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When I arrived in Harrisonburg for my first semester at James Madison University I had little interest in getting to know the surroundings that I would inhabit for the next four years of my life. It wasn’t until the beginning of my second year of residing in Harrisonburg that I began to familiarize myself with the area. What first sparked my interest was that Harrisonburg City Public Schools are home to over 30 different languages with Spanish, Russian, and Kurdish being prominently represented. I was perplexed. How could such a quaint town embrace so much diversity and ethnicity?

When I began working at the Small Business Development Center, once again I found myself in the awkward position of being slightly ignorant – but in this instance to Harrisonburg’s business community. Through my experiences with the SBDC I’ve begun to ask myself questions about how diversity affects economic growth. Does it have adverse affects? Is Harrisonburg’s unique mix of culture and ethnicity advantageous to business? And how does JMU play into all this? 
It goes without saying that the university’s 18,000 students have offered numerous opportunities for businesses to expand and relocate. By contributing largely to Harrisonburg’s population of 16 and 24 year olds – which makes up 43.4% of the city’s population – businesses have begun to flock to this lucrative market.  In the past year alone I’ve witnessed new shopping centers being constructed and existing ones explode in popularity.
However, JMU isn’t the only factor in making Harrisonburg a growing business community; the differing cultures and ethnicities afford business opportunities unique to Harrisonburg and Rockingham County relative to neighboring communities. Entrepreneurs looking to start or expand their businesses could easily take advantage of this growing diversity that has become more and more prominent in small-town America.
When it comes to diversity in business, some important things to keep in mind are:
Labor. Local businesses may feel outside their comfort zone when it comes to hiring from a more diverse labor pool. Don’t be; a more diverse staff could result in tapping into markets that before were unattainable due to various factors such as language barriers and cultural differences. Overcoming these obstacles by having a more diverse workforce could increase a customer’s comfort level in dealing with your business. 
Conflict is a good thing. Conflict can either hinder productivity or enhance the creative process and work flow. It’s important to remember that conflict is inevitable, and having a more diverse staff or customer base may increase the amount of conflict that arises. Use that conflict to your advantage; it could result in higher efficiency, innovation, and stimulate employees to express themselves openly. Diversity encourages the questioning of ideas, processes, and ways of thinking – the key to business growth. 
Diversity drives sales. With the internet a widely used tool, no business is confined to geographical boundaries. This growing globalization has forced big and small businesses alike to be prepared to handle markets and customers from all over the globe. If businesses do not achieve this “cultural readiness” it will be difficult to obtain contracts with government or corporate vendors.

To answer my aforementioned questions, it seems that diversity in business has a positive impact on an ever globalizing world, and Harrisonburg is fortunate to have a community where such diversity can be found. JMU has also played its part by providing a population of young, educated outsiders with differing ideas, beliefs, and ways of life. 

For local entrepreneurs looking for a way to keep abreast with the fast paced, increasingly global society in which we live, your search may be over. Take advantage of the human capital that surrounds you; the key to a successful business may be living right next door. 
Sarah is a junior Economics major at James Madison University. She is from Frederick, Maryland and has been with the SBDC since May 2006. 

For free business assistance with any aspect of starting or operating a business, contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center, with offices in Harrisonburg (540-568-3227) and Verona (540-248-0600), or visit our website at www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter. 
