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And there we have it — a whistle-stop tour of the world of 

machine learning. It’s not just tech talk, it’s a real game-

changer that’s redefining how we do business. From AI 

chatbots to AI-powered analytics, it’s all about working 

smarter, not harder. And the best part? You don’t need to 

be a tech wizard to get on board. As we push ahead into a 

future where AI and humans work together, businesses that 

embrace these technologies are setting themselves up for 

success. So, let’s grab the bull by the horns and make the 

most of what machine learning has to offer.

PS: This entire article, apart from this postscript, was written 

using ChatGPT-4. The art was generated by Dalle-2. Brian 

Tol, the Chief Technology Officer at SpinDance, generated 

this article in about 10 minutes…on a busy Friday afternoon 

no less. He hopes it demonstrates the power of these new 

tools and sparks a healthy conversation about how AI can 

advance the West Michigan community. To learn more about 

how Brian created this article, check out our blog post at: 

http://spindance.com/west-coast-chamber/.

How Businesses Can Harness Machine 

Learning

Alright, now that we’ve got a bit of background down, let’s 

dive into the real meat and potatoes — how can your 

business actually use machine learning? Believe it or not, 

it’s not as complex or sci-fi as you might think. In fact, 

there are quite a few ways that businesses, just like yours, 

are already harnessing the power of machine learning to 

make things run smoother, smarter, and more efficiently. 

Let’s break down a few of these:

1.  AI Chatbots: AI-powered chatbots can handle 

customer service queries, book appointments, and 

assist with sales. They’re an affordable and efficient 

solution for small businesses, enabling human 

employees to focus on more complex tasks.

2.  AI-Powered Analytics: Tools such as Tableau and 

Power BI use AI to help businesses understand their 

data. They can generate forecasts, identify trends, and 

highlight outliers, empowering businesses to make 

informed, data-driven decisions.

3.  Robotic Process Automation (RPA): RPA tools use 

AI to automate mundane tasks, ranging from 

extracting data from emails to automating entire 

business processes. This can free up valuable time and 

resources for more strategic tasks.

4. AI in Marketing and HR: AI can personalize 

marketing messages, predict customer behavior, and 

optimize ad spend. Similarly, in HR, AI can screen 

resumes or schedule interviews, making the hiring 

process more efficient. 

Brian Tol is the CTO of SpinDance, a software development studio specializing in digital products, IoT and 

machine learning. He has 23 years of experience in software development and firmly believes that excellent 
user experience is key no matter how advanced the software. Brian’s diverse background encompasses 
roles in business development, marketing, information architecture, web analytics and real-time 

advertising. Away from his coding screen, Brian, a graduate of Calvin College, enjoys cooking, collecting 
vinyl records, discovering new board games, and making precious memories with his family.
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have provided them. I have been impressed with how 

GRCC has kept tuition affordable, which eliminates 

financial barriers for many of our students and fulfills our 

mission as an open access institution. I plan to continue 

being collaborative, open to new ideas, taking some 

informed risks, and being innovative in our services and 

curriculum. I like creativity and recognize success is 

often an iterative process. We try, we learn, and we 

grow.

What’s the best piece of career advice 

you’ve ever received?

The best, most valuable career advice I’ve ever received 

is to be yourself. People value and respect authenticity. 

You have to have a clear understanding of who you are, 

your values, and your beliefs to be authentic. You cannot 

be someone different than who you are, and you cannot 

pretend to be someone else.

What’s one thing people would be 

surprised to know about you?

I love what I do and that isn’t a surprise to those who 

know me. As a first-generation college graduate, I 

benefited from faculty and staff who supported and 

guided me, as well as from my family and friends. I know 

firsthand the importance of having mentors and 

champions. To be those things, you have to be 

intentional in connecting with people; sometimes 

connecting with large groups of people. By nature, I am 

an introvert. That’s surprising to many people. I get my 

energy from meaningful conversations and interactions 

with individuals or small groups. Daily, in my role I have 

to step outside my personal comfort zone and be an 

extrovert. Over the years I have learned to be very 

comfortable doing that, but my nature is to be reflective 

and process information in my head rather than out loud.

What advice would you give to the next 

generation of leaders?

Find something you are passionate about, and something 

you know you will be passionate about 50 years from now. 

That doesn’t mean you have to do that same thing for the 

next 50 years but define the root of what drives you. For 

me, helping others achieve their goals and dreams is what 

drives me. Right now, education has been the place that I 

have found that I can best do that. Twenty years from 

now, it may be something outside of education, but I know 

what ever is in the next chapter of my life will be rooted in 

helping others. That’s what sustains me, it gives me 

purpose, and it gives me joy. For a long time, I dreamed of 

being a college president and I am very proud that I get to 

serve as GRCC’s president. I am blessed I get to live my 

dream every day. Not many people get to say that, and I 

hope I never forget that and how blessed I have been.

Dr. Charles W. Lepper has had an extensive career in higher education with more than 25 years of leadership 
experience at universities and community colleges. Before becoming Grand Rapids Community College’s 11th 
president in 2023, Dr. Lepper served as vice president for Student Affairs and Enrollment Management at Salt Lake 
Community College, which serves more than 60,000 students across 10 campuses. Prior to his time at SLCC, he 
held leadership positions at Tidewater Community College in Virginia and Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana. 
Dr. Lepper earned a Bachelor of Arts in Human Resources and Personnel Management from Ball State University, a 
Master of Education in Secondary, Higher, and Adult Education from Grand Valley State University, and a Doctor of 

Philosophy in Educational Leadership, Administration, and Foundations from Indiana State University.
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about a visible and accessible technology anchor that 

shows the power of our business community in the heart 

of downtown Holland.”

The most recent iteration of Lakeshore Advantage’s 

business incubator, the SURGE Center, has been operating 

for the past year-and-half in a temporary office location 

that it shares with the software solutions provider, 

Collective Idea. Prior to that, business startup space and 

programming were delivered at the Colonial Clock 

Building in Zeeland—the organization’s current 

headquarters—and through a hybrid of digital and event-

based methods.

The dedicated space will provide entrepreneurs with:

• Access to a network of experienced entrepreneurs 

and business professionals,

• Access to customer validation and proof-of-concept 

programming,

• Education and awareness of the landscape of 

funding opportunities for startups,

• A place to collaborate with like-minded peers, and

• A high-performance work environment with 

dedicated space for both independent focus-time 

and collaboration.

Owens’ vision for the centralized hub of innovation and 

entrepreneurship includes convening entrepreneurs with 

the area’s business community, including Lakeshore 

Advantage investor partners, their innovation teams, 

startup-friendly service providers, and educational 

institutions. 

What is Economic Development and 

Why is it Important?

Lakeshore Advantage was born in 2003 out of an effort to 

retain the region’s largest employers and protect resident 

jobs and the economic strength of the region. At the 

time, there were several economic development entities 

within Ottawa and Allegan Counties representing various 

local units of government. It was difficult for companies 

interested in putting down operations in the area to know 

who they should work with and exactly what tools and 

community assets were available to leverage. 

At the same time, business leaders were seeing a great 

deal of change in the area, from mergers and acquisitions 

to a very different landscape for manufacturing overall. 

On a national level, the U.S. economy had experienced 

turbulence following the dot-com boom, and Michigan’s 

economy, a downward slide. Some plants closed while 

others moved overseas or south of the border. Area 

leaders knew a concerted, regional effort was needed to 

maintain the generations-long success of family 

businesses that had started on the lakeshore. They also 

knew that they wanted to steward the tradition of 

Michigan makers who have been the backbone of the 

lakeshore economy.

Lakeshore Advantage has been in service for 20 years as 

a nonprofit economic development organization to 

ensure the long-term economic vitality of Ottawa and 

Allegan counties. It acts as the region’s GPS. The 

organization’s core focus is to: 

• Grow the primary business base at all stages of 

development, 

• Plan to ensure long-term economic health, and 

• Solve economic challenges.

Lakeshore Advantage offers traditional economic 

development services including site location and 

business expansion assistance. However, the solutions 

are as unique as each business. The organization works 

with Ottawa and Allegan County employers who grow 

our region’s economy, to overcome barriers to growth no 

matter what those barriers look like. 
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Ribbon cutting celebrating the grand opening of Estrellas Language 

Academy’s new space located at 12330 James Street, Suite B40, in Holland.

Ribbon cutting celebrating the grand opening of Renewal Skin Spa’s 

newest location in Holland.

The Chamber team celebrates a successful Community Impact 

Day. 

Groundbreaking ceremony celebrating the construction of Harvest 

Health Foods on the northside of Holland.

Engaged Chamber members network over breakfast at Boatwerks 

Waterfront Restaurant during our Power Breakfast event.

Hundreds of volunteers gather to paint the railing at Kollen Park 

during Community Impact Day including a group of local students.

Chamber Ambassadors pose for a photo at Ivy House during our 

Ambassador End of Year Celebration.

Ribbon cutting celebrating the 36-year anniversary of Nature’s 

Market in Holland.

A group of employees from LG Energy Solution Michigan, Inc. volunteer 

at Appledorn Assisted Living Center during Community Impact Day. 

Community members donate blood during our Community Blood 

Drive as part of our Leadership Week programming.
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