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ON THE COVER 
UNSTACKING THE DECK 
A recent report asserts that entre-
preneurial success has far less to 
do with skill than with the ability to 
weather failure and financial loss. 
It starts with the cards you’re dealt—
and the deck looks very different for 
African-American entrepreneurs. 
Resolving the black-white wealth 
divide requires that we examine the 
underlying factors of their financial 
vulnerabilities and explore ways to 
address them. 
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The President
FROM THE DESK OF

GREETINGS FROM AMEN AND WELCOME TO THE 
SECOND ISSUE OF THE AMEN MAGAZINE:

 I would like to start by thanking those of you that have 
supported, encouraged and held our hands along this jour-
ney.  As with a family and with a business, to make a lasting 
impact, it takes a village.
 Microbusinesses, defined as enterprises with fewer than 
five employees, including the owner, are the small busi-
nesses located on main streets and cross streets all over this 
country.  They are viable to the community and cover the full 
gamut of economic activity.  
 One way to identify microbusinesses is by considering 
your lawyer and his paralegal; your dentist and her hygienist, your barber 
or childcare provider. These are microbusinesses and as you can see, mi-
crobusiness activity is everywhere.
 The theme for this issue is Closing the Microbusiness Wealth Gap in 
Alabama — Creating New Models for Microbusiness Growth.  
 Facts to consider:
	 •	Microbusinesses	are	the	country’s	largest	segment	of	small	businesses.
	 •	There	are	over	25.1	million	microenterprises	across	the	country	and	
Alabama	is	home	to	over	356,000	of	them,	representing	88%	of	all	busi-
ness in the state.
	 •	Microbusinesses	are	responsible	for	more	than	41	million	jobs	in	this	
country.
	 •	Microbusinesses	create	a	variety	of	positive	social	impacts	by	provid-
ing income, wealth and upward mobility across racial, ethnic and gender 
lines.	Microbusinesses	are	a	major	player	in	Alabama’s	economic	develop-
ment landscape and they deserve major player attention.
 According to the Association for Enterprise Opportunity (AEO), if one 
in three microbusinesses hired an additional employee, the U.S. would be 
at	full	employment.	And	according	to	the	2016	Dun	&	Bradstreet	Report	
on the State of Microbusiness in the U.S., microbusinesses are growing 
across the nation (Chart A). 
 However, microbusinesses are feeling more restricted by the current 
business environment (Chart B).
 Join AMEN to make your microbusiness voice be heard. Together we 
will raise awareness and economic support for Alabama microbusinesses 
which have been historically regarded as too small to count. Microbusi-
nesses are big business – and too important to ignore.

Planning to raise financing 
in the next six months

Microbusiness     30%
Small business     25%

In need of financing  
due to planned growth

Microbusiness     59%
Small business     51%

Growth opportunities are restricted

Microbusiness     56%
Small business     43%

Ability to hire new employees 
is restricted

Microbusiness     51%
Small business     33%

A

B

Gaynelle
Gaynelle Adams Jackson
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WHO WE ARE 
 Alabama MicroEnterprise Network 
(AMEN) is a 501(c)(3) organization 
that speaks with one voice to serve, 
educate and empower Alabama’s 
microbusiness development organi-
zations and the entrepreneurs they 
represent.

OUR GOALS ARE TO:
	 •	Build	the	public’s	awareness	of	
the	impact	of	microbusiness	develop-
ment in Alabama
	 •	 Help	 microenterprise	 service	
providers expand their resources 
and build capacity in order to provide 
entrepreneurs with business assis-
tance and access to micro-lending 
opportunities

WHO WE SPEAK FOR
 Microbusinesses, defined as en-
terprises	 with	 fewer	 than	 five	 em-
ployees, including the owner, are the 
small businesses on Main Streets 
and cross streets all over this country 
and	they	cover	the	full	gamut	of	eco-
nomic activity. WHAT WE DO

	 Our	 focus	 has	 been	 on	 building	
awareness	of	AMEN	as	a	viable	re-
source	for	information	about	the	mi-
croenterprise community and about 
microbusinesses as an important 
component	 of	 Alabama’s	 economic	
development landscape. 
 We are now in a growth mode, 
moving	from	awareness	to	action.	
Below	are	some	of	the	actions	we	
have taken:
	 •	Build	the	public’s	awareness	of	
the	impact	of	microbusiness	develop-
ment in Alabama

	 •	Conduct	an	annual	AMEN	Forum
	 •	Publish	our	second	AMEN	Mag-
azine
	 •	Provide	an	annual	Report	of	the	
State	of	Microbusiness	in	Alabama	
	 •	Host	a	Southeast	Region	gather-
ing	of	Statewide	Microenterprise	As-
sociations 
	 •	Help	microenterprise	service	pro-
viders expand their resources and 
build capacity in order to provide en-
trepreneurs with business assistance 
and access to micro-lending oppor-
tunities
	 •	Expand	our	geographical	reach	
by developing support networks in 
key areas throughout the state
	 •	Provide	our	members	with	“ac-
tionable”	benefits	for	joining	AMEN
	 •	 Provide	 training	 opportunities	
to help Microenterprise Development 
Organizations (MDO) build capacity 
and better serve the microbusiness 
community. 

A L A B A M A  M I C R O E N T E R P R I S E  N E T W O R K

SERVE, EDUCATE, EMPOWER

TRAIN, SUPPORT, BUILD
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SUPPORT FOR MICRO-ESTABLISHMENTS IN THE STATE NEEDED

E very	 successful	 enterprise	
started small; indeed, very 
small or micro in size. Mi-

croenterprises,	often	also	referred	to	
as microbusinesses, are the bedrock 
institutions	of	any	economy.	The	im-
plication	for	economic	development	
policy	 is	 that	 a	 critical	 focus	 area	
must be the development and nur-
turing	 of	microenterprises	 through	
appropriate investment and policies.   
 One complication to developing 
such policies is that there are vari-
ous	definitions	of	microenterprises	
or microbusinesses, even when us-
ing	a	straightforward	metric	such	as	
number	of	employees.		For	example,	
the United States Small Business Ad-
ministration (SBA) considers firms  
with less than 10 employees as mi-
crobusinesses while many other or- 
ganizations, authors and analysts 
use	five	or	fewer	employees	to	label	
firms as microenterprises or micro-
businesses.	The	U.S.	Census	Bureau	
and	 the	 U.S.	 Bureau	 of	 Labor	 Sta-
tistics	 are	 two	 of	 the	 best	 sources	
of	data	on	firms	or	organizations	by	

MICROBUSINESS
T H E  S TA T E  0 F

I N  A L A B A M A

employment	 size	 categories	 of	 1-4,	
5-9,	10-19,	20-49,	etc.	
	 In	 this	 article,	 the	 focus	 is	 on	
micro-establishments, defined as 
establishments	with	fewer	than	five	
(i.e.	 1-4)	 employees,	 for	 the	 simple	
reason	 of	 using	 available	 data	 ap-
propriately. In 2013, seven counties
(Baldwin, Jefferson, Madison, Mo-
bile,	Montgomery,	Shelby,	 and	Tus-
caloosa)	 accounted	 for	 more	 than	
half	 of	 Alabama’s	 48,411	 micro-es-
tablishments	 (self-employed	 per- 
sons are not included in this num-
ber).	This	mainly	 reflected	popula-
tion centers, resource availability, 
economic structure, and customer 
presence. In that year, the distribu-
tion	 of	 micro-establishments	 by	
sector	roughly	mirrored	that	of	the	
state economy as a whole. A com-
posite services sector (comprising 

information,	 financial,	 real	 estate,	
professional,	and	business	services)	
accounted	for	a	third	of	all	micro-es-
tablishments.	These	 services	 areas	
are relatively easier to start busi-
nesses in, but more importantly, 
they	are	also	high-paying	sectors	of	
the Alabama economy. Increased 
support	 for	 the	 development	 of	
such microenterprises could lead 
to increased income and economic 
growth as well as poverty reduction.
 Alabama has seen much econo-
mic development success over the 
past two decades and has been pur-
suing a very good economic develop-
ment strategy, Accelerate Alabama, 
in	 recent	 years.	 However,	 there	 is	
little	emphasis	on	a	“grow	our	own”	
strategy to develop micro-enterpris-
es with appropriate investment and 
policies.	Such	a	focus	will	go	a	long	
way towards having a comprehen-
sive	and	more	successful	statewide	
economic development effort.   

By Samuel N. Addy, Ph.D.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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BUSINESS ESTABLISHMENTS IN 
ALABAMA WITH 1-4 EMPLOYEES

Source: US Census Bureau; 2013 County Business Patterns; Center for business and Economic Research, Culverhouse College of Commerce, The University of Alabama.
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Distribution of Establishments Micro-Establishments Share (%) All Establishments Share (%)
TOTAL 48,411 100.0 97,578 100.0 
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Hunting 388 0.8 796 0.8
Mining, Utilities, Construction 4,532 9.4 8,039 8.2
Manufacturing 1,355 2.8 4,199 4.3
Trade, Transportation 11,930 24.6 26,302 27.0
Information, Financial, Real Estate, Professional, Business Services 16,262 33.6 26,535 27.2
Education, Health Care 4,303 8.9 11,157 11.4
Arts, Accommodation, Food Services 2,866 5.9 9.474 9.7
Other Services (except Public Administration) 6,662 13.8 10,958 11.2
Industries not classified 113 0.2 118 0.1

NOTE: Micro-establishments are establishments with 1-4 employees. Data excludes most government employees, railroad 
employees and self-employed persons.

Samuel N. Addy, Ph.D. 
is the Associate Dean for 
Economic Development 
Outreach and Senior 
Research Economist, 
Center for Business and 
Economic Research-
Culverhouse College of 
Commerce, The Univer-
sity of Alabama
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CAN MOM AND POP SHOPS THRIVE AGAIN IN SMALL TOWN ALABAMA?

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

FROM RECOVERY

TO RE-DISCOVERY

D uring	any	routine	call	for	as-
sistance to the Small Busi-
ness Development Center 

at	 the	University	of	West	Alabama,	
we	 are	 confronted	 with	 the	 ques-
tion	of	“how	 likely	 is	 it	 for	an	 indi-
vidual with a small business idea to 
realize	their	dream	of	becoming	an	
entrepreneur?”	The	 answer	 to	 that	
question	 depends	 on	 some	 unique	
underlying circumstances.
	 First,	as	we	look	at	the	economic	
downturn and the effect it had on 
small business start-ups and growth 
in rural counties, one would have 
to wonder has economic recovery 
really occurred in rural Alabama?  
According	 to	 statistics	 from	 2010	
through	 2014,	 U.S.	 counties	 with	
100,000	 or	 fewer	 residents	 com-
bined continues to lose more busi-
nesses than they created.  Some evi-

dence	of	economic	recovery	in	other	
areas include a growing national 
economy	and	falling	unemployment	
rate. But has this recovery reached 
rural areas? A random visit to many 
of	 the	 smallest	 rural	 areas	 in	 the	
Black	Belt	of	West	Alabama	offers	a	
resounding	“No”	to	that	question.
	 The	 number	 three	 top	 issue	
facing	 Alabama,	 according	 to	 the	
Center	 for	Business	 and	Economic	
Research,	 Culverhouse	 College	 of	
Commerce	at	The	University	of	Ala-
bama are economic and business 
growth and small business develop-
ment. Although this is true through-
out the state, it is more prevalent in 
rural Alabama. I see this first hand 
as many small businesses are still 
closing their doors and current 
lending numbers in rural areas 
show that many lending institutions 

are not making small business start-
up loans. In many areas the number 
of	small	business	loans	being	made	
remain	below	that	of	pre-recession	
numbers. Even in a climate where 
some small banks and online lend-
ers are popular in other areas, that 
is not the case in rural Alabama.   
 According to research and data 
from	the	Small	Business	Credit	Sur-
vey (SBCS), traditional bank lending 
continues to be the primary source 
of	 financing	 for	 small	 businesses.		
Most rural areas do not have the 
luxury	 of	 large	 banks.	 The	 experi-
ence with smaller local banks is that 
they only are able to approve some 
of	 the	 credit	 applicants	 request	 for	
financing. Small banks approved 
about 76%, while large banks ap-

By Donald R. Mills

PH
OTO COURTESY OF XXYTYXTYX XTYTXYTYX

Jefferson Country Store, Linden, Alabama.
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proved	 58%.	 Online	 lending	 is	
trick-ling to rural areas very slowly. 
In larger areas individuals are suc-
cessful	in	obtaining	online	financing,	
however many are not satisfied with 
their	online	experience.	The	SBCS’s	
disclaimer	 is	 that	 this	 information	
is	 a	 random	 sample;	 therefore,	 the	
results should be viewed as sugges-
tive.	However,	this	information	sup-
ports the trends seen in rural Ala-
bama.
	 According	 to	 Gary	 D.	 Halbert	
in	 his	 Forecasts	 Trends	 E-Letter,	
he sheds some light and offers an 
answer	 posed	 in	 our	 topic,	 “Can	
Mom	and	Pop	Shops	Thrive	Again	
in	Small	Town	Alabama?”	In	the	E-
Letter,	Mr.	Halbert	shares,	“that	ac-
cording to the Economic Innovation 
Group (EIG) study based on recent 
US	 Census	 Bureau	 data	 most	 of	
the new businesses that started up 
concentrated mainly in large metro 
areas on the East and West Coast 
and	 in	 Texas,	 as	 opposed	 to	 rural	
America.	Half	 of	 the	 new	business	
start-ups	were	concentrated	in	just	
20 large counties across the U.S.  
	 The	question	as	to	why	this	was	
the case seems to be that the most 
successful	 start-ups	 are	 high-tech	
ventures that need higher educated 
workers and those workers are in-
creasingly living in larger cities.” Ac-
cording	 to	 Forcast	 Trends	 the	 U.S.	
economy	 has	 been	 in	 “recovery”	
since early 2009, this rebound has 
been	 very	 weak	with	 GDP	 growth	
averaging only about 2% since that 
time.	This	slower	growth	explains	in	
part	 why	 annual	 business	 failures	
have continued to outpace new busi-
ness creations. Which leads into our 
discussion	here,	bad	news	for	small	

towns	and	rural	America.		Some	of	
this can also be contributed to big 
box	retailers,	loss	of	manufacturing	
job	across	the	country,	and	the	lack	
of	access	to	capital	in	rural	areas.		
	 Mr.	William	“Bill”	Cummins,	Ex-
ecutive	 State	 Director	 for	 the	 Ala-
bama Small Business Development 
Center Network (ASBDC), shared 
an	article	with	me,	from	The Wash-
ington Post, wonkblog	 is	 entitled	 “A	
very	bad	 sign	 for	 all	 but	America’s	
biggest	cities.”	It	looks	at	the	fate	of	
small businesses in rural America 
and goes on to explain how Ameri-
cans in small counties are much 
less likely to start new businesses, a 
trend	that	jeopardizes	the	economic	
future	of	vast	swaths	of	the	country.		
The	 data	 presented	 suggests	 that	
highly populated areas are not add-
ing	 start-ups	 faster	 now	 than	 they	
did in the past; they appear simply 
to be treading water. But rural areas 
have	seen	their	business	formation	
and	new	business	creation	fall	off	a	
cliff.
	 Two	of	the	metrics	that	the	ASBDC	
Network	 track	 is	 that	 of	 new	busi-
ness	creation	and	capital	infusion.	It	
is	often	suggested	by	Mr.	Cummins	
that when we review the ASBDC 
scorecard,	“If	Donald	was	allowed	to	
count trees or cattle they would be 
fine!”	Unfortunately,	 that	 is	not	 the	
case	our	metrics	are	counted	just	as	
all the other SBDC’s in the state and 
when it comes to new business cre-
ation	 and	 capital	 infusion	 over	 the	
past nine years I have witnessed a 
steady decline.
	 So	to	answer	the	question	posed	
here,	“From	Recovery	to	Re-discov-
ery,	Can	Mom	and	Pop	Shops	Thrive	
again	 in	 Small	 Town	 Alabama?”,	 I	

have to be optimistic and offer one 
success story that will allow you to 
answer	that	question.	
 In a small rural town, Jefferson, 
in West Alabama there is a small 
country	store	 that	sits	on	Highway	
28	between	the	towns	of	Demopolis,	
Alabama	and	Linden,	AL	the	Jeffer-
son	 Country	 Store.	 The	 owners	 of	
the	story	had	successfully	operated	
the	 small	 business	 for	 years	 and	
decided that due to their age they 
would	close	 the	store.	 	The	closing	
of	the	store	had	a	drastic	impact	on	
the small community. Not only was 
it the only place they could pick up 
grocery items within a 15 to 20 mile 
radius in either direction, but it also 
served	as	the	local	Post	Office.	
	 A	 young	 lady	who	was	 very	 fa-
miliar	with	the	impact	of	the	coun-
try store and the affect its closing 
had on the community decided she 
would	lease	building	from	her	uncle	
and aunt and reopen the store. With 
much determination and dedica-
tion	 she	 successfully	 achieved	 this	
undertaking	with	little	support	from	
local lending institutions. Every time 
I stop through to purchase a cold 
soda, some hoop cheese, hog head 
cheese ‘souse,’ I am encouraged 
and inspired that with the proper 
resources and support, there yet 
might	be	hope	for	small	businesses	
in rural Alabama.

Donald R. Mills, is 
Director of the Small 
Business Develop-
ment Center at the 
University of West 
Alabama and Chair-
man of the Alabama 
Black Belt Commis-
sion’s Small Busi-
ness Committee.

CAN MOM AND POP SHOPS THRIVE AGAIN IN SMALL TOWN ALABAMA? (Continued from Page 5)
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M artha	 Hawkins	 was	 the	
tenth	 of	 twelve	 children	
born in Montgomery, 

Alabama.	 There	 was	 no	 money,	
but	her	childhood	was	full	of	love.	
Martha’s	mother	 could	 transform	
a	 few	 vegetables	 from	 the	 back-
yard	into	a	feast	and	never	turned	
away a hungry mouth.
	 Memories	of	the	warmth	of	her	
family’s	supper	table	would	remain	
with Martha. Even as a poor single 
mother without a high school di-
ploma,	 Martha	 dreamed	 of	 one	
day opening a restaurant that 
would	make	 people	 feel	 at	 home.	

m i c r o B u s i n e s s  s u c c e s s  s t o r y

Above: Martha with Chef Jeff Henderson 
of Flip My Food.  
Left: Martha’s Place, Montgomery.

KEEPING THE FAITH

She’d	serve	food	that	would	nour-
ish body and soul. But time went 
by	and	that	dream	slipped	further	
and	 further	 away	 as	Martha	 bat-
tled	the	onset	of	what	would	later	
become a severe mental illness.
 But the thing about hitting bot-
tom is that there’s nowhere to go 
but up. Martha decided to step 
into	 God’s	 promise	 for	 her	 life.	
Her	 boundless	 faith	 and	 joy	 led	

her to people who would change 
her world and lend a helping hand 
when she most needed and least 
expected one.
	 Martha’s	Place	 is	now	a	nation-
ally	known	destination	for	anyone	
visiting the Deep South and a cu-
linary	 fixture	 of	 life	 in	Montgom-
ery.	 Martha	 only	 hires	 folks	 who	
are	down	on	their	luck,	just	as	she	
once	was.	High-profile	politicians,	
professional	 athletes,	 artists,	mu-
sicians, and actors visit regularly. 
Martha has proven many times that 
keeping	 the	 faith	makes	 the	 differ-
ence	between	failure	and	success.

flipmyfood.com

marthasplacebuffet.com

marthasplacebuffet.com

MARTHA HAWKINS HAS 
BATTLED TO MAKE HER 
DREAM RESTAURANT 
A PLACE THAT FEELS 
LIKE HOME 
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UNSTACKING THE DECK

A merica consistently hails 
the iconic entrepreneur: we 
perpetuate	 a	 lofty,	 myopic,	

unrealistic	 standard	 of	 entrepre-
neurial success defined by trendy 
inventions,	 fast-paced	 growth	 and	
billion dollar profits. But by paint-
ing	 this	whitewashed	picture	of	 en-
trepreneurism, we delude ourselves 
about	 the	 reality	 of	American	busi-
ness ownership.    
	 Tiny,	 lower-revenue	 businesses	
are	the	norm	for	most	entrepreneurs.	
Eighty	percent	of	all	firms	and	79%	
of	white-owned	firms	have	no	paid	
employees at all; a whopping 96% 
of	Black-owned	businesses	have	no	
paid	 employees.	 The	 truth	 is:	 most	
entrepreneurs’ firms don’t grow 
quickly,	employ	people	or	earn	much	

money. And, more importantly, en-
trepreneurial	success	has	far	less	to	
do with exceptional skill than with 
one’s ability to weather repeated 
failure	 and	 financial	 loss.	 It	 starts	
with the cards you’re dealt—and the 
deck	looks	very	different	for	African-
American entrepreneurs.
	 For	many	African-American	en-
trepreneurs, the deck is stacked 
against	 them	 long	 before	 they	 even	
begin. Most entrepreneurs rely on 
personal savings and net worth to 
launch their enterprises. But the 
2016 Assets & Opportunity Score-
card reveals that the median net 
worth	 of	 white	 households	 in	 the	
U.S. ($110,637) is more than 15 times 
that	 of	 African-American	 house-
holds	($7,113).	This	severe	imbalance	
means	 that	 African-American	 en-
trepreneurs are much more likely to 
start out drastically undercapitalized 
and	less	equipped	to	absorb	the	loss-
es that most businesses experience 
in their earliest days.
 When their businesses survive 
beyond	 startup,	 African-American	
entrepreneurs remain more exposed 
to financial risk than their white 
counterparts should they run into 
routine business problems down the 
road.	Take	cash	flow	difficulties,	 for	
instance: the inability to cover one’s 
business expenses with cash on 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

Thinkstock

The median net worth of white house-
holds in the U.S. is more than 15 times 
that of African American households.

$110,637
White households

$7,113
African American

 households

MEDIAN NET WORTH,
U.S. HOUSEHOLDS

Source: 2016 Assets & Opportunities Scorecard

By Dedrick Muhammad and Lauren Williams

c l o s i n g  t h e  B l A c k - w h i t e  w e A l t h  g A p

FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN ENTREPRENEURS

African American entrepreneurs remain more exposed to financial risk than their white 
counterparts should they run into routine business problems down the road.
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hand.	Difficulty	managing	cash	flow	
was	 the	 most	 frequently	 reported	
challenge	facing	low-	and	moderate-
income	 entrepreneurs	 in	 CFED’s	
2014	In	Search	of	Solid	Ground	study.	
 All entrepreneurs experience cash 
flow	problems	at	some	point,	caused	
by drivers like low or inconsistent 
sales, emergencies or unexpected 
expenses, mismatched payment and 
receipt	 cycles	 and	difficulty	making	
informed	 financial	 decisions.	 Taken	
alone, these challenges aren’t un-
usual or even inherently problemat-
ic.	They	become	dangerous,	though,	
when an entrepreneur can’t draw on 
their resources or abilities—whether 
on their own or within their wider 
social networks and systems—to pre-
vent or address them.
	 On	top	of	lacking	sufficient	wealth	
to	draw	on	in	case	of	a	cash	flow	gap,	 
African-American	 entrepreneurs	
have a harder time getting loans that 
might help them weather such chal-
lenges.	 African-American	 entrepre-
neurs	 have	 relatively	 fewer	 illiquid	
assets	 like	 homes,	 land,	 equipment	
or vehicles, which makes it harder 
to collateralize traditional loans, and 
many	face	further	constraints	due	to	
damaged or nonexistent credit histo-
ries.	Discrimination	in	lending	forces	
many	to	face	higher	loan	denial	rates	
and pay higher interest rates than 
white-owned businesses. 
	 Further,	the	disappearance	of	re-
tail	banks	and	long	history	of	exploi-
tation and exclusion by mainstream 
financial institutions has driven 
many	 African-American	 entrepre-
neurs to regard financial institutions 
in general with hesitation and dis-
trust.	 These	 challenges	 and	 many	
others	are	results	of	a	long	history	of	

UNSTACKING THE DECK FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN ENTREPRENEURS (Continued from Page 12)

racial discrimination affecting inter-
personal relationships, institutions 
and constraining social networks.
 As a result, the slightest volatility 
in	cash	flow	might	put	a	sizeable	dent	
in a business’s potential revenues and 
threaten their household’s financial 
well-being. And Black-owned busi-
nesses don’t earn as much in aver-
age revenues as white-owned firms 
to begin with. Nationwide, the aver-
age	 revenues	of	white-owned	firms	
($641,742)	are	over	eight	times	those	
of	 Black-owned	 firms	 ($73,226).	 It’s	
even worse in the South: in states 
like Mississippi and Georgia, white-

owned firms’ average sales outpace 
those	 of	 Black-owned	 firms	 by	 16	
times and 13 times, respectively.
 An entrepreneur’s revenues di-
rectly	affect	their	ability	to	build	eq-
uity—the	 value	 of	 their	 investments	
and retained earnings—in their busi-
ness.	 This	 is	 what	 separates	 busi-
nesses that purely generate income 
from	 those	 that	 become	 valuable,	
transferrable	assets	for	their	owners.	
Any attempt to resolve the vast Black-
White	 wealth	 divide	 requires	 that	
we examine the underlying drivers 
of	 African-American	 entrepreneurs’	
financial vulnerabilities—like cash 
flow	difficulty—and	explore	ways	 to	
address them. 
	 To	 this	 end,	 CFED’s	 latest	 re-
search,	 Unstacking	 the	 Deck:	 To-
ward	 Financial	 Resilience	 for	 Afri-
can-American Entrepreneurs in the 
South, begins to dig deeper by tell-
ing	the	story	from	the	perspective	of	
practitioners who work closely with 
African-American	 entrepreneurs	 in	
the South. Next, we’ll head to the field 
to	talk	with	African-American	entre-
preneurs themselves in Georgia, Mis-
sissippi and North Carolina. By help-
ing us articulate why and how they 
experience	cash	flow	difficulties	and	
what would help weather them, we’ll 
move closer to solutions that unlock 
African-American	 entrepreneurs’	
ability to build wealth through busi-
ness ownership.

The challenge for most African-Americans isn’t the 
entrepreneurial spirit, but having sufficient access 
to funding and venture capital, according to the 
Center for American Progress, a Washington D.C.-
based think tank. 53-year-old Charmaine DaCosta 
of New York (pictured), launched her beverage line 
with seed money from a business competition, her 
own cash and that of individual investors.

money.cnn.com

Dedrick Muhammad is director of the Racial 
Wealth Divide Initiative for the Corporation 
for Enterprise Development (CFED) and host 
of the Race and Wealth podcast (soundcloud.
com/rwdpodcast)



1 4    A L A B A M A  M I C R O E N T E R P R I S E  N E T W O R K 

 MICROBUSINESSES GROW AND HIRE WHEN THEY GET THE RIGHT MIX OF CAPITAL AND 
SUPPORT.	AEO	research	found	a	30%	difference	in	average	annual	revenue	growth	for	a	sample	of	busi-
nesses that got support compared to their peers that did not. 
 Yet today there is no system to support Main Street businesses, especially those in low-wealth communi-
ties.	Providing	business	owners	and	aspiring	entrepreneurs	the	right	mix	of	resources	and	support	systems	
could increase employment by microbusinesses in low-wealth communities by well over 10 percent. 
	 With	generous	support	from	Capital	One,	AEO	sought	to	understand	opportunities	to	improve	the	support	
landscape	for	microbusinesses	in	low-wealth	communities	so	that	they	can	grow	and	hire.	
Here’s	what	we	found:

WHAT DO BUSINESS OWNERS NEED?

 We identified three common 
areas	where	business	owners	 fall	
short on the path to capital:  
 1. Building credit (both person-
al and business)
	 2.	Financial	management	capa-
bilities	 including	 cash	 flow	 man-
agement and tracking financials
	 3.	 The	 trajectory	 of	 their	 rev-
enues and profit

WHAT DOES THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE 
AND APPROACH LOOK LIKE?

	 “Technical	 assistance”	 repre-
sents	 the	 range	 of	 training,	 tools	
and services offered with the in-
tent	of	helping	emerging	and	exist-
ing businesses succeed.
	 A	scan	of	 the	current	 landscape	
of	technical	assistance	reveals	offers	
that can be grouped into two broad 
categories:	 “programs	 and	 initia-
tives”	and	“products	and	services”.

RE-IMAGINE 
TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANCE
SHIFTING THE 
SUPPORT LANDSCAPE 
FOR MAIN STREET

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

THE CASE FOR “TRUSTED GUIDANCE”

	 Meeting	 the	 needs	 of	 small	
business owners and aspiring en-
trepreneurs in low-wealth com-
munities is about bringing to bear 
available products, services and 
resources while creating social 
networks and new market oppor-
tunities	to	solve	for	access.	Achiev-
ing	 these	 objectives	 requires	 a	
new model. We are calling this new 
model	“trusted	guidance”.
 A trusted guidance model in-
cludes	 fuel	 to	 ignite	 confidence	
and	the	spark	of	entrepreneurship	

By Tammy Halevy
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along with actionable advice and 
access to resources to improve the 
odds	of	success	along	the	way.

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

	 1.	There	is	a	critical	unmet	op-
portunity to help business owners 
and aspiring entrepreneurs in low-
wealth communities achieve their 
dreams and aspirations, grow and 
create	jobs.	
	 2.	Organizations	–	nonprofit,	for- 
profit and government – must de-
sign and deliver support to meet 
the	needs	of	the	business	owner	or	
aspiring	 entrepreneur.	 This	 may	

seem obvious, but too many pro-
grams are not designed or deliv-
ered with the needs or constraints 
of	the	business	owner	in	mind.
	 3.	 Meeting	 the	 needs	 of	 small	
business owners and aspiring en-
trepreneurs in low-wealth com-
munities is not only about the 
design	 of	 a	 single	 training	 course	
or tool. It’s about bringing to bear 
available products, services and 
resources while creating social 
networks and new market oppor-
tunities.
	 4.	Ensuring	that	business	own-
ers	get	their	needs	met	will	require	
non-profits	to	focus	and	engage	in	
more effective collaboration with a 

range	of	partner	types.		
 5. Experiments with and learn-
ing about possible collaboration, 
with an eye toward replication and  
or scale could happen through a 
facilitated	network.
 AEO is taking the lead on es-
tablishing	 infrastructure	 to	 sup-
port a network and assembling 
participants	in	a	network.	To	learn	
more about the research or to get 
involved in Alabama, visit us at 
aeoworks.org. 

You can see the entire Re-Imagine 
Technical Assistance Report on the  
AMEN website at microenterpriseal-
abama.org.

RE-IMAGINE TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE (Continued from Page 14)
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AMEN is a 501(c)3 organization formed in 2002 to speak 
with one voice to serve, educate and empower micro-
enterprise service providers in Alabama and the entre-
preneurs they represent.

PO Box 1882  |  Birmingham, Alabama 35201 
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