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For several years now we have been asking typical small business owners across the United States how they knew their enterprises would succeed. Dozens of microenterprises including espresso stands, restaurants, custom cabinet makers, mobile computer repair people, Ebay sellers, fishing guides, gift store owners, etc., are represented in this informal research. The owners report to us with straightforward candor that “they just knew it would succeed,” that “my family has always had similar businesses,” or that “I’ve always had this skill and just felt I could make a go of it.”  These are the most common responses. No expensive research projects; no outlandish scientific samples using state-of-the-art demographic data probes. Quite simply, folks went on a hunch, and they also had work experience in similar businesses, thereby using the skills and interests they had acquired over the years. This past experience in similar businesses is a key indicator, though not the only one, that a small business is headed toward success. However, when seeking to start a new business using OPM (other people’s money), the investor (in our case this usually means Vocational Rehabilitation, the Workforce Investment Act programs, Developmental Disability and Mental Health Agencies, and the Social Security Administration through Plans for Achieving Self Support) does indeed require some justification for the particular business idea and some assurance that it will succeed. Hence the need for a Feasibility Study.

Most disability systems are quite reluctant to invest funds in a business start-up, and many have policies that discourage self employment. For the farmer with an acquired disability seeking to start an agriculturally-related business, past experience in farm operations is a big plus in convincing government systems of the personal qualifications of the owner. Still the question remains: “will the business be successful?” 

While this is a critical question, the literature on business feasibility testing reveals a paucity of resources in the area. Fortune 500 companies generally use their large Research and Development budgets to test new ideas, but such wealth is not available to most small farm owners. The need to test the idea is driven both by practicality (knowing the probability of success is important), and the fact that most rehabilitation and social services staff have little or no training or experience with small business, which makes them suspect of this avenue of employment. 

Many times, the individual with a disability becomes the focus of the various systems’ evaluation approach. This is why a potential business owner is asked such personality-laden questions as:

Are you self-motivated?

Do you enjoy and get along with people?

Are you optimistic about the future?

Are you a good decision maker?

Are you highly competitive?

Are you careful with money?

Do you anticipate the consequences of your actions?

Are you punctual?

Do you plan your work and complete assignments on time?

Are you strong and energetic?

Can you work many hours every week?

These questions may have some legitimacy when starting and operating a business. But they are more likely to be used to screen out people with significant disabilities. The problems rest with the folklore of the entrepreneur. This alleged individual single-handedly and simultaneously serves customers, designs spreadsheets on the computer, and runs a table saw. He makes quick decisions, is in control, and never sleeps. Most people who own businesses are self-employed, but they are not entrepreneurs according to the characteristics above. Self employed people do work hard, take risks, and make decisions. And, people with significant disabilities are just as well equipped to run a small business as the next person, as long as support is available and affordable. The business design, including all forms of support, must be taken into consideration in any feasibility study. As the business idea evolves, paid supports, such as accounting, sales people, and marketing, must be figured into the pricing of the company’s goods and services. Instead of relying on personality testing, vocational evaluations, interest inventories and other questionable gauges of a person’s abilities and business ideas, the logical approach is to determine how to support someone inventively in achieving business success. The issue, again, is one of support, and not of personality or readiness. If a farmer with a disability can no longer milk cows, but can market specialty milk at a higher wholesale price than typical, perhaps the business support solution is as simple as hiring someone who can milk cows, or buying up milk from other producers and performing the value-added processing that generates the higher consumer price at market. Business feasibility takes into account both the owner/operator and the marketplace.  

When planning a business, the questions we seek answers for generally include:

Does this business (product or service) address a recognized need in the marketplace?

How do we know this market exists: how can we find out?

Can this product or service be produced at a profit?

Can this business compete with other similar businesses?

Does this business match your dreams and goals?

Are you truly interested in owning this business?

How much time do you have available to operate this business?

How much money can you invest in this business?

Do you have, or can you afford, the necessary business and personal supports required to run this enterprise?

Do you have, or can you acquire, the skills necessary to perform the parts of the business you wish to perform?

How will this business affect your family?

These questions chart out a journey of discovery: matching the person to their dream and skills; matching a product/service to a market; matching a product/service price to customers. The information gathered is then reported in the draft business plan as a justification for the funding being sought.

A very effective, low-tech/high touch/low-cost technique for testing business ideas comes from Rosalie Sheehy-Cates, Executive Director of the Montana Community Development Corporation. Rosalie recommends simply: “Sell a few. What did buyers think of the product; did they want more; would they pay more for it; should it be a different color or size; can you deliver it; is wholesale pricing available; is it as good as other similar products or services?” Selling a few items or services and having a short discussion with the customer provides crucial information. If no one buys, it might suggest there is no market for the product/service, it is overpriced, it is considered of low quality, or it simply does not address a need. Some serious thought goes into the analysis, but the concept of selling an item before staring a company is logical and ecologically valid. For producers of agricultural goods, the local farmer’s market, local grocery stores, and produce wholesalers are great places to test customer response.

For instance, let’s say that a farmer decides that a better match to her personal situation following the acquisition of a disability is honey production for the specialty market. Before investing in thousands of bees and numerous hives, she buys 50 quarts of honey from the local apiary. While negotiating the purchase, she asks questions of the apiary owner that are critical to her feasibility study and business rationale.  These queries might include:

Are there any other specialty honey producers in the area?

Can you put me in touch with them?

Is this a good area for bee keeping?

What do you charge to process honey; would you recommend I do my own?

What do customers ask for in specialty honey flavors?

Do you have enough suppliers; would you be interested in buying my honey production?

Where do you suppose is a good venue for selling my honey?

Is there a honey distributor you might recommend to me?

Surely, one question and answer will lead to more questions that the prospective business owner needs to pursue. Also, understand that a local producer might find this new business idea threatening thereby coloring the responses. The point is to be open to opportunities. If the apiary in this case is looking for suppliers, then perhaps selling off some of the honey wholesale is a quick cash flow solution and evidence that the business is on solid footing. Calls to the local County Extension Office are also in order, along with a talk with the National Honey Board. Since almost all products have a trade organization, a web search can prove vital in gathering relevant statistics. For instance, a short visit to the National Honey Board web site (www.nhb.org) reveals:

That sales of honey were up nationally for the 2002 production year;

That the Honey Board has Marketing and Sales tips available for free;

That overseas sales are strong;

That the USDA has technical assistance available for honey producers;

That beekeepers can expect to sell their raw unprocessed honey for between $1.25 to $1.50 p/lb;

That for 2003, Canada is the largest import competitor to domestic honey producers;

That U.S. honey exports are strong;

That specialty (value-added) honey products represent a growing market for producers;

That the FDA requires specific honey labeling and that the Honey Board has those requirements on-line.

As the research continues, a trip to the Farmer’s Market might be smart. The farmer can either rent a space or pay someone else with an established booth to try selling her new honey. In this example she makes up five pints and five quarts of plain natural honey (so she can see which size sells best and which produces the most profit), a batch of cinnamon honey in pints and quarts, and a batch of lemon honey labeled for tea drinkers. As she sells the honey she asks the customers how they will use the product, what other flavors they might enjoy, if gift sets would be to their liking, et al. These data then help her determine, at least in part, her pricing, the potential market and new product ideas, and the possible best outlets and seasons for honey sales. 

Additional research can be done by speaking to people at other outlets and of course by searching the Internet. This is the easiest place for comparing business ideas, seeing what others with similar ideas and businesses are doing, and linking up with business owners across the globe. Not only are other existing businesses easy to find through a search engine (e.g. www.google.com), but their pricing, product line, terms of purchase and shipping, seasons of operation, advertising strategies, and other key business components are offered for the Internet researcher to see. Another on-line resource is www.zoomerang.com. This on-line survey service is free when used with small samples and has helped many individuals poll their local communities to establish market demand. And, local, state, and federal economic development assistance is available over the Internet. Local Small Business Development Centers (SBDC) are always listed, as are state Small Business Administration resources (both can be found at www.sba.gov ). A great site for finding government assistance for small business ideas and financing is www.firstgov.com and is often the beginning point for determining available resources, regulations, and expertise.

Some important web sites for testing business ideas and getting a sense of feasibility by examining similar business plans, reading reports, checking regulations, finding financing, or other related topics include:

	Name
	Address

	Zoomerang (survey tool)
	www.zoomerang.com

	Zapdata (a Dun & Bradstreet business statistics service)
	www.zapdata.com

	FirstGov
	www.firstgov.com

	U.S. Small Business Administration
	www.sba.gov

	Association of Small Business Development Centers
	www.asbdc.net


	Forum for Women Entrepreneurs
	www.fwe.org

	On-line Women’s Business Center
	www.onlinewbc.org

	National Association of Women Business Owners
	www.nawbo.org


	Office of Women’s Business Ownership
	www.sba.gov/womensbusinesscenter.org

	Entrepreneur.com
	www.entrepreneur.com

	Inc Magazine
	www.inc.com

	U.S. Dept. of Agriculture
	www.usda.gov

	Senior Corps of Retired Executives (SCORE)
	www.score.org

	The USDA Agricultural Research Service
	www.ars.usda.gov

	Rural Institute Pass Plans on-line
	www.passplan.org

	U.S. Dept of Labor
	www.dol.gov

	U.S. Dept. of Education
	www.ed.gov

	Job Accommodation Network
	www.jan.wvu.edu

	Virginia Commonwealth University Research & Training Center
	www.worksupport.org


	The Abilities Fund
	www.abilitiesfund.org


Another way of testing ideas is asking potential customers what they think. Telemarketers call nightly to ask questions about buying products and services. While this can annoy some people, a short survey that asks a person’s opinion, with no sales pitch, is an effective, legal, and inexpensive way to get advice and public opinion on a business idea. While large corporations spend millions of dollars on statistically correct surveys, most small businesses ask small samples of customers very simple questions. 

If the business idea is for the specialty honey venture, it makes sense to call people in the early evening, asking first if they use honey. Of course, honey sales may be largely a wholesale operation with grocery stores or processors doing the actual retailing, but some evidence that consumers want gourmet honey may help to convince a local store to carry the product.

A phone survey approach to for the specialty honey might go as follows. First, determine the demographic profile of a likely consumer:

They have disposable income to afford the product;

They do not have time to make their own flavored honey;

They may have children who would benefit from honey instead of refined sugar;

They may be health conscious and desire a healthy, natural sweetener.

If there is a particular part of town where folks fit this description reside, search the phone book for phone numbers of people on those streets. Make a list to record their answers so that data can be shared with other advisors. While the same questions should be asked of everyone called, being conversational is a much better approach than offering a rote monotone interrogation. Call enough people that a pattern of responses begins to form (five calls is too few, while 100 is probably way too many). Chances are you will hear new ideas and have discussions that challenge the business idea, improve it, or lead to a new product idea. Follow these leads if they are promising; rewrite or modify the questions to clarify the idea to those being called.

The phone script might sound something like this: 

“Good evening. I am developing a new business in town and I am calling to get some advice. All I need is about 3 minutes of your time.”

Wait for acknowledgment. If the person is annoyed or busy, thank them and say goodbye. Otherwise, continue:

“I am making specialty honey. I am researching the demand and desire for my products. Right now I am planning on selling at the local Farmer’s Market, in local Health Food stores, and through my website. My honey comes in orange flavor, cinnamon, and lemon. It is especially good in hot tea and for use in cooking glazes, desserts, and in salad dressings. Do you have a need for specialty honey?”

Record response.

“How much honey do suppose you (or your friends) might use this year?”

Record response.

“Where would you be mostly likely to look for this product?”

Record responses. Again, pursue questions and comments in a friendly manner. 

“Do you think you might buy my honey for Birthday or Holiday gifts?”

Record responses.

“A typical pint of honey sells locally for $4.50; would you pay $5.00 for a pint of organically flavored honey? Does that sound reasonable to you?”

Record Responses. They may or may not agree with you. Do not argue about pricing. Collect the information and make decisions later.

At this point more questions may be appropriate, but the 3 minutes is up. Move on and say goodnight, unless the person continues to be enthusiastic.

This is simply one hypothetical scenario. There is no one correct way to approach the survey. But do keep it simple, conversational, and friendly. If the phone is too impersonal, get permission from the local Mall owners and survey some shoppers, or stand on a street corner and ask passersby. The data collected is written into the justification section of the business plan, making the case for receiving financial assistance from a funding agency.

There are many ways to test a business idea, but there are no sure things in this world. In the end, the owner needs to enjoy the work, have adequate and creative supports, and a flexible business model to maintain and recruit customers.

