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Summary of Oak Ridge Business Climate Surveys
Three studies have been conducted in recent years to assess the Oak Ridge and
Greater Knoxville business climates. These analyses were performed by Boyette
Strategic Advisors during the 2012 Innovation Valley Initiative, by the Knoxville
Chamber of Commerce, and a 2021 Greater Knoxville survey performed by TechStars.
This document presents a brief overview of these studies’ common findings as they
pertain to the business environment of Oak Ridge.

Significant Industry Partners
Each study identifies three major regional employers as the primary drivers of job
growth, new technology, and talent pipeline: Oak Ridge National Laboratory,
University of Tennessee, and the Tennessee Valley Authority.1

From the TechStars report, “the university and Oak Ridge [National Laboratory] offer
access to a lot of hardware that is not available in any other location in the country.”2

The study credits these unique capabilities as attractors for tech startups and the
origin of many existing diverse technology firms within the region.3 The same report
credits ORNL for putting Oak Ridge on an international map, granting the city
prestige and recognition for its historic and cutting-edge research endeavors.4

Furthermore, TechStars identifies ORNL’s Innovation Crossroads program as a
valuable support organization for prospective startup firms.5

One other major employer that is not really covered by the reports is Y-12. Y-12
employs a significant number of talented workforce members and should be noted as
another driver of growth and development of the local talent pipeline.

Workforce/Talent
All three studies highlight what TechStars refers to as a “deep pool of technical
talent” within the region6, stemming in particular from the ORNL/UT pipeline. Also,
each study praised the diversity that exists within the local workforce. A respondent
to the Innovation Valley survey was surprised by the large number of PhDs in the
region7, and the Knoxville Chamber cites the 19,000 annual graduates from UT as
another major source of skilled labor.8

Additionally, a respondent to the TechStars study commented that “the tech talent
here is less expensive than in other cities6,” potentially lowering operating costs for
regional employers, even in comparatively high-paying technical fields.

https://www.boyette-sa.com/
https://www.boyette-sa.com/
https://www.innovationvalleyinc.com/about-us
https://www.knoxvillechamber.com/
https://www.knoxvillechamber.com/
https://www.techstars.com/
https://www.ornl.gov/
https://www.utk.edu/
https://www.tva.com/
https://innovationcrossroads.ornl.gov/
https://www.y12.doe.gov/


Cost of Living/Quality of Life
Oak Ridge and the Greater Knoxville Region are unanimously praised by the studies
for their high quality of life and low cost of living.9 Per the Knoxville Chamber of
Commerce, the area is 17.8% below the national cost-of-living average, with numerous
outdoor recreational opportunities within the Great Smoky Mountains National Park,
the area’s waterways, and other camping and hiking outlets.8

Per the TechStars report, “these lower costs can make it easier to succeed as a tech
entrepreneur…” allowing a startup company “more runway with the dollars they
have,”10 compared to expensive tech hubs like San Francisco. The low costs of living
offer further advantage “when applying for national grants and competitions where
the cash prizes are set at levels designed to support businesses in larger tech hubs,”
TechStars concludes.10



Conclusions
Each survey finds Oak Ridge to be a unique center of exceptional talent and
capabilities for an attractively low cost when compared to other tech innovation hubs
like San Francisco. Both the TechStars report and the Innovation Valley survey stress
the need to further leverage the strengths of UT and ORNL to continue driving
innovation and support the growth of startup firms.11 These organizations are
highlighted by all three studies as the economic backbones of the region.



Annotations

1 List of major Greater Knoxville organizations from TechStars report.



2 TechStars summary of valuable and unique facilities in Oak Ridge.

3 TechStars summary of local companies that have arisen due to research facilities in the region.

4 TechStars on ORNL’s international reach.





5 TechStars on support orgs for startup firms.

6 TechStars on local talent.

7 Innovation Valley respondents on the local workforce.



8 Knoxville Chamber quick stats on the educational pipeline; area quality of life.

9 TechStars on quality of life.

10 TechStars on lower CoL equating to lower startup costs.



11 Innovation Valley on ORNL significance.


