
A Business Design Team in Action

THE CONCEPT:

Business Design Team (BDT):  A working collection of friends, colleagues, and experienced business people assembled to assist the prospective business owner in formulating an enterprise idea, launching the business and supporting the venture’s growth.

EXAMPLE:

Jacob has been receiving services from a local community employment agency for several years.  Jacob, who is now 25, was in a car accident in his late teens, resulting in a traumatic brain injury.   He has been served by the agency for the last 5 years, and while they have assisted him in securing several jobs, none of the jobs lasted more than a few months. 

The agency received a small 3-year grant to develop its capacity to provide self-employment services.   Jacob and his family were invited to participate in exploring self-employment as an option.  Jacob’s VR counselor was immediately supportive of self-employment and quickly agreed to attend the meetings.  Jacob’s father, the president of the local bank (town of 2,400 people) and a member of the agency’s Board of Directors understood the opportunities in self-employment and was also very excited about the idea.  At the same time, because so many jobs had not worked out well for Jacob, he and his wife were somewhat guarded in their excitement.   

To explore this option, the agency set up a meeting with Jacob, his parents, key agency staff, and the business facilitator from the community rehab agency, a newly trained person who helps prospective business owners move through the business development and implementation process.  

Once the meeting began, the two staff shared their business idea.  The business facilitator then asked Jacob, his parents, and the VR counselor if they had any business ideas to share.  The agency staff shared the idea of collecting quarters out of pay phones, noting it was an idea one of the staff had that they heard about and thought might be of interest for Jacob.  Jacob’s dad shared a business idea for Jacob to own and operate a music/CD store in town.  When the business facilitator asked where that idea originated, he shared he once had a bank customer seeking financing for that exact business about 10 years ago and he thought it was a good idea back then.  He noted the potential owner couldn’t find collateral so the business never opened, but he still had the business plan, and it might be possible to get permission to use it.  Jacob’s dad also noted that Jacob liked music.  There was some interest among the group for that idea.  So the process began with two early business ideas.  

Jacob wasn’t speaking much and didn’t look interested in anything that had been discussed.  After some discussion noted above, the business facilitator asked Jacob what he thought about the proposed business ideas, but he had a difficult time responding.  The business facilitator then asked him and the group some early discovery questions, one of which was: can you think of some key interests?  Jacob shared a variety of interests, one of which included weight lifting, noting he liked the physical rehabilitation facility he utilized after his accident.   No one in the group connected that interest to a business idea at that point and the brainstorming continued.  Jacob also noted, among other things, he liked women and wished he had a girlfriend. The room went silent and everyone looked at the floor.  The facilitator noted that it appeared like there was an issue around that topic and it would be good for Jacob to have someone to talk to about relationships.  Jacob said he was not interested in discussing this, and his dad asked to move back to the topic of business ideas.  The business facilitator decided to let it go, but did finish that brief conversation by noting that it appeared that issue needed be addressed at some point.  

With two business ideas on the table, the facilitator turned the discussion to possible sources of start-up funds.  Since Jacob receives both SSI and SSDI, the facilitator discussed key SSA work incentives such as Property Essential to Self Support and Plans for Achieving Self Support.   

After those explanations, some additional clues came up that the group discussed, such as building on interests Jacob had while in high school, mostly traditional class stuff. Woodshop, woodworking, and a few other experiences were noted.  The group also took into consideration that Jacob lived in a town of 2,400 people, 25 miles from a town of 30,000 people and 50 miles from a town of 200,000 people. Jacob did not drive, so transportation was a consideration.  The meeting ended with a list of two core business ideas, and a short list of other interests: computer games, wood working, weight lifting, camping, traveling, fishing, swimming, a collection of DVD videos focused on action packed sci-fi and thriller movies, curiosity about the local police and fire departments, as well as cooking hot dogs and hamburgers on an outdoor gas grill. 

The business facilitator gave the team follow-up work reading chapters 1 and 2 of Making Self-Employment Work.  He also requested that they identify who else from the local town should be on the business design team, suggesting that people who know about local businesses and customers in the town could be particularly valuable members.  Jacob’s mom suggested having his old school teacher and a family friend on the team who could represent customers in town since the school system was one of the larger employers.  Jacob’s dad recommended inviting the Chamber of Commerce director, who was also a personal friend.  The two agency staff suggested a couple more members and then the business facilitator asked Jacob who he’d like to invite.  Jacob liked the schoolteacher and the Chamber director since they were all people he knew well.   

To keep the process moving the business facilitator asked if the next meeting could be in three days and charged the members with inviting the newly identified folks.  Lastly, the facilitator also told each member they were responsible for researching their business idea:  dad had to research the music idea; the staff was responsible for some preliminary research on the pay phone idea.  The business facilitator did not challenge the ideas as yet, but let the members know they needed to identify supportive facts.  The business facilitator also noted there was no need to rush on the preliminary idea research, since they were all still in the brainstorming/discovery mode.    

The following day the parents contacted the two new team members and confirmed their commitment to join. The meeting, in two days, was scheduled for the bank’s conference room.  The agency staff typed up the meeting notes and emailed them to the team members for review.  Both Jacob’s dad and the agency staff noted they’d do preliminary research for the next team meeting.

At the meeting, the Chamber of Commerce director became a natural leader.  She reinforced the idea of a fitness center since it coupled with Jacob’s interest in weight lifting and her knowledge about the need for such a business.  Apparently, townspeople had discussed a fitness center for years.

Jacob and his father were excited about the idea.  The agency staff and VR expressed some concern about him working in the public and being around women.  The business facilitator asked them to hold those concerns for now, until more detail was gathered.  The agency staff and Jacob’s dad shared their preliminary research on the original two ideas, but it became clear that the fitness center idea was the strongest, had the highest appeal, and best matched Jacob’s interests.  Discussion of the original two ideas ceased and the fitness center became the team focus.   The VR counselor shared a concern about the cost of start-up, noting they can only contribute $20,000 and that it would likely cost more to get the business going.  The business facilitator noted it would be best to put that question on the back burner since it was not clear what costs would be (i.e. used vs. new equipment) and there are other resources such as PASS. 

There was some discussion about feasibility and it was agreed there needed to be more work done to research this idea.  The Chamber director offered help with a business plan and the team agreed to keep in touch by email as they gathered information for the feasibility study.   They would meet again in 4 weeks.  The business facilitator instructed them to read the feasibility chapter in Making Self-Employment Work.

For next steps, the teacher offered to talk to other school personnel regarding their interest in a local fitness center, versus driving to the larger neighboring towns.  Jacob’s dad pledged to talk with city and county employees (the other two large employers in the small town), as well as other community members to assess potential demand.  The Chamber director suggested a small focus group and the teacher agreed to find people to participate.  Dad also said he could research property costs through his bank.  

During the next four weeks many emails were exchanged as team members gathered information.  Some team members approached the facilitator individually with concerns.  For example, Jacob’s mom and VR counselor were scared starting a fitness center would be an expensive failure.  But other information was coming in as well.  Jacob was excited about the idea after having visited other fitness centers in two neighboring cities.  Dad and the Chamber director grew excited about the idea the more they learned.  The team did a lot of research: they identified tasks, software and tools to make it work, expenses, and potential sales volume.  

The business facilitator used the team approach to complete the feasibility process, write up a business plan and implement Jacob’s business.

For more information & resources on self-employment visit the Start-Up-USA website at www.start-up-usa.biz and www.griffinhammis.com
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