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Impact Statement 

Project Title: Native American Entrepreneurship Program
Issue: According to a study conducted by the E. M. Kauffman Foundation, Minnesota ranked last nationally for entrepreneurial activity from 1996 to 2012 (Fairlie, 2013).  Several factors are indicated as potential explanations for the low level of activity.  First, Minnesota has one of the nation’s highest level of employment.  According the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (2014), the unemployment rate for Minnesotans in November of 2013 was 4.6% compared to the national unemployment rate of 7.0%.  Minnesota’s employment sector is considered very stable thereby decreasing the necessity of forced entrepreneurship.  Not all Minnesotans are equally likely to be employed.  In November 2014, the unemployment rate for Native Americans in Minnesota was 19.2% (Minnesota Budget Project, 2014).  
Another contributing factor decreasing the necessity of entrepreneurial activity in Minnesota is the availability of public and private support for the unemployed and underemployed.  In 2012, Minnesota ranked eleventh nationally in the number of nonprofits per capita (National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2013).  While not all of these directly benefit unemployed persons, Minnesota has a high percentage of these nonprofits dedicated to working with the unemployed.

In addition to the lack of economic forces pushing Minnesotans to start businesses, there appears to be a lack of concentrated resources designed to assist Minnesotans to start and operate their own small businesses.  The Department of Employment and Economic Development has an office designed to help those interested in starting small businesses (Small Business Assistance Office) and maintains Small Business Development Centers.  However, these entities are largely referral services and provide materials and some coaching but lack a well-defined process for small business start-up. 

Native Americans in Minnesota resemble their counterparts in other areas of the country in that they are the least likely to be business owners of any minority group (Bressler, Campbell, and Elliot, 2014).  

Much of my work in my professional career has been to work to build entrepreneurial infrastructures in communities to support entrepreneurial development.  To this end, I established the Southern Entrepreneurship Program (www.theSEP.org) in 2007.  This program trains high school students, community college students, and displaced workers how to start and operate their own small businesses.  To date, SEP has trained over 3,000 individuals to start and operate their own small businesses.  This program has also been piloted in a train-the-trainer format in several states and with one Native American tribe.  

As I moved to Minnesota in late 2012, I began to try and get a handle on the resources available for emerging entrepreneurs.  Further, as I began working with Native American groups in Minnesota, I found that resources for Native American business startups are few and far between.   Little has been done to work with the communities to build systems for entrepreneurial development.   The success of the SEP program and other similar entrepreneurial development programs hinges on working with communities to help them become entrepreneur ready or friendly communities.  To this end, I have engaged the University of Minnesota Extension and representatives from Native American nations to develop the Minnesota Native American Entrepreneurship Program (MNAEP).  

The Minnesota Native American Entrepreneurship Program (MNAEP) is modeled after a program established at University of Southern Mississippi.  The University of Southern Mississippi and its partners developed the Southern Entrepreneurship Program (SEP) in Southern Mississippi in 2007.  This program was piloted in 4 schools in the 2007-2008 school year, expanded to 8 schools in the fall of 2008, and further expanded to 16 high schools in the fall of 2009.  Currently, over 20 school districts are participating in SEP.  Concurrently, the program was further expanded to work with community/junior college students and displaced workers via the community/junior colleges and WIN Job Centers (unemployment centers).  To date, over 3,000 high school students, community college students, and displaced workers have been trained in the SEP curriculum.

The MNAEP program enables program partners to empower the youth of this region to develop and maintain businesses. The intention of the partners is also to develop a practical and state-of-the-art youth entrepreneurship program that can be used throughout the region. 

The Objectives of the MNAEP for the targeted program participants are built into two phases.  The first phase of this project will directly relate to the FSLI project.  Phase two will be initiated by the Native American Nations with support given by the University of Minnesota Extension.

Phase 1: The Train-the-Trainer Program

Objective 1. To identify trainers from each of the partnering Native American nations to participate in the train-the-trainer program.

Objective 2. To assist the Nations to develop local entrepreneurial community coalitions; 

Objective 3. To identify with the train-the-trainer participants a pool of mentors currently in business in the region; 

Objective 4. To assist MNAEP partners improve their effectiveness by identifying key subject-area experts to assist in the entrepreneurial training; and 

Objective 5. To identify potential sources of funding to support the development of and continuance of the MNAEP.

What has been done: In December of 2014, representatives from three Native American Nations gathered to be trained on the curriculum.  An additional 3 Extension educators also participated in the training.  A total of 14 tribal members were trained on the program. Participants also developed plans to create entrepreneurial community coalitions, identified pools of potential mentors and key subject area experts, and identified potential sources of funding to support the programs.
Impacts/New Partnerships: In addition to the tribal members and Extension personnel trained, a representative from the American Indian Chamber of Commerce also participated in the training.  Additional contacts were made with numerous funding agencies that potentially could support the programs and the emerging entrepreneurs.  Prior to this time, these associations had not been made or developed.
Outcome of Project (societal impact/ measure of increased quality of life): Efforts are underway in the tribal communities to jumpstart the programs in the schools and with after school programs.  Given the potential outcomes for youth development, risk reduction, and potential economic development, significant opportunity hangs in the balance for the success of these programs.  The total impacts have yet to be felt but the three Nations are gathering in September for follow-up training that I will be providing.
How has your project been aided by your FSLI experience?  It provided me with the perfect avenue for initiating this important work.  I am excited about where it can and will go through the dynamic interaction between the Nations and the University of Minnesota Extension.  I am hopeful that these interactions will continue to develop and flourish over the coming years.
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