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N R . k Inspiring Interviews with Five Entrepreneurs
O IS y Who Found Success Photos by Barb Levant

So many people dream of being their own boss, yet few actually have what it takes to launch a successful
business. Yet every year more than 600,000 hopefuls become entrepreneurs with the hope of seeing their ideas
turn to gold. Meet five women whose entrepreneurial dreams came true.
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Sarah Stopek Hirsch, 32, has accomplished quite a lot for her age.
Recently married this past May, Sarah began her career in sales for a
top pharmaceutical company. By the age of 25, Sarah had skyrocketed
ahead of her colleagues and started work as an independent salesperson
selling logo merchandise for large corporate clients including Radio
Disney and Orbitz. Sarah knew she could do more and decided to
attend the Women’s Business Development Center’s Entreprencurial
Conference at Navy Pier. Not long after, she borrowed money from
her grandmother, hired a staff, and launched Sublime Promotions in
2004. Just three years later, the company boasts XM Radio, Corona,
Orbitz, Radio Disney, Morningstar, Chicago Tribune, Four Seasons,
and National City Bank as some of their valued clients. This month
Sarah will be awarded the Women’s Business Development Center’s
“Rising Star” award at their 21st annual Entreprenurial Conference...
coming full circle.

I love that as an entrepreneur I have the ability to give back and
mentor new business owners. I was fortunate enough to have so many
great people give me advice and contribute to Sublime’s success. Now I
have the pleasure of sharing my experiences with new business owners and
helping them accomplish their business goals.

The most challenging part Is making huge decisions without the
benefit of having owned a company before. I have found the best method
of dealing with this particular challenge is just trusting my instincts and
my experience to make the decisions that are necessary and move ahead.

Being a role model Yes, I had a vision and I put everything on the line to
achieve it. T hope that my success inspires other women to follow their heart
and believe in themselves! We can do anything we put our minds to!

Personal mantra My mantra is, “Whatever I want, I can do it!" I just
keep telling myself that I can do it and I will do it! It really works to keep

me focused and propel me to success!

For more information visit www.newagetransportation.com
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Introducing the Inc. 5,000

We've expanded our list of the nation's fastest-growing private companies,
to create the first-ever Inc. 5,000.

By Jim Melloan
Published Thursday, August 23, 2007

It was August 23, 2006 when John Koten, CEO of Mansueto Ventures, and Ed Sussman, head of our online
publishing division, called me into John's office to discuss the 2007 Inc. 500. I'm pretty sure it was Ed who said
"Fasten your seat belts."

Our company was a little more than a year old, having been formed by Joe Mansueto, founder of Morningstar,
which is itself a five-time Inc. 500 company. After five constrained years as a small part of a multinational
conglomerate, we at Inc. were eager to once again walk the entrepreneurial walk that had made the company so
successful in the 1980s and 1990s. John and Ed saw an opportunity to expand our journalistic reach. We would
build on the magazine's most successful franchise, the Inc. 500 list of the fastest growing privately held
companies in America. In fact, we would expand it tenfold, and integrate it with a brand new social network for
private companies. Thus was the Inc. 5,000 conceived.

Covering private companies is more difficult than the far more common job of covering public companies. The
main reason is that leaders of private companies, unburdened by laws requiring public disclosure, don't have to
tell us anything. But that's precisely what makes our reporting so valuable. For more than 25 years, the Inc. 500
has been the essential guide to the most entrepreneurial companies in America. Now we're digging deeper to
explore an even broader cross section of entrepreneurial America. To complete this task, for almost a year we
unleashed more than 70 researchers, reporters, editors and interns on the project, and we enlisted the help of
dozens of business organizations and trade associations to boldly go where no news organization had gone
before, to identify and profile the 5,000 fastest growing companies in America.

These companies are the elite--a mere sliver of the seven million or so companies in the U.S. that have
employees. What have we learned about them? The 5,000 fastest-growing private companies in the U.S.
produced $194 billion in 2006 revenue, about 1.5 percent of the national gross domestic product, and employed
more than 900,000 people, about 0.6 percent of the jobs in the U.S. Not surprisingly, the average Inc. 5,000
company had more revenue than the average company on this year's Inc. 500 list-$38.9 million for the Inc. 5,000
compared to $34.4 million for the Inc. 500. It had a little over one and a third times as many employees-187 for
the Inc. 5,000; 138 for the Inc. 500. And it was nearly twice as old, with the average Inc. 5,000 company having
been around 15 years, and the average Inc. 500 company just eight years old.

We'll be continuing our analysis for months, but, among other things, we've noticed that the construction and
manufacturing industries, historically not particularly well represented on the Inc. 500, are the two largest
categories on the Inc. 5,000, with each one constituting more than 10 percent of the list. These larger, more
substantial firms represent the backbone of the economy, and while they may not produce the gazelle-like growth
required to make the Inc. 500, their growth is impressive nonetheless. The median three-year growth for
construction firms on the Inc. 5,000 is 108 percent; for manufacturing firms it's 98 percent.

Typical in the construction arena is Ace Asphalt of Arizona, which builds parking lots in the fast-growing Phoenix
area and whose revenue has grown from $56.6 million to $95.2 million over the past three years. A nice example
of high tech innovation in the traditional manufacturing fields is American Leather, which grew from $50 million to
$70.9 million in the last three years, in part from its implementation of a computer-controlled cutting system that

enables it to build and ship any of 700,000 possible custom furniture variations within three weeks. And we can't



drop the topic of Manufacturing without a fond mention of perennial Inc. 500 applicant Big Ass Fan Co., which
makes, well, these really big ass fans--anywhere from six to 24 feet in diameter--that help cool Southern factories
inexpensively. The firm has grown from $7.4 million in revenue to $26.9 million over the past three years.

There are some familiar names on the Inc. 5,000, including some former Inc. 500 companies that are now too
large to be growing at a pace fast enough to make the 500. In fact, three of the top five by revenue are former Inc.
500 companies: computer memory product maker Kingston Technology, No. 1 on the 1992 list, took in $3.7 billion
last year. Brightstar, a wireless product distributor that was No. 154 on the 2003 list, had $3.6 billion in revenue
last year. And ABC Supply, 1986's number one, had almost $3 billion in revenue last year. ABC is headed by Ken
Hendricks, our 2006 Entrepreneur of the Year. His company is now the nation's largest wholesale distributor of
roofing, siding, and gutters.

You'll find these companies at the top of our list of the companies with the most 2006 revenue. We've carved out
all kinds of additional lists: we've got the fastest growing companies in each industry and in each major
metropolitan area. There's also a list ranking the companies by dollar amount--as opposed to percentage--
revenue growth, and a list of companies on the Inc. 5,000 that intend to go public.

For us, the launch of the Inc. 5,000 marks a new era, an era where the discovery will be ongoing and
participatory. In September we will launch IncBizNet, our social network for private companies. All of the Inc.
5,000 will become charter members of this network, and any U.S.-based private company can join. Members will
be able to connect with other entrepreneurs in the same industry or region. They'll be able to share their company
backgrounds, business philisophies, press releases, and multimedia marketing materials on customizable web
pages. They'll be able to discover which vendors other companies trust the most. They'll be able to create
company blogs they can export to their own websites. All of these pages will be under the control of the member
companies.

In the meantime, please play around with the robust sorting and searching functions we've introduced this year
with the Inc. 5,000. Let us know what you discover. (Send all comments to feedback5000@inc.com.) We'll be
doing quarterly polls of companies on IncBizNet on a variety of issues. Next year's Inc. 5,000 applications will be
integrated with IncBizNet. Applicants will indicate that they want to be considered for the list, and as long as they
keep their financials up-to-date on the IncBizNet pages that they will control, they'll be in the running. We look
forward to day-to-day contact and development with America's growing private companies in the coming

No. 1,878 Chicagoland Caregivers

Chicago, IL

Year 2007
Industry Health
Founded 2002
Growth 193.6%
Revenue $2.1 million

Employees 35

What it does: Provides full- and part-time care to seniors and people with disabilities who wish to remain
independent, assisting them in their daily activities and offering companionship.

Why it's growing: Demand for one-on-one care is rising as boomers age and are increasingly dissatisfied with the
nursing home model.

What's noteworthy: Offers instant reports to families by e-mail, as well as case management with a registered
nurse or social worker if families are busy or absent.
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BUSINESS: 50+ LIFESTYLE

LiIvHOME acquires Caregivers Corp.

Published Tuesday, July 24, 2007

LivHOME Inc., the nation’s largest provider of professionally led at-home care for seniors, Monday said it acquired
Chicagoland Caregivers Corp., a leading provider of non-medical home care in downtown Chicago, for an
undisclosed amount. The acquisition — LivHOME's third in Chicago positions the company as one of the largest
providers of premier at-home care in the city.
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A.M. Profile: BrightStar Healthcare CEO

Published Thursday, July 5, 2007

A word of caution to prospective BrightStar Healthcare franchisees: Those who find the thought of hugging the
CEO disagreeable need not apply.

“Some people may be very uncomfortable having the CEO hug them,” said Shelly Sun, BrightStar's 36-year-old
CEO. “They’re not for us.”

If Ms. Sun’s approach seems a little touchy feely for the business world, that may be because she’s in a touchy
feely business.

BrightStar, which Ms. Sun founded in 2002 with her husband, offers a wide variety of home health care services
from recording vital signs to help in administering medication. It also provides non-medical care such as help with
shopping, dressing and bathing or merely companionship.

BrightStar has three company owned locations, all in the Chicago area, and 23 franchisee locations, but Ms. Sun
has ambitious growth plans.

“We expect to be a household name in three to five years,” she said, adding that she wants 400 BrightStar
locations by the end of 2010.

Ms. Sun, who holds a master’s degree in accounting from the University of Colorado, has a strong background in
finance. She became a vice-president at CNA Insurance at 29, heading up the company’s Securities and
Exchange Commission reporting team. She admits giving up the security of her corporate job and starting up a
new business was “absolutely scary.”

She unfortunately discovered first hand the niche BrightStar is intended to fill when trying to arrange care for her
husband’s cancer-stricken grandmother.

“We had to go to three companies to get (what we wanted) done, and some of them wouldn’t even show up”
when scheduled, she said.

BrightStar indulges “both sides of (her) personality” — her desire to help people plus her disciplined, numbers-
oriented professional background, she said.

Thus far, BrightStar has caught the eye of the state of lllinois. BrightStar was named one of 13 “Innovate lllinois”
winners last month, a designation that brought the company a $10,000 state grant and access to entrepreneurial
mentoring services. Ms. Sun declined to provide BrightStar's annual revenues, but said it is profitable.

Now that BrightStar has gained a little traction, Ms. Sun must move on to her next challenge: expanding the
company through franchising.

She fields about 400 inquires a month from people interested in starting a franchise and whittles that down to
between two and four people a month who are awarded franchises.



When looking for franchisees, it's important to find candidates with the right mix of sales, people and financial
skills, said Don Boroian, CEO of Francorp Inc., an Olympia Fields franchising consultant that has helped brands
such as Blockbuster, Auntie’s Anne’s and Jimmy John'’s.

It's also important to choose franchisees who view themselves more as managers and less as entrepreneurs,
even though they’re in some ways starting their own business, he said.

“The (franchisee) is someone who's given a plan and expected to execute on the plan,” Mr. Boroian said. “You
don’t want someone who'’s going to be tinkering with the concept.”

Ms. Sun puts prospective franchisees through an intensive two-day interview process, which includes having the
prospective franchisee lead a sales meeting with a potential customer.

She looks for outgoing people with sales skills, who typically have been through some sort of home health care
experience with a loved one. The typical BrightStar franchisee is a former corporate executive with a net worth in
excess of $1.5 million, she said.

A former CEO of a mid-sized IT equipment manufacturer, Brian Fitzpatrick fit the description of what Ms. Sun was
looking for in a franchisee.

He said he looked at similar several senior care companies in his search for franchising opportunities, but Ms.
Sun’s “passion and vision” persuaded him to become a BrightStar franchisee.

When he was having lots of problems finding a “No. 2" person for his business, Ms. Sun offered to fly out to
Philadelphia and help him conduct interviews and make the hiring decision.

“She recognized that was the single biggest obstacle | had at the time in moving the business from point A to
point B,” he said. “At her own expense and on her own time, she did that for me.”
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State's lucky 13

INNOVATION | Grant money, training for small-business challenge winners
Published Thursday, July 19, 2007

The State of lllinois' third annual small-business challenge cited 13 winners for its $10,000 Innovate lllinois grant
program.

The 13 companies were selected from about 100 companies statewide that submitted applications and business
plans. Entrepreneurs from the 13 soon will begin a six-month program that includes mentoring, growth plans,
access to sales and capital opportunities, education and peer-to-peer networking. In addition, each participant will
receive a $10,000 grant to develop and execute a strategic project and a stipend to travel to three regions
throughout the program.

Innovate lllinois is presented by the lllinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity and
administered with the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center at the Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce.

Finalists were selected by a panel of judges from each of lllinois' regional offices based on the strength of their
business and the potential economic impact of their innovation.

Four companies were selected in the Chicago region as a result of a tie. For more information on the program,
please visit www.INNOVATEIllinois.org.

THE WINNERS
Colorlab Cosmetics Inc., Rockford. Hand-crafted, custom-blended and fresh-made cosmetics.

K.W. Powell & Associates, Rockford. A Web-based, manufacturing sales enabler product to manufacturers that
sell through dealer/distributor networks.

Leading Edge Hydraulics, Rockford. Manufacturer of hydraulic tube assemblies and fittings to the off-highway and
mobile hydraulics industry.

BrightStar Franchising, Chicago. Medical services aimed at keeping parents and grandparents out of nursing
homes.

ClaimForce, Warrenville. A service chain technology company that enables insurance claim professionals to
streamline the claims service process.

GoPicnic, Chicago. Foodservice provider to a variety of industries, including airlines, hotels and elementary/high
school fundraising.

Neat-Oh! International, Northfield. Maker of ZipBin, one of several children-oriented products that make it fun to
be neat.

Professional Swine Management, Carthage. Provides management on all phases of pirj production, including
breeding, gestation, farrowing, nursery, finishing and project development.

R Cubed Technologies, Galesburg. A full service technology company providing information technology products
and services.



Vision Technology, Champaign. Developer of new types of cameras, usually with previously unavailable features.

Arthur Agency, Carbondale. An interactive advertising agency which combines traditional advertising services
with new media services, including Web design, CD-Rom's, DVD's and 3-D animation.

Boon-Docks Equipment, Herrin. Designs and manufactures farm implement solutions unique to the contractor,
landscaper, small farmer and hobbyist.

So iLL, Desoto. Producer of a line of indoor and outdoor rock climbing hand and foot grips for artificial rock
climbing walls.

For more information, go to www.INNOVATEIllinois.org.



D S

;o i
%

e IL M0

4 local firms among Innovate Illinois winners

By Lorene Yue
Published Monday, June 18, 2007

Four Chicago-area companies have each won a $10,000 grant and access to entrepreneurial mentoring services
as part of a state program to help small businesses grow.

BrightStar Franchising LLC of Chicago, ClaimForce Inc. of Warrenville, GoPicnic Inc. of Chicago and Neat-Oh
International of Northfield are among the 13 winners of Innovate lllinois 2007, a state program created three years
ago. Winners will participate in a six-month program to help develop growth plans and identify ways to raise
capital in addition to the grant.

“Ideally, we would like to use the money to continue to develop our sales channels,” said Julia Stamberger, who in
2006 co-founded GoPicnic Inc., which provides boxed meals for retail sale in the airline, education and hotel
industries. “Not necessarily hiring sales staff, but producing sales and marketing materials or (financing) exhibits
at conferences.”

Gerry Linda, director of marketing for Neat-Oh International, creator of portable, self-contained activity centers for
children called ZipBin, said his company plans to use the $10,000 grant to break into international markets.
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SMALLTALK: A Chicago entrepreneur’s guide by Thomas Mucha

The wisdom of the savannah

Everyone needs a mentor. Even elephants.

Published Tuesday, July 24, 2007

Q: I just started a facility cleaning service company. Is there anybody in the Chicago area who is willing to mentor
a new entrepreneur?

Dominique Bredy
Lady Bug Cleaning Service in Chicago Heights

It's not often | get the chance to begin a column with a colorful parable. So thanks, Dominique, for giving me this
rare opportunity to expound on the elephants of Africa.

You heard me. Elephants.
In many parts of Africa, you see, baby elephants are tranquilized and moved to areas where they have fewer
opportunities for human contact. It's for their safety and conservation (and for fellow nature documentary freaks,

the official term for this technique is "translocation").

But there's a problem. Left to their own devices, these translocated elephants often develop wild, rambunctious
personalities. Some even attack rhinos.

So scientists have hit upon an ingenious solution: They bring in older bulls, those in their 40s and 50s, to keep the
younger ones in line. In short, they teach them to be elephants.

"It's a fascinating society and interesting how human society mimics that," says Rich Levy, the founder of Salad
Spinners, a Chicago restaurant chain and native South African who clued me into this elephant phenomenon.

What does this have to do with you, you ask? Plenty. "If young entrepreneurs are left to their own devices it's very
hard for them to succeed," he adds.

Finding Chicago's Bulls

Mr. Levy is no mere elephant aficionado. He also sits on the board of the Entrepreneurs' Organization Chicago
(EO Chicago), where he chairs the group's mentor program.

EO Chicago offers members a chance to pair up with, well, some of the older and wiser bulls of Chicago
business. It operates a mentor program with the World Presidents' Assn., a global organization of nearly 5,000
current and former chief executive officers.

EO matches Chicago-area entrepreneurs with the right mentors who meet over 18 to 24 months to tackle small
business problems like cash management, growth strategies, labor relations and life-work balance issues.

"No one can get good at anything in life without a mentor,” Mr. Levy says. "You just can't do it unless you've seen
it done."



To apply, you must be an EO Chicago member. To be an EO Chicago member, you must be under 50 and be a
founder, co-founder or owner of a business with annual revenue of at least $1 million. For more information see
www.eochicago.org.

Help for Women

For another mentoring opportunity in Chicago, check out the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center, which operates
a program aimed at women entrepreneurs. (Dominique: you can skip this part).

This program, called the ATHENAPowerLink, is now in its sixth year and has helped more than 24 women small
business owners in Chicago solve strategic problems, such as finding and managing distribution channels or
implementing best industry practices.

Here's how it works: Local entrepreneurs tell the CEC their biggest business problems. The CEC chooses
entrepreneurs and convenes a specialized panel of five to seven experts, which meets with them five times over a
year. Together, they review the company's financial statements, business plan, marketing strategies and other
aspects of the business. The panel then works with the entrepreneur to address specific issues and problems.

"Mentoring connects people across generations, or across typical networking boundaries," says program director
Jasmine Moore. "It empowers someone who just sees a few trees, to help them expand the limits of what they
think is possible."

There are some minimum requirements here, too: Your business must be at least 51% owned and actively
managed by a woman, you must have at least two years of revenue history, and employ at least two people
(including you). There are also minimum annual revenue requirements: $100,000 if your business is in the
services industry, and $250,000 for retail and manufacturing.

For more information, contact the CEC at (312) 494-6792, or online at www.chicagolandec.org/athena.

You are not peerless

Also consider getting help from your peers, who can be a leading source for answering your questions. According
to the National Federation of Independent Business, 66% of all small business owners have someone they turn to
before making an important business decision. Eighty-four percent of entrepreneurs seek advice from more than
one source, and other entrepreneurs can offer great, battle-tested advice.

Several companies are looking to tap this growing demand, including Peersight, an online outfit in Warrenville that
helps entrepreneurs develop "peer advisory boards." Intuit, the company that makes Turbo Tax and Quicken
software, has launched a free Web site called JumpUp.com that helps entrepreneurs find each other, and to give
and get advice.

So yes, Dominique, help is out there. But please leave the rhinos alone.


http://www.eochicago.org/
http://www.chicagolandec.org/athena
http://www.jumpup.com/
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ON YOUR OWN

CEC advisor program guides women entrepreneurs

By David Weinstein
Published Monday, November 27, 2006

Regular readers of my column know the great value that | place in mentors and advisors for assistance with
achieving goals. Growing a business to its full potential requires a diverse blend of resources, and every
entrepreneur should have a stable of advisors in a variety of areas to call on for strategic guidance. Equally
important is the fulfillment that business advisors can gain from helping entrepreneurs to create something
tangible.

Still many women entrepreneurs — more so than their male counterparts — lack full access to the informal
networks and advisory resources of the broader business community.  This is a critical misalignment
considering that women-owned businesses are a leading force in the small business development that is fueling
our national economy, and that lllinois ranks second in the nation for the number of women-owned businesses.

As the Center for Women’s Business Research reports, nearly one-third of all privately held firms in Chicagoland
are 51 percent or more women-owned businesses, representing nearly $46 billion in annual sales and more than
400,000 jobs. Therefore recruiting top-notch business advisors and mentors to guide these entrepreneurs is a
key ingredient for ensuring both their success and our region’s economic vitality. The ATHENAPowerLink®
program at the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center exemplifies this point.

ATHENAPowerLink® guides select women business owners in achieving tangible goals by providing them with
access to volunteer advisory panels of industry experts for a 12-month period. Each advisory panel is hand-
selected to match the strategic needs of each women business owner and is offered at no charge. Business
owners benefit from teaming with a dedicated circle of five to seven independent business advisors, who are
collectively focused on helping them to maximize the growth and profitability of their businesses.

Volunteer advisors, in turn, benefit from experiences that can enhance their readiness for board memberships
and independent director roles, the expanded business networks created through advisory panel teams, and
opportunities to apply their expertise toward positioning women-owned businesses for revenue growth and job
creation. During quarterly panel sessions, advisors guide matched entrepreneurs on a variety of business
activities and help them to focus, chart and track their progress toward growth objectives. In this way, the
program acts as an incubator of ideas, strategies and best practices, as well as a catalyst for economic
development.

Through the ATHENAPowerLink® program, women entrepreneurs are becoming more effective business leaders.
“We're more focused and strategic,” say program participants and it shows in their ever-growing client base and
revenues.

Shelly Sun, owner of BrightStar Healthcare, a medical staffing firm, is on target to exceed to $6 million in
revenues this year, up from $2 million when she started in ATHENAPowerLink® two years ago. She’s also
launched a franchising arm of her company and is rolling out additional locations.

“I've always believed in the value of mentors and advisors,” Sun says, “but it was when | went into business for
myself and joined CEC’s ATHENAPowerLink® program that | truly experienced how critical mentors and advisors
could be.”



The CEC recruits top men and women business owners and professionals for the ATHENAPowerLink® program
on an ongoing basis, and to date, more than 100 from throughout Chicagoland have participated as panel
recipients and volunteer advisors. The CEC administers ATHENAPowerLink®in partnership with the National
Association of Women Business Owners - Chicago Area Chapter, the Women'’s Business Development Center,
and sponsors National City Bank and Foley & Lardner LLP.

By increasing access for women entrepreneurs to broad business networks and resources, strategic advisory
programs like ATHENAPowerLink® also help Chicagoland to thrive and succeed.

David Weinstein is the founding president of the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center (CEC), which develops
creative and innovative programming to serve entrepreneurs in the Chicagoland area. For more information on
the CEC, visit www.chicagolandec.org or call 312-494-6777.


http://www.chicagolandec.org/

MINDING YOUR BUSINESS

Mentors can help steer past pitfalls

Women entrepreneurs linking up through Chicago organization

By Ann Meyer
Special to the Tribune
Published April 3, 2006

Entrepreneur Shelly Sun would rather learn from someone else's mistakes than make her own on the
path to expansion.

That's why she was quick to sign up for a mentoring program for women entrepreneurs offered at the
Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center. "l was able to triple my business because of what they were able
to help me do," said Sun, who recently completed the Athena PowerLink mentoring program.

Sun's Chicago-based medical staffing company, BrightStar Healthcare, is on target to exceed $6 million
in sales this year, she said, up from $2 million when she began the Athena program in the fall of 2004.
Since launching a franchising arm this January, Sun has sold six franchises representing 20 new
locations, she said.

Both are major accomplishments for a 3 1/2-year-old business, but even more significant to her
company's long-term success, Sun said, is the lesson she learned about reaching out for help. "Just
even knowing it's OK to ask is what | got out of Athena," Sun said.

Now Sun has a new board of advisers, which she put together by calling on entrepreneurs like Gloria
Jean of Gloria Jean's Coffees in Irvine, Calif., and Jim Evanger of Designs of the Interior, a Barrington-
based interior design franchise. All she had to do was ask, she said. "It's very refreshing to see how
willing to help people are."

Such mentoring is critical, experts say. "For women entrepreneurs to succeed, it takes money,
mentoring and marketing," said Melissa Reinert, a senior vice president at Chicago-based
Re:Invention, an integrated marketing firm with a focus on women. Often a good mentor can lead an
entrepreneur to the other two.

That's the idea behind the Athena PowerLink program, created by Athena International, a Chicago-
based not-for-profit focused on female leadership.

The program is designed to level the playing field by helping women-owned businesses overcome
obstacles to growth.

"Women entrepreneurs don't have the network that many men do," said Jason Felger, managing
director of the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center, an affiliate of the Chicagoland Chamber of
Commerce.

So far 30 women-owned firms in the Chicago area have gone through the program, which requires
businesses to be at least 2 years old, employ two or more people, and have annual revenues of at least



$100,000 for service businesses and $250,000 for retailers and manufacturers, Felger said.

Firms in the program are assigned an advisory board of six to 10 experienced professionals who serve
for about 12 months, Felger said. "We see where the opportunities and shortfalls are in the company
and we build an advisory panel around that need," he said. The panel meets four to five times during
the year, though advisers are available between meetings for specific guidance, he said.

Sun entered the program with a goal of learning how to franchise her business. As a result her panel
consisted of experts in intellectual property, franchising law and marketing, she said.

Other mentoring programs also are available for entrepreneurs, including Score, a no-fee counseling
program run by the Small Business Administration. Many of Score's 110 counselors are retired
entrepreneurs and business executives who help some 3,000 entrepreneurs each year through one-on-
one sessions and workshops.

"We've been there and seen it all. We want to protect the [entrepreneurs] from making mistakes," said
Score counselor Marge Schneider.

Though entrepreneur Leslie Lancry was a Harvard graduate and had experience as a management
consultant, she turned to Score for help starting Language Stars, an immersion-based foreign-language
program for children that is now in its ninth year.

Lancry used two Score counselors, one with expertise in child care and another who provided general
business advice. The first encouraged her to focus the company on instruction rather than child care,
while the other guided her on the best corporate structure for the company, which helped her raise
capital, she said.

Now Language Stars has seven foreign-language learning centers in the Chicago area plus programs
in 50 schools. But Lancry still recognizes the need for advice from people outside the firm. She relies
on an advisory board for guidance on such topics as curriculum and information technology systems,
she said. "Their advice has been irreplaceable," she said.

Often, it helps to have an outsider's perspective on where a business needs strengthening. The three
women who founded the Tercet Group, a Chicago marketing and public relations firm, had spent so
much time building their business during the past 5 1/2 years that they had neglected to update the
firm's marketing materials, said Terri Scales, a principal in the firm.

"We weren't very good at marketing ourselves," she said, primarily because the company was so busy
serving its clients.

When they started at the Athena mentoring program their advisers encouraged the women to beef up
their marketing materials, using case studies and putting together a more polished presentation folder
for clients and prospects.

By the end of the year the company was in a better position to grow, Scales said.
Bogged down by day-to-day business, many entrepreneurs end up winging their growth plans. Sun
started BrightStar with her husband, J.D., in 2002 after his grandmother became ill and Sun

experienced first-hand the challenge of finding quality medical care.

With no formal experience in medical staffing, the pair built the company "by figuring it out as we went
along," Sun said. But with a goal of expanding through franchising, she sought the help of mentors.
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The latest business findings from the 2002 census reveal a positive trend for women entrepreneurs, but
also remind of us of how much work remains to be done. As reported in the Sun-Times [“Women-owned
businesses booming in the U.S.,” business story, Jan. 26], the number of women-owned businesses grew
at twice the national rate for all private companies from 1997 to 2002. Still, only 28 percent of all private
companies are owned by women.

Women-owned businesses represent one of the fastest growing segments of the U.S. economy, yet
many are underfunded or not performing to their full potential. It is not for a lack of vision, stamina or hard
work on the part of their owners, but rather a lack of support to help them get to the next level.

Though often overlooked, mentorship is a critical tool that can help women entrepreneurs achieve
success and continue to grow their businesses. Programs like the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center’s
ATHENAPowerLink® program, which connects women business owners with professional advisory
panels for 12-months at no cost, offer local business leaders the opportunity to share their knowledge
with women entrepreneurs. Mentors not only help grow the number of women-owned businesses, they
contribute to the economic health of our region by fostering successful entrepreneurs.

Jasmine Moore
Director, ATHENAPowerLink®
Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center



