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Scan the QR code to apply

Application
Apply at www.southwestmichiganfirst.com/events/first-up by February 27, 2026. Early 
submission is encouraged as applications are considered on a rolling basis. 

Program Contact
Rachael Tiesenga, Director  |  Southwest Michigan First
e: rtiesenga@southwestmichiganfirst.com  |  p: 269.553.9588

FIRST UP OVERVIEW
2026 Program Overview
Southwest Michigan First believes the ultimate catalyst for our region’s growth and 
prosperity is a robust talent development strategy. That’s why we’re excited to host 
First Up, our leadership development program designed to empower emerging young 
professionals like you. 

First Up was designed for early-career professionals with five years of experience 
or less. Ideal candidates are those who are eager to approach their professional 
advancement with intentionality and full support from their leaders.



First up  will equip participants with skills in these three areas:

Participants will learn how to: 
•   Master the core competencies of self-leadership 
•   Craft SMART goals that are aligned with your personal and company objectives
•   Embrace an intentional approach to professional growth
•   Communicate effectively at all levels for positive outcomes
•   Build a robust professional network 
•   Navigate workplace dynamics and cultural nuances
•   Cultivate resilience and manage stress amidst challenges
•   Collaborate within diverse teams, bridging generational and demographic gaps, and more

2026 First Up Schedule

Program Structure
First Up is a cohort-based program made up of diverse and engaged professionals that represent a variety of industries in the Southwest 
Michigan region. The four sessions will help you uncover your unique leadership style, set goals for future growth, cultivate a mindset of 
professional resilience, and communicate with clarity and confidence in the workplace.

Session 1: Leading Where You Are
Wednesday, April 8, 2026  |  9 a.m. to 12 noon 
•   The five stages of a career and the professional core competencies needed 
    for success
•   Essential leadership behaviors, mindsets, and habits
•   How to identify what leadership looks like in your role and present yourself 
    as the leader you aspire to be
•   Your professional brand and reputation

Session 2: Setting Goals for Growth
Wednesday, April 22, 2026  |  9 a.m. to 12 noon 
•   What SMART goals are and how to set them 
•   How to chart the course of your career and set realistic expectations
•   Strategies to align your time and actions with your personal and professional 
    goals to make meaningful progress

Session 3: Cultivating Professional Resilience
Wednesday, May 6, 2026  |  9 a.m. to 12 noon 
•   How to identify key stress indicators and cultivate habits for healthy stress 
    management
•   Put a growth mindset into practice
•   Tools to navigate setbacks, failure, change, and the unknown

Session 4: Communicating for Success
Wednesday, May 20, 2026  |  9 a.m. to 12 noon 
•   The core elements of effective communication in the workplace
•   Best practices for positive and productive communication on teams
•   How to navigate difficult conversations and manage stress along the way
•   Ways to take  your communication style and approach into consideration with 
    your organization/team culture

Guts:
Strategies to increase 
self awareness, build 
professional resilience 
and tackle the “imposter 
syndrome.”

Grit:
Tools to navigate company 
dynamics, design a plan for 
professional development 
and develop a personal 
branding strategy. 

Go-Tos:
Best practices of 
experienced leaders and the 
resources available in our 
community for the help you 
need  
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Investment:  $900 per person  |  $750 for Chamber members
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