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Overview

The Source, a nonprofit in Grand Rapids, Michigan, demonstrates how small- and midsize
businesses can achieve strong outcomes for both their workforce and their bottom line by
working together. Eight family-owned manufacturers founded The Source in 2003, after
realizing that their employees needed more support than they could provide on their own.
"By recognizing they had similar problems in being able to help their people to support their
lives outside of work,” The Source’s Executive Director, Alison Freas said, “they came
together.” Workers were struggling with housing, childcare, transportation, and access to
training — challenges too large for individual HR teams, often consisting of one to three
people, to tackle alone. By pooling resources, these companies built a shared support system
that has grown into a nationally recognized model for workforce development.

Today, The Source helps small businesses improve retention, reduce turnover costs, and
strengthen competitiveness, while improving employee stability and career advancement.
This has an impact not only on the 27 employers involved but also on the broader community
it serves.

This case study demonstrates how The Source’s collaborative approach yields measurable
business outcomes and provides a roadmap for replication in other communities.

A Culture of Shared Investment

Since its founding, The Source has operated on the belief that investing in employees is
essential to business success. As Mark Peters highlighted in his book “The Source,” which
details how the organization was created, “From its earliest days, The Source embraced an
unconventional belief: that collaboration among small employers could overcome systemic
barriers—precisely because they dared to believe it could work.”

Member companies support the nonprofit through a subscription model, ensuring services
remain sustainable and accessible to all participating businesses. Contributions are
structured by company size and designed to ensure equitable use across businesses. In its
2024 Action Report, The Source reported an average use rate of 16% per employer, higher
than the 10 to 15 percent reported by national partners using a similar model.

Once a company joins The Source, employees receive a QR code or sign-up materials from
their employers, granting access to a suite of support services. The Source's Resource
Navigators, staff members at the organization, provide direct support to employees. This
coordinated approach eases the burden on each employer, compared with addressing these
needs individually. From identifying funding opportunities to helping employees navigate
transportation challenges, The Source provides critical services that would be difficult for a
small business to deliver on its own.
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Employers don't need to dedicate new staff to manage the program. The Source provides the
infrastructure, while employers provide a monthly file of active employees. From there, The
Source handles the rest. Employees contact The Source directly, ensuring confidentiality and
reducing the stigma associated with seeking support. There is no reporting back to
employers, so employees can be completely candid with their resource navigators about
what they need without concern that it will be shared with their supervisors. At the same time,
The Source provides regular updates on service use and examples of impact, ensuring
alignment with company priorities. This balance helps businesses trust that employee needs
are being met while keeping their focus on core operations.

Coordination Beyond the Investment

The model goes beyond funding and resources; active employer engagement is critical.
Leaders participate in peer learning networks, share HR capacity, and collaborate on
workforce solutions. One employer explained:

“We're not competitors- we're all family-owned businesses in different industries. If I'm
struggling with something, | can call another CFO from a Source company and ask, ‘How are
you handling this? That peer network has been invaluable.”

This culture of collaboration has made The Source into more than a service provider — it is a
trusted business partner that expands employer capacity and creates a competitive edge. By
being responsive to what employers need, The Source can adjust its support based on
employer needs and the talent market in their community.

Skills as a Business Strategy

While The Source addresses urgent needs such as housing and food insecurity, its added
value comes through its workforce development efforts. The organization helps member
companies map career pathways, align opportunities with coaching, and connect workers to
training programs.

e Career Pathways: Employees see clear advancement routes, which reduces turnover
and boosts loyalty and engagement.

e Skills Mapping: The Source builds training cohorts with local colleges and helps
identify priority skills - something many small businesses could not manage
independently.
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e Leveraging Public Policy: By raising awareness about Michigan’s Going Pro Fund and
other opportunities in the community The Source helps employers access funding for
training — supporting the retention and productivity of their workforce.

Employers report that these efforts directly strengthen their pipeline and reduce external
hiring costs:

“Our leadership sees the partnership with The Source as critical. Training helps us retain
talent, fill roles internally, and create a pipeline for the future. From the top down, it's seen as a
worthwhile investment.”

Impact on the Workforce

When employers consider engaging with The Source, they often focus on the impact it will
have on their workforce. Employers consistently report that employees value and appreciate
access to The Source’s services:

“They're grateful. A lot of our folks wouldn't have had access to this kind of professional
development otherwise. They see that our company is willing to invest in them, and it makes
them more engaged and more likely to stay. I've had people come back and say, ‘No one has
ever put me through training like this before. That kind of feedback reinforces why we do it.”

Employees describe feeling safer and more confident knowing the program is there to
support them. One former client, featured in a video from the Source, said, “[whatever |
needed], daycare, or other issues, | can go to work confident that if anything happens, | have
a program to reach out to that will help me. | am not by myself.”

Addressing Barriers to Retention

Data collected by The Source show that housing, transportation, food insecurity, and digital
literacy are among the top barriers to steady employment. These barriers drive absenteeism,
lower productivity, and increased turnover — all costly to business operations.

Employers often ask if their workforce will use outside supports. Experience shows that
employees are highly receptive to a trusted third party. The result is fewer disruptions at work,
more stable teams, and measurable reductions in turnover costs.

By addressing employee challenges proactively, The Source enables companies to avoid
productivity losses and strengthen workforce stability.
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Staying Competitive Through Collaboration

The Source helps small businesses achieve outcomes that make a significant impact on their
bottom line:

e Retention: One member company reported a 15% reduction in turnover, saving
hundreds of thousands of dollars annually.

e Adaptability: Shared training and workforce planning allow companies to respond
more nimbly to market changes.

e Consistency: Access to case management and wraparound support reduces no-shows
and absenteeism, ensuring reliable staffing.

¢ Employer Brand: Participation signals to current and future employees that the
business invests in people, strengthening recruitment.

Employers note that these advantages are not luxuries but necessities in a competitive labor
market. For businesses considering replicating a similar pooled resource organization in their
community, trust among employers is essential. The Source began with eight family-owned
firms that knew one another, but it now includes over 27 partners from across the region. In
other communities, chambers, workforce boards, or nonprofits can serve as a neutral
convener. On average, participating companies report a 300% return on investment — driven
by reduced turnover and absenteeism. Companies that only contribute financially still benefit
from reduced turnover and absenteeism, but those that engage in shared planning and peer
networks unlock the greatest value.

As one leader described, “The investment pays off many times over. You can't put a price on
the impact it has on your people and your culture.”

Considerations for Engaging in a Pooled Resource
Model

When employers are looking to create a model like this in their community, there are certain
key factors to consider, including:

e State policy: What state and local resources, such as benefit programs, are available
for employees to use?

e Partner quality: How are resource navigators vetted and measured?
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e Service-level guarantees: What are the ideal response times, caseload limits per
navigator, and backup coverage?

e Cost structure: How should dues vs. per-case fees be structured, and what is included?

e Data governance: What is shared with employers? (HIPAA/FERPA-adjacent
safeguards; opt-in consent flows)

¢ Change management: How will the organization support launch through manager
training, a kickoff plan, and a 90-day adoption playbook?

These questions will help interested parties set up a pooled resource model in their
community.

What We Learned: The Source’s Approach

When UpSkill America spoke with employers and staff at The Source, several lessons
emerged for other businesses and communities:

1. Pooling resources creates real ROIl. Employers see measurable reductions in turnover
and recruitment costs, making contributions a smart investment.

2. Engagement drives value. Companies that actively participate in peer networks and
shared training gain the greatest benefits.

3. Trustis foundational. The Source began with family-owned firms that trusted one
another. Building strong relationships among employers is key to replication.

4. Public funding amplifies impact. By coordinating state and federal resources, small
businesses gain access to funding and programs they could not reach alone.

Conclusion

The Source demonstrates that collaboration among small- and midsize businesses is both
feasible and transformative. By pooling resources, employers in Grand Rapids have created a
model that strengthens employee stability, develops skills, and yields measurable business
outcomes.

With expansion to Detroit planned for fall 2025, The Source is positioned to influence
workforce development strategies nationwide. For workforce boards, chambers, and
employer collaboratives, the message is clear: investing in people is a business investment —
and when employers act together, the return multiplies.
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