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Implications for Cooperative Extension.  Rural communities are facing economic challenges. In trying to overcome such problems, the common goal is to recruit existing industry into the area. This article discusses how a community can choose another option, that of entrepreneurial enhancement. Two key elements are discussed, pipeline development and business support. The summary concludes with information on how a local community can undertake such an effort and the role that Cooperative Extension educators can play.  
Overview.  Many rural communities in Oklahoma are facing the economic challenges of low population density and remoteness. Businesses within those communities suffer from diseconomies of scale and therefore increase costs of doing business. Even with the advantages of a lower cost of living, business owners often struggle to find adequate human capital and local support. Public policies have not often considered the business owner when rural policies are addressed. 

To combat these issues, rural communities are actively involved in the development of economic activities that will bolster the local economy. Yet in those efforts often the existing micro business owner is overlooked as a building block in those efforts.  A second overlooked segment is the development of support for the local entrepreneur. The article highlighted here focuses on a two-part effort: (1) creating a pipeline of entrepreneurs and enhancing business services for those potential and existing entrepreneurs.  

Background Information.  Entrepreneurs were defined as the owner-manager of a business. In other words, they are the people who create and grow enterprises. The article discusses the following types of entrepreneurs:

Aspiring entrepreneurs - those attracted to the idea of creating a business

Survival entrepreneurs – those who create a business to supplement their incomes

Lifestyle entrepreneurs – those who create a business for lifestyle reasons or the desire to live within a certain community

Growth entrepreneurs – those motivated to develop and expand their business
Serial entrepreneurs – those developing multiple growth businesses

Social entrepreneurs – those create institutions or businesses for public and community purposes. 

The focus of the report was to understand the process of how entrepreneurs develop and then create and grow businesses. Four elements were key in that process: opportunity recognition, idea creation, venture creation and operation and creative thinking. The underlying reason for the study and the paper was that these keys were all things that could be taught and that community assistance could enhance how effectively they were used. 
Building a Region’s Entrepreneurial Base (continued)

Communities successful in entrepreneurial development or in themselves being entrepreneurial have had a vision, saw an opportunity and then grabbed the chance. This meant creative thinking or going “outside the box.” Often issues of lower population size, lower skills/educational levels, limited local demand, limited infrastructure and remoteness from major markets had to be overcome. 

Summary.  So if we agree that building the economic base of any region today will most often involve the development of the entrepreneurial base, the next question becomes how can it be done?

Policy becomes one effort that must be included. At a national level, rural advocates must work to ensure that mainstream programs benefit rural participants and are available in the rural area. Similar efforts must be made at a state level. All policy must recognize the interrelationship between urban and rural and between individual rural areas themselves. At a state level, there needs to be a means to network, to share best practices and build new skills. Local policy efforts follow national and state efforts but also must consider how ordinances and regulations impact the small business owner. 
Much of the article focused on two key components in an entrepreneurial development program: a continuous pipeline of entrepreneurs and business support. The pipeline has two elements. Developing entrepreneurs requires development across the life span. Many educational programs occur in high school. Programs should begin in elementary school and continue for all ages. Many of today’s retirees are thinking of starting that business, something they always desired. 

The second part of the pipeline is encouraging networking. Networks not only allow for a person to discuss ideas but allows for strategic alliances, identification of potential capital, location of service providers both for education and professional services, skill development, and market assessment as well as lessons learned. 
The second component is that of business services: training, technical assistance and access to capital. 
These elements often exist but are often fragmented and not be located in rural areas. And the capital offered is typically debt when some limited equity financing may provide much more support. Capital support can also be in helping the owner be more literate in terms of business financing and opportunities. 
It should be clear from the comments that developing an entrepreneurial climate is not a “one size fits all.” Building an effective climate means it is or has:
Community-driven – using local assets to make balance their economic, social and environmental concerns

Regionally oriented – building on the assets of the entire region instead of eating into those resources in competition

Entrepreneur-focused – programs must be coordinated, offer broad support and provide as part of a system rather than independent parts
Continuous learning – programs that are openly available to all ages and integrated into existing formal educational efforts. 

Anchor institutions – an entity must have the vision and be the advocate for change, willing to build partnerships and mobilize resources 

So how does Cooperative Extension fit? While our efforts can take many paths, the anchor institution is an excellent start based on our education and information flow, partnership building, economic development advocacy and understanding of local buy-in and investment.  
The encouragement of entrepreneurship is not a panacea. It offers potential benefits that often are somewhat modest in terms of size and survival and in the initial stages, low wages and benefits. It is though the basic building block for future growth. Research has shown that entrepreneurial growth attracts other ventures and soon the community becomes “the” place instead of “a” place. 
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