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Small Businesses Report Improving Conditions 

Four out of 10 small-business owners are reporting positive business conditions, according to a new survey by Citibank.  The survey, which polled 750 small businesses across the country, reports that one-third of businesses are doing better than a year ago, with 33 percent expecting their business to grow by 10 percent this year. 

Knowing that adaptation is key, more than half of owners said they have reinvented their business in order to stay open and competitive, with 38 percent of owners describing the competitive climate as "extremely intense."

In order to stay relevant, 47 percent of business owners reported overhauling their products or services, 24 percent changed their infrastructure, 18 percent improved their sales and marketing strategies. Only 7 percent decided to reduce pricing and take a cut in profit, and three percent chose to relocate. 

While not all businesses found it necessary to reinvent their services, nearly 90 percent kept updated on their field, 70 percent increased face time with customers and 52 percent increased their use of social media. Looking ahead, 65 percent of owners expect to increase their marketing, 56 percent will work harder to manage expenses and 50 percent will introduce new products. In order to make such changes and improvements, 75 percent of business owners are using revenue and profits for funding, while 62 percent are dipping into personal savings. 

While business seems to be improving, it is not without sacrifice -- 78 percent of business owners said they took less profit in order to support their business, with 66 percent doing so in order to pay employees. Meanwhile, 70 percent reported working more hours, sacrificing family time. Over 50 percent said they have gone without a paycheck. However, their sacrifice is not the only one, as 80 percent of business owners reported that their employees demonstrated support in the company by making sacrifices of their own, including 38 percent working additional hours without pay and 18 percent voluntarily accepting delayed or missed paychecks. As a pay back, business owners rewarded employees with additional time off (78 percent), a bonus (74 percent) or a raise (70 percent). 

Best of all, business owners reported that customers are staying loyal. Nearly 70 percent reported that customers recognized and appreciated their sacrifices while 87 percent said that they have been thanked by customers. 

This entire article can be found by clicking on: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/06/small-businesses-report-improving-conditions_n_1574447.html?ref=small-business
How Do You Cultivate Innovation?
Being innovative means solving a problem in a unique and creative way. Companies like Google, Apple, GE and Facebook have made billions because innovation is a principal value in everything they do. Given the positive associations with it, every organization likes to think it fosters innovation, but unfortunately, the truth is often much different. This week's Culture Beat explores the qualities of truly innovative cultures. How does yours stack up?

Promoting Pride in the Individual and the Organization - According to research recently published in the Journal of Business Venturing, which looked at two decades of data on 62 countries, both individualistic and nationalistic cultures support innovation. While it’s not a major surprise that individualism is strongly associated with innovation, a more intriguing finding is that cultures that value the success of the group and have high degrees of patriotism also encourage innovation in their people. Countries like Japan and Sweden, for instance, are traditionally more collectivist but are also extremely innovative.

Employing Transformational Leadership - Transformational leadership is a management style that seeks to positively impact the attitudes and behaviors of followers. Frequently described as high-energy and high on passion, transformational leaders are focused more on success of the people responsible for the outcome than the success of the outcome itself. Such managers promote intellectual curiosity, open communication, performance rewards and professional development. They are able to articulate a clear vision for progress and, by appealing to the moral high ground, serve as an inspirational role model for employees. Michael Dell of Dell, Jeff Bezos of Amazon, Lou Gerstner of IBM and Martin Luther King Jr. are oft-cited examples of transformational leaders.

Giving People Permission to Fail - True innovators know that hitting upon a successful idea is a process of trial and error, and more often than not, you have to experiment with several approaches before finding one that works. Cultures infused with innovation are not risk-averse and don’t hold people back by always insisting on a revenue-winning outcome. By giving employees the freedom to fail, organizations also open themselves up to spectacular wins. 

Don’t Restrict the Focus to R&D - Throwing some budget at research and development departments, or launching a siloed “innovation committee” will not definitively move your culture in the right direction.  Instead, employees in all areas of the business must be encouraged to weave innovative thinking into everyday tasks and projects, and should be rewarded for doing so.

Innovative Cultures Don’t Need Gatekeepers - Fast Company Co.Design bloggers Jens Martin Skibsted and Rasmus Bech Hansen claim that there is a new type of professional in American businesses specifically tasked with innovation. “Innovation custodians” are middle managers assigned to oversee innovators and their processes.   Innovation should be an attitude that organically runs through the heart of an organization and cannot be easily implemented by a manager with a to-do list.

To read more, please visit:

http://www.openforum.com/articles/culture-beat-how-do-you-cultivate-innovation?extlink=em-openf-SBdaily
Millennial Management 101
Generation Y is here, and it’s integral to business’ continuing success, Jennifer Kushell, president of Young & Successful Media and founder of YSN.com, told business owners attending America’s Small Business Summit in Washington, D.C.

Also known as Gen Y, the millennial generation and the millennials, this group is between 12 and 31 years old and represents the youngest segment of the workforce. Many of its members are business owners. “The young generation may drive you crazy, but understanding them will help you be less frustrated,” said Kushell, who outlined some of the challenging traits that many members of Gen Y tend to demonstrate.

· Many are struggling to figure out what to do with their lives and with the potential they know they have.

· They haven’t been taught how to operate in the world of work, and it takes them time and guidance to learn.

· Assuming individual ownership and individual responsibility in projects can be hard because they have been educated to work in teams and operate as a group.

· They haven’t learned that it’s not what they do to follow the pack that makes them succeed, it’s what they do to stand out and to go above and beyond.

· Instead of moving straight from college to career, they make this transition over the course of a decade or so; a period that has been dubbed “emerging adulthood.”

· In their mid-20s, they often experience an identity crisis, called a “quarter-life crisis,” because life isn’t turning out the way they had hoped.

While they might present challenges, millennial workers also bring a lot of advantages and benefits to the workplace that can help make a business more successful, Kushell said.

· Young workers are constantly connected to technology, and it’s part of their culture because they’ve grown up with it. Businesses can leverage this technology prowess and save time and money.

· They are great people to hire to start and manage a social media presence, something many business owners are too scared or busy to do themselves.

· They’re not only members of the workforce, but also members of your customer base. Some are buying from you now, and others are influencing their parents’ purchasing decisions.

· They can help businesses innovate and remain relevant.

· They want to do well on the job.

The key to conquering millennials’ shortcomings and capitalizing on their strengths is talking to them as individuals and getting to know each one who works with you, Kushell said. Other strategies:

· Focus on development because young people need a lot of coaching and mentoring in the early stages of their careers.

· Give them interesting work and show they’re a valued member of the team so they don’t get distracted by boredom.

· Demonstrate integrity because Gen Y values integrity and wants to work for companies and organizations that show it.

· Focus on what they accomplish not how they get the job done because young workers don’t want to be micromanaged.

· Demonstrate a clear career path because young workers want examples and explanations of how you move up in business. This is something they haven’t been taught in school.

· Offer opportunities for growth because millennials want to keep learning, developing and being interested in their work.

This article can be found by clicking on: http://smartblogs.com/leadership/2012/05/30/millennial-management-101/
Program Success of the Week – Next Door, Inc.

Paul Schifferer launched Next Door, Inc. in November 2009, operating it himself until May, 2011, when he brought on two full-time and one part-time employee.  Next Door, Inc. is a Veteran-owned business in St. Charles, specializing in the sales, installation, service, and repair of garage doors and garage door openers.

 

By now, Paul has been in the garage door industry for over 10 years.  His style is direct and honest.  He prides himself on providing quality work, guaranteeing his customers both value and satisfaction.  

 

The Illinois Small Business Development Center at Elgin Community College first met Paul in January 2012.  At the time, Paul was sure he was performing some business functions correctly, but he was also sure there was room for improvement.  He felt there were some areas of his business he was not fully addressing as effectively as he should.  Paul was (and still is) determined to take whatever steps are necessary to ensure he grows his business properly.

 

The Illinois SBDC started their counseling services by doing a Comprehensive Business Assessment (CBA) for Next Door, Inc.  With this process, they examined 36 different business functions, and rated them based on the maturity of the company and the relevancy of each function for the business.  The assessment identified those functional areas needing attention, and made recommendations for improvement.

 

After four months of working with Paul, they have discovered that he is an avid learner.  He participates in small business classes, workshops, events, and training programs at ECC to improve his understanding, and to enable him to function better than ever in his business.  

Paul has commented about his Illinois SBDC experience:  "I was referred to The Small Business Development Center by another small business owner earlier this year.  I would have never heard of their services otherwise.  We, as small business owners, should be shouting from the rooftops to spread the word about this fantastic (and completely free) service.  Not only did Sybil meet me at my office and complete an extremely comprehensive assessment of my business, but then continued with helping me develop and understand a budget.  The SBDC also helped me develop marketing plans as well as company policies and procedures.  We have met many times and I leave every meeting feeling positive and with more ideas.  Thank you Sybil for being an outstanding mentor and friend and I look forward to our next meeting!"

Getting the Most Out of WebCATS
All information Must be in entered into WebCATS by the 10th day of the month, for the previous month.  This is not to be confused with the 10th working day of the month.   The next deadline will be Tuesday, July 10th.   Thank You and please contact your Network Coordinator if you have any questions.
Website of the Week - www.smallbizdaily.com/
Rieva Lesonsky is CEO of GrowBiz Media, a media company that helps entrepreneurs start and grow their businesses. Visit her blog, SmallBizDaily. Visit her website SmallBizTrendCast to get the scoop on business trends and sign up for Rieva's free TrendCast reports.

Resource of the Week – Kauffman FastTrac Video
The newest installment of the popular Kauffman Sketchbook video series features an overview of the Kauffman FastTrac program. Kauffman FastTrac entrepreneur courses have been helping business owners launch and grow companies since 1993. The Sketchbook coincides with the release of findings from a survey of recent FastTrac graduates. The results show that despite the current economic environment, FastTrac programs remain applicable and are integral in helping entrepreneurs achieve success with their businesses.
Watch the Video 

What's New on CenterConnect
New this week on CenterConnect you will find the EIT Illinois Small Business Development Center Network May 2012 Performance Report including information on the Entrepreneurship and Small Business programs. 

Moves and News

Congratulations to Bob Rakstang at the Illinois SBDC at Governors State University.   He was awarded the “Veteran Small Business Champion of the Year” by the SBA at the Illinois Small Business Week Awards Luncheon, held in Chicago on Thursday, June 14th.   Congratulations, Bob !

The "Chicago City Treasurer's Business Plan Competition" - Deadline is 7:30pm on Friday July 6, 2012. The three top winners get a share of $10,000. Open to start-ups and existing small businesses throughout the city.  Fill out and submit our two-page executive summary detailing your business and what makes it viable and unique. 

 

Full details and instant entry at:  www.chicagocitytreasurer.com
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The WEEKLY CONNECTION is distributed by the Illinois SBDC and DCEO Office of Entrepreneurship, Innovation & Technology each 

Monday to members of the DCEO Illinois SBDC Network to provide these service delivery partners with regular updates on small 

business issues, opportunities and resources.  If you have information you would like to share with the Network please e-mail to 

mark.enstrom@illinois.gov.  Please feel free to forward this update to other interested resource providers and key stakeholders. 
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