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JAN’S EEP SERIES

Job Accommodation Network
Effective Entrepreneurship Practices
The Job Accommodation Network (JAN), a program of the U.S. Department of Labor's Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP), is a free information, consulting, and referral service providing resources on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and other relevant laws; workplace accommodations for people with disabilities; and assistance with self-employment, small business development, and non-profit options. JAN consultants handle each inquiry on a case-by-case basis offering individualized expertise and referrals regarding business planning, financing strategies, marketing plans and research, disability-specific programs, income supports and benefits planning, home-based businesses, e-commerce, independent contracting, and small business initiatives for disabled veterans. JAN customers can expect to receive a resource packet tailored to their specific needs with consultants available throughout all stages of the process to provide ongoing supports. 


Introduction
Self-employment or owning a small business can be an attractive employment option for many people with disabilities. Some of the advantages of entrepreneurship include:

· Customization of the business model, 

· Ability to incorporate accommodations into the design of the business, 

· Option to work from home,
· Potential advantages if receiving income supports,
· Expanded employment choices in challenging economy,
· Opportunity for greater choice, autonomy and decision making, and 
· Potential financial advantages and greater independence.
For some, starting a small business or pursuing self-employment may offer one of the best paths to a sustainable livelihood.  With the advent of federal and state disability policy initiatives promoting and supporting entrepreneurship over the past two decades, innovative programs across the county now demonstrate how small business ownership can be done successfully.  Research shows that with the proper supports and planning, people with all types of disabilities can become successful entrepreneurs (Griffin and Hammis, 2003). However, this does not mean starting a small business is not without its challenges. 
Small business plans are one important tool to help you through the business development process. This publication will provide direction, suggestions, and resources to assist you with writing a business plan as a step in supporting your entrepreneurial goal.  
The Business Planning Process
Do I have what it takes to start a small business? 
Many business planning toolkits frequently start with a list of individual characteristics they say are beneficial to becoming a successful entrepreneur. They often look similar to the list below:

· Can motivate yourself and not rely on others to provide motivation for you,

· Are good at solving problems,

· Are willing to commit yourself fully to do what needs to be done,

· Can work independently and not require supervision,

· Can set new goals and achieve them,

· Are willing to work hard to make your dream of business ownership come true,

· Can seek out answers to questions and learn new information,

· Have confidence in yourself and your ability to reach your goals, and

· Can face the possibility of failure and be willing to try again.
While some of these attributes can indeed be helpful in assessing the personal and technical skill set an individual brings to small business ownership, they often provide limited information for predicting the success of many aspiring entrepreneurs with disabilities. Griffin and Hammis suggest in their publication Assistance not Assessment: Getting at the Heart of Small Business Feasibility that the term entrepreneur is often used to characterize an individual who can “do it all” on their own. They point out that while it is true that self-employed persons work hard and take some risks, most rely on networks of people who support them, such as accountants or family members. The “folklore” surrounding the term entrepreneur potentially screens out capable individuals with significant disabilities, who with the proper support, can be successfully self-employed. Alice Weiss Doyel in her book No More Interviews! Self-Employment Strategies for People with Disabilities highlights that most business owners, whether they have a disability or not, rely on a diverse network of formal and informal supports that contribute to their business success. 
Gary Shaheen from the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse University has coined the term “inclusive entrepreneurship” to characterize a business development process that is inclusive of people with disabilities. In re-thinking this idea of entrepreneurship, business development strategies focus less on the attributes of the individual and more on putting in place the supports necessary for that business owner to be successful.  By focusing on developing a viable business idea, and putting a supportive planning process in place, this ensures a person with a disability will have the opportunity to develop the necessary skills (when needed), build confidence through an individualized support process, integrate accommodations into their business model, employ knowledgeable mentors who understand both business and disability issues, and thereby construct a path to success. 

Do I really need a business plan?
Not all small business professionals agree about whether a business plan is necessary. Many JAN customers feel the task of writing a business plan is difficult and unnecessary. While in some cases this may be true, many prospective business owners are required to have a plan -- either by a vocational rehabilitation agency, a small business development counselor, or a financing entity. For better or worse, this is often a fact of securing services and/or funding. Conversely, a business plan requirement as a means to access to services or funding should never be used alone as a gatekeeping tool. In other words, if a person has difficulty with writing a business plan according to the specifications of an organization, this does not mean that individual cannot successfully start and operate a business.  It more likely means additional supports and/or accommodations are needed to assist that person with writing the plan. The business planning process can be challenging, but aspiring entrepreneurs who are passionate about their goals will typically be very persistent about doing what is necessary to make it happen. This planning process may also be helpful to those who are initially considering the option of starting a business; once they get into the research and writing process, they may decide it is not for them, and self-select out. Either way, the planning process can help you move forward with informed decisions about your employment goals.
A secondary and perhaps more important reason for writing a business plan is that it serves as a road map for your particular vision for your business. It encourages a very detailed analysis of what you want to achieve and how you will get there. The writing process in many instances highlights where there is the need for additional research, adjustments to the market you hope to serve, or needed changes to your thinking about the start-up costs. It is an evolving document that grows and changes with the business owner in the context of an ever-changing economic environment.       
Urban Miyares, President of the Disabled Businesspersons Association, in his article Business Plans Don’t Work? makes a strong case for understanding the purpose behind any business plan. He points out that business plans can be used for multiple purposes and should be written with a particular audience in mind. Plans can be developed to map out a marketing or product concept; to design a new management structure; to demonstrate to a service provider you have an understanding of your business idea; and in many cases, to secure financing for your business. Miyares writes:


Like a resume, the business plan should first be written to open the door and get

the reader’s interest to (a) demonstrate that you know and understand the industry and your business’ arena, (b) convince the reader that it’s worth their time to read the pages between the Executive Summary and the Financials, and (c) entice the reader to invite you back either for another interview or to address specific questions they may have about the business, before making a final decision. 
With this in mind, your business plan should:

· Be well thought out and organized,
· Be the appropriate length and thoroughness for the type of business you are starting, 

· Be well written and thoroughly checked for misspelled words and grammar errors,
· Tell a story to a certain degree and “sell” your idea,
· Communicate your depth of knowledge and passion for this endeavor,
· Demonstrate you know your market and competition well, 
· Be flexible and targeted to a given audience (e.g., changes to a plan may need to be made as you prepare to share it with various audiences), and
· Be one of many tools that will help make your business be successful.
In other words, do not give potential funders and other decision makers superficial reasons to reject your plan. Your document at this point represents YOU and your commitment to your business idea. Showing you have a well written and carefully reviewed business plan communicates to your audience you are to be taken seriously. Careless mistakes communicate you did not take the time to review it carefully and this may not inspire confidence in you. Remember, you are not alone in this process. There are many programs and resources available to support you and ensure your plan reflects highly on both you and your idea.

The Components of a Business Plan
According to the Small Business Administration (SBA), the format for business plans can vary greatly, depending on the type of business being developed and the scale of operation. For example, a business plan for a financial consulting firm with employees will typically require a more detailed plan than a home-based tutoring business. However, business plans tend to have several core components that include, for example, the entrepreneur’s vision for the business, key financial information, marketing and operations strategies, and personnel and management plans. 


The SBA provides the following overview of the “essential roadmap” to a successful business plan:  
Key components to a small business plan typically include:

1. Executive Summary—an overview of your plan.

2. Market Analysis—indicates what you know about the type of business (that is, the industry) you have chosen for your business. In this section, you should include:

A. Industry Description and Outlook

1. Description of the industry
2. Size of the industry
3. Historic growth rate
4. Trends and characteristics
5. Major consumer groups

B. Target Market

1. The consumers you want your business to target
2. Distinguishing market characteristics
3. Size of the target market
4. How many customers you expect to have in your stated geographic region
5. Pricing information and your gross margin target
6. Resources for information regarding your target market
7. Media you plan to use to market your business
8. Purchasing cycles
9. Trends that might affect your target market

C. Market Tests—Include information on any potential customers you may have talked to about your business and their thoughts on your plan. Are there other companies or individuals who would be willing to state in writing that they would be potential customers for your business?

D. Lead Times—How long will it take between the time a customer gives you an order for goods or services before you will be able to deliver?

E. Competitive Analysis—Who are your potential competitors? How will what your business does be better or different from your competitors? Include information about both the strengths and weaknesses of your competitors and how you can use both of these to your advantage.

F. Regulatory Restrictions—Are there local, state, or federal regulations that will impact your business? If so, describe these carefully.

3. Company Description—Describe the exact nature of your business and why you think it will be successful.

4. Organization and Management—How will your company be organized and how will it be managed? If you will be the sole employee, your organizational plan may be very simple. If you plan on hiring others to work for you, then you will need to present a detailed plan of how your employees will be organized. Also, describe your proposed management plan. Who will be responsible for managing the business and how will they do their work?

5. Marketing and Sales Management

A. Marketing

1. How are you going to market your business?

2. How will you communicate with your customers and promote your business?

3. How do you see your business growing in the future?

4. How will your goods and services be distributed?

B. Sales

1. Are you going to have a sales staff?

2. If so, will your sales people be employed by your business or will they be independent contractors?

3. What will be the specific types of sales activities that your business will use?

4. How many sales calls do you project you are going to need to do each week or each month? How big will each of those sales need to be in order to break even?

6. Service or Product Line—Describe exactly what your business is going to sell. It might be some type of goods or perhaps what you will sell is a service. Regardless of what type of business you are proposing, you will need to be able to provide a detailed description of what your company will offer to its customers. One good approach is to think about your business from your customers’ point of view. Be sure to include information about any needed copyrights or patents. Also, how often will a given customer need or want to purchase from you?

7. Funding Request—This is a critical component of your business plan.

A. How much funding will you need?

B. Where do you expect you to acquire the needed funding? For each potential funding source, list the amount you will be requesting.

C. How will you use the money you request?

8. Financials—As with the funding request, this is an extremely important part of your business plan. Potential funding sources will carefully review and analyze this portion of your business plan. Include information about how you think your business will progress over the first five years. You can state your figures in either monthly or quarterly terms, but you should provide

A. Projected business income,

B. Cash flow statements,

C. Projected balance sheets, and
D. Capital expenditure budgets.

9. Appendix—Include in your appendix any materials that you want a potential funding source to know, but that would break up the flow of your business plan if you put it in the main body of the text. For example, you might include newspaper or trade journal articles describing a growth trend in your chosen industry. If you have already received commitments for some portion of your funding, include documentation.

Six Easy Tips for Writing Your Business Plan

1. Locate a sample plan for a similar type of business (e.g., if you want to open a cupcake shop, look for a sample plan for a bakery).
2. There is software available to help with writing a plan. Check first with your local Small Business Development Center or Women’s Business Center to see if they have it available for you to use at no or lower cost.
3. Word processing software has many features that can help you with grammar, word selection, and sentence structure. Become familiar with all the ways it can make this task easier for you. Use the spell check!
4. Use your network of support – friends, family members, mentors, and others who have expertise and resources to support you. Have someone unfamiliar with your business idea read your plan and give you feedback. They can let you know if it makes sense to someone who is new to your idea.
5. If you feel accommodations will help you with writing the plan, call us at JAN for one-on-one assistance. We can help with resources about the business plan itself, and also provide information on assistive technologies and accommodation strategies based on your particular needs.
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