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Introduction 
he U.S. microenterprise development field has always been a field 

that is microfinance plus.  Since the first survey of the field, 

conducted by the Aspen Institute in 1992, it has been clear that 

the majority of individuals assisted by microenterprise development 

organizations (MDOs) receive training, technical assistance, coaching, 

mentoring and a whole array of other services that can collectively be 

called business development services (BDS), or services designed to help 

an aspiring entrepreneur start, sustain or grow his business. These services 

are offered both by microlenders and by organizations that specialize in 

nonfinancial assistance. In some instances, entrepreneurs may come 

seeking loans, but find that they need help in improving their credit, or 

their business fundamentals, before they can access financing. In many 

other instances, aspirants come specifically seeking the knowledge and 

skills that can help them achieve the success they desire.  

This report documents the scale and scope of this business development 

service work by U.S. MDOs as of 2010. It draws on data collected in both 

the 2010 and 2008 U.S. Microenterprise Censuses (implemented by FIELD 

at the Aspen Institute) to describe the characteristics of this work and how 

it has changed over the last two years. It also examines the characteristics 

of large-scale programs providing business development services and how 

they differ from smaller-scale programs. The difference in characteristics is 

important to note as increasing demands are placed on the field in the face 

of the continuing effects of the Great Recession.    

As the report will show in greater detail, the data describe an industry 

spread across the United States that in aggregate appears to be reaching 

more aspiring entrepreneurs each year.  It also describes an industry that 

survived the first two years of financial crisis and economic challenge, and 

that, while remaining the same in many respects, has changed in some 

critical ways. Among the key findings that the report will explore are these: 

• The size of the overall field appears to be growing. The 2010 census 

identified over 800 MDOs, of whom 366 completed surveys, and 356 

reported that they provided business development services to their 

clients.  This is 90 more than reported providing BDS services in 2008. 

Over half of them may have been too young to report a full year of 

data in the previous census.  

 

T

 

With funding from the U.S. 

Small Business 

Administration’s PRIME 

(Program for Investment in 

Micro-entrepreneurs) 

program, FIELD at the Aspen 

Institute is exploring how 

microenterprise development 

organizations can scale up 

their business development 

services in order to serve 

many more 

microentrepreneurs, and 

serve them more effectively.  

This is the second report that 

examines the scale and scope 

of the field with respect to 

business development 

services, and explores the 

factors that appear to support 

large-scale programs. 

Other studies in this research 

initiative describe the 

strategies and experience of 

large-scale service providers, 
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case studies and other 
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building, distance-based 

services and access to markets 

brands strategies. 

These materials can be 
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• The number of individuals assisted appears to be growing as well, although the trend data suggest 

that the increase in the count of individuals assisted (from 61,833 in 2008 to 110,791 in 2010) may 

have as much to do with the increase in the number of survey respondents, and the new entrants to 

the field, as it does to growth in individual organizations.1   

• The 2010 census found more large-scale MDOs — that is, organizations serving 500 or more 

individuals with business development services — than it did in 2008. There were 38 that met this 

criterion in 2008 and 46 in 2010. These numbers reflected some churn in the industry, with some 

institutions growing over two years to join this cohort and others declining in numbers served.  In 

addition, there were a number of institutions that did not report in one year or the other making a 

full analysis of the trend difficult. 

• The distribution of service across the field reflects the 80-20 rule: about 20 percent of the programs 

serve roughly 80 percent of all the individuals assisted with business development services. This 

type of bifurcation is not new, but reflects a field that has always been, and remains fairly, a home-

grown industry with local supporters serving local communities.  This reality has always raised the 

question: what factors enable some institutions to grow larger than the norm, and what can other 

organizations learn from the experience of these larger-scale providers? This report will look at how 

the target market, service model, program age, institutional structure, and revenue streams may 

influence program scale.  

• Despite the challenging context between 2008 and 2010, the field as reflected by those institutions 

that reported data held its own financially.  The mean and median operating budgets reported in 

2008 and 2010 were close in size and trend data from a smaller group of institutions reporting in 

both years support this finding.  

• Budgets were sustained by federal funding and, for some, an increase in earned revenues helped.  In 

aggregate, federal dollars represented the largest source of funding for operating budgets in 2010, 

whereas in 2008, private philanthropy exceeded federal support.  Trend data also indicated that for 

many organizations, earned revenues also increased, compensating for reductions in private 

funding, as well as in state and local support. These findings reflect the dynamic funding 

environment that affected the industry in the wake of the financial crisis. The compensatory 

financing that MDOs were able to generate from federal sources and earned income enabled them 

to maintain and, in many instances, add services. 

• As a consequence of this budget support, although the number of hours of service provided to 

individuals ticked up only in a few organizations, MDOs appeared to be offering more types of 

assistance. The number of organizations providing training, technical assistance, coaching and 

mentoring, financial literacy, credit counseling, business incubation and tax preparation all 

increased, although most by small amounts.  The increasing diversification of services likely reflects 

an effort to respond to the changing needs of clients facing the economic downturn, more of whom 

                                                           
1
 A change in metric may also influence these results. The 2008 census asked for the number of individuals 

receiving training and technical assistance services. The 2010 census asked for the number of individuals receiving 

business development services. Although some organizations may have interpreted these terms synonymously, 

others may have omitted counts of individuals receiving other forms of assistance such as mentoring and coaching, 

access to markets services, tax preparation and so on in their 2008 responses.  
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were arriving at MDO doors with credit issues or the desire to explore business in the face of a 

daunting job market. 

 

The report that follows has three parts: 

Part 1 will explore the key findings from the analysis of both the 2008 and 2010 census in greater detail. 

Part 2 will lay out the key findings from the 2010 census. 

Part 3 will compare large- and small-scale MDOs to better understand the factors that influence scale.   
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Part 1: The Evolution of Business 

Development Services 
The years since the start of the financial and economic crises have been 

turbulent ones for small and microbusinesses, and for the microenterprise 

development organizations that seek to support them.  Although most 

attention has been focused on the credit crisis and how microlenders 

responded by extending credit to more businesses in need, the changed 

context also had implications for business development services. As more 

microentrepreneurs needed help surviving the downturns in their 

markets, and as more unemployed considered self-employment as a jobs 

strategy, MDOs needed to find ways to be responsive.  In addition, 

economic turbulence had funding implications for many MDOs and 

increased the challenge of raising the funds needed to serve their 

traditional clientele and more.  This section of the report will lay out how 

MDOs fared in providing business development services from 2008 to 

2010. What changed? What remained the same?  And where did this leave 

the field two years after the start of these hard times? 

The findings in this section are drawn from analyzing data submitted to 

FIELD by MDOs in response to the 2008 and 2010 U.S. Microenterprise 

Census. The census is an industry-wide survey that attempts to identify all 

organizations across the United States providing microenterprise services, 

and to collect detailed, descriptive data from as many of them as possible. 

That data describes the scale and scope of program services, along with 

basic organizational information on staffing, structure, funding, and target 

markets.  Census data capture key information on both microfinance and 

business development services, and this report will focus on the data 

related to that second type of service.  The data offer a set of insights 

about the work of helping aspiring entrepreneurs sustain and grow their 

businesses. 

The number of institutions offering business 

development services appears to be growing. 

The 2010 census identified over 800 MDOs, of which 366 completed 

surveys, and 356 reported that they provided business development 

services to their clients.  In 2008, 266 MDOs of 369 programs that 

completed surveys indicated that they offered business development 

services.  The 2010 respondents include 30 programs whose start dates 

were in 2009 and 2010, and an additional 18 that launched in 2008 and 

may not have had a full year of activity before the 2008 census. Together,  

 

The U.S. Microenterprise 

Census data can be found at 

www.microTracker.org,  

a web portal to data on the 

microenterprise field. 

MicroTracker contains listings 

of over 800 organizations 

offering microenterprise 

services, detailed profiles on 

366 of them, predefined data 

reports, and data tools that 

enable users to develop 

customized reports that answer 

questions regarding the scale, 

scope, finances, and 

performance of the field. 

Nonprofit MDOs can find the 

site useful for benchmarking 

performance against their 

peers. Funders can find it 

helpful in identifying potential 

partners as well as monitoring 

grantees. Researchers and 

others interested in the 

industry can find a rich source 

of data.  Complete census 

results are available on the site 

for both 2008 and 2010.  Data 

collection for 2011 is 

underway. 
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complex: while some institutions grew, others clearly struggled.  But, with the addition of new 

institutions providing services, more of the market appears to have been served.  

The 2010 census found more large-scale MDOs — that is organizations 

serving more than 500 individuals with business development  

services — than it did in 2008. 
There were 38 that met this criterion in 2008 and 46 in 2010. These numbers reflected some churn in 

the industry.  Twelve institutions that were in the “500 plus club” in 2008 were still in the club in 2010. 

Eight institutions grew into this category since 2008. Six that were in the 2008 “club” declined in the 

number of individuals they served and no longer made the cut off.  The rest either did not respond to 

this question in 2008, or did not appear in the 2008 data set at all. In any case, the large-scale BDS 

providers in the 2010 data set are a substantially different group of organizations than appeared in the 

2008 data set.  The median and mean number of individuals served by this group was 1,040 and 1,854 

respectively, as compared to 921 and 1,169 in 2008. This means that the large-scale BDS providers 

reporting in 2010 are 59 percentage points larger, on average, than those reporting in 2008. The median 

number of individuals served is also 13 percentage points higher than in 2008.  Although the percent of 

large-scale institutions still remains small in the industry, there appears to be more of them than 

observed in the previous census results, and they serve more individuals than those that reported two 

years earlier.3 

The distribution of service across the field reflects the 80-20 rule. 
About 20 percent of the programs serve roughly 80 percent of all the individuals assisted with business 

development services. This type of bifurcation is not new. The 2008 data revealed fairly similar results. If 

anything, the 2010 data suggest an even higher concentration of effort in the field.  In 2008, the large-

scale BDS providers represented 21 percent of all MDOs that provided data on the number of individuals 

served, and they served 72 percent of all reported individuals. In 2010, the large-scale BDS providers 

represented 19 percent of all reporting MDOs, and they served 77 percent of the total population 

served.  This stratification reflects a field that has always been, and remains, a fairly home-grown 

industry with local MDOs serving local communities, often with funding that is relatively local as well.  

This reality has always raised the question: what factors enable some institutions to grow larger than 

the norm, and what can other organizations learn from the experience of these larger-scale providers? 

Part three of this report will look at the how target market, service model, program age, institutional 

structure, and revenue streams may influence program scale. 

 

 

                                                           
3
 There also may be more organizations that merit inclusion in the “500 plus” club. There are several MDOs that 

reported serving more than 500 individuals overall, but that did not respond to the question asking how many of 

their assisted individuals were recipients of business development services. So the number 46 should be 

considered the lower bound for MDOs in this category. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Service across the Field 

 

Despite the challenging context between 2008 and 2010, the field as 

reflected by those institutions that reported financial data held its own 

financially.  
Using 2010 dollar values, the median reported operating budget in 2008 was $271,934 and, in 2010, it 

was $278,000. The mean was $525,048 in 2008 and $530,741 in 2010 (162 MDOs provided data in 2008; 

214 provided it in 2010). Trend data on 69 MDOs reporting in both years support this finding.  Again, 

using 2010 dollar values, the median operating budget increased from $278,517 in 2008 to $325,650 in 

2010. And, the mean operating budget increased from $586,408 to $653,597. 

 

Figure 2: Operating Budgets in 2008 and 2010 
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Budgets were sustained by federal funding and for some, an increased 

reliance on earned revenues.   
In 2008, 162 organizations reported that private philanthropy was responsible for 31 percent of their 

budgets and federal support was responsible for 28 percent. In contrast, in 2010, 192 MDOs reported 

that private philanthropy covered 23 percent of operating budgets and federal support represented 37 

percent of their budgets.  A trend group of 61 MDOs reporting both years indicated that private 

philanthropic dollars decreased from covering 27.6 percent of their operating budgets in 2008 to 19.3 

percent in 2010. The actual dollars declined by almost $1.5 million over the two year period. In contrast, 

federal support rose from 30 percent to 39.2 percent of operating budgets, and dollars increased by 

$4.4 million.  The trend group also reported reductions in state and local support and an increase in 

earned revenue — from 17 percent in 2008 to 23.3 percent in 2010. These findings reflect the dynamic 

funding environment that affected the industry in the wake of the financial crisis. As the stock market 

tumbled, foundations experienced drops in their endowments, which reduced their capacity to fund, 

and the federal government stepped in with emergency funding to support the recovery. In addition, as 

many microlenders increased their lending responding to the needs of entrepreneurs locked out of 

mainstream markets, their earnings from interest and fee income also increased. 

 

Figure 3: MDOs Reporting Sources of Funding Both Years (Trend Group) 
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And, surprisingly, although the number of hours of service provided to 

individuals ticked up only in a few organizations, MDOs appeared to be 

offering more types of assistance.  
The number of organizations providing training, technical assistance, coaching and mentoring, financial 

literacy, credit counseling, business incubation and tax preparation all increased, although most by small 

amounts.  The greatest percentage increases were in those offering training (11 percentage points), 

credit counseling (7 points), coaching and mentoring, and tax preparation (each 6 points). The increasing 

diversification of services likely reflects an effort to respond to the changing needs of clients facing the 

economic downturn, more of whom were arriving at MDO doors with credit issues or the desire to 

explore business in the face of a daunting job market. 

 

Figure 4: Percent of BDS Services Offered by MDOs Reporting in Both 2008 and 2010 
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Part 2: Key Findings from the 2010 Census 

This section will summarize the key findings from the 2010 census, offering an aggregate picture of 

those microenterprise development organizations that reported providing business development 

services to individuals that year.  The findings provide a more detailed look at the “state of business 

development services” as practiced across the industry.  Because 97 percent of all reporting 

organizations indicated that they offered business development services, these services touch the 

majority of individuals assisted in programs across the U.S. 

BDS Organizations, Their Age and Geographic Location 
The organizations that provide business development services are varied in their institutional form. 

Some are institutions whose sole purpose is to provide microenterprise development assistance. Many 

others are embedded in organizations with broader missions. They include community development 

finance institutions that provide financing and technical assistance for multiple purposes; educational 

and human services organizations; place-based community development corporations; and others. The 

survey captured data from all these types of institutions.  Three hundred and sixty-six organizations 

responded to the 2010 U.S. Microenterprise Census, and, of that number, 356 indicated that they 

provided some form of business development services. Within that number, 285 organizations identified 

themselves as having a separate microenterprise development program within their structure, 

suggesting that 74 percent of institutions offering BDS services represented organizations with broader 

missions. Some organizations consider business development services their lead service for 

microenterprise development. Others are credit-led institutions that offer business development 

services as a complement to their financing.4 It is important to keep that breadth of institutional form in 

mind when reviewing the data. 

The 356 reporting organizations also varied in age. Among those that reported their starting year  

(n = 319),  

• 74 programs are “young” programs, starting in 2006 or later; 

• 53 programs are “experienced,” that is they started between 2001 and 2005; and 

• 192 programs are “mature,” that is, they started before 2000.  

 

The oldest program reported starting in 1966. Two reported starting in the 1960s; ten in the 1970s; and 

37 in the 1980s. The 1990s saw the industry take off: 129 reported starting in that decade, which 

corresponded to a period of great support for the microenterprise movement from the federal 

government, complemented by strong philanthropic interest. Another 141 reported start dates of 2000 

or later, and 48 of them started in the last three years, indicating the continuing power this strategy 

holds for institutions concerned with poverty alleviation, job creation and community economic 

development.  

                                                           
4
 For ease of reference, all organizations that offer business development services as part of their portfolio will be 

called BDS organizations in this paper. However, it is important to keep in mind that a number of them would not 

be characterized as that by their leadership. 
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More than half (57 percent) report serving urban areas and almost half (48.3 percent) report serving 

rural areas. Sixty-four organizations (18 percent) report providing services statewide, and only 23 

organizations (6.5 percent) serve individuals in multiple states. The states with the largest number of 

business development service providers among the survey respondents are: 

California: 42 providers 

Oregon: 29 

New York: 26 

Georgia: 17 

Nebraska: 16 

Pennsylvania: 16 

Ohio: 15 

Minnesota: 14 

Washington: 13 

 

Individuals Served with Business Development Services 
The majority of these programs are small. The survey asked respondents to report the total number of 

individuals assisted with business development services in 2010, including anyone who received any 

level of service from the organization.5 Two hundred and thirty-seven organizations answered that 

question, and for that group, the median number of individuals assisted was 115; the mean was 467. 

The range was from 1 to 17,487. In all, these organizations reported providing business development 

services to 110,791 individuals. 

 

BDS Services 
Business development services organizations provide a large number of services. The chart below shows 

them in order of their prevalence:  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 FIELD, under its performance measurement project, MicroTest, asks organizations to distinguish between 

participants, those who receive any level of service, and clients, those who receive a microloan or other financing 

product, or who receive a substantial amount of service in a year. While MDOs define substantial in terms of their 

own program offerings, the rule of thumb is ten hours or more in a given fiscal year. The survey did not ask 

respondents to classify assisted individuals in this way. Therefore the number should be understood as including 

individuals receiving all levels of service from the most limited to the most comprehensive. 
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The median earned revenue was $39,404, with almost 40 percent reporting no earned revenue at all. 

The mean was $146,746, and the range was from $50 to $3.6 million.  The median percent of budget 

covered by earned revenue was 3 percent and the mean was 11.2 percent across the whole group (114 

MDOs reported their funding sources).  For those that reported having earned revenues, the median 

was 12 percent and the mean was 23 percent. 

Social Enterprise 
Microenterprise development organizations that offer financing earn revenues —through interest and 

fee income — that partly cover their operating costs.  To that end, microfinance is a social enterprise.  In 

addition, twenty-nine organizations (8.1 percent of the group) reported having other social enterprises, 

which were defined as business ventures designed either for a social purpose — producing direct 

benefits for clients and generating financial returns to cover their costs — or earned income operations 

designed to provide revenue to support general program operations. The mean earned revenues for 

those organizations (n = 16) was 30.7 percent, and the median was 23.5 percent.  The range of earned 

revenue for these organizations was from 1 percent to 60 percent. The data is not sufficient to 

determine the relationship of that earned revenue to the specific enterprise that generated it. It does, 

however, appear that organizations with social enterprises tend to have more earned revenue than 

others in the industry, perhaps indicating a more revenue-focused sustainability strategy overall.  Within 

the field, social enterprise is a small component of program strategy, and in most cases, the role of 

social enterprises in generating adequate revenues to sustain organizations is currently limited.  
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Figure 7: Percent of Large- and Small-Scale BDS Organizations Providing Services 

  

Other includes: loan packaging, leadership development, ESOL, inventor and entrepreneur clubs, natural disaster training, 

forestry and energy sector support, etc. 

 

This suggests that growth has come for these organizations, not just by extending core products and 

services, but by adding services to their program. Growth, in part, comes from aggregation, rather than 

massification, of services.  This type of growth is more challenging as it requires adding new capacities, 

and sometimes structures, to deliver the new services. Investments in technology, incubators, and 

access to market services, in particular, demand substantial resources to do well. 

At the same time, large-scale organizations tend to offer fewer hours of service than small-scale 

organizations. The table below compares these institutions. The majority of large-scale providers report 

offering nine or fewer hours of services to clients, whereas a third of small-scale organizations offer 

between 10 and 20 hours, and another 26 percent offer 21 hours or more. This is not surprising as the  

large-scale group includes some high-volume microlenders that provide technical assistance in 

conjunction with microloans, and small business development centers and women’s business centers 

that serve many individuals with short-term services. It does not mean that intensive services are not 

offered to some individuals; it does mean that the individuals engage with the programs at different 

levels of intensity depending on their interests and needs, and that such participation may vary over the 

length of their connection to the MDOs. Because large-scale organizations offer many options, they may 

also offer varying degrees of interaction to program participants. 
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Conclusion 
he 2010 U.S. Microenterprise Census results offer an interesting window into the evolution of the 

U. S. microenterprise development field with respect to business development services.  As 

earlier sections have indicated, despite challenges, the number of individuals assisted appears to 

have grown.  At the same time, the data indicate that only a small number of MDOs have developed 

programs that are reaching large numbers of aspiring entrepreneurs. Within the field, reaching more 

than 500 individuals a year with BDS training and technical assistance still places an organization among 

the largest. Only 46 organizations out of 356 respondents reported serving at least that many in 2010.  

Within that group, the range was substantial.  Twenty-seven, or just less than 60 percent, served over 

1,000 individuals, and the largest organization — actually a state-based Small Business Development 

Center (SBDC) network -- reported that it provided services to 17,487 individuals. These data illustrate 

the scale that the nonprofit field has reached — and the concentration of scale — with respect to 

business development services. 

The data also suggest several factors that have influenced the scale of organizations: geographic target 

market appears to matter, as does organizational age. The capacity to mobilize external resources year 

after year also appears critical as earned revenues are a small portion of organizational budgets. In 

addition, it seems that large-scale organizations have grown not only through extending core services to 

more individuals but also through integrating more types of services within their portfolios. This 

suggests the increasing complexity of organizational structure and strategy that accompanies growth. In 

addition, 29 of them — 63 percent of the group — also offer microloans.  

Finally, the data indicate the challenges that institutions face in underwriting the cost of services. Earned 

revenues play a limited role in financing relatively large annual operating budgets, and most 

organizations implement their services with modest staff sizes. This requires them to be highly efficient 

within structures attempting to offer a large array of products and services. 

Examples of how these large-scale organizations address these challenges, and how they continue to 

grow, can be found in the four short cases that are included in the Appendix to this report. In addition, 

these questions are further explored in other studies produced by FIELD, and will be a continuing focus 

of research under  FIELD’s PRIME-funded body of work.  Interested readers can find this work at:  

http://fieldus.org/Projects/ScalingBiz.html.  
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Appendix 

Appalachian Center for Economic Networks (ACEnet):  

Growth through Specialization 

ACEnet is a community development corporation, based in Athens, Ohio, that has worked since 1985 to 

support the development of a healthy and vibrant economy in the counties of Appalachian Ohio. Early in 

its development, ACEnet worked with worker-owned cooperatives, and in 1991 launched its first 

business incubator program with two mixed-use facilities.  Soon afterward, ACEnet launched the 

sectoral or industry-focused network and service approach that remains its focus today, and for which it 

has become nationally recognized.  In 2010, it reported serving 1,216 individuals on a budget of 

$743,528. It is a lean organization that attempts to be highly efficient while offering a suite of products 

and services that range in level of engagement with the participant. In this respect, it is similar to many 

other high-volume business development services organizations that calibrate their offerings to the 

needs and commitment level of the entrepreneurs and aspiring entrepreneurs that it serves. 

ACEnet is best known for its work in the food sector and, in particular, for its work to connect food 

producers to larger regional and national markets.  It has worked to build producers’ capacity to develop 

market-ready food products through training, technical assistance and incubator services that include 

access to shared equipment, product testing, marketing assistance, and other support. It has also 

worked to increase market share for these entrepreneurs’ products by creating and facilitating two 

brands, Food We Love and The 30 Mile Meal. The first promotes a line of locally-produced specialty food 

products by executing a marketing campaign using an umbrella brand and opening doors to 30 regional 

stores.  It is not a retail store brand but a marketing tool to encourage people to buy more from local 

farmers’ markets, to patronize local restaurants that feature menus created from local ingredients, and 

to generate tourism around visits to Athens and its surroundings focused on food festivals and other 

promotions.  As ACEnet has grown, it has incorporated work in product development, product 

placement, marketing and consumer education, and quality control.  Collaborating with strategic 

partners, it has worked to improve the food “value chain” for local producers at almost every key point 

in the system: 
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ACEnet has also demonstrated the entrepreneurial characteristic associated with large-scale business 

development services providers. In 2010, it generated 62 percent of its budget through earned revenue. 

The majority of that revenue results from incubator fees paid by participating entrepreneurs in both of 

its incubators, which, in addition to food production facilities, offer space for offices, light manufacturing 

and warehousing. ACEnet also charges clients fees for its in-person and distance training. It generates 

contract revenue from other regional organizations that hire it to provide training services and also 

offers consulting services to institutions interested in learning from ACEnet’s experience with kitchen 

incubation, regional flavor and brands strategies.  Its newest effort to both expand the reach of its 

strategy and generate more earned revenue focuses on the development of a replication model for its 

brands strategies.  The model is being developed and tested in conjunction with the Athens Visitors’ 

Bureau (with which it has partnered for The 30 Mile Meal).  ACEnet has come to the conclusion that its 

own brands work will only partially cover its cost, but that its intellectual capital can be mined more 

effectively than it has in the past. Other large-scale organizations have similarly leveraged their 

intellectual capital for revenue generation, and have found that this income has value in increasing and 

diversifying earned revenue streams.  It requires analyzing each service as a line of business and 

assessing it in terms of its value to both clients and to the organization, and developing earned revenue 

strategies that work for both. The challenge is to do this without stretching staff too thin; and ACEnet, 

already thinly staffed for an organization with so many clients, will have to think through how this can 

support and not diminish its core work. Its use of distance learning tools to reach large numbers of 

individuals economically has been one approach to managing time and resources that other 

organizations have also tried. 
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A final characteristic that ACEnet demonstrates, which is also found in other scaling business 

development services organizations, is its willingness to innovate, test and discard as needed, over and 

over again.  The components of its access to markets strategies have undergone multiple iterations over 

the years. It shelved its work with artisans when its brand strategy for this sector (Art of Ohio) did not 

exhibit the same early success as its food strategies had.  And it has been actively exploring different 

approaches to social media and distance learning strategies as it seeks to reach and engage ever larger 

numbers of producers in a community capable of producing strong economic development results.  

Knowing that its value increases with the number of engaged entrepreneurs it can marshal and support, 

scaling is an essential part of its DNA.  

More detailed discussions of ACEnet’s brands strategies and earned revenue strategies are available: 

For more on brands, see Using a Brands Strategy for Scaling Business Development Services: A Case 

Study of the Appalachian Center for Economic Networks, 

http://fieldus.org/Publications/ACEnetProgNotes.pdf.  

For more on how ACEnet envisions its work in the food value chain, see AceNet Food System Value 

Chain, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=suLxLZsmTvk.  

For more on its earned revenue strategies, see Building Sustainability by Increasing Earned Revenue, 

http://fieldus.org/Publications/FieldForum21.pdf.  
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The Entrepreneur Fund: An Entrepreneurial Approach to 

Institutional Growth   

The Entrepreneur Fund in northern Minnesota (and also serving northwest Wisconsin) is a 

multidimensional entrepreneurial development program whose name only suggests part of what the 

organization does. Although lending is what the name connotes, in fact the organization provides 

training, consulting and financing to emerging and small businesses. In 2010, it reported serving 636 

microenterprise development clients on $585,000 in program expenses. Its overall operating budget, 

however, was $2 million. In addition to serving microentrepreneurs, the organization offers services to 

small business owners. 

The Fund demonstrates the characteristic of innovation that many high scale business development 

organizations demonstrate. More than ten years ago, in 1998, the Entrepreneur Fund developed the 

CORE FOUR Business Planning Course®, a curriculum based on its years of experience training individuals 

interested in starting their own business. The Fund now trains and certifies other organizations to use 

the course, and it has been widely adapted in the industry. In addition, it has found markets in 

community colleges, technical schools, chambers of commerce, economic development agencies, and 

others.  

More recently, in 2008, it launched the Greenstone Group, which was designed to develop growth-

oriented entrepreneurial talent in the region using an entrepreneurship development systems approach, 

a strategy pioneered by a number of rural organizations across the country. The systems approach 

focuses on both the demand side of entrepreneurial development-- that is, nurturing entrepreneurs 

with individual and group coaching, and opportunities for networking--  and on the supply side by 

working to coordinate the array of resources (financial and technical) that entrepreneurs need at 

different stages of their evolution. The organization raised funds for a ten-year commitment to this 

initiative. (More can be learned about entrepreneurial development systems at 

http://fieldus.org/Publications/EDS2008.html and at 

http://fieldus.org/Webinars/EDS/lib/playback.html.) The addition of this initiative also demonstrates 

the way other high-scale business development services organizations have grown, less by “massifying” 

one product or service, and more by adding services that meet the needs of different types of 

entrepreneurs. In this case, the Greenstone Group responds to the growth-oriented end of the 

continuum, while CORE FOUR meets the needs of the pre-start up or early stage business. 

The Fund also demonstrates the entrepreneurial approach that many high-scale business development 

organizations manifest as they seek to sustain their programs. In 2010, the organization generated 22 

percent of its overall budget through earned income. Those revenues came from: 
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Interest on loans $ 245,000 

Interest on idle funds  2,000 

Program fees (training, loan fund, and Greenstone 

Group participant fees) 

50,000 

CORE FOUR workbook sales and instructor training 

(gross revenues) 

115,000 

Miscellaneous 18,000 

Total $ 430,000 

 

This list of sources demonstrates the role that microloans play in generating income. This income 

represents 57 percent of all earned revenues. High volume microlenders that provide technical 

assistance as part of the loan process are among the largest business development services providers as 

well, although they tend to offer fewer hours of service than other organizations that focus more 

intensely on business development.  The list also demonstrates how smart organizations have been able 

to capture value from their investment in tools and materials from which other organizations can 

benefit. 

The CEO of the Entrepreneur Fund also noted that, “We continue to contemplate/plan for more changes 

in the business model as funding streams change, shift, alter. The learning never stops.” Since its start in 

1989, it has experienced a number of these changes as it has worked to deepen its impact in its region, 

and this statement reflects the continued focus on the importance of business model innovation as it 

looks ahead.  
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WESST: A Complex Organization 

WESST describes itself as a “statewide small business development and training organization committed 

to growing New Mexico’s economy by cultivating entrepreneurship.” Founded in 1988, it offers services 

and loans specifically targeted to low-income women and minorities, although it has grown over the 

years to include options for aspiring entrepreneurs of all backgrounds. 

The organization demonstrates several of the characteristics of large-scale business development 

services, as observed in the data. It is 24 years old and has a staff of 28. In 1994, it expanded from one 

location in the capital to include six Enterprise Centers in Albuquerque, Rio Rancho, Santa Fe, Las Cruces, 

Roswell, and Farmington. Its operational expenses in 2010 were $2.2 million. 

The organization has grown not only geographically, but also by adding services. Over time it has 

developed a continuum that meets the needs of businesses at every entrepreneurial stage, as the chart 

below indicates.  

 

 

In 2009, it opened a mixed-use business incubation facility in Albuquerque, which also serves as the 

organization’s headquarters and hub for all services in that target market. And, most recently, it is 

adding a digital media studio, a 1,000 square-foot facility that will allow WESST to stream business 

classes to its other enterprise centers and to create distance learning content. In addition, WESST 

expects to generate revenue from leasing the studio to advertising and marketing firms, game 

developers, app creators, and independent filmmakers. WESST secured funding for the studio from 
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Comcast Cable Company, which, as part of an agreement with the State of New Mexico struck during 

franchise negotiations, has provided $200,000 for capital improvements and another $200,000 for in-

kind use of its airwaves. 

Like most business development organizations, WESST raises subsidy for the majority of its over $2 

million dollar budget. Its president is an effective fundraiser, and the institution has been able to 

generate substantial federal support, especially from the U.S. Small Business Administration’s Office of 

Women’s Business Ownership. It also secured federal, state and local financing for its Albuquerque 

Enterprise Center.  Earned revenues represented five percent of its operating budget in 2010, generated 

primarily from incubator and training fees. Like other high-scale business development services 

organizations, it seeks to be entrepreneurial in the use of its resources. To that end, it expects to 

generate more revenue in the future through the addition of more tenants to the incubator, and leasing 

the media studio to individuals and small companies. In addition, it has created a “Pay It Forward” 

Campaign targeted to current and former WESST clients who have benefitted from WESST services. 

Solicited clients are being asked to contribute to WESST, so that WESST can help the next round of 

would-be entrepreneurs.  Videos of client endorsements are available on its website, 

http://www.wesst.org/about/wesst-clients-pay-it-forward/. 
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Wisconsin Women’s Business Initiative Corporation: 

Generating Earned Revenues from Multiple Streams 

Wisconsin Women’s Business Initiative Corporation (WWBIC) is a statewide organization that combines 

business development services and microfinance, and runs a unique social enterprise, Coffee with a 

Conscience™, a café that sells Fair Trade coffee and specialty food products created by its clients. Like 

other large-scale business development service providers, it offers a suite of products: two business 

planning courses, short entrepreneurial training workshops, financial education classes, and one-on-one 

technical assistance. The organization also has a growing microloan program and an individual 

development account program as well.  

In 2010, it served 2,790 individuals and reported operating expenses of $3.7 million. Its earned revenue 

was 16 percent, which was over five times the median for  all business development services 

organizations reporting that year (3 percent was the median). In 2011, its earned revenue increased to 

19 percent.  The largest revenue-producers were the interest and fees paid on its microloan portfolio 

(42 percent), although the café was close behind (40 percent). Like many large-scale microenterprise 

organizations, much of its one-on-one technical assistance is provided within the context of the loan 

process. As the loan program has grown, so has this component of its earned revenues. But the 

organization is very entrepreneurial, and it seeks revenue opportunities in a variety of places: 

• Training fees: The 14-week business planning course costs $300, and individual workshops range 

from $15 to $30 for each. A sliding scale based on ability to pay ensures that low-income 

individuals can access all services, and many individual workshops are offered at no cost. Each 

quarter, approximately 97 percent of WWBIC’s education clients take a no-cost workshop or 

receive a reduced-fee scholarship.  

• Coffee with a Conscience™ generated $339,000 in revenues and a net profit of $50,000 in 2011, 

all of which was used to cover WWBIC’s operational expenses. The café has been in business for 

16 years and organizational leadership reported it took 10 years to reach past breakeven. 

• Consulting fees: Senior WWBIC leaders offer “train the trainer” workshops, strategic planning 

consulting and capacity building services to smaller nonprofits seeking to learn from its 

experience. 

• Interest on loan funds also add to overall revenues. 

WWBIC’s CEO notes that, in the microenterprise field, “You have to be scrappy.” Earned revenues 

enable you to “be in control of your own destiny,” and this is important in today’s context. At the same 

time, she and the management team think that the organization’s sustainability strategy will always 

depend on a combination of subsidy and earned revenue, and they aim for diversification in their 

sources. In 2010, the organization had the following distribution of revenues: 
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Although half the budget was supported by federal sources, there were multiple streams within that 

category that the organization tapped. They included the U.S. Small Business Administration, the U.S. 

Treasury CDFI Fund, Community Development Block Grant funding, Department of Health and Human 

Services funding, and support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture. In this way, WWBIC 

demonstrates a characteristic of many other large-scale programs that mobilize more funding from 

federal sources than small-scale ones (45 percent versus 39 percent).  If winning federal grants is an 

indicator of institutional capacity, this is further evidence of the type of organizational competencies 

that the larger organizations have been able to develop and use to grow program services. WWBIC’s 

leaders also remain confident that its primary federal sources will remain available to it, as they are 

long-term programs that have demonstrated their value. 

WWBIC also anticipates that earned revenue will grow as its loan fund grows. In 2008, it disbursed 63 

microloans valued at $845,540. The outstanding portfolio was $1.5 million. In 2010, the organization 

disbursed 199 microloans, valued at $2.9 million and its outstanding portfolio had more than doubled to 

$3.9 million. In addition, the organization made almost $1 million in small business loans. At the end of 

2011, total loans outstanding — including micro and small business loans were $5.9 million. WWBIC 

expects future growth to come from the addition of a seed loan product (a quicker, smaller loan) and 

from expansion efforts targeted both to the cities (deeper) and rural Wisconsin (broader). 

As mentioned above, every applicant and borrower is a technical assistance client as well. Some 

technical assistance is provided by loan officers, but a team of business coaches is available to advise 

clients with more sophisticated needs. After each loan closes, a coach visits the borrower, assesses 

his/her needs and creates an individualized care plan to guide continued work with that borrower. All 

clients receive at least one “touch” a year, and those who require more assistance receive it. Although 

this costs the organization, the effort is expected to pay off in both business impact and portfolio 

quality. 

Looking ahead to future capital needs, WWBIC has set up a simple public offering directed to individual 

investors. The terms are 5 years and 2 percent interest. Started in the summer of 2011, by spring 2012, 

the offering had generated $250,000 from seven investors, and is expected to grow that amount in the 

coming year. This will provide a source of low-cost capital that, over time, will continue to increase the 

scale of the program and the income it can generate to support it. 
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