. A 
standing Lincoln Development Roundtable could: 1) raise the profile of the infrastructure funding debate, 2) 
frame and quantify infrastructure challenges in the context of their impact on housing, public services, small 
business growth, and other critical issues, 3) provide objective answers to key policy issues of contention, 
and 4) benefit from the services of an expert facilitator. 

Continue working on improvements to the City of Lincoln’s development review system 

The City of Lincoln is making good-faith efforts to enhance its capacity to manage and improve project 
review and permitting processes and turnaround times. As it works to enhance its processes, the city should 
consistently solicit client feedback and track its progress towards achieving established performance goals.  

Conduct a new Lincoln Development Site Analysis 

The city’s most recent site analysis, completed over five years ago, identified seven priority development 
sites, most of which have already been utilized. A refreshed assessment of Lincoln’s highest value available 
development sites would help inform decision making for new infrastructure, land use acquisition, 
incentives, prospect marketing, existing business expansion, and other economic development practices. 
The site analysis should also purposefully include an assessment of opportunities to reinvigorate publicly 
owned land adjacent to the Lincoln Airport. 
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Optimize tools and policies supporting the rehabilitation of existing housing and development 
of new residential product in Lincoln 

Identifying a consensus-based model to fund and construct growth-supportive infrastructure will greatly 
enhance opportunities to develop a more robust supply of housing units in Lincoln. Ensuring that a 
percentage of new housing is affordable to residents earning below the city’s Area Median Income will 
require leveraging existing policies and incentives and determining whether new or enhanced tools are 
required to satisfy demand. An Affordable Housing Coordinated Action Plan completed in December 2020 
for the City of Lincoln recommended that multiple entities collaborate to address Lincoln's housing 
challenges. 

Advance ongoing work and discussions to construct the East Beltway in Lincoln 

The proposed East Beltway is a four-lane roadway designed to freeway standards; its general alignment 
runs from I-80 east of the Highway 6 interchange to Nebraska Highway 2, approximately along the 127th 
Street alignment. With public money already invested in the East Beltway, its strategic importance to 
Lincoln’s future mobility, and growth pressures in the project area, it is incumbent on city and county leaders 
and private sector representatives to continue efforts to bring the East Beltway project to fruition in a timely 
manner. 

COMPELLING IMAGE AND AWARENESS 

Develop a refreshed external brand and targeted messaging campaign 

Lincoln has derived good value from its current brand identity, but stakeholders feel the image and message 
warrants a rework. Defining and articulating the promise of Lincoln’s brand can be the “elevator pitch” used 
by economic development organizations, destination marketing organizations, city government, and other 
partners when promoting the city and attracting talent. The essence of Lincoln’s brand should be consistent 
across campaigns but flexible enough to be customized by audience. 

Secure earned media promotion for unique and notable Lincoln stories and assets 

Lincoln should redefine its external narratives by working aggressively to seed stories, articles, and lifestyle 
profiles in national media and popular social media feeds. While some work is done in-house, most 
communities invest in contracts with public relations firms with strong relationships with reporters, 
publications, networks, and online media outlets. Critical to the process is determining where to find the 
stories, where to share the stories, and how earned media can be tied to the goal areas of the Economic 
Vitality Strategy. 
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Visit priority destination markets to promote Lincoln to external talent prospects 

Face to face interactions allow for a personalized approach to tout Lincoln’s benefits and promote relocation 
opportunities. Because in-market visits are more time, staff, and resource intensive than electronic 
campaigns, target destinations should be chosen carefully based on data-informed assessments of markets 
with the highest concentrations of graduates from UNL and Lincoln’s private universities, awareness of 
Lincoln’s economic and lifestyle advantages, or entrepreneurial interests in Lincoln sectors of strength. 

Equip and empower Lincoln leaders to be effective local promoters 

Providing influential local leaders with key talking points, presentation slides, electronic materials, and other 
resources to better promote Lincoln in their personal and professional networks would complement more 
formal activities to change external perceptions. This initiative would develop and deliver regularly updated 
information and tools to imbed promotion of Lincoln into the interactions of changemakers with the respect 
and influence to shape attitudes about the city.  

DYNAMIC ENTREPRENEURIAL SYSTEMS AND SUPPORT 

Improve the coordination and connectivity of entrepreneurial founders, programs, 
organizations, and tools 

The capacity and ability to leverage and connect existing entrepreneurial support organizations and 
stakeholders was said to be the low-hanging fruit to enhance Lincoln’s startup ecosystem. The specifics of 
this function will be determined through continuing outreach to key entrepreneurial stakeholders to discuss 
and identify opportunities and gaps in startup ecosystem coordination and collaboration. 

Enhance local awareness and understanding of Lincoln’s entrepreneurial ecosystem 

A dedicated campaign in Lincoln’s new branding and imaging initiative will seek to greatly increase the 
profile of Lincoln’s startup ecosystem in priority external markets. However, it is also critical that local 
stakeholders understand what Lincoln can offer talent, entrepreneurs, potential funders, students, elected 
officials and other key stakeholder groups. Improving the local awareness of these assets increases the 
likelihood that stakeholders can access networks and tools and better connect to local facilities and 
programs. 

Facilitate purposeful connections between entrepreneurs and market opportunities 

In Lincoln, ideas for high-growth startups can come from many sources. There are existing mechanisms to 
connect these ideas to potential customers – and vice versa – but more can be done to build bridges 
between startups and opportunities in applicable markets by positioning Lincoln-based corporations as 
potential customers for locally generated technologies, products, and services and helping connect 
companies and investors to student entrepreneurs and researchers at Lincoln’s colleges and universities. 
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Leverage existing capital resources and attract new funding streams 

In Economic Vitality Strategy public input, stakeholders with knowledge of Lincoln’s startup ecosystem said 
that sourcing capital for promising new firms is not as great a challenge as in other communities. But there 
is still the need to foster greater local awareness and utilization of these funding sources and attract external 
capital by leveraging external marketing and relationship building to increase the profile of Lincoln’s startup 
investment opportunities. 

Increase the flow of diverse talent into Lincoln’s entrepreneurial pipeline 

There are already several key onramps to Lincoln’s startup and entrepreneurial ecosystem, including 
multiple accelerators, incubators, coworking spaces and other assets. Increasing the awareness of – and 
participation in – existing onramps will help expand and diversify Lincoln’s base of entrepreneurs. Local 
leaders want to complement existing resources by establishing a Kiva Hub offering micro-loans to eligible 
applicants.  

Create more opportunities for fruitful “collisions” of people and ideas across Lincoln 

Lincoln is home to numerous physical spaces at the Nebraska Innovation Campus and throughout 
Downtown Lincoln where entrepreneurs can work, socialize, network, make deals, get support, and 
collaborate with like-minded peers. Stakeholders would like to see these entrepreneurial hubs more widely 
dispersed across the city to provide access to a broader, more diverse mix of startup founders and 
opportunities.  

TARGETED ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Implement an integrated, multifaceted business recruitment program targeted to established 
and emerging industry strengths 

Lincoln Partnership for Economic Development currently engages in high-value prospect attraction through 
promotion of Lincoln to targeted relocation prospects, attendance at industry-specific events, marketing 
trips, networking with real estate professionals and site selection consultants, and managing prospect 
inquiries and projects. These activities should be assessed and retooled as necessary based on strengths 
in Lincoln’s export economy. Local companies can also become more engaged in actively recruiting new 
firms and taking frontline positions after prospects have short-listed Lincoln in a competitive site search.  
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Strengthen the performance and awareness of business retention and expansion 
programming 

Economic development staff acknowledge that, while current BRE programming has been effective, it is not 
systematic in its operations. Rather than a complete retooling, the BRE program would benefit from key 
adjustments to capitalize on positive, proactive relationships with executives at Lincoln’s most impactful 
firms, value-added networking, and good partnerships with key community entities. Raising awareness of 
BRE efforts and benefits will also be necessary to ensure local companies take maximum advantage of the 
program. 

Advocate for a competitive and sustainable local business climate 

Current advocacy efforts by the Lincoln Chamber seek to make the city a competitive place to do business. 
Ensuring that Economic Vitality Strategy priorities like an improved business climate, infrastructure funding, 
education and training resources and facilities, housing policy, and quality of life and tourism amenities, and 
others are included in annual legislative agendas will be important to secure approval and funding for major 
projects and programs. 

Explore the potential to create a marketing strategy for the Interstate-80 corridor connecting 
Lincoln and Omaha 

Multi-regional marketing initiatives have frequently been utilized to position highway corridors between two 
metro areas as greater than the sum of their parts. Lincoln should gauge Omaha’s willingness to partner on 
the development of an I-80 corridor brand to highlight the collective strengths of the two regions. The 
external campaign could serve as a catalyst for more comprehensive collaboration between Lincoln and 
Omaha. 

DISTINCTIVE DESTINATION ASSETS 

Develop a new downtown Convention Center to greatly expand Lincoln’s capacity to attract 
meetings and events 

A 2022 feasibility study determined that Lincoln’s primary convention facility, the Lincoln Marriott 
Cornhusker, only accommodates 30 percent of the region’s identified exhibit space needs. Economic 
Vitality Strategy research also found that one of the significant differences between Lincoln and its 
competitors is the lack of a convention facility that can host state, regional, and national events. A new 
downtown Lincoln Convention Center could significantly increase local visitation, enhance the growth of 
existing businesses, and serve as an attraction asset for key target sectors. 
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Fully leverage the future Lincoln Youth Complex 

The recently announced Lincoln Youth Complex will greatly improve Lincoln’s capacity to host lucrative 
youth sports tournaments. Because attraction of these events is so competitive, Lincoln would need to step 
up its marketing efforts to secure these opportunities. The Complex could also serve as a catalyst for 
upgrades to existing facilities and development of new recreation amenities benefitting existing residents 
and further enhancing Lincoln’s desirability as a youth sports market. 

Expand Lincoln Calling into the “South by Southwest” of Nebraska 

Held in Austin, Texas every spring, the South by Southwest festival had an estimated $280.7 million impact 
on the region in 2022. Lincoln leaders feel that a high profile, extensively promoted annual music, arts, and 
technology event could have a similarly transformative impact on Lincoln’s economy, national recognition, 
and destination appeal. The most logical path to approximating an SXSW-esque local impact is to partner 
with the existing Lincoln Calling festival to strategize on the necessary step-change investments to 
significantly raise the event’s scope, capacity, and profile.  

Create a network of dynamic, connected mixed-use activity hubs across Lincoln 

Dense nodes of residential, retail, and commercial activity are proven quality of life assets for residents and 
compelling destinations for visitors looking for authentic local experiences. Development and enhancement 
of vibrant, interconnected mixed-use neighborhood commercial districts in Lincoln would reinforce 
development patterns and revitalization scenarios prescribed in PlanForward, Lincoln-Lancaster County’s 
2050 Comprehensive Plan, and serve as incubators for locally owned and operated restaurants, retail, and 
community spaces. These hubs would be attractive draws for tourists, residents, and students and provide 
entrepreneurial and wealth creation opportunities for Lincoln’s New American population. 
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APPENDIX B: COMPARATIVE EXAMPLES 
The following projects, programs, and initiatives are profiled to enable Economic Vitality Strategy 
implementation partners to explore example efforts similar to the strategy’s Key Initiatives. The comparison 
examples are not intended to represent the best practices in these spheres (although some may be 
considered as such) but rather opportunities to highlight processes and outcomes that can inform Lincoln’s 
implementation activities. Entities and/or individuals engaged in these comparison examples could 
potentially serve as resources to advise Economic Vitality Strategy implementation partners on their 
forthcoming efforts. 

CE1:  OC Pathways (Orange County, CA) 

https://ocpathways.com/ 

OC Pathways’ mission is to facilitate collaboration among schools, colleges, local businesses, and 
community partners to prepare Orange County students for college and career success through 
participation in learning experiences that integrate academics and career preparation. The initiative creates 
a self-sustaining support system that expands career pathway opportunities and equips educators with the 
competencies to prepare students for high-demand, high-wage careers and expanded life opportunities. 

 

Partners develop coursework that combines academics with career preparation across career clusters in 
Business Management, Computing, Education, Engineering, Healthcare and 15 associated industry sectors. 
The Work-Based Learning Continuum is integrated into students’ program of study to outline various 
activities, both in and outside the classroom, that enable students to connect academic and technical 
content to real-world applications. 
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CE2:  Employ Buffalo Niagara (NY) 

https://www.thepartnership.org/employ-buffalo-niagara/ 

Employ Buffalo Niagara partners with employers and leaders in the education, government, and non-profit 
sectors to offer multiple workforce development programs for member companies. The program’s Career 
Pathways component is a two to three month assistance effort where staff works with education or training 
providers to customize a talent pipeline for individual companies. Employ Buffalo Niagara’s Talent Pipeline 
Management program is a one to two year workshop that brings companies with similar job needs together 
to identify key needs and issues and establish talent pipelines aligned with the companies’ requirements 
and evolving industry standards. 

 

Both programs align with the Community Coalition, an employer-led initiative that brings together private 
and public sector leaders, education and training partners, and workforce intermediaries to address: 1) Public 
transportation barriers, 2) Career awareness, and 3) Public and private workforce resources to improve 
employment systems. Employ Buffalo Niagara also includes components focused on workforce policy 
advocacy, a toolkit of best practice HR policies, and information on triggering employee “benefits cliffs.17” 

  

 
17 When recipients of government benefits earn a raise and discover they make too much money to receive the benefits but are not earning enough 
to sustain their households. (Source: Benefitscliff.com) 
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CE3: Career Pathways and Triad Career Connect  
(Piedmont Triad, NC) 

https://www.ptrc.org/services/workforce-development/career-pathways 
https://www.ptrc.org/services/workforce-development/strategic-initiatives/triad-career-
connect 

The Piedmont Triad Regional Workforce Development Board currently recognizes six career pathways: 
Advanced Manufacturing, Aviation, Healthcare/Nursing, Hospitality and Tourism, Technology, and 
Transportation and Logistics. The pathways track the educational and credential requirements for careers 
in these clusters and describe the career guidance components associated with the academic experience 
from middle school through Masters/PhD level training. Pathways provide points of entry and exit from 
school to work so that students, the unemployed, and those transitioning from other jobs to in-demand 
careers can see the educational requirements and soft skills required for careers of interest. 

Career pathway programming is complemented by the Triad Career Connect model that bridges the talent 
needs of employers and career exposure needs of youth. The workforce board brought together regional 
employers, community colleges, and school systems to develop the course curriculum. 

CE4:  National, State, Local Career Pathway System Guides 

Perkins Regional Collaborative Resource Network (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Career, 
Technical, and Adult Education, Division of Academic and Technical Education) 

Career Pathway Systems 

https://cte.ed.gov/initiatives/career-pathways-systems 

Colorado Workforce Development Council 

Building Industry-Driven Career Pathway Systems in Colorado: A Step-by-Step Guide 

https://cwdc.colorado.gov/strategies/career-pathways 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TiTRgeaacNTro_nyyBP5XxAl9aAS00Zv/view 

Monroe Community College (Rochester, NY) 

Identifying Powerful Pathways 

https://sites.monroecc.edu/suny-guided-pathways-
institutes/files/2020/02/Oldham_SUNY_IdentifyingPwrflPathways_March2019.pdf 
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CE5:  Community Connect (Des Moines, IA) 

https://www.gdmli.com/CommunityConnect 

The Community Connect program emerged from Greater Des Moines’ 2010 regional vision strategy, Capital 
Crossroads, in response to a recommendation to identify and prepare the next generation of influential local 
champions. It was designed to complement, not replace, the region’s existing leadership development 
program. As designed, Community Connect inspires and teaches participants that leveraging their purpose 
improves their lives and our community. The program has two key objectives: 

• To provide a curriculum that helps participants uncover and leverage their personal values and 
purpose, leading to goal setting for intentional engagement in the community.  

• To connect participants with experienced community leaders, so they may learn and benefit from 
the mentors' wisdom and networks. 

The five-session program is guided by a professional facilitator and a group of program alumni who serve 
as mentors. Sessions create dynamic learning environments and ensure interaction with each mentor as 
well as other program participants. Between sessions, participants meet in small groups to build 
relationships and support momentum toward goals. Active participation is expected in each session, 
including coming prepared to discuss short assignments or share personal experiences. 

CE6:  Infrastructure Review Advisory Board (Sioux Falls, SD) 

https://www.siouxfalls.org/mayor/boards-commissions/infrastructure-review-advisory-bd 

The mission of the Infrastructure Review Advisory Board is to advise the City of Sioux Falls’ mayor on topics 
related to construction and land development in the city, including fees, regulations, engineering design 
standards, construction standards, subdivision and infrastructure construction requirements, excavation and 
grading, and subdivisions. The goal of the Board is to eliminate unnecessary regulations and adopt only 
those regulations necessary for the health, safety, and welfare of the citizens of Sioux Falls. The Board is 
composed of city staff and local home builders, developers, contractors, engineering consultants, and 
representatives from utility companies. 
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CE7:  Developers and Construction Roundtable (San Jose, CA) 

https://www.sanjoseca.gov/your-government/departments/planning-building-code-
enforcement/planning-division/commissions-and-hearings/developers-roundtable 

The Roundtable was created as a forum for the exchange of information and feedback concerning proposed 
policies and operational changes that may affect the development and construction community. The 
Department of Planning, Building and Code Enforcement convenes meetings every other month to provide 
updates on key issues, which often include presentations and information from a variety of city departments. 
After pausing during the pandemic, Roundtable meetings are temporarily postponed so that staff can revisit 
the format to best serve the purpose of being an effective platform for engagement and education of the 
local developer and construction community. 

CE8:  Development Advisory Board (Phoenix, AZ) 

https://boards.phoenix.gov/Home/BoardsDetail/20 

As per city code, the Board is responsible for overseeing the development process in a comprehensive 
manner and providing the means for participation and input from a diverse group of stakeholders. 
Representation includes design professionals, contractors; developers/owners of residential projects; 
developers/owners of commercial/industrial projects; and staff of a citywide organization of business 
interests. The board serves in an advisory capacity only and has duties that include: 1) Providing the Planning 
and Development Director and City Council with general advisory oversight of the development process; 2) 
Making recommendations to the City Council for periodic updating of the Phoenix Construction Code and 
Technical Development Standards; 3) Making recommendations to other City Boards and Commissions for 
revisions to development-related codes and processes not under the jurisdiction of the Board; and 4) 
Hearing and responding to appeals of decisions of the Building Official or Planning and Development 
Director. 

CE9:  #ChooseJoplin (MO) 

https://www.choosejoplin.com/ 

To attract both talent and new industry to Joplin, Missouri, the Joplin Area Chamber of Commerce launched 
a #ChooseJoplin online ad campaign. Using a Choose Joplin website, related video assets, and an inbound 
marketing strategy, the chamber showcased the region’s low cost of living, supportive community, and 
quality of life attributes to targeted, prospective businesses and individuals. The campaign reached 458,434 
people, resulted in 1,132,422 video ad impressions, over 18,000 site visits, two business 
relocations/expansions, over 200 jobs created, and the recruitment of new talent to the metro. The 
campaign received a 2020 Award for Communications Excellence from the Association of Chamber of 
Commerce Executives. 
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CE10: KC Heartland – Share the Love (Kansas City, MO-KS) 

https://kc.org/share-love 

The KC Heartland campaign is the region’s internal and external branding initiative for talent. It has multiple 
components, including opportunities for residents to become a KC Heartlander and “share the KC love with 
the world.” Heartlanders get access to special perks including custom content, exclusive updates on local 
events, discounts at certain stores and businesses, and additional benefits throughout the year. Other ways 
residents can “share the love” is by submitting candidates for the KC Hearts + Minds program that 
showcases Kansas Citians doing exciting things worth sharing. They can also use the #KCHeartland hashtag 
across social media channels to share their KC Heartland moments and the reasons they enjoy living in 
greater Kansas City. KC Heartland also makes available Zoom backgrounds, logo images, and lockups to 
support users’ amplification efforts.  

CE11: Next Out West Campaign (Sacramento, CA) 

https://www.whatsnextoutwest.com 

The Greater Sacramento Economic Council is a public-private partnership that serves as the regional 
economic development organization for the Sacramento, CA region. In 2020, the Council created the Next 
Out West talent attraction campaign targeted to young professionals working remotely for tech companies 
in the San Francisco Bay Area. The campaign included a comprehensive microsite (linked above) and a 
digital marketing and public relations strategy that encouraged the target audience to reimagine where they 
work and live and to “rethink remote.”  

According to the Council, the campaign received more than 200,000 impressions through paid and organic 
promotion, and a video clip from the campaign was featured in a CNBC story that has received more than 
7.4 million views on YouTube. The campaign also received Bronze recognition for Multimedia/Video 
Promotion in the 2021 Excellence in Economic Development Awards from the International Economic 
Development Council (IEDC). 

CE12: Chattanooga (TN) Earned Media/Public Relations Strategy 

Ever since Walter Cronkite called Chattanooga the “dirtiest city in America” in the 1970s, the community has 
been focused on changing both its local realities and external perceptions. Beginning in the 2000s, the 
Chattanooga Chamber of Commerce, partnering with the region’s Convention and Visitors Bureau, 
contracted with a national public relations firm to try to change the outside perceptions of Chattanooga as 
a declining industrial city with few modern assets for companies, talent, or visitors. Focusing on strengths 
such as its revitalized downtown, America’s first city-wide gigabit fiber network, emerging entrepreneurial 
climate, and other assets, the public relations strategy has seen notable success. Since implementing the 
strategy, the Chattanooga region has been featured in hundreds of business media placements with more 
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than one billion impressions worldwide in a wide range of national, regional trade and online outlets 
including The Wall Street Journal, New York Times, The Economist, Fortune, CNN, Fox Business News, 
CNBC, and The Huffington Post. 

CE13: Global Technology and Innovation Committee (Austin, TX) 

https://www.austinchamber.com/innovation/capital-committee 

In 2004, Austin business leaders came together to invest in economic development to pull the region out 
of the dot com bust and put the Austin region back to work. Now in its fourth iteration, Opportunity Austin is 
responsible for adding 356,000 new jobs to the regional economy, increasing regional payroll by $21 billion, 
and putting Austin on the national map as a region of choice. The Austin Chamber is the lead implementation 
entity for Opportunity Austin; its Global Technology and Innovation team advocates for the innovation 
community by providing thought leadership and strategy, attracting and retaining talent, increasing capital, 
growing and diversifying the innovation ecosystem, and leveraging local universities for increased 

commercialization. The Global Technology and Innovation Committee provides guidance and support for 

Opportunity Austin’s innovation and international initiatives. The committee is comprised of local business 

representatives, investors, founders, and other entrepreneurial ecosystem representatives. Members 

include multiple venture capitalists, startup founders, the TechStars accelerator, and Capital Factory 

incubator and networking organization. 

CE14: Backed by ATL (Atlanta, GA) 

https://www.metroatlantachamber.com/built-for-business/innovation/ 

https://www.metroatlantachamber.com/metro-atlanta-chamber-expands-backed-by-atl-
community-with-addition-of-14-middle-market-businesses-driving-growth-in-the-region/ 

An initiative of the Metro Atlanta Chamber, Backed by ATL provides customized assistance to a select group 
of scaling middle-market companies to accelerate growth and fuel economic impact across the metro 
Atlanta region. Launched in 2017 to focus resources on emerging middle-market businesses, the initiative 
targets a market segment of more than 2,800 companies, a majority of which generate between $10 million 
and $25 million in annual sales and employ an average of 78 people each. The Chamber provides a no-
cost partnership with each Backed by ATL company to develop customized plans based on the 
organization’s growth strategies. These can include building connections to potential customers and 
partners, talent recruitment and retention, and funding strategies. 
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CE15: Ann Arbor (MI) SPARK 

https://annarborusa.org/spark-services/business-expansion/ 

For more than 15 years, Ann Arbor SPARK has served the greater Ann Arbor region as a catalyst for 
economic development by building awareness of the region as a community that advocates for business 
and manufacturing development and growth. Supporting economic development across Washtenaw and 
Livingston counties, SPARK’s business development team helps companies acquire new talent, find space 
for an office expansion or relocation, identify funding resources, and navigate state, regional, and local 
incentives. SPARK can also conduct feasibility studies, perform site reviews, analyze sector data, provide 
housing and relocation referrals, develop compensation analyses, and make connections to metro, state, 
and national partners and regional industry groups and associations. 

CE16: America’s Cultivation Corridor (Des Moines/Ames, IA) 

https://www.cultivationcorridor.org/ 

What began as a recommendation in the first Capital Crossroads strategy for Central Iowa to brand an 
economic development corridor along the stretch of Interstate-35 connecting Des Moines and Ames, Iowa 
evolved into the marketing initiative called America’s Cultivation Corridor. Since its launch, America's 
Cultivation Corridor has expanded to develop and market the agricultural and bioscience economy in Iowa, 
connecting innovators and leaders around the world. Representing a diverse public-private coalition of 
stakeholders, America’s Cultivation Corridor is among the nation’s top cluster-based economic 
development organizations. Top agribusinesses have come together with Iowa State University, the Greater 
Des Moines Partnership, Ames Chamber of Commerce, and a variety of ag and community groups from 
across the state to establish and guide the organization. America’s Cultivation Corridor is managed by two 
staff and governed by a high-profile Board of Directors that includes the President of John Deere’s 
Worldwide Agriculture and Turf Division, the President of Iowa State University, and the President of North 
American Business for Corteva Agriscience. 

  



 

86  LINCOLN ECONOMIC VITALITY STRATEGY 

CE17: Central Bank Center (Lexington, KY) 

https://www.centralbankcenter.com/ 

Completed in Winter 2022, the $300 million Central Bank Center in Downtown Lexington, Kentucky is the 
single largest capital public improvement project in Lexington’s history. The facility was designed to bring 
fresh vitality to downtown and position the city as a premier convention, meeting, and event destination. 
The President of the Lexington Center Corporation noted that, “The current facility has served us well for 
the past 45 years, but the need for more exhibit space has been in discussion since 1994 and recommended 
by three different studies dating back to 1986.” The new facility includes 200,000 square feet of flexible 
convention and event space, 55,000 square feet of club and flexible space, 100,000 square feet of 
exhibition space with four halls, 29,000 square feet of meeting space with 14 rooms, and 24,300 square 
feet of ballroom space with three rooms. 

CENTRAL BANK CENTER, LEXINGTON, KY 

 

The entire development is designed to better connect the adjacent Rupp Arena (home of University of 
Kentucky basketball) and the Central Bank Center to downtown. Parks, plazas, and walkways weave through 
the project creating new public gathering spots for residents and visitors alike. Highlights include the “Cat 
Walk,” an exterior stair and gathering place outside of Rupp Arena; the “Gorge,” a new outdoor space at the 
convention center that also provides outdoor exhibit space; interactive water features; an extension of the 
Town Branch Trail; and, in the future, Town Branch Park. 
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CE18: Great Streets Akron (Akron, OH) 

https://www.greatstreetsakron.com/ 

In the same way that the City of Akron is investing in its downtown, the city is equally committed to investing 
in its “mini-downtowns” so business districts can grow and thrive in neighborhoods across the city." The 
Great Streets program is a City of Akron initiative aimed at improving 13 of the city's Neighborhood Business 
Districts by enhancing, growing, and connecting districts and empowering the unique, local culture that 
makes them neighborhood “hubs.” The concept of placemaking is the key approach to planning and urban 
design efforts driving the initiative. The program’s Business Resource Guide provides a starting point to 
navigating city, county, and state resources as they apply to business development, including a local 
Matching Façade Grant Program.  

 

Great Street’s goals include: Increased Business Development; Greater Community Engagement; Improving 
Transportation Conditions; Improving Aesthetics, Urban Design, and Public Space; and Promoting Safer 
Neighborhoods. 
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