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SBA is Now Accepting Nominations for the 2013 Small Business Awards
Do you know an outstanding small business deserving of recognition? The SBA is now accepting nominations for the 2013 National Small Business Week Awards, including the prestigious Small Business Person of the Year award.  
Since 1963, National Small Business Week has recognized the outstanding achievements of America's small businesses for their contributions to their local communities, and to our nation's economy.  In 2013, the 50th year celebration will honor the nation's 27 million small businesses. 
Visit: NationalSmallBusinessWeek.SBA.gov to submit your nomination now through January 3, 2013. 
 
The SBA awards to be given in celebration of National Small Business Week will include:
1. National Small Business Persons of the Year (chosen from among state award winners from each of the 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and Guam)
1. Phoenix Awards (recognizing outstanding accomplishments during disaster recovery)
1. Small Business Prime Contractor of the Year
1. Small Business Subcontractor of the Year
1. The Dwight D. Eisenhower Award for Excellence (recognizes large prime contractors who have used small businesses as suppliers and contractors)
1. SBA 8(a) Graduate of the Year (for recent graduates of the SBA's 8(a) contracting program)
1. Small Business Development Center (SBDC)Excellence and Innovation Award(nominations of SBA-funded SBDC Service Centers)
1. Women's Business Center (WBCs) of Excellence Award (nominations of SBA-funded WBCs)
1. Veterans Business Outreach Center Excellence in Service Award (nominations of SBA-funded Veterans Business Outreach Centers)
For detailed information about eligibility and required documents, please review the  nominations  guidelines for 2013.
 
In addition to the website, Illinois' Local Nominations can also be sent directly to SBA Illinois District Office, to the attention of Mark Ferguson. 
Award winners in each of the award categories will be invited to Washington, D.C., to attend National Small Business Week events, and to compete for national titles in 2013. 
 
Mark Ferguson, Public Information Officer, U.S. Small Business Administration 
Illinois District Office, 500 West Madison, Suite 1150, Chicago 
T. 312.353.5430 / F. 312.886.5688 / E.  mark.ferguson@sba.gov

8 Tips for Keeping your Business Blog Current, Relevant and Fresh 
by Caron_Beesley, Community Moderator - How’s your business blog doing? Running out of ideas? Struggling to keep it up-to-date?
You’re not alone. In the busy-ness of business, keeping your blog fresh is not always at the top of your mind and not always the easiest chore to check off your list. The problem is, if you really want to make an impact you have to keep your blog updated regularly to keep visitors interested.
Here are a few other reasons to keep your blog fresh:
1. Search engines love to provide their customers with relevant, helpful, and up-to-date content and blogs provide this. Blogs are also less formal than static web content and this conversational tone is akin to the way people query search engines and connect with the content they find. 
1. An up-to-date and informative blog is also an essential tool in your social media arsenal. If you keep your blog current you’ll never run out of useful tips, insights and relevant information to share with our Facebook and Twitter fans. It’s also a great way to get your audience to engage with your business and each other (via comments), and of course, a great way to drive traffic that you wouldn’t normally get to your website.
How to Keep Your Blog Fresh and Relevant
As a business blogger you don’t need to post five blogs a week; you just need consistency, relevance and a little inspiration.
Here are eight tips for keeping your small business blog current and fresh!
1. Write Within Your Means – You don’t need to write a long blog post (over 500 words) every time.  Keep your posts brief if you need to.  A great way of doing this is to use “fillers” (posting links to other blogs, event pages, YouTube videos, and so on) and frame them with an intro. Don’t do it all the time but it’s certainly a way to keep content fresh without spending too much time researching and writing.
2. Listen to and Get Blog Ideas from your Customers –Your customers, and potential customers, are your target audience and a great source for blog topic ideas. Listen to them. What are their challenges? How can your skills and expertise help them with their pain points? You don’t need to delve into how your product helps them; do that and you run the risk of sounding like a sales pitch. Instead, focus on your area of expertise and write about what is relevant to your customers.
For example, if you run a law business and get hundreds of questions about “How do I write a will?” or a fashion boutique owner who regularly finds yourself offering your customer’s style tips.  Use your blog articles to share your expertise and answer the questions you get every day. In this case the law business could write about “5 Things You Need to Know about Writing your First Will” and the boutique owner might wish to share “6 Tips for Pairing Old and New in your Closet”.
So lend an ear to your customers wherever they are -- on Facebook, on Twitter, in your store, in their homes, wherever you come into contact with them.
3. Look to What Others are Writing About – Inspiration can come from a variety of sources, and don’t feel that you have to reinvent the wheel with your blogs. Take the time to follow and read other blogs that relate to your field. What’s going on in the news? Is there a new industry development that’s worth writing about? Oftentimes you can spin a different angle on a topic that’s already been written about, or even reference that blog and weigh in with your comments (but never copy the article).
4. Showcase People – Why not feature willing customers? What they do, why they use you, real simple stuff. What about your team? Do you have any quirky characters or rock star employees that your customers love – showcase them so that your readers can get to know the people behind the business!
5. Invite Guest Bloggers – Take the burden off yourself every now and again while also opening the door to a new voice. Guest bloggers often cover ground that you can’t or provide a useful insight into another aspect of your industry. Guest bloggers might include a business partner, a vendor, or an industry expert. Be sure to give them plenty of advance notice to write the blog, and be prepared to discuss the angle you want their topic to take. You also want to subtly ensure that your quality is not impacted. Don’t be afraid to edit the guest post, just be sure to share the edits with the blogger as a courtesy – most guest bloggers welcome a second pair of eyes to review and polish up their work.
6. Turn on Comments –Simply put, comments are another way for readers to interact with you and each other. Don’t disable them, and be sure to monitor them for SPAM, etc.
7. Develop an Editorial Calendar – This is an absolute must and can really make the process of writing much easier because you do all the planning in advance. Use a simple spreadsheet to schedule your blogs – quarterly plans are good, but a monthly plan can also work. Remember, you don’t need to post any more than one or two blogs per week but having an editorial calendar can help you formulate your ideas in advance. Your calendar should identify your topic, describe the angle you are going to take, and assign an author and a due date. Be sure to check for any industry or market updates that might impact the angle your blog takes. Then, when you’re ready to write the blog you can hit the ground running.
8. Keep it Focused on Business –The number one golden rule of business blogging: never veer into personal musings on how fast your kids are growing up or what the dog got up to at the park.  Yes, you can add your personal wit and humor to the tone of your blog, but do keep it focused on your business interests and not your personal life.
UPDATE: If you're running out of ideas about what to write about, check out this post from SBA guest blogger, Anita Campbell of SmallBizTrends.com: Never Run out of Blog Ideas - Here are 36.
5 Mentors Every Entrepreneur Should Have
BY JOANNA LORD | December 10, 2012| Entrepreneur - Entrepreneur. It's a tough word -- both to spell and to call yourself. Being an entrepreneur brings with it a love of leaping head first into the unknown. Life-long entrepreneurs love new challenges, and live their lives in a constant growth phase. One of the common resources an entrepreneur turns to is a mentor. Asking for advice and bouncing ideas off of others is essential to the success of an entrepreneur's journey.

I've been fortunate to have a variety of mentors over the years, and I can't imagine standing where I am if it wasn't for them. Despite all the challenges of running a business, the biggest constant in my life is those mentors, and their advice. I also think it's important that mentors come from many different perspectives, as mine have. These are the five types of mentors I've had over the years, and the ones I think any entrepreneur can benefit from:

1. A friend that knew you before you started your own thing.
Perhaps no voice matters more than the one that knew you before you had a startup. They knew you when all this was just a dream, or when you didn't even know what a startup was. They can speak to your roots and ground you when you get lost in the startup haze.
For instance, when I go back home to the East Coast, my friends ask me about everything except tech and business. They tell me how impressed they are but remind me that I need to slow down, to live the life I want, doing what I love. No entrepreneur should lose sight of that.
2. A person with your similar skill set at your point of learning.
Having regular coffee dates or Skype chats with people who are in your similar phase of growth can lead to valuable relationships. I have a group like this, and we push each other and question each other's decisions. We have been there when things fell through and when our big days happened.
There is a confidence that can come with camaraderie like that. We understand what each of us is going through.

3. A colleague you don't love working with.
One of the biggest challenges that face any entrepreneur is justifying what you want to do and why it's going to disrupt the status quo -- whether it be to investors, future co-founders, team members, the press or others. It helps if you're good at talking to just about anyone. Fine tune your ability to take feedback and get good at turning it into positive results. There is no quicker way to do this than to push forward with a relationship that isn't particularly enjoyable or easy at first.
4. A person with the exact opposite skill set than yours.
Seek out mentors who are most unlike yourself. For me it's been coffees with product managers, and tech leads. I've met with chief operating officers and have standing chats with our office manager. Do I know much about any of that? Not really. Do I know more now than I did before I met with them? Sure as heck I do.
Having these types of mentors and encounters has motivated me to take classes in coding and financials, and it's humbling to see just how much you don't know. Life-long learning is critical to success in business, and particularly to those who have bought into an industry founded on innovation.

5. A friend who always knew you'd be an entrepreneur.
Meet often with someone who knows you as "your entrepreneurial self" and not in any other way. He or she is likely the one to say "you got this" and "this is what you do" -- even when you're doubting it yourself. That person can't imagine you ever taking the safe option or quitting. He or she would never tell you it's OK if you haven't given something your best effort, and will cheer every one of your accomplishments.

Program Success of the Week 
Lindsey Morris learned to cook while serving in the military.  He embraced many of the influences to which he was exposed at different postings and while cooking for family, friends and colleagues.    With their encouragement he published “Mo Betta Cookn.” Realizing he needed help to increase sales, he started to meet with Wendy Ryce-Smith and Melissa Duff Brown at the Illinois Small Business Development Center at the Joseph Center in Chicago.  Since becoming a client Mr. Morris has seen book sales revenue nearly quadruple to over $200,000.

In February 2012, Mr. Morris prepared to attend a Wal-Mart Minority Supplier Event with help from the Joseph Center SBDC.  Since then Mr. Morris has published a second book, At Your Service Home Remedies.”  Both books completed a successful trial run in two Wal-Mart stores and are now available on line and in additional Wal-Mart stores.

Congratulations to Mr. Morris and the staff at the Joseph Center SBDC for helping him realize his goals.

Getting the Most Out of WebCATS 
Creating & Working with Conference Records - Please open the link to view a 14 minute WebCATS tutorial on how to effectively record conference information.  http://www.outreachsystems.com/resources/tutorials/Conference_Records/Conference_Records_Tutorial.html

Resource of the Week 
Evernote Business is designed to help small- and medium-sized businesses take advantage of their internal knowledgebase by giving them the tools they need to collect, discover, collaborate, search for, and share ideas within their organization for a more productive environment. The new Business version of Evernote makes use of the features free and premium users already loved, while adding a suite of business-only tools and capabilities including smart data ownership; simple user &  data management; companywide business library; simplified billing; store everything, access it everywhere; knowledge discovery & continuity.  Learn more at: http://evernote.com/business/

What's New On CenterConnect 
New this week on CenterConnect you will find a free e-publication from HusSpot entitled “20 Marketing Trends and Predictions for 2013 and Beyond”. 

Moves and News
We are happy to announce that Sheri Ericson is the new Illinois PTAC Program Manager.  Sheri brings a great deal of experience and knowledge to working with PTAC’s across the state.  We are excited to use her expertise in such a vital area of the Illinois SBDC network.  Congratulations to Sheri. Please join us in welcoming Sheri in her new Illinois PTAC leadership role.  

Happy New Year ! ! ! 
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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 
Tom.Becker@illinois.gov.  Please feel free to forward this update to other 
interested resource providers and key stakeholders


=============================================================================               
Accredited Member  -  America's Small Business Development Centers (ASBDC)
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