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Introduction

Knoxville is entering a decisive phase in its evolution as a technology-driven
regional economy. The convergence of artificial intelligence (Al), advanced
energy systems, and national security research positions our region for
outsized impact if talent systems, infrastructure investments, and policy
frameworks evolve in step with these developments!

Findings from the 2025 Technology State of the Union Survey confirm that
workforce readiness, rather than innovation capacity alone, is the primary
constraint on growth. This report combines survey responses from regional
technology leaders with labor market and economic data to assess Knoxville's
preparedness to compete at the intersection of Al, advanced energy, and the
talent needed to support growth in those sectors.?

This evaluation of Knoxville's workforce, technology investment, and
entrepreneurship ecosystem points to a clear conclusion: coordinated,
systems-level action is required to seize the moment and propel Knoxville into
the spotlight as a nationally recognized model for innovation-driven growth.

1 For the purposes of this report the terms “Knoxville,” “Greater Knoxville,” “Knoxville area” and “Knox-
ville region” are used synonymously to refer to the Knoxville Metropolitan Statistical Area, which is
defined by the federal government to include these Tennessee counties: Anderson, Blount, Campbell,
Grainger, Jefferson, Knox, Loudon, Morgan, Sevier, Roane, and Union.

2 The Technology State of the Union Survey was conducted by the Knoxville Technology Council

at the end of 2025 to evaluate Knoxville's tech ecosystem based on the responses of tech industry
professionals and stakeholders in the Knoxville area. 64 respondents participated, including 62.5%
who identified Technology and Information Security as their primary area of expertise. Over 50% of
respondents reported their job role as C-suite Executive, Vice President, or Director. The full survey
report can be downloaded at https:/Mmww.knoxtech.org/state-of-the-union
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About KTech

The Knoxville Technology Council (KTech) exists to connect, develop and
promote the technology industry in the Greater Knoxville region. The driving
force of our mission is advocacy for ideas and policies that support the growth
of a vibrant and sustainable tech community. We believe the technology
industry is essential for our community to thrive.

KTech unites the Greater Knoxville region’s technology leaders and empowers
businesses and entrepreneurs through networking, events, and resources, all

with the purpose of advancing Knoxville as a technology hub and center of
innovation.

We are an industry-led and membership-driven organization. Our members
are companies and organizations across all industry sectors with technology

professionals located in the Greater Knoxville region or conducting business
here.
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Tech Workforce and
Talent Systems

Talent is both the biggest advantage and the biggest challenge when
it comes to Knoxville's growth. Local employers are clear: the issue isn't
a lack of jobs or a lack of applicants. It's a mismatch between the skills
companies need and the talent available to step into those roles.

The Tech Industry Drives Economic Growth

Technology jobs play a pivotal role in shaping Knoxville's economy by driving
wage growth and enhancing the region’s competitiveness in research,
innovation, and entrepreneurship. The Knoxville Chamber’s 2025 Innovation
Report highlights the economic impact of “innovation industries,” including
technology and other STEM fields, which offer average wages nearly twice
the overall average annual pay in the Knoxville Metropolitan Statistical Area
(MSA).!

Results of the Technology State of the Union Survey underscore the impact of
Knoxville's tech sector. Nearly three-quarters of respondents view technology
as “extremely significant” or “very significant” to the local economy.?

B Extremely Significant (40.63%)
B Very Significant (32.81%)

Moderately Significant (21.88%)
B Not Significant (4.69%)

Figure 1

Perceived Significance of the Technology Sector in Knoxville’s Economy
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The Most In-Demand Roles Are Highly
Specialized

When employers were asked which jobs are growing fastest, three roles rose
to the top:

_ Cybersecurity Analyst
Cloud Engineer/Architect

These roles are critical to everything from national security to business
operations, especially as Knoxville leans into strengths like energy systems, Al,
and advanced manufacturing.

Cybersecurity Analyst

Data Analyst

Cloud Engineer/Architect
Security Engineer

Data Scientist

Software Developer/Engineer
IT Support / Help Desk Analyst
Security Architect

Al Developer/Engineer

Information Security Analyst

0 2:5 5 i 10 125 153 175 20

Figure 2

Fastest Growing Jobs in Knoxville’s Technology Sector

At the same time, some tech roles are perceived as declining, including
technical writing, traditional web development, and IT help desk jobs.
These job roles closely align with skillsets that are most compatible with Al
capabilities, meaning many of the job functions could be completed by Al.*
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Technical Writer

Web Developer

IT Support / Help Desk Analyst
QA Analyst / Tester

Database Administrator (DBA)
Software Developer / Engineer
Systems Administrator
Computer Systems Analyst

IT Auditor

Network Administrator

Figure 3
Jobs in Decline in Knoxville's Technology Sector

The Tech Talent Gap Is Structural, Not Temporary

The Knoxville region has expanded its technology talent pool over the past
decade, driven by coordinated efforts among higher education institutions,
workforce-training programs, and regional employers. Despite these efforts,
the majority of survey respondents agree there is a tech talent gap in the
Knoxville area.

B Yes (62.3%)
B No (18.03%)
I Not Sure (19.67%)

Figure 4

Do you believe Knoxville has a Tech Talent Gap?
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This isn't a short-term hiring issue. Even though jobs in technology are
growing faster than other sectors, the supply of qualified workers isn't
keeping pace with anticipated demand.*

The tech skills gap is illustrated by survey data showing that employers
consistently identify “not enough qualified applicants” as their biggest
challenge when hiring for tech jobs. In contrast, only a small portion of
employers cite “not enough job applicants” as a problem.

B Not enough job applicants (5.08%)

B Not enough qualified applicants (45.76%)

I Training new hires (6.78%)

B Employee retention (3.39%)

B We don't have a need to hire right now (35.59%)
M Other (3.39%)

Figure 5
Biggest Challenge When Hiring, 2021-2025

The tech skKills gap is exacerbated by nationwide trends leading to declining
labor force participation, recently reported at one of the lowest rates since
19775 When asked about the root causes of the tech skills gap in Knoxuville,
survey respondents point to a skills mismatch in higher education programs
and poor regional talent retention.
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B Lack of interest in local universities (9.62%)

M Low volume of tech graduates from local universities (7.69%)
I Relevant skills not taught in university programs (36.54%)
M nability to recruit and retain employees in this region (25%)
B Other (21.15%)

Figure 6

Perceived Talent Gap Cause

Once again, these views reflect nationwide trends. A recent survey of young
professionals and HR leaders at U.S. organizations found that 75% of HR
leaders say a college education isn't preparing people for jobs and 89% of
them avoid hiring recent graduates. Young professionals notice the gap as
well, with only 24% saying they have the skills needed for their current role
and 77% saying they learned more in the first 6 months on the job than their
entire 4-year college education. ©

B Not enough job applicants (5.08%)

B Not enough qualified applicants (45.76%)

I Training new hires (6.78%)

B Employee retention (3.39%)

B We don't have a need to hire right now (35.59%)
B Other (3.39%)

Figure 7

Perceived Workforce Readiness from Local University Programs

When Technology State of the Union Survey respondents were asked if local
universities are preparing graduates for the workforce, the majority rated the
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preparation as average. Therefore, this issue is not perceived as a failing in the
local options, but part of a larger problem affecting the perceived value of all
degrees and a lack of workforce preparedness in recent college graduates
nationwide.

Brain drain is the other dynamic identified by survey respondents as a
leading cause of the tech skills gap in Knoxville. Several survey respondents
elaborated that Knoxville's lower average wages are the primary reason that
graduates with tech-related degrees are moving elsewhere for jobs. Indeed,
in the June 2024 Economic Conditions Outlook (ECO) Survey, the Knoxville
Chamber highlighted this concerning trend, citing an 8% net loss in the
number of college-educated people”

On the other hand, a more recent analysis of U.S. Census data shows signs

of improvement. From 2019 to 2024, Knoxville's population in the 25-34 age
range grew by 14%, representing the strongest growth in the state and a clear
improvement on its previous growth rate of 5% from 2015 to 2019. Knoxuville

is outpacing most peer cities, including Nashville, TN (8%) and Greenville, SC
(8%).8

Efforts to revitalize Knoxville's downtown, develop the Urban Wilderness, and
attract new employers to the area, such as CGl and Axle Logistics, are clearly
paying off.

However, a drastic rise in home prices and rent since 2020 threatens
Knoxville's position as a cost-effective place to live.? If wages don't keep pace,
Knoxville's growth will lose momentum. Targeted workforce development
efforts are needed to counteract the larger forces of an aging population and
declining workforce participation in order to eliminate the tech skills gap in
Knoxuville.
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Employers Are Rethinking How They Hire

When it comes to hiring, Knoxville employers care more about what
applicants can actually do rather than their credentials. When asked what
influences their hiring decisions, survey respondents ranked these attributes
as most important:

Demonstrated technical skills
yA Job experience

P Attitude and soft skills

Education and certifications were identified as least likely to be of top
importance in hiring decisions. These responses mirror a nationwide shift
toward skills-based hiring.”°

B Education and certifications (8.2%)

B Relevant job experience (26.23%)
Demonstrated technical skills (32.79%)

B Attitude and soft skills (19.67%)

B Fit with company culture (13.11%)

Figure 8
Key Attributes Prioritized in Tech Hiring Decisions

Companies want employees who can perform on the job, and college degrees
and certifications are generally not seen as sufficient preparation to develop
the skills needed for today's jobs." At the same time, Technology State of the
Union Survey respondents acknowledged the challenge that universities face
in keeping curriculum on pace with the rapidly-changing tech landscape.
Close collaboration between industry and higher education is necessary to
close this gap.
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Strengthening Knoxville's Tech Talent Pipeline

Knoxville has made meaningful progress in strengthening its regional talent
pipeline with a growing ecosystem of education and workforce development
programs spanning K-12, higher education, and industry-based training.

At the K-12 level, the 865 Academies program has engaged nearly 2,900
industry partners to provide Knox County high school students with more
than 1 million hours of career-related learning experiences. In addition, the
Muse Knoxville children’s STEAM museum was recently awarded public

and private funding to expand its square footage by over five times. Set for
completion in 2028, this project would make it one of the largest children’s
STEAM museums in the Southeast, eclipsing even the Children’'s Museum of
Atlanta and the Adventure Science Center in Nashville.”?

Progress is also being made across higher education. The University of
Tennessee (UT) has significantly expanded its programs related to technology
and innovation. The number of UT graduates in Computer Science, Electrical
Engineering, and Computer Engineering has increased by nearly 50% since
2016. In recent years, the university has launched new initiatives such as the
College of Emerging and Collaborative Studies (CECS) and Al Tennessee.” This
programming is designed to better align academic pathways with evolving
workforce needs by engaging industry partners on an ongoing basis, which
UT leaders call “radical collaboration.”

Local institutions like Pellissippi State Community College and Roane State
Community College also play a critical role in supplying job-ready talent,
awarding hundreds of IT and cybersecurity credentials each year that feed
into regional hiring needs. Work-based learning programs, including
apprenticeships, internships, and ORNL fellowship pathways, further
strengthen the ecosystem by offering hands-on experience that often
translates directly into employment.

While these efforts collectively represent a significant and encouraging
investment in talent development, outcomes are often tracked in isolation by
individual institutions and programs. This fragmentation makes it difficult to
assess system-wide effectiveness or fully align supply with employer demand,
underscoring the need for greater coordination between educators and
industry.
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Companies of all sizes are stepping up, including leading employers like
Clayton Homes, DENSO, Jewelry Television, Pilot Company, and TeamHealth.”
However, bridging Knoxville's tech skills gap will require continued
collaboration, shared metrics of success, and sustained partnership between
employers and education providers to ensure that graduates are both well-
prepared and well-matched to the region’s evolving tech workforce needs.

Work Preferences Are Changing the Game

Employee expectations are also reshaping the talent landscape. Survey
results over the past four years consistently show that most tech workers in
the Knoxville area now prefer hybrid or fully remote work.

B I the office (7.81%)
M Fully remote (20.31%)
M Hybrid (71.88%)

2025

2022 2023 2024

Figure 9
Preferred Working Arrangement, 2022-2025
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However, employers are slow to meet this demand, with 20% of companies
fully in-office without flexible remote work options.

B Employees are in-office (20.31%)

B Offer more remote flexibility (43.75%)
I Most employees are remote (18.75%)
B Fully remote with no office (17.19%)

Figure 10
Current Work Environment

The preference for remote work creates both an opportunity and a risk.
Knoxville can attract remote workers from other markets who appreciate
the lower cost of living, but local talent can just as easily take jobs elsewhere.
Either way, companies that offer flexibility have a clear advantage in
recruiting and retention.
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Tech Workforce and Talent Systems

Workforce readiness isn't just an HR issue; it's mission-critical to support
Knoxville's economic growth and future relevance. To stay competitive,
Knoxville employers will need to:

Move faster toward skills-based hiring and credentialing.

Expand hands-on learning opportunities, like internships and
apprenticeships.

Better align education curriculum with real-world tools and
technologies.

‘8 Adapt to hybrid and remote work expectations.

=¥ Share data across institutions to track system-wide impacts

Knoxville has strong building blocks with a growing talent pipeline, but
closing the tech talent gap will require greater levels of coordination between
education, employers, and policymakers. With that alignment, Knoxville has a
real chance to become a leading tech hub in the Southeast.
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Technological Landscape

Technology investment in the Knoxville region is becoming more
focused and strategic, driven by developments related to artificial
intelligence (Al). With world-class research institutions, like Oak
Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL), and new investments in tech
infrastructure, emerging technologies, and advanced energy, the
Knoxville region is poised to be a leader in Al-driven industry.

The Tech Investments Companies are Prioritizing

The Technology State of the Union Survey shows that most companies with
a presence in the Knoxville area are holding steady or increasing their tech
budgets.

B Budget will increase 25% or more (17.86%)
B Budget will increase less than 25% (28.57%)
Budget will remain the same (50%)

B Budget will decrease (3.57%)

Figure 11
2026 Technology Budget Outlook

The most common areas of planned investment are Al, cybersecurity, cloud
computing, and data analytics, with Al and machine learning leading the way
by a clear margin.
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Al / Machine Learning
Cybersecurity

Cloud Computing

Data Analytics

Software Development
Soft Skills

App Development
Disaster Recovery

Saas Services

Traditional Infrastructure

System Admin & Engineering

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Other areas listed: Al/ML Ops Tech, Biometrics, Networking, Process Automation, Product Development

Figure 12

Primary Areas of Technology Investment

These investment areas closely match the job roles that are in highest
demand (Figure 2), reinforcing the importance of addressing the tech talent
gap to keep pace with future needs.

Knoxville’'s Emerging Al and Data Landscape

Artificial intelligence is becoming a foundational part of how organizations
operate day to day. In fact, when asked which technologies will have

the biggest impact on their business over the next three to five years,
respondents overwhelmingly pointed to Al, followed by robotic process
automation.
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Al/Machine Learning

Robotic Process Automation
Saa$

Cloud Infrastructure

Business Process Management
Big Data / Data Analytics

5G & Advanced Wireless/WiFi
Identity & Access Management
Cloud Storage

SOAR

Figure 13

Which of these technologies has the MOST potential to change the way your business
operates in the next 3 to 5 years?

While Al is clearly a priority, most organizations are still early in the process.
Around 60% report either small pilot programs or limited capabilities in
production, and only a small group considers themselves fully Al-driven.

B Small pilot programs underway (30.65%)
B A few capabilities in production (30.65%)
[l Mainstream adoption (25.81%)

B We're an Al powered company now (12.9%)

Figure 14
Describe your organization’s journey with Al
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When asked about Knoxville's Al and data science sectors as a whole, 70%
describe them as “growing, but still niche.”

B Very strong and growing (6.25%)
B Growing, but still niche (70.31%)

Present, but stagnant (10.94%)
B Minimal presence (12.5%)

Figure 15

Current state of the Al, Machine Learning, and Data Science sectors in Knoxville

In simple terms, Al is everywhere, but adoption levels vary widely. Even

when Al is implemented, investments are unlikely to deliver projected

results without parallel investments in workforce development and data
management. A recent enterprise-level study with input from over 1500
respondents found that only 2% of organizations meet all five key dimensions
of Al-readiness: talent, strategy, governance, data, and technology.”®

Providing employees with guidelines and training opportunities is essential
to effectively implement Al solutions.”” Data governance is also a foundational
component, since the quality of Al outputs depends heavily on the quality of
the underlying data.

As local businesses wrestle with the practicalities of implementing basic
Al tools in a scalable way, just down the road there is advanced research
occurring at Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL) and the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK).

One of ORNL's most significant achievements is its continued global
leadership in high-performance computing. As of November 2025, Frontier
supercomputer holds the number two spot for fastest in the world.”® The Lux
Al cluster is set to launch in 2026, and the Discovery supercomputer is slated
for 2028.°
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ORNL and UTK are working together to integrate quantum computing

with traditional high-performance computing systems, creating hybrid
architectures that allow researchers to tackle problems beyond the reach of
classical systems alone.?° Joint collaborations are also advancing robotics,
data science, and Al-driven materials research, leading to new discoveries
and manufacturing innovation.? These institutions give the Knoxville region a
competitive edge in emerging technologies.

Bridging the Digital Divide

Substantial infrastructure investments have been made to power the
research systems at ORNL. It operates on one of the most advanced high-
speed networks in the world, moving massive volumes of data to support
supercomputing, Al, and national research initiatives.?? Yet in the surrounding
area, basic broadband access and adoption is still a challenge.

Most survey respondents rate Knoxville's internet quality and wireless
expansion positively, but not perfectly. That assessment aligns with broader
data showing high availability of internet in Knoxville and surrounding areas,
but lower adoption rates in some communities.?

30
20

10

Figure 16

Quality and reliability of broadband and internet access in the Knoxville region

Several significant infrastructure projects are helping to close these gaps.
Knoxville Utilities Board has already brought high-speed internet to over
85,000 homes and businesses. Once complete, the fiber network will span
over 5,000 miles.?* Lenoir City Utilities Board also has a large-scale fiber rollout
underway, projected to bring high-speed internet to over 96,000 customers.?
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Meanwhile, private-sector providers like AT&T, Comcast, IRIS Networks,
Segra, and Spectrum continue to expand connectivity for households and
businesses.?® AT&T and Verizon have made substantial investments in 5G
infrastructure.?’

30
20

10

Figure 17

Expansion and availability of 5G and wireless networks in the Knoxville region

Infrastructure Investments Support Innovation

Knoxville is emerging as a strategic hub for data centers, Al infrastructure,
and high-performance computing. In 2025, the U.S. Department of Energy
(DOE) selected the Oak Ridge Reservation as one of only four sites in the
country being considered for large-scale Al infrastructure development on
federal property.?® Private sector projects are underway as well, including data
center conversions by CleanSpark and Bitdeer to support cryptocurrency
mining and Al cloud services.?®

Modern data centers require massive amounts of power, water, and
connectivity. Knoxville is uniquely positioned to support them with its
combination of natural resources, research partnerships, and a legacy of
innovation around nuclear energy, but engaging local policymakers and
community leaders is essential to ensure projects are implemented in a
responsible manner.

The Knox County Commission is considering legislation to place restrictions
on data center infrastructure related to location, noise and vibration levels,
building height and appearance, landscaping, electric utility usage, and water
usage.*®* Anderson County has implemented similar legislation, and Rocky

TECHNOLOGY STATE OF THE UNION REPORT



Top, Tennessee is considering restrictions.”

Energy infrastructure plays a critical role in supporting data center expansion.
The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) provides a diverse electricity portfolio
that includes nuclear, hydroelectric, natural gas, and renewable sources,
about half of it carbon-free. TVA continues to make substantial infrastructure
investments to increase power generation and grid infrastructure.*?

TVA is also advancing plans to build an advanced light-water small modular
reactor (SMR) at its Clinch River Nuclear Site near Oak Ridge, supported by
a $400 million grant from the DOE.*® Private sector investment is further
accelerating the region’s advanced energy leadership. In April 2026, Kairos
Power broke ground on its Hermes 2 Demonstration Plant at the Heritage
Center site in Oak Ridge, which is the first power-producing Generation IV
reactor to receive a construction permit in the United States.®*

SMRs can provide reliable, carbon-free energy tailored to the needs of data
centers and high-performance computing facilities. Projects like these
strengthen the region’s appeal for other nuclear industry ventures, with
over $10 billion of investments announced over the past five years.* Upon
completion, many of these projects will be noteworthy achievements,
including the world'’s first fully operational commmercial laser uranium
enrichment plant and the world's first mass-produced nuclear generator.3®

The DOE's cleanup of Manhattan Project sites in the Oak Ridge area has
made space available for new development.?” Tennessee’s Nuclear Energy
Fund, established in 2023, has also contributed support to many of the
nuclear energy projects in the Oak Ridge area, highlighting the role of
strategic policy initiatives to attract infrastructure investment.*® However,
industry and political leaders acknowledge that there is no guarantee that all
these ventures will be successful. Nuclear energy projects typically have long
construction timeframes with the potential for unfavorable public sentiment
and regulatory challenges.®

Infrastructure investments fuel additional research and innovation by
bringing together leaders from industry, government, and academia. One
example is the Next Generation Data Centers Institute (NGDCI) at ORNL,
launched in February 2026 to address the growing electricity demand from
Al data centers. NGDCI will use the lab’'s computing and research capabilities
to evaluate how to improve the efficiency, reliability, and security of Al data
centers.40
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Technological Landscape

Technology investment decisions determine how competitive individual
organizations can be and impact the resilience of the whole region.

Al investments need to be paired with workforce training and strong
data practices to deliver full value.

private partners to ensure investments benefit the surrounding
communities and support equitable access to essential resources and
critical infrastructure across the region.

Technology is a strategic investment to ensure ongoing economic
growth and resilience.

Infrastructure planning requires coordination between public and

Knoxville organizations are prioritizing investments that enhance
automation, security, and scalability, increasingly viewing Al as a foundational
capability that is essential to future success. With strong research institutions,
growing private investment, and improving infrastructure, the next phase of
growth will require turning early-stage adoption into widespread, practical
use that benefits the entire regional economy.
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Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem

Entrepreneurship is one of the most important ways Knoxville

can translate the developments coming from its strong research
institutions into long-term economic growth. Clear, well-supported
pathways are needed to help move ideas from this region’s world-class
research assets into the market. Overall, Knoxville's startup ecosystem is
growing, but it still faces limits when it comes to capital and scaling.

Startup Health: Growing, but Still Maturing

Survey results show cautious optimism about the health of Knoxville's startup
ecosystem. About two-thirds of respondents say the ecosystem is “growing.”
The mix of responses suggests Knoxville is in a transition phase. Momentum
is building, but the ecosystem has not yet reached full maturity.

B Very strong and growing (6.25%)
B Growing, but still niche (70.31%)

Present, but stagnant (10.94%)
B Minimal presence (12.5%)

Figure 18
How would you describe the health of Knoxville's startup ecosystem?
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In the 2026 Global Tech Ecosystem Index, Knoxville is ranked among the
world's top alumni ecosystems, outperforming every peer location in the
number of founders who go on to raise more than $100 million in funding.
The problem is that many of those founders and companies leave the region
to access the capital needed to scale.” While Knoxville's research institutions
attract top talent and the region provides strong support for early-stage
startups, it currently lacks the growth-stage capital and resources needed for
high-potential companies to expand locally.

Incubators and Accelerators: Strong at the Early
Stage

Organizations like the Knoxville Entrepreneur Center (KEC) are an invaluable
resource for founders, helping new companies get started, refine their ideas,
and connect with mentors and investors. Since its launch, KEC has supported
more than 90 companies that have collectively raised over $150 million.*?

The WORKS Accelerator

121 Tech Hub

Spark Innovation Center
Innovation Crossroads

Maker Spaces

Sky City Entrepreneur Center
Startup Knox

Tech Stars

0 2 < 6 8 10 12

Respondents also listed Anderson County, Center for Precision Health, CoKno, Fairview
Technology Center, KnoxBase, Knoxville & Blount County, UT Business Incubator. Each had one
mention.

Figure 19

Please list any tech incubators, accelerators, or co-working spaces you're familiar with.
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Programs like KEC's The Works, the UT Research Foundation Business
Incubator, Spark Cleantech Accelerator, and Innovation Crossroads provide
hands-on support, lab access, mentorship, and early funding opportunities.
Co-working spaces, like 121 Tech Hub, provide a home base for graduates of
these programs, helping founders move from idea to early traction without
having to leave the region.

For example, Innovation Crossroads, based at Oak Ridge National Laboratory
(ORNL), has supported more than 50 startups, helped create over 300 jobs,
and enabled more than $300 million in follow-on funding.** This kind of
research-to-startup pipeline is rare nationally and gives Knoxville a unique
advantage, especially evident in energy, advanced manufacturing, and
materials science.

Capital Access is the Biggest Constraint

While early support is strong, access to capital, especially at later stages,
remains the biggest challenge. Only 8% of survey respondents believe there is
sufficient investment or venture capital available for tech startups in Knoxville.

B Yes (8.06%)
B No (40.32%)
Not Sure (51.61%)

Respondents commented:

Yes, sometimes you have to travel for it, but quality
startups can find funding.

There is more today than a few years ago, but there is
always room for more.

| don't see it. | see small investments, but not big
money today. Previous big investments by wealthy
individuals have done poorly and been treated poorly
due to alack of understanding about how to do
technology investments.

Figure 20

Do you believe there is sufficient investment and venture capital available for tech startups
in the Knoxville area?
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Local investors like Market Square Ventures, Greater Sum Ventures, and
Three Roots Capital play an important role, and state-backed programes,
such as InvestTN, have deployed millions of dollars into Tennessee startups.“
Standout Knoxville startups, such as Cirrus Insight, Holocene, SmartRIA,
Sword and Shield, and RegScale demonstrate what is possible. However,
limited capital and fewer support programs for growth-stage companies
makes it challenging for Knoxville founders to scale and stay local.

A Key Opportunity: Commercialization in Al and
Advanced Energy

The biggest opportunity ahead is strengthening the path from research

to commercialization, particularly in Al and energy. Knoxville already has
strong examples of startups that combine Al, security, energy, and advanced
materials with deep research roots, including RegScale, Authentrics.ai,
Starseer, and Eonix. These companies show what is possible when research,
talent, and startup support align.

Regscale

LaborUp
Authentrics.ai
General Graphene
TeachCraft

490 BioTech
AtomQ

Lirio

Omega Business Solutions
SmartRIA
StoragePug
Unified Track
Witching Hour

0 1 2 3 4 =) 6

Respondents also listed 121 Tech Hub, AGYL, AluminAiry, Angel Technology Group, Blank Beauty,
Clean Energy, Effusio, Endeavor Composites, Eonix, Flock Analytics, Holocene, The IT Company,
Knoxbots, Marketlynx, Mindwave, Nell One, New Day Diagnostics, PerfectServe, Provision HC,
Qubit Engineering, RDI Technologies, Shift Thermal, Starseer, Tennesyn, TreisD, Voitas North
America Inc., Winter Innovations. Each had one mention.

Figure 21

Please name a few notable tech startups based in Knoxville.
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With better access to growth capital and more coordinated
commercialization pathways, Knoxville could position itself as a national
testbed for Al-energy innovation. That would mean not only launching
startups, but helping them scale, manufacture, and hire locally, turning
research excellence into lasting economic impact for the region.
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Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Knoxville's startup ecosystem benefits from strong early-stage supyport, but
limited local access to capital presents challenges for growth-stage ventures.

- Expand capital access so promising startups can scale without leaving
Knoxville.

Strengthen research-to-commercialization pathways, especially
between UTK, ORNL, and local founders.

Position Knoxville as a national hub for Al, guantum, and advanced

energy innovation.

Together, these steps will help Knoxville move from a growing
entrepreneurial ecosystem to a place where startups can scale successfully
and become major employers in the region.
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Concluding Thoughts

Knoxville stands at a pivotal moment in its development as a technology
hub. The region benefits from world-class research institutions, growing
investment in emerging technologies and infrastructure, and an
entrepreneurial ecosystem that continues to gain momentum.

The region’s greatest challenge is developing the systems needed to fully
capitalize on the innovation and opportunity at hand. Workforce readiness,
access to growth-stage capital, infrastructure planning, and research
commercialization all require deeper collaboration between employers,
educators, policymakers, and investors. By aligning these efforts and
measuring outcomes across the ecosystem, Knoxville can transform its
existing strengths into sustained economic growth and establish itself as a
nationally recognized center for technology innovation.
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