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From coin snatching 
to gaming, our 

editorial team boasts 
some unique talents
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EDITORIAL

olden Retriever or Goldendoodle? For dog 
enthusiasts, arriving at the answer to 
that question can take some doggedness. 
(Sorry! I couldn’t let that pun go unwritten.)

There’s a long-standing debate among dog lovers 

over the merits of owning a mixed-breed versus 

purebred puppy. Purebred enthusiasts contend that getting a 

mixed-breed puppy is a big risk. For starters, size is hard to 

guarantee. Apartment dwellers who adopt at a local shelter 

could end up with Mastiff rather than a Maltese if they don’t 

know who their new pet’s parents were. This could make for 

an unsuitable roommate, who started out in a crate and now 

suddenly commands the entire couch. Those who favor pure 

breeds feel secure knowing how their future best friend will 

grow, behave, and age.

Mixed-breed owners prefer the lower price tags that are typical 

of these kinds of furry friends. Plus, mixed-breed puppies are 

often born without inherited congenital diseases—no more 

suffering brachycephalic airway syndrome with a Bulldog 

or myotonia congenita with a Schnauzer. The mating of two 

different breeds leaves out the defective genes. But, it adds in the 

unknown—or, as I say as the proud owner of a Goldendoodle, it 

adds in the uniqueness!

My Goldendoodle is notorious for stealing lip balm tubes and 

demanding to have her fur blowdried. Just like these qualities 

set her apart from any other, what sets you apart from the crowd 

is what makes you, you. We are lucky to live at a time in which 

uniqueness is not shamed but celebrated. 

There is a real hunger in society to seek out 

diverse perspectives, and this has only made 

us all more knowledgeable along the way. 

The collaboration of people of different races, 

genders, and even hair colors is now being 

recognized for some pretty terrific culminating 

work. From movies like the blockbuster “Black 

Panther” to companies such as the French 

food-services business Sodexo, unique casts 

and workforces are driving bottom lines—

along with our understanding of self and 

others—up, up, and away. 

In “Delivering through Diversity,” a 2018 

report by McKinsey & Company, the 

management advisory firm found by studying 

more than 1,000 companies that organizations 

with the most gender-diverse leadership teams 

were more likely to achieve 21 percent higher 

profitability and outperform the competitors by 

27 percent in the category of value creation. 

Organizations with executive teams in the 

top quartile for ethnic and cultural diversity 

were 33 percent more likely to achieve above-

average profitability. Uniqueness does matter.

In this issue of 269 MAGAZINE, you’ll 

find examples of leaders who run towards 

uniqueness rather than from it. When people 

accept who they are without needing to fit a 

label, they stand out as leaders and become 

role models for people with similar qualities. 

If you don’t think you are unique, get ready 

to stand out from the crowd. I challenge you 

to identify what makes you unique by asking 

yourself the following questions:

• What experiences have made a lasting 

impression on you?

• How do you perceive things?

• What do you believe in?

• How are you creative?

• What do you look like?

• What influential relationships have you had?

• What are your hobbies and how do you 

approach them?

When people accept 
who they are without 
needing to fit a label, 
they stand out as 
leaders and become 
role models for people 
with similar qualities.

G

BY HEATHER BAKER
Editor in Chief

PHOTOs Wendy Perry,  markonovkov (istock)

Don’t Wait to Unlock Your Treasure
BEING UNIQUE IS GOLDEN!
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We are lucky to 
live in a time in 
which uniqueness 
is not shamed but 
celebrated. There 
is a real hunger in 
society to seek out 
diverse perspectives, 
and this has only  
made us all more 
knowledgeable along 
the way.Read On,

Tell us what makes you unique  
@269Mag with #269Unique!

• What do you know that others do  

not understand as well?

• What do your senses tell you?

• What is your personality like?

• How do you communicate?

• What makes you laugh?

• What are your goals?

• Are you willing to be yourself?

Read on and celebrate stories about leaders 

who embrace their uniqueness and allow it to 

shape their decisions. And keep in mind while 

reading that you are unique too!
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Use your voice @269mag with #Communit ycomment

community comment

What do I hope to take away 
from my Leadership Kalamazoo 
experience that will help me 
uniquely impact my community?
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Continuous learning in both personal and 
professional development is powerful. So much 

potential lies in making connections and building 

bridges between people and communities. 

Leadership Kalamazoo is growing leaders who 

value combined development and connections.

Julie Loncharte
Donor Relations Officer, 
Kalamazoo Community Foundation

As a leader at Bronson, I want to be able to 

continuously improve the quality of the 

healthcare experience to provide the right care 

for our community.

Melissa Montague
Continuous Improvement 
Coordinator, Bronson Healthcare

I hope to discover the hidden leader within myself 
and also to learn the skills and talents to be able 

to pour into others, so I can encourage them to be 

leaders for the community themselves.

Joe Thomas
Juvenile Services Officer, Kalamazoo 
County 9th District Court

In Leadership Kalamazoo, I hope to increase 
my awareness of diverse leadership styles 

and skillsets. I am excited to find ways I can 

expand in my own skills with the ultimate goal 

of helping to better motivate, influence, and 

grow the community.

Corey VanDyke
Senior Manager, 
Plante Moran

I believe that when you know more, you can do more. 
What I learn here today is going to help me 

understand different aspects of the community 

that I didn’t know before and also help me 

understand myself so that I can greater impact 

the community with my own strengths.

Erin Sparks
Audience Solutions Manager, 
MLive Media Group

I hope that with the partnerships I form here  

I can not only learn my own strengths to benefit 

my work, but also learn about the people in this 

course and how I can impact the community and 

their specific areas of expertise.

Justine Dickens
Employee Benefits Relationship 
Manager, Rose Street Advisors

In addition to wanting to learn leadership skills 
that can be applied to my work, I chose Leadership 

Kalamazoo to build a network of local leaders and 

develop a deeper connection to the community to 

better understand where I can help.

Julie Lorenz
Senior Director, 
Zoetis
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Since 1989, Leadership Kalamazoo has been the 

region’s premier civic leadership development program, 

attracting leaders from business, non-profit, government, 

education, and the faith-based sectors. Leadership 

Kalamazoo provides a platform for area leaders to 

expand their knowledge of the greater Kalamazoo 

community and leadership best practices while 

deepening their civic engagement. Learn more at 
catalystuniversity.me/leadership-kalamazoo.
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However the

studies show a direct relationship

between achievement

and continued leadership development.

journey to leadership
pans out,

REGIONAL LEADERS SHARE THE LESSONS THEY’VE LEARNED ON THEIR JOURNEYS
Y O U R  PAT H By  

Kathryn Davis     

Photos  
Hannah Ziegeler 
and Jeremy 
Frechette

hen it comes to expanding communities, the 
focus tends to fall on young and emerging 
professionals: how to lure them in, how to make 
them stay, and how to set them up for growth. 

While young people are an undeniable 

asset to an evolving economy, it’s imperative 

to look to seasoned professionals as well. 

Lessons they have learned through their 

unique experiences and about their unique 

leadership styles are invaluable and will 

continue to help our economies grow as they 

are passed on.

In the eyes of James Liggins, senior counsel 

attorney at Warner Norcross + Judd, “The 

definition of leadership is ‘[possessing and 

exercising] the ability to move people in 

the same direction toward a shared goal.’” 

However, he noted, “There’s not a perfect 

formula or path when it comes to leading. A 

lot of people do that in a lot of different ways.”

Some leaders’ journeys are punctuated with 

defining moments of change, while others’ are 

all about poise and balance along the way. 

However the journey to leadership pans out, 

studies show a direct relationship between 

achievement and continued leadership 

development. Several reports, including 

“Embracing leadership: a multi-faceted model 

of leader identity development,” conducted 

by the University of Wisconsin in 2015, 

show that leaders who embrace their unique 

skills and take advantage of the tools at their 

disposal encounter significant success. 

Our editorial team turned to Liggins and a 

number of other Southwest Michigan leaders 

to shed some light on their own unique paths 

to leadership. Here are their stories.

APR/MAY  2019 269MAG.COM 13



“My journey to leadership was a bit unique,” Liggins mused. 

“I figured out in law school that I needed to do things differently. 

I needed to have my foot in two worlds; I needed to be the 

academic, focused on law, but I also needed to feel like I was 

really giving time, resources, and energy to my community.” 

In the later years of law school, he became involved with 

school organizations and sought community-based service 

opportunities, which “balanced out very, very well.” 

Liggins said, “I just began to be very happy and fulfilled 

in pursuing my educational desires as well as being a 

resource to the community.” 

Once he’d struck this balance, Liggins truly began on his path 

toward leadership in both his profession and the community. 

After graduating from law school, he returned to his hometown 

of Kalamazoo to impact the very community that had raised 

him. He found his way into a line of law where he was able to 

“help organizations that help people.” 

These days, Liggins belongs to nine bar associations. He’s 

been impacting the local community for nearly ten years 

and serves on the Board of Directors for Bronson Healthcare 

Group, the Harold and Grace Upjohn Foundation, Kalamazoo 

County Defenders, Inc., and more. 

Equal dedication to profession and people has defined 

Liggins’ leadership journey. “[It’s] just something that fulfills 

[me] as a person,” he said. But he noted, “Leadership really 

does look different for everybody. We’re all trying to figure out 

[who we are] and what our place is in the world.” 

His advice for emerging leaders? “Use the filter of your 

real passions and feelings of purpose. What are your skill 

sets? How can you marry these things? Don’t be afraid to 

let that guide you.”

• Mentor relationships 
(as Liggins puts it, 
“Closed mouths don’t 
get fed!”) 

• Leadership programs 
like Southwest Michigan 
First’s Leadership 
Kalamazoo 

Liggins’ Toolbox

James Liggins  
Senior Counsel at Warner  
Norcross + Judd

KNOW WHAT 
MATTERS
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When Kristine Cunningham sat down before the hiring 
committee that was yet again in search of a Kalamazoo 
County HR director, she knew she had some convincing 
to do. 

For years, she’d worked in the Kalamazoo criminal 

justice system, directing non-attorney staff in the 

Office of the Prosecuting Attorney—and observing 

the county’s HR department from the outside. 

“From the Prosecutor’s Office, I would watch the 

HR Department, and, at times, I’d feel frustrated,” 

Cunningham said. “They had a lot of turnover at the 

leadership level, and I knew the department wasn’t 

communicating as well as it could be.”

Cunningham felt confident that, given the 

opportunity to step in as director, she could work 

with the existing team and remedy many of the 

department’s issues. But she had a problem of her 

own. Cunningham had over 10 years’ experience as 

a county supervisor—a role in which she’d worked 

regularly with the HR Department—but she had no 

experience as an HR professional.

However, Cunningham knew that great leaders are 

the ones who tear down the barriers in their way. She 

knew that sometimes all it takes is a fresh pair of 

eyes and a new perspective to get the gears of a team 

turning once more. 

Cunningham laid a simple argument before the 

search committee. “When I interviewed, I said, 

‘Okay, you keep going outside of the county and 

hiring people with previous HR experience. From the 

outside, that strategy doesn’t appear to be working.’” 

She continued: “I know many of the employees. I 

know the leaders. I know the supervisors. I know the 

department heads, the personnel policies—I’ve got 

ideas, and I’ve got a vision.” 

And so, the barrier fell. Cunningham became an HR 

Director with no prior experience working in HR. 

As director of HR for Kalamazoo County, 

Cunningham now oversees more than 900 employees 

across the region. She and her team regularly seek 

input from county leaders and employees, look for 

creative ways to improve work life for its employees, 

and encourage the hiring of employees based on 

vision and skills rather than résumé. She and her 

team live in pursuit of barriers to tear down.

Sarah Johansson joined the Greenleaf Trust team on a blind  
leap of faith.  

At her interview for the position of director of marketing 

almost nineteen years ago, Johansson laid her hesitations 

on the table: “You know, I couldn’t find anything about 

this company—anywhere. You don’t even have a website.” 

William D. Johnston, chairman of Greenleaf, countered, 

“That’s exactly why we need you.”

Although she didn’t set out with the goal of reaching a position 

in leadership, Johansson said her sense of responsibility has 

always driven her naturally toward opportunities to lead. 

While Johansson has made remarkable strides across 

Greenleaf’s marketing initiatives—they do, in fact, have a 

website these days, thanks to Johansson—much of her impact 

in leadership has gone far beyond marketing. Great leaders, 

according to Johansson, “invest time in their people. They 

build trusting relationships and put their people first.” And 

that’s precisely what she’s done.

In the last year alone, Greenleaf has added fifteen new 

teammates, bringing the organization’s numbers to over 120. 

Throughout this growth, Johansson has retained a steadfast 

focus on people. “One of [my strengths] is the ability to read 

people, to understand what they might need at that moment,” 

Johansson said. “That’s something I’m passionate about, and 

I think it lends itself well to my passion for growing more 

leaders within our company.”

• Master of Public Administration 
program at WMU

• An overflowing bag of reading 
materials

• southwest michigan first’s 
leadership academy

Cunningham’s Toolbox

• Collaborating with Greenleaf 
Trust peers

• Greenleaf Trust Communications 
and Culture Workshop

• HUMANeX Ventures’ Impact & 
Legacy Academy

JOHANsSON’S Toolbox

Kristine Cunningham Human Resources (HR) Director of Kalamazoo County

Sarah Johansson  
Vice President, Director of 
Marketing at Greenleaf Trust

Knock Down Barriers

Run the Race You Were Meant to Run
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Katy Fink  
Vice President, Chief 
Human Resources 
Officer at Stryker

Jeremy Cowart is a fine artist, photographer, entrepreneur, and public speaker 
whose path to leadership was winding and, at times, wrought with weeds. 

He’s the founder of Help-Portrait, a global photography movement, 

a mobile social networking app called OKDOTHIS, and the online 

teaching platform See University. Cowart has pursued many big ideas, 

but they have a common thread: they’re true to Cowart’s authentic self 

and where he was in life when he dreamed them up.

Cowart’s career started in the wake of several people telling him it 

shouldn’t start at all. “I got fired from my first job,” Cowart said. “I 

was told I wasn’t creative. Then I nearly failed my only photography 

class. There were a lot of voices in my head that made me think I 

couldn’t do much.” 

But by sheer force of will and dedication to his passions and personal 

truths, Cowart kept at it. Eventually, he made it. Cowart was named 

Huffington Post’s “Most Influential Photographer on the Internet.” 

He worked as a photographer for the likes of Britney Spears and the 

Kardashian family. He became a public speaker at a worldwide level, 

appearing on stages from TEDx to the United Nations. Cowart chose 

projects he was passionate about, projects that would help him grow 

and stay true to his self.

When Cowart founded the Purpose Hotel, it was because he felt 

this transition to be the most authentic move possible. He had the 

idea to create a for-profit hotel that served non-profit humanitarian 

companies—and he just had to go for it. “I really like being 

challenged,” Cowart said. “I really like learning, I really like 

growing, and I’m at a point where, with photography—I’m not jaded 

by it. I’m not burnt out by it. I just don’t feel like I’m growing. There’s 

nothing really left to understand [in photography], whereas looking at 

the hotel is like looking out at the ocean, just so vast and so deep and 

so mysterious. It’s really exciting to jump into.”

Because of his dedication to remaining true to himself, Cowart has 

grown from being called “not creative” into a highly successful and 

authentic leader who others can—and do—follow with full confidence.

Jeremy Cowart  Photographer, Artist, and Entrepreneur

Stay True to Yourself

• Constant reading

• His phone’s Notes app

• Conversations with people

COWART’S TOOLBOX: 

Katy Fink’s journey to leadership started 
long before she landed her role as head of 
HR for Stryker. 

Fink and her two siblings were raised 

by a hard-working single father—

which left her to pitch in for the family. 

“[Leadership] started very young for me,” 

Fink recalled. “As a kid, it started with 

asking myself, ‘How can I help my family 

out with what needs to get done?’”

A little farther down the line, this knack 

and eagerness for helping others began 

to provide Fink with some direction 

in life. Although she wasn’t drawn to 

HR immediately, her passions never 

seemed far off from those of the best HR 

executives. In her roles prior to Stryker, 

she discovered an affinity for tackling 

difficult issues and solving problems. 

“Almost to a fault, I’ve often been the 

one with the courage to step forward 

and have difficult conversations,” Fink 

said. “I’m always willing to put forth 

[an unpopular] point of view. I want to 

jump in, solve problems, and make the 

environment I am in better. I’m really 

energized by it.”

Fink recalled the early stages of her 

career. “I spent lots of time really trying to 

understand, ‘What’s my passion—what’s 

the purpose of my life? How do I help 

other people figure out what their goals are 

and support them along the way?’” 

As far as becoming comfortable with her 

own leadership status, Fink described it 

as a process. “I think a lot of my growth 

was just finding the courage to take on 

big challenges. It was an openness to 

trying new things and a willingness to 

listen to [and learn from] other people’s 

ideas and thoughts.” Half-joking, she 

added, “And [having] the humility to 

know that I’m probably going to screw 

up as much as I’ll do things well. But I 

will learn along the way.”

In Fink’s leadership journey—from 

a childhood spent leading within her 

own family to now leading HR at a 

multinational company—the common 

thread has been serving others. “I 

lead very much from an empathetic 

standpoint,” she said. “Being the 

strongest, loudest voice in the room—

that’s not what’s most important to me. 

It’s all about maintaining humility; it’s 

about never forgetting that I’m here 

to stay connected and to guide and 

support others.”

Unveil the 
future for 
others

• Executive Strategic HR 
Master’s degree from 
Rutgers University

• Center for Creative 
Leadership

FINK’s Toolbox
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A Lesson from Beyond Southwest Michigan:  
How Jeremy Cowart leads uniquely from his  
home base in Franklin, Tennessee



By  
Heather Baker
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regional scorecard

Looking for an affordable place to hang your proverbial hat?  
If so, Southwest Michigan is a great choice.
Among the 270 urban areas that participated in the annual Cost of Living (COL) 
Index published by the Council for Community and Economic Research, the after-tax 
cost for a professional/managerial standard of living ranged from more than twice the 
national average in downtown Manhattan to almost 25 percent below in Harlingen, 
Texas. Southwest Michigan’s geographical center—Kalamazoo, Michigan—ranks  
in the top five most affordable urban areas in the nation and boasts a cost  
of living that is 20.4 percent less than the national average.

Living in

Harlingen, TX

Mcallen, TX

Kalamazoo, MI

Richmond, IN

Memphis, TN

5 Most Affordable Urban Areas...
(According to Cost of Living Index)

...and 5 most expensive places to be.
75.8

77.4

79.6

79.6

80.6

162.6

181.7

189.7

196.3

248.5

1

2

3a

3b

5

266

267

268

269

270

Washington, D.C.

New York (Brooklyn), NY

Honolulu, HI

San Francisco, CA

New York (Manhattan), NY
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How much?
The average cost for a...

Source: The 2018 Annual Average COL Index measures regional differences in the cost 
of housing, utilities, grocery items, transportation, health care, and consumer goods and 
services. It is based on more than 50,000 prices covering almost 60 different items for which 
prices are collected three times a year by chambers of commerce, economic development 
organizations, or university applied economic centers in each participating urban area. 

$88.88

$52.05

$576.00

Kalamazoo, MI

Kalamazoo, MI

Kalamazoo, MI

Cincinnati, OH
$98.93

cedar rapids, IA
$52.54

South Bend, IN
$842.00

Chicago, IL
$105.00

Phoenix, AZ
$53.77

Anchorage, aK
$1,192.00

Denver, CO
$120.06

portland, or
$56.73

Atlanta, GA
$1,334.00

Doctor’s  
visit

Annual Veterinary  
service exam

two-bedroom apartment  
(monthly rent)

$15.50

$3.79

Kalamazoo, MI

Kalamazoo, MI

Boston, MA
$19.13

madison, WI
$4.39

Minneapolis, MN
$20.27

dallas, Tx
$4.07

Indianapolis, IN
$16.13

San Francisco, CA
$5.58

drop-in yoga  
class

Mcdonald’s quarter-
pounder with cheese



Welcome
to the 
neighborhood. 
For over 30 years we’ve been helping first-time 
homebuyers like you travel the road to 
homeownership with confidence and success. 

WHEN YOU’RE READY  TO OPEN A NEW 
DOOR, GIVE US A CALL AT 269.324.4240. 
We’ll guide you every step of the way.

950 Trade Centre Way, Suite 400, Kalamazoo, MI 49002 | amerifirst.com
Equal Housing Lender | NMLS #110139 | A division of Amerifirst Financial Corporation



Glas Associates offers you highly personalized 
service. We commit to building the custom project 
you envision. To help you along the way, our talented 
team stands ready to assist in coordinating your 
design or recommending materials best-suited
to your needs and budget.

Glas Associates has always been family-owned 
and operated, with strong roots in the Kalamazoo 
community. And because we only build for a limited 
number of clients at a time, we oversee each project 
with care, keeping our customers informed every 
step of the way. 

Your Space, Just the Way You Imagined

glasassociates.com
269.353.7737
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production lines

Company 
Keystone Solutions Group

HUMBLE BEGINNINGS 
At its inception in the late 1990s, Keystone Solutions Group 

set off to a glamorous start: growing and thriving in the 

basement of President Jim Medsker alongside his water heater 

and boxed-up holiday decorations. Although the company 

began with the single-tiered mission of product development, 

Medsker soon began receiving requests from clients that he 

take things a step further. They asked that Medsker start to 

manufacture and bring products to life. This kickstarted the 

evolution that’s made Keystone Solutions Group into the multi-

layered company it is now.

DOUBLE TROUBLE 
“Keystone Solutions Group actually covers two business 

entities,” says Director of Operations Vaughn Gerber. “One 

is Keystone Product Development; [the other] is Keystone 

Manufacturing. Keystone Product Development is an 

engineering services firm, where we develop products for 

other people. We’re medical, automotive, aerospace. We can 

take any idea or product from a clean sheet of paper all the 

way through realization of production. Sometimes, when it’s 

medical, it’ll transition over into Keystone Manufacturing, 

where we’ll actually manufacture the products for customers.”

PARTNERING WITH KEYSTONE 
Although Keystone Solutions Group receives a significant 

number of requests from potential clients, the company is 

particular about the types of projects it ultimately pursues. 

It’s important, according to Gerber, that each of the projects 

his team accepts is well within its wheelhouse. If a proposed 

development doesn’t seem like a good fit for its services and 

capacity, Keystone Solutions Group works with that client 

to direct them to a company that’s better able to cater to the 

project. As President Jim Medsker attests, “We prioritize our 

clients’ success over our desire to take on new business.” In 

cases where Keystone Solutions Group does decide to move 

forward with a client’s request, Gerber says, “It’s a process. 

We don’t create a proposal and kick it over the wall and 

say, ‘Hey, this is it!’ We’ll create a proposal and say, ‘Hey, 

this is our initial draft. What do you think? Are we missing 

something? Should we be focusing on something else?’” 

OUTPUT, PRODUCT, AND IMPACT 
Keystone focuses on developing, commercializing, and 

bringing products to market. Products by Keystone Solutions 

Group range from tiny, behind-the-scenes elements of major 

technologies to center-stage products that professionals 

actually put their hands on every day. As Gerber says, 

following the product development phase, “We come in, we 

build the product, we package it, we box it, and then it gets 

shipped out.” He notes that while some projects may take only 

a couple of months to complete, others might take closer to two 

or three years from start to finish.

WHERE IT ALL HAPPENS 
Although Keystone Manufacturing was originally located in a 

small facility in Grand Rapids, its manufacturing arm joined 

with the Kalamazoo-based product development team in 2013. 

With all operations under one roof, the Keystone team now 

prides itself on the collaborative nature of its workspaces. In 

what the Keystone team refers to as “war rooms,” three of four 

walls are covered in dry-erase surfaces to allow for a “floor-

to-ceiling canvas for brainstorming and project mapping.” 

According to the team, Keystone’s facilities are a major driving 

force behind its productivity and achievement.

THE TEAM AND ITS ENGINERDS 
For everyone from Keystone’s set of self-proclaimed “enginerds” 

to its highly-trained technicians, the only thing more important 

than the life-changing products they work together to create 

is the culture among the team. “We’ve been growing over the 

years, expanding the culture,” says Gerber. “So in the last 

few years, we’ve really tried to focus on hiring individuals who 

fit our culture.” When it comes to the sort of work Keystone 

Solutions Group does, no project can be truly successful without 

collaboration from a driven and cohesive team. Oh—and in case 

you were wondering, while Keystone’s cavalry of technicians and 

enginerds is highly driven and collaborative, none of the team 

members take themselves too seriously!

We can take any idea or product from 
a clean sheet of paper all the way 
through realization of production.

By Kathryn Davis     Photos Hannah ziegeler

a keystone for growth
Teamwork and a mission-driven business model  
unlock opportunities for Keystone Solutions Group
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LOCAL EXECUTIVES 
Jim Medsker, President

Vaughn Gerber, Director of 

Operations

HEADQUARTERS 
6387 Technology Avenue 

Kalamazoo, MI 49009

YEAR FOUNDED 
1997

REGIONAL FOOTPRINT 
48,000 square feet with  

31,000 square feet in 

manufacturing space.

INDUSTRIES SERVED 
• Medical Device 

• Aerospace 

• Automotive 

• Other

CORE VALUES 
Keystone Solutions Group 

prides itself on the fact that its 

customers trust in the team’s 

ability to provide “creative 

solutions to complex problems.” 

It defines its core values as:

• Ownership 

• Collaborative 

• Serve with Humility 

• Get it Done 

• Fun

CAREER OPPORTUNITIES 
Keystone Solutions Group is 

especially interested in working 

with applicants who have 

prior industry experience, as 

well as strong teamwork and 

communication skills.
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Motivated and hardworking team players can 
learn more about careers with Keystone Solutions 

Group at keystone-pd.com/career-opportunities

THE KEYSTONE 
METHOD

• The first phase is all about initial contact with 

the client; it’s about discussion, opportunity, 

and discovery of goals.

• In the next step, the Keystone team works 

to form a definition of the product and 

the path to production. This phase is 

characterized by research, establishment of 

marketing claims, and determination of the 

project’s schedule and budget. 

• Closely tied to Jim Medsker’s initial vision 

for the company many years ago, this third 

stage includes many steps directly related 

to product development. Through design, 

analysis, prototyping, and testing, the concept 

begins to assume its physical form. 

• The final step is equal-parts simplicity and 

complexity. In this stage, the team translates its 

final design into a market-ready product, putting 

it on the path to delivery to the respective client.

Keystone Solutions Group takes great pride in this 

process, as, time after time, it has yielded results. 

Over time, Keystone Solutions Group has 

developed, strengthened, and refined its process 

for successfully getting things done. The Keystone 

Proven Process is as follows:
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DESIGNER BLUEPRINT

i n d u s t r i a l  d e s i g n e r  
at  n e w e l l  b r a n d s

mixswmi.com

Brought to you by:

for everyday 
problems

Designing 
solutions solutions

Designing

By Jake Fredericks  
PhotoS by HANNAH ZIEGELER
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A  Q + A  w i t h  s a v a n n a h  w a l t e r s
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eggs. We spent a lot of time interacting with 

different foods. I even baked a tiered cake 

to see if it would fit! We also tested what 

happened when we loaded everything into  

the back seat of a car. Afterward, we had a  

lot of cupcakes to eat! 

WHAT FIRST SPARKED YOUR INTEREST IN DESIGN?  
I remember that when I was five, I wanted to 

be an author or an illustrator. By the time I 

got to high school, I knew I definitely wanted 

to do something within the arts. I went on to 

attend the Cleveland Institute of Art, where 

I dabbled in the foundational aspects of the 

arts, like drawing, color theory, and digital 

arts. Towards the end of my first year, I 

chose a design class as an elective. It was a 

survey of interior design, industrial design, 

and graphic design. I didn’t know anything 

about industrial design until that course, 

but by the end, I was enamored with it. I just 

loved the intersection of art, business, and 

problem solving.

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR DREAM PROJECT?  
Sometime in my career, I would love to 

partner on a project with my husband. His 

background is also in industrial design, 

and the industry is how we met! It would 

be so much fun to throw around ideas and 

collaborate. It wouldn’t even have to be 

formal—just something besides our wedding. 

WHAT IS THE BIGGEST LESSON YOU’VE LEARNED  
IN YOUR CAREER?  
It has helped me to understand that there 

is no “right” answer. When I first started, 

I thought in more black-and-white terms; 

but the reality is that, like anything else in 

life, there are always trade-offs in design. 

There will always be a different way to 

solve a problem. Designers start with a lot 

of ideas and funnel them down through the 

process. So, there will be great ideas that we 

get excited about, but they don’t get brought 

forward. You have to make the decision that 

you believe to be the best for the product. 

WHAT SKILLS ARE CRITICAL TO YOUR WORK?  
Communication is huge. I mean that in 

the traditional sense of the word, but also 

visually. Designers are storytellers—with 

every project, we’re trying to communicate 

ideas and emotions to consumers. So, 

visualizing is important, whether that means 

sketching or creating a rendering that can get 

people excited about your idea. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE TO ASPIRING  
INDUSTRIAL DESIGNERS?  
Even when you’re just starting on your major, 

know that your unique perspective and 

personal experiences have value. It can be 

hard to find your role because there are so 

many different kinds of designers. Even within 

industrial design, people thrive in different 

areas. You don’t have to be an expert in 

everything—find your niche, learn as much as 

you can, and don’t be afraid to ask questions. 

HOW DO YOU APPROACH DESIGN IN YOUR ROLE AT 
NEWELL BRANDS? 
I’m a staff industrial designer at Newell 
Brands, a leading global consumer goods 
company.  
We have a lot of great brands in our portfolio—since I started 

here, I have gotten to work on a wide range of products. I am 

now part of the Home Fragrance Team and design products for 

several brands, including Yankee Candle, Chesapeake Bay, 

and Woodwick.

WHAT DO YOU CONSIDER WHEN DESIGNING A NEW PRODUCT?  
Certainly, aesthetics. But while designing beautiful and 

emotive forms, it’s important to understand the consumer. As 

a designer, you begin by understanding the user’s pain points. 

People probably don’t realize that the things they use every 

single day were carefully designed. Sometimes, if you’re not 

noticing a product, that can be a good thing—it means it’s not 

frustrating you. But we aim to make products that stand out 

for positive reasons too. Our goal is to improve our consumer’s 

lives by making products simple yet functional.

WHERE DO YOU GET IDEAS FOR NEW PRODUCTS AND FEATURES?  
I get the best ideas when I immerse myself in the consumer’s 

experience. The home fragrance products I am currently 

working on haven’t been unveiled or released to market yet,  

so I can’t describe that process. But when I worked on Newell’s 

Fresh Works food storage products, I helped design the 

Rubbermaid Party Serving Kit. My team wanted to create a 

single solution for transporting baked goods. We focused on 

flexibility for the consumer, so we spent a lot of time analyzing 

how much space we would need to fit common foods people 

might bring to a party, like cakes, cupcakes, and deviled 

When I first started, I thought in 
more black-and-white terms; but the 
reality is that, like anything else 
in life, there are always trade-offs 
in design. There will always be a 
different way to solve a problem.
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jobs report

BY Cathy Knapp  PHOTos hannah ziegeler
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How Michigan’s Going PRO talent fund is 
injecting growth into Eimo Technologies 

Breaking 
Don’t Go

ThIS MOLD!
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If you were to ask a manufacturer to tell you its biggest 
challenges, the search for skilled talent would likely land 
among its top three answers.

Michigan has worked hard to reclaim its spot among the top 

states for both manufacturing output and employment. As part 

of its efforts, the state listened to the employment struggles 

of industry leaders. It responded by establishing a workforce 

funding program that assists employers in training, developing, 

and retaining their current and yet-to-be-hired employees. 

Christened the Going PRO Talent Fund (formerly known as 

the Skilled Trades Training Fund), the program is delivered 

through collaboration amongst economic development partners, 

Michigan Works! Agencies, and educational providers. More 

than 2,200 companies have received awards averaging $32,068 

between 2014 and 2018. In what will be a record-setting year 

for Southwest Michigan recipients, 81 local companies are in 

line to receive $3.7 million in training grants in 2019.

Eimo Technologies, Inc. in Vicksburg is one of them. Celebrating 

its 50th anniversary this year, the progressive plastic injection 

molding company has grown to an employment count exceeding 

300 across three facilities. Consumers commonly experience 

Eimo’s products when operating the touch screen on Whirlpool 

appliances, admiring the dashboard of a Toyota Camry, or 

shining the bow tie emblem on the grille of their Chevy Silverado.  

CEO Gary Hallam explained that Eimo’s in-house tooling 

and technology center is one of its competitive niches. “It 

differentiates us and makes us more efficient,” he said. 

Human Resources Manager Brenda Harrington described how 

Eimo will use its allocated training funds. “Our quality leaders 

will take the second part of a front-line leadership coaching 

program,” she said. “There will also be technical training on 

robotics, on-the-job training for new operators, and two mold-

making apprenticeships.”

The company also develops skilled talent by 

deploying current employees to educational 

institutions around the region. “Our tooling 

supervisor, Jim Williams, provides machining 

instruction at Kalamazoo Valley Community 

College in the evenings,” Hallam said. “We’ve 

donated an injection mold press to Vicksburg 

High School and work with area high schools, 

sharing information about manufacturing 

career possibilities.” The company has also 

hosted an interactive booth at MiCareerQuest 

Southwest, a hands-on career readiness event 

for middle school students in Kalamazoo, 

Calhoun, and Cass counties.

Eimo is a multi-year beneficiary of the Going 

PRO program, and Harrington believes 

that adhering to the paperwork has helped 

make that possible. “Also, we’ve had a good 

story to tell,” she said. “We’ve grown, added 

equipment, and done training for scientific 

injection molding. The funding allowed us to 

do things we wouldn’t have done.”

She recommends that interested companies 

attend a Michigan Works! information session 

for advice and support prior to the release of 

the grant application. The next grant round is 

expected this fall. 

Interested in a career at a company that invests 
in keeping skills fresh? Check out jobs at Eimo 
by going to eimotech.com/careers/.

Dealing Eimo a Good Hand

Economic 
Development 
in Action

Regional economic development 
catalyst Southwest Michigan 
First has kept job creation 
opportunities in the cards 
through the years by building an 
ongoing relationship with Eimo 
and connecting the company with 
numerous resources. 

During one-on-one consultations with 

company leaders, representatives 

of the economic development group 

shared information regarding supplier 

connections, Personal Property Tax 

Reform, and Industrial Facilities Tax 

abatements. Armed with knowledge from 

these trusted advisors, Eimo has been 

able to minimize tax outlays during site 

expansions. By doing so, it has been able 

to create more jobs than it would have 

otherwise been able to. 

Additionally, Eimo has taken advantage 

of services that are part of Southwest 

Michigan First’s expanded menu of 

offerings. Eimo employees have attended 

safety updates from the Michigan 

Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration, day-long leadership 

training at the flagship Catalyst 

University, tailored sessions on how to 

apply for Going PRO grants, and more.

With the overall goal to assist in the 

retention and growth of jobs, the 

partnership between Southwest Michigan 

First and Eimo has paid off in spades. 

Over the past five years, the company has 

created over 120 new jobs and invested 

$9.7 million in the local community.

Breaking 
Don’t Go



Best Places to Work
2019

We are a team of 120+ talented professionals, dedicated 

to meet your needs. You may have heard about our great 

workplace culture, which earned us a coveted designation 

on Moody on the Market’s Best Places to Work for 2019. 

Our unique approach is to offer comprehensive multi- 

disciplinary services, industry expertise, accurate scope of 

work, and a passion for listening.

ALLEGAN | BENTON HARBOR | KALAMAZOO

  Wightman’s newest location, 433 E. Ransom St., Kalamazoo

ARCHITECTURE | ENGINEERING | ENVIRONMENTAL | SURVEYING | GIS  
INTERIOR DESIGN | LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE | PLANNING | REALITY CAPTURE 

it’s all about people. 

  Rose Park Veterans Memorial received a state-wide American Council of Engineering Companies Awardwww.gowightman.com | 269.927.0100

Additionally, we were named a 2017 Wonderful Workplace  

by 269 Magazine.
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INTERNSHIP INSIGHT

WORKING ON ALL CYLINDERS  
I grew up in Michigan, but I was originally born in Germany. My family moved 

to the U.S. when I was two and has stayed in Portage ever since. I work in Parker 

Hannifin’s fluid hydraulics and pump division. At this location, we make all the 

company’s hydraulic pumps that go into John Deere excavators, backhoes, fishing 

vessels, mining equipment, and more. 

DUAL RESPONSIBILITIES 
I’m a shared resource around the plant. I help on the production floor for 

manufacturing, but I also support the product design team upstairs. I have two 

mentors: one of them is the head of production engineering, and the other is the 

manufacturing plant leader. On an average day, I come to work and run tests for 

different hydraulic components, then send those off to get those 3D printed or 

machined at a tool shop. When I receive new parts, I go down to the shop floor 

and help with implementing them. 

PURSUING A PASSION 
Ever since I was a toddler, I’ve been taking things apart—and most of the time, 

I’ve been able to put them back together again. I had always wanted to be a 

mechanical engineer until I realized that most of a mechanical engineer’s work is 

theoretical math. I like 3D modeling more, so I was drawn to design. Who doesn’t 

like seeing all those pumps on a computer screen?

NO SHAME IN ASKING 
More than anything, Parker Hannifin has taught me the value of teamwork, and 

the importance of every single employee. Everyone on the team is an expert with 

so much knowledge and experience to share. We have an open-door policy, so I 

don’t feel guilty asking questions. If I run into a problem, the engineers can target 

exactly who to ask depending on what kind of expertise would help me the most. 

MOVING ON UP 
At first, I was a summer intern, but during the fall, the program transitioned to a  

co-op. I still have a full schedule of classes at Western Michigan University, but 

that learning is supplemented by my continuing work here. The 3D modeling labs  

I took last semester gave me a lot of hands-on experience that I now use every day. 

By Jake Fredericks 
Photo Hannah Ziegeler

Michael Englmaier learns  
to design hydraulics at  
Parker Hannifin Corporation

HOMETown 
Portage, MI

Position 
Engineering Intern at Parker Hannifin 

INTERNSHIP 
Summer 2018

Education 
Western Michigan University 

Engineering Design Technology 

Major; Business Management Minor  

Expected Graduation: May 2020

MEET michael
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internship insight

HEAVY LIFTING



The coast of Lake Michigan is home to some of the 
best-kept secrets the mitten state has to offer.
From Muskegon to Holland, Grand Haven to St. Joseph, its 

beach-centric towns draw thousands of tourists each year 

during the summer months. In addition to the breathtaking 

views, these towns harbor some glorious breweries, many of 

which have helped put these communities on the map. 

Greenbush Brewery is nestled in the small 

town of Sawyer, Michigan. Located right off 

of I-94 at Exit 12, the brewery has become a 

staple for visitors driving along the coast. 

Owner Scott Sullivan took his love for  

home brewing to the next level when he 

opened Greenbush.

“When we started in June 2011, the only thing 

that was happening in the area was the gardening 

center behind the brewery,” Sullivan said. “People 

couldn’t believe there was finally something to do. 

The locals started coming over from far and wide. 

Our mug club is 4,800 strong in a town of 800 

people. I find that quite incredible.” 

The craft beer industry has transformed over 

the past 10 years, developing into a billion-

dollar industry with over 6,000 breweries in 

the U.S. alone. When Greenbush opened, just 

over 80 breweries were part of the Michigan 

Brewers Guild. Today, there are almost 300. 

At the end 
of the day, 

it all comes 
down to the 

nectar in the 
glass, and 

Greenbush 
has been 

producing 
some of 

Michigan’s 
finest for 

years with 
no sign of 
stopping 
anytime 

soon.

By  
chaz parks     

Photos  
Hannah ziegeler 
and kalamazoo 
outdoor gourmet
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toast of the town

at greenbush brewery, good beer wins

An Unexpected

DESTINATION
must-stop



“The industry is moving rapidly, and existing 

breweries need to be nimble to remain top of 

mind for the Michigan beer drinker,” says Jon 

Sutton, beer category manager at Imperial 

Beverage. “Consumers are hearing about Brut 

IPAs, Fruited Kettle Sours, and Milkshake 

IPAs and are wanting to taste for themselves.” 

Imperial Beverage distributes Greenbush beers 

statewide, making it possible for consumers who 

found their new favorite beer while visiting the 

brewery to also find it close to home. 

Visiting breweries has become a Michigan 

pastime, helping stimulate local economies 

across the state. While beer is the purpose of the 

trip, the food on the menu keeps tourists coming 

back. Greenbush started off small, but as the love 

for its beer has grown, so has its food menu. 

“When the taproom opened, it only sat 32, and 

we served pretzels with mustard,” Sullivan 

said. “Then we moved to sandwiches and 

soups. We opened up the taproom to 68 seats, and then, just two 

years after we opened, we built out the kitchen we have today. 

[Our offerings] include salads, barbeque, and hot sandwiches. 

Now it’s our biggest thing; it’s as big as our beer. Food is now 61 

percent of our total sales in the taproom. It’s crazy!

“Diversification is part of our business model, and to me, it is 

what separates Greenbush from the beer scene in general,” 

Sullivan continued. “I have always viewed us as more than 

just a brewery. The brewery comes first. The brewery populates 

everything [we] want to do. We are a multifaceted thing, and 

none [of the other things] would have existed without the beer. I 

want the beer to be the engine for the other things we do.”

Visiting breweries has 
become a Michigan pastime, 

helping stimulate local 
economies across the state. 

While beer is the purpose of 
the trip, the food on the menu 

keeps tourists coming back.
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At Southwest Michigan First, we 
appreciate all you do to serve our 
communities. Let us serve you.

Contact our team to learn more about 

Southwest Michigan First’s small business division.

(269) 553-9588

www.southwestmichiganfi rst.com/small-business/

Ron Jackson Insurance was founded 
in Kalamazoo, Michigan in 1962 by 
a former Chicago White Sox and 
Boston Red Sox player. This family-
led personal and business insurance 
provider has proudly been fi elding 
new business there ever since!

Ron Jackson Insurance | ronjacksonins.com | (800) 834-1933 |         @RonJacksonIns

There’s 
nothing 
small 
about small 
business in 
Southwest 
Michigan.



This year will bring further changes to 

Greenbush, including a big step—moving from 

bottles to cans for its entire line of beers. First 

will come its flagship Star Chicken Shotgun 

IPA, along with Sunspot, its traditional 

German Hefeweizen. Another big change: The 

taproom is going to get a beautiful refresh for 

the years to come.  

“Greenbush has always had a clear identity 

through their brewing and their branding,” said 

Sutton. “With that comes a loyal consumer base. 

Greenbush is committed to taking other steps in 

2019 to add new members to that fan base.” 

At the end of the day, it all comes down to 

the nectar in the glass, and Greenbush has 

been producing some of Michigan’s finest for 

years with no sign of stopping anytime soon. 

As it keeps pushing the craft beer envelope, 

enthusiasts expect it to keep growing and 

innovating, one good beer at a time.  

“We have a long-standing reputation of 

quality and hospitality that will transcend 

anything that ever happens,” Sullivan said. 

“So [I tell myself], ‘Let everything come and 

go, take your time, and keep making good 

beer, just keep making good beer.’ That’s all 

I care about.”

Chaz Parks is events and donations coordinator at Imperial 

Beverage, a long-standing member of the Michigan beverage 

distribution community. Established in 1933 after the repeal 

of prohibition and purchased by Kalamazoo’s Cekola family in 

1984, Imperial has grown from a one county beer distributor 

to a top 10 statewide beer, wine, and spirits wholesaler. With 

390 employees and four locations in Kalamazoo, Livonia, 

Ishpeming, and Traverse City, Imperial provides statewide 

coverage that serves every Michigan County, every week, all 

year long.

When Greenbush opened, 
just over 80 breweries 
were part of the Michigan 
Brewers Guild. Today, 
there are almost 300.

The locals 
started 

coming over 
from far and 

wide. Our 
mug club is 

4,800 strong 
in a town of 
800 people.
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News First

On March 6, 2019, a snowy, below-freezing day, 
excited staff and supporters huddled in front of 
Arbor Financial Credit Union’s newest location. 
The icy pavement didn’t stop the attendees from posing for a 

celebratory photo with their proud teammates. It was the grand 

opening and ribbon-cutting ceremony of the bank’s eighth 

location, on Portage Road on the south side of Portage. 

“We are owned by the people in the community that we serve,” 

said Tammy Phelps, vice president of operations at Arbor 

Financial. “The philosophy of credit unions is ‘people helping 

people.’ And our purpose here at Arbor is to help our members 

grow and achieve their dreams through innovative financial 

solutions. We are very excited about our growth and for what 

our future brings—to be able to do that for our members gives 

us great pride and gives us great joy.”

Small business is big for the U.S. economy. A 2010 study from 

Michigan State University said small businesses employ more 

than 52 percent of the nation’s employees, and it estimated that 

for every $100 consumers spend with locally owned businesses, 

$73 stays in the local economy. 

“Many people realize the value that locally owned—and maybe 

smaller—businesses bring to our community,” Phelps said. “It 

By  
lora painter     

Photos  
miranda garside

Cashing In On 
Local Investments

Arbor Financial Credit Union Opens Doors to New Business
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gives you a sense of ownership, a sense of pride, a sense of trust 

and loyalty that really is unique in the smaller business market.”

Since the opening of its Portage Road location in March, 

Arbor Financial has opened another new branch in Portage 

on Westnedge Avenue. Later in 2019, the credit union plans to 

open two more branches in Grand Rapids. 

The efforts of economic development group Southwest Michigan 

First support the growth of local businesses like Arbor Financial 

Credit Union. The organization works closely with businesses, 

helping them build networks, answer tough questions, and stay 

on top of industry trends.

“Small businesses are extremely important to our community,” 

said Kim Weishaar, chief financial officer of Southwest 

Michigan First. “They are the ones who are bringing new, fresh 

ideas into our community, and a business that may start as one 

or two people can end up growing into a 300-person company.”

Southwest Michigan First is known for partnering with large 

businesses—such as Stryker and Pfizer—but its Chamber 

division focuses on the small business community.

“We want to make sure our small business community is taken 

care of as well,” Weishaar said, pointing to the networking events 

called Chamber Connect as well as training opportunities for 

small businesses, which involve topics such as social media, 

digital trends, and cybersecurity.

Weishaar said the Connect events are great opportunities for 

bringing small business owners together. 

“In a region where there are so many great things happening 

and so many different industries and organizations, it gives 

them a chance to come together and learn about one another,” 

Weishaar said. “It could be helping them find a supplier right 

here in Southwest Michigan that they may not have known about 

before. [The events] provide opportunities to network, learn, 

and further yourself at a minimal cost.”

Southwest Michigan First has a jobs-focused mission. Weishaar 

said one of the organization’s greatest beliefs is that “the greatest 

force for change is a job.” She added that helping companies 

create more jobs is a big part of that. When it comes to small 

companies, there are some unique challenges.  

“We are a source of information for them,” Weishaar said. 

“They may not know the answer right away, so we can help 

them find that answer. As a resource for the small business 

community, we hope that they feel that they can reach out to 

us—whether that be through one of our formalized events such 

as Connects or Lunch and Learns, or if it’s just calling our front 

desk and saying, ‘Hey, where can I go to get a loan? Where can I 

go to learn more about insurance?’ We are there to answer those 

questions for them.”

Phelps of Arbor Financial Credit Union said that Southwest 

Michigan First’s efforts are a big help—and that they help 

small business help each other.

“Organizations like [Southwest Michigan First] bring us 

together, give us ideas, help us brainstorm growth opportunities, 

and educate us to support one another.” 

She added: “It is so important to embrace the local community’s 

small businesses. We need to be here for each other.” 

Southwest 
Michigan First 
is known for 
partnering 
with large 
businesses—
such as Stryker 
and Pfizer—but 
its Chamber 
division 
focuses on the 
small business 
community.

We are owned by the people  
in the community that we serve. 
The philosophy of credit unions  
is ‘people helping people.’

As seen live on WWMT (CBS) | CW7. 
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Nancy Turtle  
kalamazoo community bank president at mercantile bank

nick white 
Director of Facilities AT ascension borgess health

We sat down with two local leaders to  
get their insights on success, development, 
motivation, and more.
By Jake Fredericks | PhotoS Hannah Ziegeler

WHAT IS THE KEY TO GOOD LEADERSHIP?
nick: Empowering your associates. That comes through building 

relationships. Communication is key—if you can’t communicate, 

you can’t build that trust. I have a “trust-but-verify” philosophy, 

but I let individuals make their own decisions and drive results.

nancy: The key to good leadership is being genuine. People want to 

know that you act with a high level of integrity in everything you do 

and say. To foster that type of leadership, you need to be humble. You 

need to be supportive instead of craving to be the center of attention. 

WHEN DO YOU GET YOUR BEST IDEAS?
Nick: I come up with new ideas just by watching. I watch how 

senior leaders interact with their associates and observe how 

they treat others. I do a little self-reflection after and ask 

myself how I can incorporate the best of their habits and 

mannerisms into what I do on a daily basis. 

Nancy: Times of reflection. Life is so busy these days that it truly 

takes effort to find time to think. I find that the best times to do 

this are during my commutes or while exercising. I choose not 

to turn on the radio or listen to music, but instead, I allow some 

quiet time to reflect. Then, I need to write these ideas down 

before life takes over again and I forget.

WHAT IS YOUR LEADERSHIP SUPERPOWER? 
Nick: When I think of a true leadership superpower, I think of 

consistency. When you’re the leader, you can’t be waffling or 

wavering in your decision-making. You could manage a team 

with your hair on fire, still get a lot done, but never be a great 

leader. Stability is what people want—they have too many 

fluctuations in their own day-to-day lives as it is. 

Nancy: My superpower is my ability not to take life too 

seriously. I think as you get older, you become more secure 

with yourself. Your experiences make you realize that life will 

go on. Reading “Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff and It’s All Small 

Stuff” [by Richard Carlson] has helped too. 

WHEN FACED WITH TWO EQUALLY QUALIFIED 
CANDIDATES, HOW DO YOU DETERMINE WHO  
TO HIRE?
Nick: I read, and love, “The Ideal Team Player” [by Patrick 

Lencioni], which emphasizes the importance of being smart, 

humble, and hungry. So, instead of asking cookie-cutter 

questions in an interview, I try to determine if a candidate has 

those three personality traits.

Nancy: I would hire the one with street smarts. You can typically 

tell when a person has this or not. A candidate’s ability to apply 

common sense and think out of the box when needed is a critical 

component to success in my opinion and will set them apart. 

WHAT MISTAKE DO YOU SEE LEADERS MAKING 
MORE OFTEN THAN OTHERS?
Nick: There is a lot of pressure on leaders today to be on the 

cutting edge of technology and social issues. Some leaders 

respond to this pressure by taking over work that would usually 

be done by their team—they become more of a dictator or 

manager than a leader. These leaders are generally very good at 

what they do but struggle to trust their team. 
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The key to good 
leadership is 
being genuine. 
People want 
to know that 
you act with 
a high level of 
integrity in 
everything you 
do and say.

nancy turtle

When I think of a 
true leadership 
superpower, 
I think of 
consistency. 
When you’re a 
leader, you can’t 
be waffling or 
wavering in your 
decision-making.

Nick White

Nick White

Nancy Turtle

Nancy: Leaders get in trouble when their egos get in the way. 

Resisting change and clinging to a “my-way-or-the-highway” 

mentality doesn’t cut it anymore in today’s business climate. In light 

of the current generational shift, there is a much greater need for 

open-minded leadership. 

WHAT RESOURCES WOULD YOU RECOMMEND TO 
THOSE WANTING TO BECOME BETTER LEADERS?
Nick: I got where I am today because I attended Catalyst University 

and Managing from the Middle. In addition to professional 

development, it’s also important to find social platforms where 

you can take yourself out of the workplace, shake hands, network, 

and make friends. It can be a step outside your comfort zone, but 

you learn a lot through interacting with others.

Nancy: It’s so important to continually invest in yourself 

and your leadership skills no matter where you are in your 

leadership journey. Local mentorship programs like Leadership 

Kalamazoo are great tools for emerging leaders, but seeking out 

less-formal mentorships is also important. I would encourage 

professionals to seek a mentor who isn’t necessarily in the same 

line of business, but one who exhibits leadership qualities and 

values that resonate with them personally.

WHAT CITY DO YOU LIVE IN AND WHAT DO YOU 
LOVE ABOUT IT?
Nick: I love Southwest Michigan because it’s beautiful. I grew 

up in Traverse City, and I’m a huge fan of the west side of the 

state. I live in Richland; it’s a small, close-knit community, but 

there is so much to do. There is Gull Lake and Fort Custer; plus, 

the North Country Trail runs right by my house—my kids and 

I love it.

Nancy: I live in Mattawan—Texas Corners to be exact—and 

love the small-town community environment. Concerning my 

work life, I have been in downtown Kalamazoo for over 20 years 

and have loved seeing how far this community has come. I am 

especially excited to see all the development currently underway 

and can’t wait to see what the next 20 years will bring.

 
first

first thing you do in the morning?

nick: Make my bed.

Nancy: Brew a cup of coffee.  
I don’t function well without it.

first pet?

Nick: A 140-pound golden lab 
named Tyler.

Nancy: Tippy, a black Cocker 
Spaniel.

first thing you would bring to a deserted island?

Nick: Depending on the island, I would 
probably bring water.

Nancy: My family. I could be anywhere as long 
as I have them with me.
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ACUFF
JON

The New York Times bestselling author and public speaker  
sat down with Ron Kitchens to talk family, fun, and finishing.

For those who don’t know you, who is Jon 

Acuff? I like to say that I’m an overthinker. 

Overthinking freezes some people and 

spins others out, but I’ve found a way to 

channel that overthinking in fun, productive 

ways. There are so many big ideas in the 

world, and some are hard to handle. The 

heart of what I do is to put handles on 

ideas so that people can pick them up and 

use them. I love to take serially complex 

situations and find simple, funny ways to 

talk about them. What is it like to travel 

the world as a speaker and thought 

leader? I get to connect with folks 

from Kalamazoo, Michigan to Lisbon, 

Portugal—and all over the world. I 

wouldn’t trade it. But I recognize that 

because my youngest daughter is a 

seventh-grader, I only have five or six years left with 

her at home. I turn down a lot of gigs right now because I 

need to be deliberate about spending time with her. I know that in six 

years, when we have an empty nest, my wife will be able to travel with 

me. What can you share about your new book? People ask me over 

and over again, “How can I actually follow through on my goals?” So, I 

worked with a Ph.D. on my last book, “Finish.” We researched the subject 

and were able to identify a handful of things you can do to improve your 

odds of finishing a personal project. What was the most surprising thing 

you found while researching the book? 

One of the surprising things we found was 

that having fun really matters. There is 

hard science behind the idea that it’s not 

only okay to be joyful about your goal, but 

necessary. Personally, I have fun by adding 

humor. It helps me engage with a subject, 

but it also helps my audience understand 

and remember what I’m saying. What 

advice would you like to share for people 

working on their own goals? Every project 

presents its own challenge, but also its 

own unique temptation to take the easy 

way out. I have realized that, often, 

people start to become ashamed by 

their work when things get tough. 

It’s then that fear whispers in your ear 

saying, “If you were good, this would be 

easier.” In those moments, I think the best gift 

you can give yourself—whether you’re a writer, an event 

planner, or an analyst for an oil company in Houston—is kindness. What 

is the most challenging part of being an author? I’m writing a book right 

now; this morning I spent three hours writing. The hardest part for me is 

writing a book that will be true to me, not the book I think a great author 

would write. When I try to sound like someone else, I end up as a parody of 

a smart author. I’m a terrible John Maxwell. I’m the worst Gary Vaynerchuk. 

But I’m a great Jon Acuff! 

FIRST LOOK
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To lead or to manage? It’s an old question and an 
important point of focus as we educate the next 
generation of leaders within our organizations.
Many of us have seen the trouble that foments when people in 

positions of leadership mistake super-charged management for 

the job they really should be doing as leaders.

For this reason and so many others, it’s critically important 

to make clear the distinction between leadership and 

management and to teach to both skill sets. We have to take 

care in the process, though, not to downgrade or discredit the 

work of great managers. Let me explain. 

In one of the exercises we do in our leadership programs to 

distinguish between leadership and management, we ask 

participants to draw a T-Chart with a list of things managers 

bring to the table on one side and a contrasting list of functions 

leaders perform on the other. 

As the lists are drawn, managers are typically painted as 

“doing it wrong.” Managers are the narrow-minded ones, 

zeroed in on deadlines at all cost, exerting control over others 

to force compliance to policy and fidelity to systems while 

neglecting the people parts of their job. A story begins to 

unfold of a myopic managerial class that misses the point and 

ultimately squashes potential within our organizations. 

The list that is built for leaders, by contrast, 

is the list of all the “right” kinds of 

transformational stuff we need to do to make 

our teams and organizations soar. Leaders 

are the ones who cast vision. They rally and 

ready the proverbial troops. They inspire, 

they coach, they innovate, and, whether 

expressly or more subtly, they emerge as  

the heroes of the stories unfolding at work. 

In reality, the portraits that are painted on  

these T-Charts are not of the merits of 

leadership over management, but instead a 

contrast of ineffective management versus 

effective leadership. It’s easy to perpetuate 

a myth that all we need is great leadership. 

We absolutely need great leaders to make our 

organizations sing, but we also need people who 

excel as managers, who know how to get projects 

done, who keep us focused on deadlines, who 

maintain compliance with policy, and who 

uphold and improve our systems. 

We do ourselves and our future leaders a 

disservice by perpetuating the idea that 

management is “the wrong stuff” and 

leadership is “all right” all day long. Our 

organizations need a mix of both at their best. 

As we cultivate the next generation of leaders, 

we absolutely must make clear the distinction 

between managing projects and leading people. 

But rather than dismissing or downgrading 

critical managerial skills, we’ll all be better 

for helping each other understand when it’s 

time to cast vision and when it’s time to catch, 

who excels where, and celebrating the unique 

capacities involved in each. 

By SARAH MANSBERGER | Photo lightfieldstudios (istock)

A job well done depends on skill 
from both sides of the line

leader literacy

Sarah Mansberger is  
a partner at Southwest 
Michigan First tasked  

with curriculum development  
behind leadership programs like  
FIRST Up, Managing From the  
Middle, Catalytic Cultures, First 50,  
and Leadership Kalamazoo. Learn  
more at catalystuniversity.me/programs.

The portraits that are 
painted on these T-Charts 
are not of the merits of 
leadership over management, 
but instead a contrast of 
ineffective management 
versus effective leadership.

It’s critically important to make clear 
the distinction between leadership and 
management and to teach to both skill sets.

lead manage?to or
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LEADER TIMELINE

Greg Dobson
Chief Operating OFficer and Principal, AVB
BY JAKE FREDERICKS  
PHOTO Hannah Ziegeler

LEADER TIMELINE

1970 | Born in Quincy, MI

I grew up in a strong family environment. 

However, my entire family is made up of die-

hard Michigan State Spartans. So, when I got a 

last-moment scholarship to Western Michigan 

University (WMU) and decided to accept, there 

was more than a little tension in my household. 

1988 to 1992 | Attended WMU,  
Studying Management and Accounting

Before I started college, I was obsessed with  

the movie “Top Gun.” I wanted to be an 

engineer, an attorney, and a fighter pilot all  

at once—I guess I wanted to be Tom Cruise. 

I planned to get a degree in engineering, 

find my way to a fighter jet, and then go to 

law school. Obviously, things didn’t play out 

that way. I found it a little hard to do all those 

things at once, and that led to some real rough 

decisions down the road. Looking back, I would 

tell my younger self to slow down. I was in a real 

hurry to expedite my studies and get into the Air 

Force as soon as possible, and I missed some 

opportunities to smell the roses and have  

a deeper college experience along the way.

How Did I 
Get Here?

44 269MAG.COM FEB/MAR 2019
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What Impacts Your 
Decision-Making More 
than Anything Else?  
In my day-to-day, I try to focus 

on the ultimate as opposed to the 

immediate. I ask myself, “What 

is my long-term goal versus what 

I would like to have now?” A lot 

of time, the answers to those two 

questions are very different. It’s 

like thinking, “I’d like to have 

a Corvette now, but ultimately, I 

need to save for a home.” That’s the 

decision-making metric that I use 

and model. You have to be able to 

make those sacrifices. The word I 

always come back to is discipline. 

You have to have the discipline to 

make short-term sacrifices to invest 

in the future. That’s especially true 

for real estate as all our projects 

are long-term.

What Trends Do You See 
in the Industry?
I think the redevelopment of 

downtown Kalamazoo is going 

to continue to have legs and 

horsepower. On the residential 

side, we have noticed that the 

family-formation process for many 

millennials has been slower—

they seem to be taking longer to 

move to the suburbs and form 

families. But at the same time, the 

baby boomers are impacting our 

business in a really positive way. 

We know that this community is 

going to continue to grow; it’s the 

reason why we are fully invested 

in Southwest Michigan and take 

pride in the initiatives that grow 

jobs, population, and our great 

school districts.

1991 to 1999 | Assistant to WMU President 
Diether H. Haenicke  

The interesting thing about Dr. Haenicke 

was that he wasn’t afraid to allow a twenty-

one-year-old kid to sit in on every meeting. I 

was at every staff meeting and every meeting 

with the higher-ups. He always brought me 

along and engaged me in the process. Dr. 

Haenicke even sent me to the Mid-American 

Conference presidents’ meetings to represent 

him. The former president’s trust and 

encouragement meant a lot to me; he taught 

me that as a leader, you have to be willing to 

pull back and allow someone else to jump in 

and make mistakes. In his heart, he was a 

teacher; he taught not only by example and 

discussion but by giving you the leeway to 

discover things on your own. 

1995 | Received an MBA from WMU Haworth 
College of Business

Other than my dad, Dr. Haenicke has been 

the biggest mentor in my life. Over the years, 

we did a lot of driving together, and while 

traveling, we would have deep conversations. 

He was the one who got me on track to 

doing what I do today. When I finally got 

the opportunity to become a fighter pilot, he 

talked me out of joining the U.S. Air Force 

Reserve and convinced me to pursue an 

MBA at WMU instead. 

1998 | Associate Athletic Director at WMU

When I served as assistant to the president, 

I was very much involved in intercollegiate 

athletics, so the move to Associate Athletic 

Director made a lot of sense for me. My last 

day at the university was November 13, 

1999. That day was also Tim Lester’s last 

game as the WMU Bronco’s quarterback, 

and coincidently, we are now neighbors and 

have remained friends ever since. 

1999 to Present | Chief Operating Officer  
and Principal at AVB 

I’m mainly involved in our commercial 

development. My title [now] is Chief 

Operating Officer, which means I coordinate 

the activities of our residential construction 

and residential development groups as well as 

our commercial construction and development 

groups. We have leaders who run each one of 

those organizations, but my goal is to make 

sure that we operate efficiently and leverage 

the value of that structure. 

Before I started college, I 
was obsessed with the movie 
“Top Gun.” I wanted to be an 
engineer, an attorney, and a 
fighter pilot all at once—I guess 
I wanted to be Tom Cruise.

The interesting thing 
about Dr. Haenicke was 
that he wasn’t afraid 
to allow a twenty-one-
year-old kid to sit in on 
every meeting. 



2010
Horizon Hydroponics
International Yoga

2012
Cultural Tour Consultants
Global Equality &  

Karlseons & Associates
HRM Innovations
Hydro Extrusion
Lumber Liquidators
Massage Works
Planet Fitness 
Taste of Heaven
Wild Bill’s Tobacco

2013
B&B Aviation
Jackson Hewitt Tax
Marx Moda
Massage Green
Motherhood Maternity

2014
At Home
Clear Ridge Wealth Management
Custer Design
Galina’s Tailor Shop
Jimmy John’s
Second Childhood

2015
Barrett’s Smoke House
Chapter 13
KC Ready 4s
LKF Marketing
Merle Norman

2016
Counterpoint Pilates 
Harmonic Massage
Owen-Ames-Kimball
Wide Open West Finance

2017
600 Kitchen & Bar
CSM Group
Chemical Bank
Elegant Nails
Milan Laser Hair Removal
Paradise Café
Revel & Roll West
Jeff Ross Financial Services
SalesPage Technologies
State Farm-Kory Wagonmaker
VML

2018
3 West Salon
BCS Corrugated
Bernatche School of Dance
Buys Consulting
Ceterus
Life Coach Psychology
Seven Generations
UBreakIFix
US Cryotherapy
X-Golf

2019
Faces Skin Care & Massage
Malloy’s Pub
Spectrum Charter
TMP Associates

Worth Your  
Weight in gold 
At Treystar, our golden 
anniversary is more than just 
a milestone, banner or great 
excuse to eat cake. It’s a reason 
to recognize and celebrate all our 
valued clients. Whether you’ve 
been with us for four months, four 
years or four decades, thank you 
for growing with us. 

Join us now. Join us in the future. 
Learn more at treystar.com.

1979
MacKenzie’s Bakery

1984
Kingscott

1985
Supercuts

1987
Frames Unlimited

1988
Coney Island
Hairmasters
Subway

1990
Main Street Pub

1991
Discovery Shop
Folio
Talbots

1992
Jonathan Stevens
Bronson

1995
Natural Health Center

1998
Eckert Wordell
Save-A-Lot

1999
QDOBA

2000
360 Degrees
Edward D. Jones Co.
Kyoto Japanese Steakhouse

2002
Biggby
Lasalle Capital

2004
Big Apple Bagels 
Walton & Voshell

2005
Cold Stone Creamery
CyberM*I*N*D

2007
Arby’s
Harbor Freight Tools
Innovative Analytics
J. Jill
Jos. A. Bank
Starbucks

2008
The Wine Loft

2009
America’s Best
Cartridge World
Cirius Therapeutics 
Jude’s Barbershop
Penn Station Subs
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FIGHTING BACK

Drive for Life was something my dad started years ago to help 

support those in our community who are battling cancer. Both 

of my grandfathers passed away from the disease, as well as 

both of my wife’s parents. You would be hard-pressed to find 

someone whose life hasn’t been touched somehow, some way, 

by cancer. The money we raise goes to the American Cancer 

Society but also benefits MRC Industries in Kalamazoo and 

the Kalamazoo Make-A-Wish Foundation. Donations are spent 

locally to support a ton of people in Southwest Michigan who 

are in need, including by providing transportation for people 

who cannot afford to get rides to treatments.

THROUGH THE YEARS 

At first, the Drive for Life was hosted at our dealership and 

tickets were 10 bucks apiece to get in. The event raised about 

$1,200 in total the first year. Since then, we’ve outgrown 

that space and moved to the Radisson. This will be the 38th 

Drive for Life, making it the longest-running charity event in 

Kalamazoo and the largest gala of its kind in the country that 

benefits the American Cancer Society—last year, we raised 

over half-a-million dollars in a single night. 

GLITZ, GLAM, AND GIVING 

The experience is almost like going to the 

Oscars, with red-carpet pre- and post-parties 

going on in different rooms at the Radisson. 

It’s a who’s who of Kalamazoo. The first hour 

is a cocktail party, with hors d’oeuvres and a 

silent auction. Attendees can stroll around the 

lobby and take a look at the 150-plus items 

they can bid on. Everything will also be on 

the Greater Giving website, so you don’t even 

have to be at the event to bid online. 

Then, we will head into the main ballroom for 

dinner and our keynote speaker. This year, 

Chris Spielman will be sharing his story; he 

is an NFL announcer who used to play for the 

Detroit Lions. At the height of Chris’ career 

for the Lions, his wife was diagnosed with 

cancer and he took a year off from playing in 

the NFL to take care of her. 

 
THE BIG-TICKET ITEMS 

We also have a live auction that night,  

with some unique prizes you couldn’t find 

anywhere else. One is a game-day package that 

includes a chartered private jet to Green Bay 

and suite tickets at a Packers game. Another is 

a long weekend in a 74th-floor condo at Trump 

Tower in Chicago. It’s an A-plus location 

overlooking the river and includes dinner to 

Maple & Ash, one of the hottest restaurants 

in the city. Then, at the end of the evening, we 

give away a car. Each ticket gives you a chance 

to win a brand-new Honda Accord or $30,000 

in cash—your choice. 

After 38 Years, Drive for Life Still Has Wheels
By Jake Fredericks | Photos courtesy of zeigler auto group

turn on the ignition

to fight
Cancer

Event 
Drive for Life 

Date and time 
May 2, 2019 at 6:30 pm

Location 
The Radisson Plaza Hotel 

at Kalamazoo Center 

SPONSOR ORGANIZATIONS 
Zeigler Auto Group, 

Greenleaf Trust, and 

Huntington Bank

Aaron Zeigler 
President,  
Zeigler Auto Group 

helping hands
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Luckily, we’re all on this journey together. 

And, in Southwest Michigan, we live in 

a community known for its unconditional 

support. Though our region has many claims to 

fame, the Kalamazoo Promise is probably our 

best-known initiative that, over a decade later, 

remains the gold standard for community-

based philanthropy. In other areas, the 

promise of fully funding college education 

for all public-school graduates would sound 

too good to be true—but it’s a reality here. 

Similarly, Southwest Michigan offers 

professionals of all stripes opportunities for 

development that would be unheard of in 

other communities. No matter your level of 

experience, programs like Catalyst University, 

Managing from the Middle, and First Up can 

help you to follow your own internal compass, 

with experienced mentors helping you lead 

comfortably as your authentic, unique self. 

As a reader of this publication, you are 

already engaging with your local community. 

And if you live in the region, you know 

firsthand that Southwest Michigan is a great 

place to live, work, and start a family. But, 

as humans, we all have blind spots. One of 

these is our tendency to take ourselves, our 

talents, and our surroundings for granted. 

So, I encourage you not to settle. Don’t 

choose to be only a cover of someone else’s 

song. Instead, take full advantage of what 

this community has to offer, manifest your 

own greatness, and be uniquely you.   

o one ever downloads songs by cover bands. 

Think about it: When you’re having the kind of day 

that makes you crave a little “Satisfaction,” which 

band do you look up? The Rolling Stones, of course. 

There’s no chance you would search for a cover 

version, no matter how good the substitute. There 

may be thousands of talented bands out there, and 

some might even have a more modern sound than the Stones, 

but that’s missing the point—there will only ever be one Mick 

Jagger. You just can’t substitute authenticity. 

The same is true in life and leadership. Trying to become 

someone you are not is an exercise in futility—the best you 

can ever be is a copy. People who spend their time trying to be 

the next Steve Jobs will waste their money filling their closets 

with turtleneck sweaters. But more importantly, they will waste 

the opportunity to become the most authentic, powerful version 

of themselves. To lead effectively is to live boldly, embracing 

the qualities that make you unique. To borrow a line from 

Shakespeare, “This above all: to thine own self be true.” 

However, if being authentic were that easy, everyone would do 

it. The truth is, living genuinely is a lot harder than it seems, 

and leading others with absolute honesty and openness is 

harder still. The hurdle we all face is the same: fear. We fear 

what others might think of us. We fear what might happen if we 

fail. I believe that the first step along the way is making friends 

with yourself, rediscovering what you truly value, and learning 

to fully embrace your personal story without leaving out any of 

its twists, turns, peaks, or valleys.

ALWAYS FORWARD

Sing a Different Tune 
Remarkable Leaders Refuse to be Copies 

BY Ron Kitchens
Publisher

Photo Bowie15 (istock)

Always Forward,

Enjoyed this article? Let us know! Tweet 
@269Mag using #269Mag with your thoughts.

N If being authentic were 
that easy, everyone 
would do it. The truth 
is, living genuinely 
is a lot harder than 
it seems, and leading 
others with absolute 
honesty and openness  
is harder still.



A LEADER’S PAST  
CAN HELP CREATE A  
ONE-OF-A-KIND FUTURE.

Young and experienced professionals alike grow exhausted and 
disenchanted from chasing business gurus and quick-fix formulas.  
Rather than becoming knock-offs, we must learn to listen to the 
leadership lessons our lives have been trying to teach us. In  
“Uniquely You,” coming in 2019, Ron Kitchens will share his  
personal journey, and how it led him to lead uniquely, with you.

AVAILABLE FOR PREORDER NOW! AMAZON     |     BARNES & NOBLE     |     BAM     |     BAKER BOOK HOUSE

uniquely youbook.com



As a hiring agent trying to recruit out-of-area talent, offering 
Connect Sixty-Four as a relocation benefit to prospective 
employees ensures career support for their spouse.

90% OF JOB CANDIDATE 
RELOCATION REFUSALS
ARE DUE TO FAMILY OR 
DUAL-CAREER CONCERNS.

Lindsay Buckingham
Connect 64 Director
(269) 876-6730
www.connect64.com

Affiliated with WSI (Workforce Strategies, Inc.)
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“GRAVITATIONAL PULL INTO THE PAST IS ALW
AYS STRONGER THAN THE PULL OF THE FUTURE; THAT IS W

HY LEADERS MATTER.” — RON KITCHENS




