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Agenda Overview
• Purpose of this Joint Session

• Presentation #1: The Small Business Sector in Vermont

• Presentation #2: Making Sense of Small Business Development Needs

• Q/A: Clarifying Questions from Presentations #1 and #2

• Two Business Stories: Start Up and Solopreneur + Early and Growth Stages

• BREAK

• Two Business Stories: Mature and Succession Stages

• Q/A + Discussion about what you heard

• Wrap Up & Take Aways

• Chairs Closing Remarks



Purpose of this Joint Session:

• Provide a high level snapshot of the small business sector in Vermont – those 
with less than 20 employees 

• Review some approaches / tools for understanding the small business life cycle 
and needs at different stages of development

• Hear from 4 entrepreneurs about the day-to -day realities and challenges 
faced by small business owners who are at different stages of development 
with their business

• Consider some gaps in the support system and areas where public policy 
could better to support small business development in the state (so small 
business owners feel supported by the state)



Presentation #1: A (limited) Snapshot of 
the Small Business Sector in Vermont



Source: Vermont Department of Labor, Economic and Labor Market Information, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wage in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, published August, 2024.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The reason we are focusing this presentation on small businesses with fewer than 20 employees is because they have specific needs and account for nearly 93% of all private businesses in the state. The organizations that provide critical technical and business assistance to these types of firms are significantly under-resourced and under-staffed for the level of need.

Because of this, and because many businesses at this size do not yet have an HR Director whose focus is on pay and benefits, professional development and career advancement, and workforce pipeline development needs to support the business’ growth – small businesses can inadvertently be holding back their growth and improvement and thus their profitability – which in turn can hold down the wages and benefits paid to their employees.  

Everyone is aware of the so called ‘affordability’ challenge we have in the state. Alot of important personal, family, community and business needs are too expensive right now. However, we think it is important to recognize that there is a math equation that exists when we talk about affordability. Most of our collective focus is on the expense side of the equation – of bringing down costs. Fair and good to do. However, the other side of the equation is revenue. If wages were increasing sufficiently to meet some of the inevitable rise in some household expenses, the affordability strain would be eased. So while it makes sense to focus on finding ways to bring down the cost of food, transportation, healthcare, property taxes, etc. we ALSO can be looking at ways to support businesses to be more profitable, so that they can use those profits to increase wages, improve benefits and make other needed investments in their business. 

A great deal of state general fund support goes to supporting larger employers – which is understandable since there are less of them to service with support and they employ alot of Vermonters and have the greatest overall economic impact on the state. However, because the vast majority of firms – almost 93% – employee less than 20 employees or are solopreneurs – we should also ensure the strong state support in these types of businesses. All businesses start off with no employees … so if we want to grow the next generation of large businesses, it is important to invest time and effort and support in businesses all along the scale continuum. 

Source: Vermont Department of Labor, Economic and Labor Market Information, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wage in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, published August, 2024.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
-Vast majority of businesses are solopreneurs or VERY small (fewer than 20 employees)
-They may not represent the largest economic output for the state in dollar amount but…
-They do represent almost the entirety of the small business ecosystem in Vermont
-They are the ones with least resources and most need for support (as they navigate the stages of business development over time)

Source: Vermont Department of Labor, Economic and Labor Market Information, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wage in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, published August, 2024.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
0-19 employee scale small businesses are the vast majority of business across every super-sector of our economy as well as their sub-sectors.

Source: Vermont Department of Labor, Economic and Labor Market Information, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wage in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, published August, 2024.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
High Level Take Aways - the data on this slide is from 2021.  Looking at the #s over the past several years, the % are fairly consistent in each category, with the racial minority segment increasing (2023 report/2019 data 5.4% of workers and 2.5% of businesses; 2021 report/2018 data 4.9% of workers and 2.4% of businesses) 





graphic by Vermont Futures Project

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
High Level Take Aways
Vermont’s impressive 5-year survival rate for new businesses in 2020 ranked second highest in the country.  Highlights the state's strong entrepreneurial ecosystem and supportive environment for startups at that time.
Likely this is aided by being a small state where it is easy to network and find helpful resources. Important to maintain and strengthen in post pandemic environment.




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many want to retire and are selling their businesses: Too much supply, but little demand GenX and Millennials have little or no capacity or financial ability to absorb Boomers’ businesses 
Often we focus on # of workers within larger businesses.  Owners of very small businesses require support preparing for/during transition as well as new buyers post transition.
Need to support creation of new business owners who CAN take on transitioning businesses. 



Presentation #2: Making Sense of 
Small Business Development Needs



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
All businesses go through a progression of stages of development – just like humans do. This diagram is meant to convey that businesses need to balance their stage of development with the scale and type of their operation and the of “rules” of each type of market channel they want to sell into. In addition, as a business moves through its inevitable stages of development, it is important to work ON the inner workings of the business to ensure that, at each stage, the business has the appropriate infrastructure and equipment, workforce, working capital, marketing and sales strategies, operational and financial systems in place that will support their success. Business stress and challenges often arise where these core business needs are not attended to. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The stages that businesses go through over time often look like a series of S curves. As a business enters their intended market channels and begin selling their products or services, they experience sales growth. At some point the current operational systems and working capital needed to sustain that growth becomes stretched and strained and/or in order to be able to enter a new market (for example, moving from selling in just Vermont to the whole northeast). Without additional resources (e.g., working capital, employees, equipment, etc.) and without realigning the internal operations (e.g., inventory mgmt, SOPs, etc.) of the business to match the new stage of development, scale of operation and market requirement - business owners and their team face alot of stress and could face a period of decline and eventual dissolution. What is required often at this critical inflection / growth points in the business life cycle is a pivot in their business model or a significant infusion of working capital or a significant revamp of their internal systems and workforce, or all of the above. Working with outside advisors – such as a business coach or having an advisory board for the business and its owner/CEO and mgmt team, can help a business identify and make sense of the stage they may be going through. The important point here too is that this is a natural stage of development, and like all stages in life, we move through them; they are not static. The key is to recognize the cycle and address it head on so you can move through it as efficiently and effectively as possible. And to realize the cycle will come around again!



You can also 
replace  the  supply 
chain labels with 
the  stages of 
business 
development  to 
understand the  
different  business 
needs at  the  
different  stages.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This Market Development Approach grid can be useful as a high elevation tool to assess the different needs of the businesses in an entire industry – such as forest products, aerospace, farm & food, outdoor recreation, tourism, etc. Along the vertical access are the 9 business needs that need to be attended to – by individual business – such as R&D, Technology & Infrastructure, Financing, Technical and Business Assistance, etc. while along the horizontal access are 5 points along a typical product supply chain as it moves from inputs to end use. At each point in a business’ life cycle the needs of the business change. And the specific needs may vary depending on what part of the supply chain a business operates within. And just like any business can use this tool to strategically assess their needs, organizations that support an entire industry’s development (and the businesses within that industry) such as the VSJF, DED, VT Outdoor Recreation Economic Collaborative (VOREC), VT Captive Insurance, can also use this tool periodically to assess the state of an entire industry and consider needs that are not being addressed sufficiently based on the stage of development of that industry. It can be particularly useful when considering the development of an entire new industry – like what happened after the Universal Recycling Bill was passed in 2012 which launch a new market for food scraps, or the way the electric vehicle market is being established with all the types of infrastructure needed t support its growth. The point here is that we can help accelerate the development of a particular industry by being strategic about addressing the needs of that industry along its life cycle.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Just as business development needs change over time, the type of capital needed and/or available to them is best viewed as a continuum. This graphic provides an overview of the different types of capital that exists along a risk and reward continuum and provides examples of they types of organizations that provide these different types/forms of capital. It is important to note that there is no one right form of capital and over time, especially as a business matures and expands, it may need a ‘stack’ of different types of capital all at once. As we discussed earlier, when a business is growing rapidly, they need a lot of working capital to support that growth. Unless a business has accumulated a lot of retained earnings and has strong cash flow it can be difficult to service the growth. Debt most often require collateral and must be repaid on a schedule that may not be in line with the cash flow needs of an expanding business. Equity and Venture Capital most often comes with strings of the investors having a say in how you run your business and tend to lead to the sale of a business as the means of the investors receiving a return on their investment. Also equity and venture capital investors are looking for high returns and depending on the industry a business is in, that may or may not be likely (e.g., food and forest businesses tend to be low margin businesses). The Flexible Capital Fund, L3C was created in 2011 to provide a unique type of capital known as ‘revenue sharing’ to meet the needs of these types of businesses in the food, forest and clean tech sectors.  

It is hardest for start-ups to raise capital (unless you have inherited wealth or already sold a business) as they do not yet have sales and cash flow, they likely do not qualify for bank loans, and they may not know equity investors or want to give up a % of their business at such an early stage. Often what is known as ‘family, friends, and fools’ and/or credit card debt are the only form of capital that can be acquired. 

The point here is that we need to pay attention to the ‘ecosystem’ of capital providers and support their collaboration and awareness of each other so that as a business needs multiple forms of capital at the same time, the coming together of that capital can be easier to accomplish.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In the market development grid we just looked at one of the rows relates to Technical and Business Assistance. At different stages in a business’ life cycle, they can benefit from different types of technical or business assistance, each geared to supporting a business at their stage of development. In order for businesses to have access to the right type of assistance, when they need, it is helpful to have a robust and well resourced ‘ecosystem’ of technical and business assistance providers. 

This graphic also provides examples of the different technical and business service providers that serve the needs of businesses across the state at different stages of development. It also provides some examples of the types of assistance that exists by stage and types of infrastructure support services that exist such as co-working spaces, business incubator spaces, business accelerators, etc. And we also list here other support organizations who have particular functions such as VT DED (e.g., their export trade support, VEGI tax credits, VT Training Program, etc.), the RDC etc.  I am sure we have missed some organizations in this graphic so if you know of an entity that should be listed on this graphic, please let me know and we can add it.

We are fortunate in Vermont to have a wide range of such providers – though those of us in the field do not consider it to be sufficiently resourced. And for the support system to work best, it also needs to well coordinated and collaborative. Service providers need to be aware of each others’ strengths and expertise, and be highly networked with each other, so that if their organization is not the right fit for a particular business’ needs, they can quickly refer them to a service provider who is. FLASH TO NEXT SLIDE 




SBA funded-CNPP Hub-Spoke Model

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Recently, a special 2-year federal pilot program was launched, funded by the SBA, and the VT SBDC gathered 9 other statewide organizations into a hub and spoke model the goal of strengthening this service provider ecosystem all in service to improving the support network for small businesses – especially start-up businesses and solopreneurs. This resulted in increased referrals, intentional coordination of services and training offered.  Unfortunately the funding for this was only designed to last for 2 years as a pilot program. The relationships between the hub and spokes involved still exist but the funding to support the expansion of this improved network is no longer available. 



Needs/Requests for Assistance & Support
Preventure /Start -up:  Feasibility, Market Research, Entity formation, Business modeling/planning, Financial 
projections, Access Capital , Where to start (what they need at what point), Which existing resources to 
use 

• Legal needs: entity formation, regulatory, land use

Growth: Marketing, Pricing/Cost of goods & labor, Clarify mission/market -niche, Hiring and managing 
employees, Business trends/customer base, Access to Capital

• Legal needs: liability, employment, capital, intellectual property , documents for equity raise

Mature businesses: Improve Operations to build value, Management processes and controls, Strategic 
planning, Preparedness for external threats, Use variety of financing tools, Diversify revenue streams

• Legal needs: contracts, data privacy, landlord/tenant, commercial leases (flood 2023 -2024)

Buying/Selling: Valuation, Financing, Market/Industry Research, Goals, Resources (Managerial & 
Operational), Explore Exit Pathways, Access to Capital (collateral/assets)

• Legal needs: mergers, acquisitions, asset deals, purchases, bankruptcy

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Post pandemic.  Small businesses have the least resources (incl. staff) and the most need for support.  These are some of those needs by stage.



VT PoC 

Source: https://www.urban.org/urban -wire /young-adults-credit-trajectories-vary-widely-race-and-ethnicity

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
VT PoC and MSA published a report under the CNPP focusing on the Small Business Environment.

In addition to the needs and requests that we’ve already mentioned, the BIPOC 
*examples of past resources
Needs based on report
not related to 22-24





Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EXAMPLE: Another form of support recently created is the Business Sense series – 36 executive business skills development documents – to aid business owners on their business life cycle journey. They were written by the VSJF’s business coaching program coaches – former c-suite entrepreneurs who have successfully navigated multiple business life cycles and share their knowledge and wisdom with the entrepreneurs they support. These are available on-line and a free resource we have been sharing widely with other service providers to share with their clients. We were able to use some of the CNPP funding we received to translate the 6 financial documents into 6 languages so they could be of benefit to our New Americans community of business owners.



VtSBDC – a resource  to st rengthen small 
businesses

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EXAMPLE: After working with hundreds of entrepreneurs during and after the pandemic and through a number of natural disasters and other threats affecting small businesses, the Vermont Small Business Development Center (VtSBDC) has launched a self-guided Business Agility Guide. The guide was created to help business owners build
and maintain a nimble, responsive, and profitable business that can adapt and thrive in changing natural and business environments and external threats.



Regional Development  Corporat ion Technical Assistance 
Program: navigators and mini -grants for tailored support 
from consultants

Note: 
program 
ended 
because 
funding 
no longer 
exists

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EXAMPLE



Trends 
• Solopreneurs and very small (nano/side  hust le /gig biz):  

• High cost  of entry causes them to keep another job, start  a business on small scale .  
Challenged to sat isfy customers who want  customized services and many ways to pay.

• Start -ups:
• Higher cost  of borrowing (interest  rates), lack of capital available  for startups, longer runway 

(t ime) needed, no awareness of compliance  measures, mission-focus not  compat ible  with 
t radit ional lending perspectives

• Growth: 
• Cost  of living causing re turn to 9-5s

• Buying/Selling: 
• Demographic challenges (VT as the  3rd highest  median age  state  in the  U.S.).  Many 

businesses for sale ; others planning to se ll soon.  
• Few buyers with interest / skill to take  over. Those  who can are  generational (those  of buying 

age  are  less financial able  to purchase–more  debt  -college  loans; less purchase  power)
• Mature businesses:  

• Carrying higher debt from pandemic
• Focus on st rategic  planning and t rying to diversify revenue st reams, gain ‘control’ and sense  of 

agency back into the ir business.



Q&A

Clarifying Quest ions from 

Presentat ions # 1 and # 2



My Business Story:
Start Up & Solopreneur + Early & Growth Stages

Ruth Steinmetz 
Steinmetz LLC, est. 2003

Early/Growth Stage
2 employees

Mike Ripley
Color The Valley, est. 2024

Startup Stage
0 Employees



My Business Story: Mature and Succession Stages

Abbey Duke
SugarSnap Catering 

2003
7 Year-Round 

Employees + 50 on-
call as needed

Whitney Aldrich
Axel’s Gallery & Frame Shop 

Took ownership in 2013
Business started in 1983

Employees - 4



Q/A + discussion about what you heard



Thank you!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our goal today was to…
Provide a high level snapshot of the small business sector – those with less than 20 employees – in Vermont
Review some approaches / tools for understanding the small business life cycle and needs at different stages of development
Hear from 4 entrepreneurs about the day-to-day realities and challenges faced by small business owners who are at different stages of development with their business
Consider some gaps in the support system and areas where public policy could better to support small business development in the state (so small business owners feel supported by the state)
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