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The GRCC Economic Development 
Roadmap lays the foundation for a 
coordinated, results-driven approach to 
growing the Greater Rockford Region. It 
reflects the collective insights of business 
leaders, municipal partners, and regional 
stakeholders who share a common goal: to 
strengthen our economy, expand 
opportunity, and elevate the region’s 
competitiveness.

Now is the time to move from planning to 
action. By aligning around shared priorities 
⎯ business retention and expansion, 
marketing and attraction, workforce 
development, site readiness, and 
innovation ⎯ we can build the regional 
capacity needed to deliver measurable 
results. The success of this roadmap 
depends on continued collaboration and 
investment. We invite every partner ⎯ 
public, private, and civic ⎯ to play an active 
role in advancing this work. Together, we 
can create a thriving, resilient economy 
that reflects the best of who we are and the 
promise of what’s ahead.

Upon completion of the 2023 
merger of the Rockford Chamber of 
Commerce, the Rockford Area 
Economic Development Council, 
and the Greater Rockford Growth 
Partnership, the Greater Rockford 
Chamber of Commerce (GRCC) 
was afforded a unique opportunity 
to unify efforts, strengthen 
collaboration, and redefine and 
re-energize economic development 
priorities in the Rockford Region.

Since then, GRCC has focused 
efforts to enhance its organizational 
capacity to lead these efforts 
effectively ⎯ integrating business 
retention, expansion, and attraction 
strategies into its programs and 
services while working in close 
coordination with key partners. This 
alignment is positioning the region 
for sustained economic success 
and a thriving business community.

FROM VISION TO ACTION

ANGELA KAY LARSON, CEO
GREATER ROCKFORD CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 



APPROACH TO PLANNING

The Rockford Region has made significant strides in economic progress, with key 
developments reflecting the region's resilience and commitment to growth. To 
build on this momentum, collaborative efforts are needed to accelerate economic 
development and ensure equitable opportunities across the region. 

GRCC’s vision to relentlessly grow, develop, and support a thriving business 
community positions them as the leading economic development organization to 
unify these efforts for Winnebago County and the broader region. In this 
leadership role, GRCC is charged with telling the region’s stories, supporting its 
employers, and driving measurable outcomes.

The GRCC Economic Development Roadmap is the result of a six-month 
collaborative effort to gather feedback from key stakeholders and regional 
partners; conduct an in-depth review of the organization’s current role and 
capacity in business retention, expansion, and attraction; assess the Rockford 
MSA’s broader economic landscape; and synthesize the most significant trends 
shaping economic futures across the U.S. and abroad.

These data points form the foundation of a stakeholder-reviewed strategy that 
prioritizes GRCC’s business retention, expansion, and attraction work into 
focused areas with clearly defined goals and organizational roles. The complete 
Economic Development Roadmap document includes a tactical plan outlining 
specific, measurable, and time-bound actions that align with GRCC’s current and 
evolving staff capacity and funding.

While economic development is a community-wide endeavor involving the 
collective contributions of many organizations – each excelling within its own area 
of expertise – the GRCC Economic Development Roadmap seeks to clearly define 
GRCC’s role in advancing the region’s economic progress. It does so by leveraging 
the organization's strong leadership and reputation, its power to convene and 
influence public-private collaboration, and its natural position as a champion of 
business growth.
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ECONOMIC CONTEXT: KEY MARKET & REGIONAL DRIVERS

The economic landscape in Winnebago County and across the U.S. is transforming 
faster than at any time in recent history. Several converging trends are redefining how 
communities are approaching economic development.

• Industry Transformation: Traditional manufacturing ⎯ long the backbone of the 
Rockford Region’s employment base ⎯ remains the largest contributor to the local 
economy. Employment has declined as output increases due to automation, 
robotics, and digital technologies that are reshaping production processes, 
demanding new skillsets, and driving capital investment.

• Workforce Evolution: Employers are increasingly seeking adaptable workers who 
combine technical proficiency with strong analytical and problem-solving skills. This 
shift underscores the need for coordinated action among educators, workforce 
providers, and industry partners and a reliance on foundational skill-building from 
secondary and postsecondary education programs.

• Global Supply Chain Realignment: Reshoring and nearshoring trends are creating 
new opportunities for regions like Winnebago County, which combine a strong 
manufacturing heritage with robust logistics networks and infrastructure. However, 
competition for these projects is intense, underscoring the need for proactive 
marketing and business outreach efforts, along with continued investment in site 
readiness and development.

• Entrepreneurship and Innovation: Growth in small, high-tech, and niche 
manufacturing firms is reshaping regional economies. These companies rely on agile 
ecosystems that can provide support, visibility, and coordination.

• Population Movement: After years of no growth, Winnebago County saw nearly 1% 
population growth between 2023 and 2024, a sign of renewed momentum and 
quality-of-life appeal. This creates both opportunity and responsibility to ensure 
local job growth and housing keep pace with population gains.

• Artificial Intelligence: AI is not a single technology but a pervasive force reshaping 
how industries operate and compete. The region’s ability to adapt ⎯ through 
upskilling, cross-sector collaboration, business attraction strategies, and proactive 
investment ⎯ will determine its position in the emerging AI economy. 
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ROADMAP STRATEGIC INPUTS

Stakeholder 
Insights

Organization 
Assessment

Community 
Analysis

Alignment with 
Community 
Plans

The plan incorporates key themes and perspectives gathered from 
business leaders, municipal partners, and regional stakeholders. 
It highlights what was heard through interviews, surveys, and 
roundtables while focusing on shared priorities, recurring 
challenges, and opportunities for greater collaboration.

The community analysis examined demographic, economic, and 
workforce data to provide a clear picture of the region’s current 
conditions and long-term trends. This includes population shifts, 
labor force participation, industry specialization, income levels, 
and quality-of-life indicators.

This assessment evaluates the current capacity, structure, and 
performance of the region’s primary economic development 
entity. It reviews existing programs, staffing, partnerships, and 
resources to determine how well the organization is positioned to 
deliver on its mission.

This Economic Development Roadmap complements and 
reinforces other major regional and municipal plans. It ensures 
that the Roadmap builds on existing efforts, avoids duplication, 
and helps create a unified direction for the region’s economic 
growth. 

GRCC Vision Relentlessly grow, develop, and support 
a thriving business community
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Eight Fifteen Impact conducted a comprehensive review of existing planning documents 
and initiatives to ensure alignment with ongoing efforts led by key partners and 
community organizations. This review process provided a clear understanding of the 
region’s strategic priorities, current investments, and shared goals. 

By identifying areas of overlap and opportunity, Eight Fifteen Impact ensured that this 
plan builds upon – rather than duplicates – work that is already underway, fostering a 
coordinated and forward-looking approach to community and economic development. 

Greater Rockford Chamber of Commerce Blueprint for Leading Business Growth 
(2025 – 2029)

Rockford Region Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) 
(2026 – 2030)

Illinois Northern Stateline Regional and Local Workforce Plan 
(2024-2028)

THRIVE 2035 Destination Master Plan
(September 2024)

Rockford Region Cultural Plan 
(July 2024)

City of Rockford 2040 Plan

Village of Winnebago Strategic Plan 
(June 2025)

Growth Dimensions Strategic Plan: 2040 Vision

RAEDC Strategic Plan 
(2023 – 2026)

ALIGNMENT WITH OTHER COMMUNITY PLANS

 RECENT PLANS & CONCURRENT PLANNING REVIEW 

STRATEGIC INPUTS
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• Business retention/expansion and marketing should be core functions of EDO.

• Focus should be on reestablishing the benefit/value the RAEDC provided for business attraction.

• Need to determine optimal team design to effectively implement workplan.

• Should formalize process for notifying municipal partners of opportunities to engage before and 

after BRE visits.

• Need to show how ED work expands capacity of municipalities and staff and adjust to support 

new/emerging opportunities and incentives.

• Must ensure EDO direction aligns with needs of municipal partners.

• What will be the role of EDO be in supporting retail attraction?

• Current utility capacities and inability to work on upgrades without an end user or customer is a 

threat to site development.

• Great to see attention to outcomes in BRE visits; not just about visits but what is the impact?

• Overall, this plan restores much of the important EDO functions vacated by RAEDC; what we’ve 

been wanting to see.

• R1 has aligned many partners and resources to lead site readiness – opportunity to collaborate.

• Need to make sure we are not duplicating efforts that already exist or are underway.

• How can we extend collaboration with partners when conducting BRE visits?

THEMES

“IN THEIR WORDS”

Rebuilding and Clarifying the 
EDO’s Core Role

Strengthening the Value 
EDO Provides through 
Municipal Collaboration

Enhancing Business 
Retention & Workforce 
Integration

Building Effective 
Organizational Capacity

Supporting Site Readiness 
with Region 1 Planning 
Council’s Lead

STAKEHOLDER SUMMARY

7 Interviews with Municipal Partners

4 Regional Partner Meetings

3 Economic Development Committee 
Meetings

3 1:1 Interviews with GRCC Staff

2 Roundtables

1 All-Day Project Kick-off
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FRAMEWORK FOR
COMMUNITY AND ORGANIZATION ASSESSMENT

Review of Existing Plans 
& Processes

Industry Analysis

Demographic & 
Education Analysis

In-Person Market
Assessments

Labor Shed Analysis

Peer Community 
Comparisons

Municipal
Engagement

Stakeholder Interviews 
and Roundtables

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

The goal of the community and organization assessment is to understand the local 
business climate and regional economic development landscape while strengthening 
the capacity to support business retention, expansion and attraction efforts with a 
focus on industrial sectors. This process identifies strengths for GRCC and its partners 
to build on, as well as areas that require more focused planning and additional 
resources..

STRATEGIC INPUTS
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COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT

REGIONAL STRENGTHS TO BUILD ON

Winnebago County has a strong foundation on which to build a next-generation economic 
development strategy:

• Resilient Aerospace Industry: The Rockford Region’s globally recognized aerospace supply 
chain continues to innovate and export, supporting thousands of high-quality jobs.

• Technical Workforce and Skilled Trades: The region’s strong legacy in precision machining 
and advanced manufacturing has cultivated a deep base of technical talent and hands-on 
expertise. 

• Strong Education and Training Partners: Local institutions and technical programs are well 
positioned to align with industry needs, ready to adapt to emerging technologies.

• Population Growth: The nearly 1% population increase between 2023 and 2024 marks a 
positive demographic turning point after a period of stagnation.

• Strategic Location: The county’s proximity to interstates, rail, and Chicago-Rockford 
International Airport positions it as a natural logistics and advanced manufacturing hub.

• Partner Collaboration: In addition to existing examples of partnership among organizations, 
there is a deep network of groups making meaningful contributions to community and 
economic development—and a strong, shared willingness to collaborate rather than 
duplicate efforts.

These strengths, when paired with a modern, proactive economic development structure, are 
forming the basis of a resilient and competitive regional economy.

history. Several converging trends are redefining how communities must approach economic development:
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KEY CHALLENGES AND STRATEGIC PRIORITIES

• Declining Manufacturing Employment Base: While the Rockford Region’s manufacturing 
sector remains 2.5 times more concentrated than the national average, employment has 
declined post-COVID despite output rebounding to well above pre-pandemic levels. This 
signals major structural shifts within the industry and productivity gains that are reshaping 
workforce needs.

• Aging Workforce and Skill Gaps: Despite the region’s strong base of technical talent and 
hands-on expertise, much of this experience resides in an aging workforce. Ensuring effective 
knowledge transfer and next-generation skill development is critical. The availability of skilled 
labor was identified as the #1 barrier to growth in the GRCC Business Sentiment Survey (Q1, 
Q2  & Q3 2025).

• Educational Attainment: The region’s rates of high school, bachelor’s, and graduate degree 
attainment trail behind peer regions and national averages. Educational attainment remains 
both a key site selection factor for employers and an indicator of internal community growth 
potential, underscoring the need for coordinated action.

• Industry Diversification: The Rockford MSA’s unemployment rate averaged 10.6% in 2021, 
nearly twice that of peer regions. In 2024 unemployment dropped to 3.6%. The MSA’s largest 
industry is Manufacturing, driving 23% of GDP and employing more than 25,000 workers. 
These manufacturing jobs are concentrated in transportation and aerospace, both of which 
were hard-hit by the pandemic. With manufacturing  jobs continuing to decline relative to 
output, the change signals a growing need for a diversification strategy that embraces the 
future of work across both industrial and non-industrial sectors.

• Site Readiness: While the region offers several industrial sites of significant acreage, there is 
opportunity to coordinate efforts to prioritize, prepare, and market these sites. A more 
strategic approach is needed to increase competitiveness for large-scale business attraction 
opportunities that require substantial acreage and utility capacity.

• Innovation: In 2020, the region recorded its highest number of new patent filings since 1992, 
but filings have declined steadily since. None the less, the region now leads its peers in new 
business formation since 2020. Greater emphasis is needed on telling the innovation story, 
attracting new investment, and accelerating the development of emerging ideas and 
technologies.

These dynamics underscore the need for collaborative innovation, greater coordination, 
professional specialization, and consistent outreach to help our region stay ahead of economic 
shifts rather than react to them.

COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT

STRATEGIC INPUTS
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ORGANIZATIONAL ASSESSMENT

GRCC SWOT ANALYSIS

Biggest Takeaway: GRCC currently leads economic development efforts for Winnebago County 
with a lean structure: one full-time staff member dedicated to managing business expansion & 
attraction opportunities, supported by a contracted team (Eight Fifteen Impact) that provides 
strategic and project-based expertise, and executive support. This staffing model has allowed 
GRCC to maintain visibility, cultivate relationships, and advance select projects. However, it 
constrains the organization’s ability to deliver consistent, proactive, and measurable results at a 
scale that meets the vision of the GRCC Board and municipal partners. Achieving the desired 
level of impact will require targeted investments in people, processes, and programming ⎯ 
investments that not only strengthen the Greater Rockford Chamber of Commerce but also 
transform the community’s ability to respond effectively to opportunities and challenges shaping 
its economic future.

STRENGTHS

• Strong, multi-sector board provides 
effective governance and balanced 
leadership.

• GRCC is well-regarded and trusted within 
the community.

• New CEO brings fresh vision, renewed 
focus, and a clean slate for economic 
development programming.

• Active board and committees foster 
collaboration and can drive community 
problem-solving.

CHALLENGES

• One full-time staff member dedicated to 
economic development limits capacity.

• Key processes and SOPs were lost during 
the merger.

• Limited financial support from 
municipalities and public-sector partners.

• Overall, staff is relatively new to economic 
development as a discipline.

OPPORTUNTIES

• Evolving expectations of chambers and 
EDOs create an opportunity to future-
proof the organization.

• Existing momentum, clear strategy, and 
measurable goals position GRCC to 
expand its leadership in business 
retention, expansion and attraction work

• Municipalities are increasingly facing 
greater challenges with fewer resources, 
presenting a strong case for collaboration 
and public-private partnerships.

THREATS

• Continued lack of municipal funding 
could further strain organizational 
capacity.

• Building economic development expertise 
may require recruiting talent from outside 
the region, creating both opportunity and 
risk.

• Clear outcome reporting, transparency, 
and strategic communication are 
essential to maintaining community trust 
and partner confidence.
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1. Organizational Development & Leadership
 Goal: In alignment with GRCC’s “Leading Business Growth” strategic plan, 
strengthen internal capacity and establish a leadership role in regional economic 
development.

2. Business Retention & Expansion (BRE)
 Goal: Drive business expansion, retention, and civic engagement across the region.

3. Marketing & Business Attraction
 Goal: Market the region as a competitive location for business expansion and 
attraction with emphasis on targeted industries.

4. Site Readiness Support
 Goal: Collaborate in improving marketability of existing sites and help advance more 
sites toward development readiness.

5. Workforce Alignment & Talent Attraction 
 Goal: Enhance how businesses interact with workforce development and talent 
attraction resources.

6. Innovation
Goal: Collaborate with the region's innovation leaders to amplify break-through 
ideas and technology.

PRIORITY FOCUS AREAS

Based on community and organizational assessments, Eight Fifteen Impact recommends 
6 strategic focus areas to maximize regional economic impact. These priorities, 
developed and refined with input from GRCC’s Economic Development Committee and 
regional stakeholders, were designed to minimize overlap with existing efforts while 
adding complementary capacity. They are ordered by priority based on community need 
and the current capacity of the GRCC.

While focused and prioritized around the most impactful opportunities currently 
available to GRCC, the goals and tactics that follow are designed to remain flexible and 
responsive to changing market conditions and emerging opportunities.
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GRCC ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ROADMAP

Organization &  
Leadership

Strengthen internal 
capacity and establish a 
leadership role in regional 
economic development.

Business Retention & 
Expansion

▪ Enhance BRE Visit 
Program

▪ Support Existing 
Business Growth & 
Expansion

▪ Create Opportunities 
for Industry 
Collaboration

Drive business expansion, 
retention, and civic 
engagement across 
the region.

Marketing & Business 
Attraction

▪ Enhance  Targeted 
Messaging & Branding

▪ Drive Lead Generation 
& Outreach

▪ Reinvent Digital 
Marketing & Strengthen 
Storytelling

Market the region as a 
competitive location for 
business with emphasis on 
targeted industries.

Site Readiness 
Support

▪ Maintain Property 
Catalogs & 
Assessments

▪ Advance Strategic Site 
Readiness in 
Partnership with 
Region1 Planning 
Council

Collaborate in improving 
marketability of existing 
sites and help advance 
more sites toward 
development readiness.

Workforce Alignment & 
Talent Attraction

▪ Increase Employer 
Engagement & Ease of 
Navigating Workforce 
Development 
Resources

▪ Promote Talent 
Development & 
Attraction

Enhance how businesses 
interact with workforce 
development resources 
and support talent 
attraction.

Innovation

▪ Tell Region’s Innovation 
Story

▪ Facilitate Collaboration 
among Region’s 
Innovation Partners

▪ Strengthen 
Infrastructure & Access 
to Capital

Collaborate with the 
region's innovation leaders 
to amplify break-through 
ideas and technology.

3

▪ Build Organizational 
Capacity

▪ Strengthen Community 
Trust & Engagement

▪ Enhance Visibility of 
Economic 
Development Work

▪ Grow Membership & 
Investment

1 2

4 5 6
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ABOUT EIGHT FIFTEEN IMPACT

Terrance Hall
Partner

Matthew Simpson
Partner

Eight Fifteen Impact is a consulting team dedicated to 
empowering governments, non-profits, and public-private 
partnerships through impact-driven consulting. With a 
combined 30 plus years of experience in economic 
development and community planning, we help organizations 
design and implement strategic initiatives that drive economic 
development, strengthen communities, and accelerate 
sustainable growth.

Contracted to develop an updated Economic Development 
Strategy for the Greater Rockford Chamber of Commerce, 
Eight Fifteen Impact is now a key resource for the 
organization’s Business Recruitment and Expansion team.

Thoughts from the Consulting Team

Our team remains inspired by the dedication and energy of the stakeholders who contributed to 
this process. This roadmap does not represent every strategy that could or even should be 
pursued. Rather, it is a tactical plan – a set of data-informed strategies prioritized based on 
potential impact, the current and near-future capacity of GRCC and its partners, and a realistic 
pathway to implementation.

The time horizon for this plan is not 20 years, rather, it is 20 months. This GRCC Economic 
Development Roadmap is focused, actionable, and designed to build momentum. More than a 
list of strategies, it reflects the region’s shared commitment to growth, collaboration, and 
progress. The insights and recommendations within are intended to guide partners toward a 
more resilient, inclusive, and opportunity-rich economy. Moving forward will require continued 
alignment, accountability, and a willingness to adapt. The foundation, however, is strong. With 
clear direction and a unified approach, the region is well-positioned to turn its vision into 
measurable results.
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