At the 56th World Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos, Switzerland, government
officials and business leaders from around the world came together to discuss some of the most
pressing issues facing society today. However, as several accounts prove, the greatest issue was
not increasing investment in technology, building stronger trade infrastructure, or even resolving
the growing affordability crisis. Rather, it was the clash between cultural norms of whether to
walk on the left or right side of the street — a discrepancy that led to several people bumping into
each other, fostering short-term pain and, more importantly, long-term partnerships. The
conference showed that, even in 2026, seemingly silly issues such as appropriate walking
mechanisms persist as globalization becomes more of a necessity rather than just an objective.
As individual nations’ systems and societies develop to rely on one another, it is important to
acknowledge even the smallest of differences between cultures in order to ensure sustainable
innovative growth and economic prosperity.

No matter how insignificant this recent example from Davos may seem, it is
representative of an increasingly obvious shift in both our local economy in West Michigan and
the global markets, one marked by swift changes in the realm of technology, innovations that
redefine the labor force, and transformations of human culture that alter consumer behaviors. In
the 21st century, rapid changes in innovation, technology, and culture impact our local and
global economy to a large extent, in both positive and negative ways. All three facets of society
play an essential role in the development of global economic value systems, but the long-term
efficiency and scalability of this growth depends on whether or not the implementation of these
changes are well-paced and sustainable. Furthermore, in a world that is so interconnected as a
result of technological innovations, impacts on the local economy are often just the consequences
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Huawei termed this parallel structure “the Glocal ecosystem,” a portmanteau of “global” and
“local” (Huawei). From this lens, the impacts of any changes in our economic system at an
international level quickly become observable in our surrounding environment as well.

A primary way that the modern local and global economy has been impacted is with
rapid changes in the pace of technological innovation, especially in recent years. With the rise of
new technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML), and their
growing availability for public use, their impacts are becoming more apparent at an international
level. The Penn Wharton Budget Model estimates that the implementation of Al in the American
economy will increase GDP by 1.5 percent by 2035 and nearly 3 percent by 2055, formidable
growth that is analogous to the impact that investment in railroads had on the economy in the
mid-1800s (UPenn). There is no denying that technology is the future of the economy, with 27.2
percent of business in 2025 being conducted online (IBIS). As startup companies take over the
technology arena, forcing larger companies that are well-established in the market to adapt, there
are two key consequences that have already started to play out from these quick advancements.

The first is in regards to a restructuring of the employment sector, in the form of both job
creation and job loss. The demand for skilled workers who are highly specialized and have a
technical background or college education has vastly expanded to match the rising investment in
companies that focus on Al. This finding is nothing new — it rather serves as the latest rendition
of an economic concept established by Joseph Schumpeter in 1942 known as “creative
destruction.” As with all aspects of life, change is inescapable in the global economic cycle, so
outdated systems, processes, and, in this case, employment opportunities will constantly be
superseded by new ones (Uctu et al.). The area of employment that is expected to grow the most
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develop large language models (LLMs) like ChatGPT (Shine). In fact, ever since ChatGPT
became available to the public in the fall of 2022, Al has contributed to the creation of 1.3
million new roles worldwide (Shapero). However, in contrast, the effective nature of new
technology that automates previously mundane tasks has led to a replacement of human labor in
the manufacturing industry as well as clerical and administrative roles such as customer service
representatives, bank tellers, and telemarketers. Since 2000, more than 1.7 million routine
manufacturing jobs in the US have already been lost to automation and 20 million manufacturing
jobs around the world could be replaced by 2030 (Oxford). Some extreme estimates suggest that,
over the next decade, 300 million jobs globally could be lost to Al, making up 9.1% of all jobs
(Prestianni). This is expected to affect recent college graduates the most as this demographic’s
unemployment rate is currently at its highest in more than four years. Skills that are being taught
in college for certain majors such as computer engineering, graphic design, and architecture are
now rendered obsolete with high-performing Al technologies (Feroli). Holistically, as the 2025
Future of Jobs Report found, by 2030, global employers expect a net gain of 78 million jobs
compared to today’s workforce (World Economic Forum). The global issue of the future will
quite definitely not be with the availability of employment opportunities. Rather, it will be
regarding whether or not those jobs match both the interests of the labor force and the
capabilities of Al to influence the existence of those jobs. These preliminary findings show that
some industries, such as computer engineering and telemarketing, will be dwarfed by
technological advancements while others, including data scientists and financial advisors, will
experience long-term growth.

The second consequence of rapid changes in technological innovation on the global
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short-term and long-term impacts. In the short-term, worker productivity has increased as a result
of artificial intelligence systems because the technology takes care of mundane tasks, allowing
employees to center their brain power and billable hours around creative, higher-level decision-
making. For example, the automation of repetitive tasks including data entry, packing, and
sorting allows employees to focus on more complex, high-value tasks that can have a greater
impact on a company’s operations. Furthermore, communication tools that are constantly being
developed such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, and Zoom facilitate remote collaboration, providing
employees with the ability to stay productive with one another from anywhere. However, in the
long-term, the global economy is expected to suffer from rapid technological innovation because
of patterns of diminished productivity. Younger members of society who are just entering the
labor force face many distractions on a daily basis due to applications that limit their productivity
while they are studying or at the beginning of their careers. The constant connectivity offered by
the internet, whether it be through social media platforms, emails, or instant messaging apps, is
intentionally designed to compete for engagement (Keer). This negative impact on productivity
has already taken its toll on adults, with a survey by the American Psychological Association
finding that roughly 40% of adults routinely multitask with digital devices, significantly
increasing self-reported stress and lowering productivity (Hasan). Nonetheless, the youth are
disproportionately affected as technology has become so much more accessible to students
compared to their adult counterparts. Whether it be educational institutions, afterschool
programs, or at home, smart devices are readily available for 94% of all students in the US
(Robert). Studies have shown that multitasking, which is bound to occur with easy access to
technology, decreases productivity by 40 percent (Steinhorst). In a similar vein, it takes over 23
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technology (Mark). As the younger generation that has grown up with technology integrated in
their daily lives starts entering the workforce, worker productivity will notably decrease.

In the spirit of Huawei’s concept of a “Glocal ecosystem,” the impacts of innovation in
technology at the global scale have trickled down to the local economy as well. As the rest of the
world adapts to developments such as artificial intelligence, Grand Rapids and the broader West
Michigan community has responded to the aforementioned consequences. While some are
essential for the growth of the community and ensure short-term economic prosperity, others
could be viewed as initially risky initiatives that will set the stage for a sustainable future.

To address the first consequence of rapid changes in technological innovation, the
business community in Grand Rapids has largely coalesced around embracing Al as a tool to
unlock the potential for structured employment growth. Primarily, heavy investment from
community leaders into the technology sector through organizations such as The Right Place and
the Grand Rapids Chamber have helped West Michigan blossom as a regional leader for job
creation in the world of Al. For example, the Grand Rapids Chamber recently launched a Career
Pathways partnership with Ferris State University to introduce students to high-quality career
exploration and workforce readiness at an early stage, including jobs within the technology
sector (FSU). Similarly, The Right Place’s recently unveiled Tech Strategy calls for investment
to grow technology to 10 percent of regional employment and adding 20,000 new jobs by 2031.
These investments directly attract businesses to establish offices in Grand Rapids, thereby
employing locals who have the technical skills and background needed to work in technology-
related jobs. Regional progress is already on track to meet these goals, with 5,610 net new tech
jobs added since 2021 and $57 million in venture capital raised through August 2025 (Crain’s
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support for investing in technology-related employment to respond to the rise of Al: in 2025,
LinkedIn ranked Grand Rapids the #1 City on the Rise in the country and CBRE named West
Michigan among the Top 25 Emerging Tech Markets in North America.

Despite this strong growth from the region, Grand Rapids also faces some challenges in
terms of employment in the face of Al and other recently-developed technologies, similar to
economies across the world. In the fall of 2025, Acrisure, a global insurance brokerage and
financial services company based in Grand Rapids, announced plans to cut 400 accounting
positions in the first quarter of 2026, including roughly 200 jobs in Grand Rapids. These layoffs
were explicitly said to be the result of Al systems that automated a significant portion of the
accounting work (McVicar). More broadly, of the 5.6 million jobs estimated to be lost in the US
to Al, Grand Rapids risks losing 79,910 jobs or 14.54% of the total labor force by 2027
(Sergent). While this is quite definitely an extreme estimate, it is still vastly disproportionate to
the number of jobs expected to be created in the same timeframe, serving as a warning for the
Grand Rapids community to continue investing in technology to create employment
opportunities that replace those lost to automation.

While rapid changes in technological innovation play a crucial role in local and global
ecosystems, some of the most significant impacts on the economy are as a result of cultural
shifts. These changes either happen internally within a society or are influenced by foreign actors
who integrate themselves into a new community. Either way, the consumer trends shaped by
cultural transformations considerably impact the economy in largely positive ways.

Two key internal cultures that have become popular in the global economy are digital
culture and sustainability culture. Digital culture is marked by “instant gratification,” or the
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information to entertainment (Rathnayake). This cultural change rose as personal convenience
became a necessity, forcing stores like Walmart and Target to move their industries to online
platforms. As a result, by the first half of 2025, e-commerce sales made up 16.4% of total US
retail sales (Dublino). Even in West Michigan, restaurant owners are finding ways to offer online
ordering and delivery to respond to this cultural shift. A recent local example is Uccello’s
Ristorante: before the COVID-19 pandemic, none of their restaurants offered online ordering,
but today, over half of their delivery orders are placed online (Carlson). On the contrary, a
growing number of consumers are supporting sustainability culture where their contributions to
the economy are rooted in environmentalism, compelling companies to adopt eco-friendly
practices. This shift has given rise to a variety of products including electric vehicles, organic
foods, and renewable energy (Brower). Here in Grand Rapids, the city government’s 2025
Climate Action and Adaptation Plan incentivizes consumers to switch to electric vehicles in
hopes of reducing per capita emissions (Frick).

Cultural shifts are also influenced by those who immigrate to new communities,
introducing their personal experiences and ideas to the economy. Studies have consistently
confirmed that these experiences are not just beneficial, but also necessary for countries who
seek long-term economic growth. The US holds a strong advantage in this sense, with
immigrants making up 19 percent of the labor force, far higher than the global average of a mere
3.7 percent (Kramer and Passel). As a result, their impact on the economy is significant,
generating approximately $1.7 trillion in economic activity annually by contributing to major
industries such as entrepreneurship, manufacturing, and agriculture (Roy). In Grand Rapids,
particularly, many industry leaders have urged local businesses to tap into the potential provided

by the hardworking, dedicated labor force of immigrants. Despite making up 8.9 percent of Kent



County’s overall population, immigrants represented 10.5 percent of the labor force, helping our
region meet rising labor demands. As the Grand Rapids Chamber found in an interview with
Geoffrey Miller, the CEO of Grand Rapids Chair Company, by becoming more internationally-
minded and strengthening their talent pool, they serve as “a driving force for innovation and
productivity” (Cyr). As the local economy continues embracing changes in West Michigan
culture due to increased immigration, sustainable economic growth becomes an increasingly
viable path for the future.

When returning to the discussion of the impact of rapid changes in innovation,
technology, and culture, it is evident that the local and global economy is constantly shaped by
new developments in the efficiency of digital tools and shifts in human behavior. Specifically,
advancements in all industries driven by artificial intelligence have significant impacts on
employment and worker productivity. When the economy seems to be growing and adapting at
such a quick pace, balance is key to ensure sustainable growth. As the author Jana Kingsford
reminds us, “Balance is not something you find, it’s something you create.” In the face of issues
as small as walking on the wrong side of the road at Davos to those as large as creating
employment opportunities to offset the impact of automation, the local and global economy

require a balanced response from mankind.
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