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Introduction
	For nearly 110 years, the Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce has been a staple in Wisconsin’s third-largest city’s business landscape. The Chamber has over 700 business partners in the Kenosha area, the state of Wisconsin, and even across state lines, all managed by just four full-time employees at their office in downtown Kenosha and their western office in Paddock Lake. As a non-profit, 501(c)(6) organization, the Chamber’s mission is “to provide opportunities to engage and connect our members with the greater community,” while envisioning a community “where people and business succeed,” (KACC 2025). As stated previously, the Chamber has over 700 business partners as members of the group, offering business resources (KACC 2025), a list of the KACC’s primary municipalities, and even a job board, to these member businesses. The Chamber also runs recurring events like Business After Five networking events, ribbon-cutting ceremonies for new members, and the Kenosha Expo hosted by the University of Wisconsin - Parkside, an annual business expo for members to market their products and services to the public. 
It is safe to suggest that the Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce has a welcoming, celebratory, pro-business culture, which was reflected by the gathering of primary research from two direct employees of the KACC. The organizational practices of the KACC and the perceived values of the employees align with the overarching vision and mission statements of the organization. The following analysis will explore the KACC’s published mission and vision statements, the perceived values of the employees of the KACC, and the degree to which these perceived values align with the espoused values of the organization.

Espoused Values of the KACC
	The Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce provides an “about the Chamber” page on the organization’s website, which introduces the history of the organization and provides context as to what it is that the organization does. It is on this page that both the mission statement and the vision for the KACC can be found directly. The mission of the KACC is “to provide opportunities to engage and connect our members with the greater community.” Their vision statement is a bit simpler: “where people and business succeed,” (KACC 2025). With how massive the membership of the KACC is, it takes a lot of people to make the organization succeed, which is exactly what the KACC sees as its vision. The KACC also proclaims that part of their purpose is to better the Kenosha community, ensuring that their member businesses conduct “business with integrity” and support of said community, hence their mission statement (KACC 2025).
Perceived Values of the KACC By Its Employees
	Upon conducting a group interview for primary research, two of the KACC’s full-time staff appear to back the mission and vision of the organization. The two members agreeing to provide information on the culture of the KACC were Mike Mertz and Stefanie Hansen. Stefanie’s works as the membership and event coordinator for the KACC, while Mike operates as the digital marketing and graphic design specialist. These two were selected for the interview process because, simply put, there are only four full-time employees that work directly for the KACC. On top of that, one of these employees happens to be my father while the other is a long-time family acquaintance, so going into this process, the options were limited. Both Stefanie and Mike were interviewed in a group interview structure over Zoom, the Chamber’s preferred ICT for web-based communication.
	Mike opened the interview with an aphorism regarding the KACC’s mission for business: “a rising tide lifts all boats.” Similar to a metaphor, an aphorism, simply put, is “a concise statement of principle,” or “a terse formulation of a truth or sentiment,” (Merriam-Webster 2025). This aphorism can be observed in multiple regards in terms of how the Chamber conducts its business practices. The largest event that the Chamber holds every year, the Kenosha Expo, happens in the beginning of March at the Frank Petretti Fieldhouse on the campus of the University of Wisconsin – Parkside. At this event, member businesses of the Chamber set up stands and promote their products and services across a two-day event. I have personally attended many Expo events in the past as a kid, and from what I remember, the Expo would draw multiple thousands of people across both days of the event. This event supports the value the KACC has of strengthening the greater Kenosha area and nearby communities by strengthening the area economy and helping businesses build each other up. The Expo helps to strengthen the area business network and ensure an opportunity for all entrepreneurs to succeed in the area.
	Stefanie established the importance of making connections with local area businesses. A common ritual conducted by the Chamber when a new member business joins the network is a ribbon-cutting ceremony outside of the business. In organizational contexts, rituals are “ceremonies through which an organization celebrates its values,” and are considered a crucial element of a strong organizational culture (Miller 83). These ribbon-cutting rituals are conducted for the business regardless of whether or not the business has been, well, “in business” for years or if it just opened. The most recent of these ceremonies happened on May 8 of this year when the Chamber welcomed a brand-new business, Seis Modern Cocina, to its network, and was conducted as part of the new restaurant’s grand opening to the public. What the ribbon-cutting ritual establishes is how the Chamber values connecting member businesses with the local economy and promoting them to the local population. To truly “support local” the local businesses have to get some form of exposure to the public eye, and while the KACC is not strictly for local businesses, based on their membership, that appears to be their focus; thus, the Chamber wishes to strengthen these local businesses and help them make connections and establish “roots” in the Kenosha area.
	As mentioned at the top of the last two passages, both Mike and Stefanie opened their responses in the interview with establishing a value: Mike with the value of strength in the aphorism he shared, and Stefanie with the value of connections and networking when talking about ribbon-cutting ceremonies. Mike later doubled down on this value of connection, telling me that “the biggest attraction (for businesses to join the Chamber) is we allow people to talk to each other and connect with each other and grow their business or themselves,” so even the member businesses reflect that value amongst themselves when in meetings, networking events, rituals like ribbon-cuttings, talking with Chamber ambassadors, and so on. I think that part of the reason why Mike and Stefanie shared the same values regarding the KACC is because they are only two of four direct employees of the KACC, and in an organization without substantial employee turnover (Mike has been with the KACC since 2007, Stefanie has been for many years as well) nor member turnover, it seems that everyone is all on the same page when it comes to how they conduct business and how they expect the culture to maintain itself. Stefanie also mentioned that “in the office, we (Stefanie, Mike, and the two other staff members) talk to each other every single day,” which is just another way that everyone can ensure that they are on the same page. I think that the main takeaway from this analysis is that the organization truly reflects the value of being connected to one another (continue this thought tomorrow)
Value Alignment: Schein’s Onion Model
	The perceived values of those within the Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce are consistent with the organization’s espoused values, which creates a consistent and strong culture in and around the KACC. From the interview stage and my own personal knowledge of the KACC, it is hard to try and come across any differences in the organization’s values, mission, or vision in comparison with the values, mission, and vision adopted by the Chamber’s staff. When it comes to the organization actually practicing its mission and respect its own values, the Chamber and its staff have conducted their business effectively to reflect these ideals. When observing the KACC through the lens of Schein’s onion model, the KACC’s cultural levels still align with the perceived values of the organization’s staff. 
Level one of Schein’s model refers to “artifacts,” or “the most visible level of culture…the physical and social environment that organizational members have created,” (Miller 90). Mike and Stefanie both referred to Dave Strash (my father, the president and CEO of the Chamber) just as “Dave,” which is a lot more relaxed than working for, for example, Gordon Ramsay and only being able to refer to him as “Chef.” The staff dress professionally, although from my own observations, Mike and Dave do not necessarily dress in a full suit-and-tie look; thus, in that regard, dress is also casual. The KACC’s ICT use is also a little relaxed and casual, as the interview was conducted over Zoom (a web-based communication medium that most are familiar with). However, this is not to suggest that the KACC is relaxed about their business; rather, they seem to value the concept of being “human” while conducting business. In other words, they value connection to the extent that being in a more relaxing and casual situation will help connect the organization to businesses, as well as connect businesses to businesses. This display’s levels two and three of Schein’s model, the valuation of human connection and the assumption that making people feel welcome, relaxed, and comfortable will help to achieve the Chamber’s mission to connect their organization and member businesses with the Kenosha community.
Part of the reason for this alignment is because of the organization’s commitment to bettering the community. After working for a local furniture moving company (who also happened to be a Chamber business member) as my job for nearly half of a decade’s worth of summers, I noticed that in a way, it felt good to make those in the community feel good with the services we provided. In the same regard, I feel it is safe to assume that many other local businesses in the Kenosha area, Chamber affiliates or not, think the same way in regards to being almost a “helping hand” in the community. With hundreds of businesses on-board that possess this same commitment to bettering the community around them, everyone’s values are in alignment, not just the values of the Chamber and their staff. Another reason for this alignment is because in a situation where everyone is on the same page, there is seemingly no internal conflict or conflict between the Chamber and member businesses. Mike and Stefanie only recalled one incident during their time with the Chamber in which a member business was not in alignment with the organizational culture, which came to a point where the member left the organization. Rahim talks about how “a moderate amount of substantive conflict may provide necessary activation or stimulation in order to optimize job performance of the organizational members or to enhance their adaptive or innovative capabilities” (Rahim 6) and while this may be true, the Chamber has done very well for itself in the last century-plus with little to no major conflict between staff or between staff and members in recent history. Mike’s aphorism from the opening part of the interview, “a rising tide lifts all boats,” is very prevalent here, as introducing conflict may lower that tide. 
Conclusion and Recommendations
	To conclude, the Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce prides itself by being an organization that is committed to connection within the local business community and community members. They do this by conducting ribbon-cutting ceremonies when a new business joins the Chamber and by running a multi-day business expo at the University of Wisconsin – Parkside, among other events like fundraisers and charity events. Two areas of challenge for the Chamber are in full-time staff employment and the stagnation of ideas regarding new events and potential rituals or traditions to carry on. While adding on an extra full-time employee or two to the Chamber’s staff is not necessarily a culture issue, it is still an issue, as the four people on staff can only do so much at a time when managing their events along with addressing the concerns of the Chamber’s member businesses. A strategy to bring on a new full-time employee (or multiple employees) might be to widen the organization’s horizons on the Internet for more exposure and brand growth. As of 2021, many business executives expected their social media budget to increase in the coming years (Sprout Social 2021), and consumer usage of social media reflects why spending on social media optimization has increased and will continue to increase. Thus, adding a staffer to manage and expand on the Chamber’s online presence (they currently only use Facebook) would be effective. The primary risk here if the Chamber does not expand its presence on social media is that newer businesses run by younger generations may not know about the help offered by the Chamber, nor would the Chamber have the opportunity to grow their member businesses on platforms with more sets of eyes. In other words, both members and the Chamber may stagnate in growth. 
Secondly, from my experience knowing the Chamber, it seems as if the organization could use some new ideas for fundraising, business connectivity, and then some. While the events currently orchestrated by the organization have worked for many years now, there will come a day where change is needed; new events, new promotions, new fundraisers will be in order, and the current-day events of the KACC may not suffice anymore. Change happens both “radically” as well as in small increments as a means of competing in an ever-changing world (Brown & Eisenhardt 1), so, in order for the KACC to continue with its successful practices into the future, an era of change may be in order. One way to make this change is to either hire somebody full-time to help make these changes and be a part of a growing Chamber, or to hire a consulting firm to look into new ideas for events. Without making these changes, the KACC risks stagnation and, eventually, a possible folding or “closure” years from now. Getting ahead of this now and prioritizing what younger generations view as important will help the KACC retain membership, add members, and stick around for many years to come. All in all, the Kenosha Area Chamber of Commerce has done its fair share of “lifting boats” in its time, but with an extremely strong culture and a cohesive membership base, the Chamber will continue to see success in both the near and future terms.
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