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Women are starting and growing businesses in record numbers.  Recent estimates indicate that over 1 in 18 adult American women is a business owner.  There are now an estimated 6.2 million majority-owned, privately-held, women-owned firms, growing in numbers at twice the national average, employing 9l.2 million people and generating nearly $1.2 million in sales.  These impressive figures have been hard-won with much yet to be done on the national and state levels to facilitate and support women-owned businesses.
Challenges: 

On a national level: Affordable healthcare, tax reform, simplification of government procurement rules, and better access to capital are among the top legislative issues that women-owned businesses and small business organizations would like to see taken up during the 109th Congressional session, according to the National Women’s Business Council. 
In Virginia: A study released early last year revealed that over a five-year period ending in June 2002, Virginia companies owned by women and minorities received less than 1% of the state’s procurement dollars. The Advisory Council on Women’s Business documented confusion about certification, lack of understanding of the procurement process, and frustration with an absence of assistance resources as barriers to success of women-owned firms in Virginia.  
Resources:

Given the above statistics and challenges regarding women-owned businesses, where does a woman begin when she contemplates starting or expanding her business? Below are some avenues for women to pursue during and after the formation of a business:
1. Contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center to receive counseling, training, and information on business formation, financing, marketing, management and other business issues. 

2. Access the buying power of the state government. The SV SBDC and the JMU Procurement Services Office are sponsoring a Vendor Fair and Information Session on Oct. 4 to address this topic: www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter. 

3. Visit the United States Small Business Administration (SBA) website:  www.sba.gov. Under “SBA Programs,” click on “Women’s Business Ownership”.  Also visit their Women’s Business Center at www.onlinewbc.gov
4. Look into mentoring programs which match successful businesswomen with entrepreneurs for support as they start and grow their own ventures; mentoring exists at all stages of growth:  
a. National Women Business Council: www.nwbc.gov
b. SBA’s Women’s Network for Entrepreneurial Training:   www.wnet.bz
5. Join business organizations that foster business growth and development: 
a. National Association of Women Business Owners:  www.nawbo.org
b. National Women’s Business Council:  www.nwbc.gov
6. Participate in online chat discussions for business owners:

a. SBA Web Chat Series:  Join by going online to www.sba.gov and clicking “Your Small Business Voice Live Online”. 

b. National Women’s Business Council’s free monthly conference call – Women’s Business Connection: www.nwbc.gov/ConfEvents/wbc.html
7. Other web resources for the woman entrepreneur: 
a. Success Secrets for Women Entrepreneurs helps women business owners with marketing ideas and mentoring: www.womenmarketing.com
b. Become certified as a Women’s Business Enterprise (WBE) to facilitate selling to federal and state agencies: www.dmbe.virginia.gov, www.wbenc.org and www.WomenBiz.gov.

c. The Center for Women’s Business Research:  www.womensbusinessresearch.org
Financial Resources

The first step for any business owner in securing a loan is to prepare a well thought out and researched business plan. Your local SBDC can assist you with this process on an individual basis and/or through classes like NxLevel for Entrepreneurs or How to Write a Business Plan. Check www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter for a listing of future classes.

The first choice for presentation of your business plan and a request for a business loan is your current local banker and/or the Small Business Administration. Other information can be found at:  

1. The SBA’s Women’s Business Center: www.onlinewbc.gov/docs/finance

2. Angel Investor Networks: www.inc.com/articles/2001/09/23461.html;  www.springboardenterprises.org; and www.womenangels.net
The above list is just a “drop in the bucket” of resources available to female entrepreneurs. Space does not allow us to provide a full list with all the details, so please visit www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter for more information. 

If you need assistance in securing information and/or financing for your woman-owned new or existing business, contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center for an appointment.  The Harrisonburg office can be reached at 540-568-3227; the Verona office at 540-248-0600. 
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