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29.1 Introduction

The intent of this chapter is to provide guidance to a consumer who is interested in establishing or maintaining a small business venture as an employment outcome. Any exception to the following guidelines requires appropriate review and approval.
…

29.3.1 Role of the VR Counselor

After determining consumer eligibility, the primary roles of counselors in supporting a self-employment outcome are to assist the consumer in
· determining and obtaining training appropriate to operating a successful business venture, including basic blindness skills needed to be independent;
· making informed decisions; and
· locating resources for financial support of the chosen venture. 

Finally, the VR counselor has the responsibility of either approving or not approving the IPE.

29.3.2 Risk

Counselors should advise consumers interested in establishing a small business that the Small Business Administration reports that many  new business ventures fail within the first three years (some estimates are as high as 50 to 80 percent). Other statistics show that small business ventures are much more likely to succeed when the consumer
· contributes substantial capital, and 

· provides a strong business plan. 

…
29.3.4 Assessments

…
The vocational goal of self-employment requires that the consumer be able to function with independence and confidence and be able to make decisions. Counselors should, as part of informed choice, be sure to discuss these factors with consumers who seek this goal. Counselors will complete the Characteristics Checklist with the consumer.
…

29.3.5 Consumer's Role

Exercising informed choice and taking responsibility in the VR process makes demands on the consumer in determining his or her self-employment goal. To be fully engaged in the VR process, including the development of the IPE, the consumer must gather and use information to the extent possible, participate in planning and problem solving, make and implement decisions, and identify needed resources.

In terms of self-employment, it is the consumer’s responsibility, with assistance from the VR counselor, to determine issues related to the employment goal. These issues or areas to explore include
· completing the Characteristics Checklist with the counselor,
· completing or developing the information needed for a business plan (even if a plan is not required), 

· identifying the potential market and estimated revenue, 

· contacting people who are engaged in the same area of employment and determining the viability of the goal while identifying potential problems, 

· determining any potential training needs, 

· developing a contingency strategy that will negate losses in case the business is not successful, and
· making a concerted effort to secure funding from sources other than DBS. 

29.3.6 Assistive Equipment

…

The costs of the consumer's assistive equipment, for example, a CCTV, computer with speech and/or large print program, scanner, or note-taking device, are regular VR expenses and subject to standard technology purchasing procedures. Nonassistive software such as Quikbooks, computers without assistive software, printers, or supplies, etc., are not considered assistive equipment. Assistive equipment is not to be considered a cost in a proposal letter or a business plan when referring to the self-employment funding guidelines.

29.4 Consumer Participation in Small Business Ventures

Once a consumer indicates a goal of establishing a small business, the counselor should inform the consumer that he or she is expected to make a substantial financial contribution toward the cost of the plan, not counting the purchase of assistive equipment for individual use.

In order to make the consumer a stakeholder with a vested interest in the success of the small business and to encourage the necessary diligence, perseverance, and commitment to enhance the possibility of success, the consumer shall be required to contribute to the start-up costs of the business in the amounts  required by the Division for Blind Services. In determining the amounts required to be provided by the consumer, the Division for Blind Services shall consider funds available to the consumer from other sources as well as funds available to the Division for Blind Services under its current budget limitations. The contribution required of the consumer may be satisfied in whole or in part by in-kind contributions (personal assets provided by the consumer, which may include items such as tools, furniture, supplies, and business space) and funds acquired or to be acquired from other sources. A consumer requesting $1 - $5,000 shall be expected to contribute at least 10 percent of the total amount requested; $5,001 - $10,000, 20 percent; $10.001 - $15,000, 30 percent; $15,001 and higher, 40 percent. If a consumer does not contribute at these percentages, justification must be submitted, reviewed, and approved by the Standing Self-Employment Committee.
…

29.4.2 Business Venture Requirements and Review

…

Note: Generally, the SBA, banks, credit unions, etc., do not loan start-up money for new businesses, only established businesses.
Proposed Ventures Requesting No Financial Support 

A business plan or proposal is not needed if no funds are being expended toward the business. All services should be outlined in the IPE (for example, purchasing only assistive technology or physical restoration).
Proposed Ventures Totaling $1 to $5,000
A consumer who is seeking financial support of a business venture totaling $1 to $5,000 must submit a proposal letter for review. The proposal letter must contain
· the type of proposed business, 

· the location of the proposed business, 

· a list of items requested from the Division for Blind Services, 

· the total cost of items requested, 

· a list of items and/or monetary contribution the consumer is contributing to the business, and 

· a summary of the consumer's experience that would make the business a viable venture. 

A sample business proposal letter is available on the Consumer Services Self-Employment site.
Proposed Ventures Totaling $5,001 or More
A business plan is required for all small business ventures totaling $5,001 or more. The business plan helps the consumer thoroughly consider all the details related to the venture and make plans accordingly. It also provides information to the counselor and other potential funding sources about the type of proposed business, how much funding is needed, why the amount is needed, how any funding might be used, how the business will be run and marketed, and other particulars.
A copy of the proposal letter or business plan must be provided to the Employment Assistance Services manager.
…

29.6 Small Business Venture Development Guidelines

The following grid is provided in both table and narrative formats and is designed to serve as a guide to the counselor and consumer. A key of definitions follows the grid, and examples of business plans and proposal letters are provided on the EAS Web page.

$1 – $5,000
· Required 

· Write a proposal letter and submit a copy to the EAS manager 

· Complete the Independence Matrix 
· Obtain an EAS assessment

· New businesses must

· obtain guidance from the Small Business Development Center and/or explore career choice at CCRC (or like facility), and
· complete an online or classroom course on starting one’s own business, if possible. If not possible, review with the VRC or VRT the Worksheet for Starting Up a Business.
· Optional 

· 
· 
· Obtain a mentor and share information with the VRC

$5,001 – $10,000
· Required 

· Obtain an EAS assessment 

· Write a business plan and submit a copy to the EAS manager 
· Obtain guidance from the Small Business Development Center or SCORE (Senior Corps of Retired Executives) 

· Contact the Small Business Administration http://www.sba.gov/ 

· Obtain a mentor and share information with the VRC 

· Complete the Independence Matrix 
· Complete an online or classroom course on starting one’s own business (optional for existing business)

· Obtain a mentor and share information with the VRC
· 
· 
· 
·  

$10,001 or Higher
· Required 

· Obtain an EAS assessment 

· Obtain guidance from the Small Business Development Center and/or explore career choice at CCRC (or like facility) 

· Write a business plan and submit a copy to the EAS manager 

· Contact the Small Business Administration http://www.sba.gov/ 

· Submit a business plan for review by the Standing Self-Employment Committee 
· Complete an online or classroom course on starting one’s own business
· Complete an Independence Matrix 
· Obtain a mentor and share information with the VRC
· 
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Notes:
1. For proposal letter, business plan examples, and resource information, see the Consumer Services Self-Employment site. 
2. For any venture totaling between $1 and $5,000, a proposal letter is necessary; for any venture totaling $5,001 or more, a complete business plan is necessary 

29.6.1 Small Business Venture Grid Key Definitions

…

29.7 Approval of Viable Business Ventures

…

$5,001 - $10,000
Business plans are reviewed by the counselor, EAS, EAS manager, regional program support specialist, and field director. If it is determined that the plan is viable, the plan must be approved by the field director. The Standing Self-Employment Committee is available for consultation through the EAS manager if needed.

$10,001–$15,000
Business plans in this category are reviewed by the counselor, EAS, EAS manager, regional program support specialist, field director, and the Standing Self-Employment Committee. The responsibility of the Standing Self-Employment Committee is to review, evaluate, and score business plans and report their findings to the EAS manager, who relays these findings to the counselor, EAS, regional program support specialist, and field director. Findings include recommendations for funding, not funding, or suggested changes that would improve the viability or augment the success of the venture. The director of programs management must approve the business plan.

$15,001 and Above
Business plans in the $15,001 and above category are reviewed by the counselor, EAS, EAS manager, regional program support specialist, field director, and the Standing Self-Employment Committee. The responsibility of the Standing Self-Employment Committee is to review, evaluate, and score business plans and report their findings to the EAS manager, who relays these findings to the counselor, EAS, regional program support specialist, and field director. Findings include recommendations for funding, not funding, or suggested changes that would improve the viability or augment the success of the venture. The director of programs management and the assistant commissioner for Blind Services must approve the business plan.
…

29.9 Summary

The federal government has mandated and encourages self-employment as a viable employment outcome for VR consumers. The key to a successful self-employment outcome, as with any successful employment outcome, is communication of realistic expectations, needs, and expertise between the consumer and the VRC. Self-employment can be a nebulous outcome to achieve. If you need assistance with a self-employment case or clarification of information presented in this section, please contact your regional EAS, regional program support specialist, or the Employment Assistance Services manager at (512) 377-0650.
