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PART I:  DESCRIPTION 
  

Background 
The Purpose of the Micro-Business Initiative (MBI) was to provide support 

for micro businesses and entrepreneurs, beginning with a project to help 

people who are recovering from mental illness in Manistee and Benzie 

Counties (a rural area of northwest Michigan).  Original funding for the 

project came through a grant from the Michigan Department of Community 

Health to the Manistee-Benzie Community Health Agency (MBCMH).  

MBCMH contracted with the Manistee County Economic Development 

Organization (the agency name later changed to the Alliance for Economic 

Success) to coordinate the micro-business initiative for Manistee and Benzie 

counties to provide business development support, marketing, and 

networking services to help individuals with disabilities to develop their 

micro-businesses.  The program was developed with the intent of enabling 

individuals recovering from mental illness to produce income and raise self-

esteem by developing micro-businesses that meet community needs. 

Purpose of the Evaluation 
The purposes of this evaluation are to: (1) provide evaluative information 

regarding the efficacy and impact of the Micro-Business Initiative in 

Manistee and Benzie Counties, (2) identify effective strategies for 

improvement and dissemination of the micro-business model for improving 

the quality of life, and (3) identify best practices for the micro-business 

model. 

Evaluation Framework 
Because the program evaluation was conducted at the end of this initiative, the focus was on outcome 

evaluation although efficacy of implementation strategies was an important component.  The intent of 

this evaluation report is to provide outcome and impact data for the Micro-Business Initiative that can be 

used for future program planning.    The evaluation study will have four major goals: 

1. To answer questions about what works, for whom, and in what circumstances 
 

2. To determine which interventions, activities, and contextual factors are supporting or hindering 

program effectiveness 
 

3. To determine the likelihood that the micro-business model implemented by this initiative can be 

replicated in other communities and other populations successfully 
 

4. To determine the sustainability of the initiative 

 

 

 

Audiences for this 

Evaluation 
Audiences for the 

evaluation findings include 

the Alliance for Economic 

Success, Manistee Benzie 

Community Mental 

Health, Michigan 

Rehabilitation Services, 

Benzie Chamber of 

Commerce, Manistee Area 

Chamber of Commerce, 

West Michigan National 

Bank and Trust, the 

Michigan Department of 

Economic Growth, the 

Michigan Department of 

Community Health, and 

the North Sky Non-Profit 

Network. 
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Evaluation Questions 
 The evaluation of the micro-business initiative will be guided (but not limited by) the key evaluation 

questions below: 

  

Program Outcomes: 

1. Did the program meet its goals and objectives? 
 

2. Were implementation strategies aligned with identified best practice? 
 

3. Can the program be sustained?  
 

4. Can the program be replicated in other contexts and populations? 
 

5. What is the perspective of program administrators regarding the efficacy of the program? 
 

6. How have the outcomes of this project been shared with other mental health and economic 

development organizations? 
 

7. How were challenges solved?  Will the strategies used for problem-solving, impact future 

procedures or programming at either the Alliance for Economic Success (AES) or MBCMH? 

 

Individual, Client-Focused Outcomes: 

8.   Has the recovery process been accelerated for persons participating in the program? 
 

9.   How has the initiative impacted clientsô lives (self-direction, choices, resources, earnings, self- 

respect, health, hospitalizations, medication, relationships)? 
 

10.  What is the perspective of clients on the efficacy of this initiative? 

 

Family and Community Outcomes: 

11.  What are the perspectives on the impact of this initiative by support figures (case managers, 

families, and friends)?  
 

12.  Are there lasting impacts on the community? 

One of the great mistakes is to judge policies and programs by their 

intentions rather than the results.  

 Milton FreedmanðEconomist, 1912 
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 Project Goals and Objectives 

The Purpose of the MBI was to provide support for micro-businesses and 

entrepreneurs (focusing on individuals recovering from mental illness) in 

Manistee and Benzie Counties.  The main project goals were: 

1. Self-esteem of MBI participants will be developed by participants 

developing viable small business ventures and identifying themselves 

with being business owners and contributors to the community at 

large.  
 

2. MBI participants will have increased participation in the community 

life as an outcome of increased personal/professional relationships as a 

business owner. 
 

3. MBI participants will develop skills needed to effectively operate their 

micro-business such as developing business plans, marketing, and 

financial management. 
 

4. The recovery process for MBI participating individuals will be 

accelerated. 

  

Administrative objectives were: 

1. MBI will be a collaborative project supported by the Alliance for 

Economic Success (AES), MBCMH, the Michigan Department of 

Community Health, the Benzie County Chamber of Commerce, the 

Manistee County Chamber of Commerce, and the North Sky Non-

Profit Network. 
 

2. An income development specialist (IDS) will be hired by AES to 

coordinate the program. 
 

3. MBI participants will be assisted by Peer Support Specialists (PSS) 

from MBCMH. 
 

4. IDS and PSSs will develop knowledge to counsel individuals 

regarding benefit planning (how generation of income impacts 

entitlement payments). 
 

5. AES and MBCMH will pursue funding to support business ñstart-ups.ò 
 

6. MBCMH will share the outcomes of the project with other mental 

health organizations. 
 

7. AES will promote the project within the Benzie and Manistee County 

business communities.  

 

8. The business development curriculum will be developed by North Sky, 

a subsidiary of Rotary Charities of Traverse City that focuses on 

 

 

 

Data Collection included: 

 Twelve client 

interviews 

 Structured interviews 

of MBCMH and AES 

staff 

 Project team minutes 

 Archival records 

 Project newsletters 

 Best Practice review 

Development of 

instrumentation and 

collection of all data 

followed National HIPAA 

regulations to protect the 

rights and privacy of all 

individuals.  Participant 

entrepreneur names were 

not used in the report. 
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support for Non-Profit Organizations in northern Michigan.  
 

9. The Manistee Friendship Society and Benzie Community Drop-In Center will serve as focal 

points for information sharing. 

 

External Evaluator 

Dr. Deanna Draze of Draze ConsultingðKaleva, Michigan; was contracted by AES to perform an 

external program evaluation.  Dr. Draze received her Ph.D in Educational Evaluation, Measurement, and 

Research from Western Michigan University in 2000.  She is a former Sr. Researcher at an educational 

research department at WMUðScience and Mathematics Program Improvement (SAMPI) which is part 

of the Mallinson Institute of Science Education.  She has been the primary investigator of National 

Science Foundation, the U.S. Department of Education, and the Michigan Department of Education 

funded grants to public schools and university programs. 

Project Partnership and Management Team 

Recruitment for the management team began prior to the hiring of the Income Development Specialist.  

Additional individuals were recruited as need arose.  Composition of the team reflected a balance 

between individuals representing mental health professionals, business/financial/training expertise, and 

project participants.  The core team consisted of eleven individuals:  the Micro-Business Income 

Development Specialist (IDS),  the executive director of the Alliance for Economic Success,  the 

President and CEO of West Michigan National Bank and Trust,  a vocational counselor from the 

Department of Labor and Economic Growth/Michigan Rehabilitative Services,  Director of Operations 

of MBCMH,  the self-determination coordinator for MBCMH,  an administrative assistant from 

MBCMH,  the Director of the Benzie County Drop-In Center, and three entrepreneurs actively 

participating in the program.    
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 PART 2: EVALUATION FINDINGS 

 Evaluation Questions 

 

 

Program goal 1:  Self-esteem of MBI participants will be developed by participants developing viable, 

profitable small business ventures and identifying themselves with being business owners and 

contributors to the community at large.  

As entrepreneurs gained knowledge of how to develop a business, many were able to develop viable 

businesses that supplemented their income.  Businesses ranged from selling crafts they created to 

providing needed services in the community.   The table below represents the businesses that were 

launched.  The micro-businesses, in this diverse group, are in varying stages of development.  Some are 

working on ways to expand while others are completely revamping and changing direction.   

 

Benchmarks. The original benchmarks were to recruit 15 individuals into the program the first year and 

20 additional individuals in the second year.  The MBI program met the benchmark by recruiting 24 

individuals in 2007 and an additional 15 individual in 2008.  Of the thirty-nine individuals referred to 

the Micro-Business program, twenty-two earned money selling products or services, nine completed 

business plans, six filed Michigan Sales tax and six individuals earned enough to file income tax forms.  

Twenty-two completed at least one micro-business workshop.  Two copyrights were filed. 

Evaluation Question #1:  Did the program meet its goals and objectives? 
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Many of the entrepreneurs entered the program with an idea of what their program would be: 

 ñI wanted to develop and write devotional materials.  This idea stayed the same from the 

beginning.  I have done some devotional writing before.ò 
 

 ñI still want to publish on the Internet.  I am building a business plan and looking for funding.ò 

 

Other entrepreneurs began with an idea but then refined and modified their ideas due to information they 

were learning in their classes.  The feasibility studies also fostered changes. 

 ñI wanted to do advertising placemats.  I had to abandon the idea because another company 

was doing them more economically.ò 
 

 ñI am going to make HELP signs for the handicapped.  I have personal experience of why this 

is needed.  The process of the classes helped me think about the specifics.ò 
 

 ñI am doing desktop publishing.  The business slightly changed because of purchase of 

equipment.ò 

 

 Two of the entrepreneurs that were interviewed did not know what they were going to try as a business 

when they began the program.  They briefly described how they came to a decision: 

 ñI wanted to be of benefit to others.  I am a disabled nurse.  I have psychology experience.  It 

seemed natural to be a peer support assistant.  I am thankful this program made that 

opportunity possible.  It was rewarding.ò 
 

 ñAt the beginning, I didnôt know what was sellable and of value to the general public.  This 

class helps you to think creatively when you hear all of the ideas.  I now sell custom 

beadwork.  I was never a craft person before.  I am a success too.ò 

 

Self-Esteem.  All of the entrepreneurs 

interviewed reported a growth in self-

confidence and self-esteem.  MBI staff feel that 

about 50% can continue operating their micro-

businesses with minimal support such as 

quarterly accounting and year-end tax support. 

ñHearing people say that it can be done is so 

important.  I wrestle with depression so support 

from the group was very important.  The training 

in the class gave me confidence that I could really 

start a business.  I needed to know the little details 

and have support with the bookkeeping.ò 

 ðEntrepreneur 



Page | 9  

 

Program Goal 2:  MBI participants will have increased participation in the community life as an 

outcome of increased personal/professional relationships as a business owner. 

Relationships among peer group.  There was mixed success in regards to increased participation in 

community life.  As one case worker reported, ñHer business was never launched but she explored ideas 

and the interaction with other entrepreneurs was invaluable.ò  In the interviews with case workers and 

entrepreneurs, the value of the peer support group was repeated many times.  During these sessionsð

outside supports were shared, connections with businesses were made, products were critiqued, and 

ideas for selling were shared.  Caseworkers report these connections are continuing.   

Relationships in the community.  Some of the entrepreneurs spoke of ongoing relations with individuals 

in the community to sell their products. These were often initiated by selling opportunities developed by 

the MBI.  Examples are booths at the Manistee County Fair 

and the Manistee Forest Festival.  Some entrepreneurs were 

also taken to state meetings to sell their products.  These 

events provided opportunities for entrepreneurs to network 

with customers and other individuals that shared interests.  

Most importantly as one case worker commented, ñIt 

helped this group of individuals to change their image in the community.ò  One specific example of the 

value of these connections is the example of the entrepreneur who developed a mentorship with a 

downtown artist who then connected her with an arts group and an art class. The entrepreneur 

consequently developed connections with the Chamber of Commerce.  This individual now needs less 

support. Another entrepreneur talked about how important the positive feedback from people in the 

community (regarding him starting a business) was to him.  One entrepreneur discussed how her mental 

health issues had previously kept her isolated but she is now out and around people, as well as 

interacting with people at festivals. 

Program Goal 3:  MBI participants will develop skills needed to effectively operate their micro-

business such as developing business plans, marketing, and financial management. 

Perspective of entrepreneurs:   All but one of the entrepreneurs interviewed reported positively that they 

had the skills necessary to continue their business or even to start a new micro-business if they had new 

ideas.  They emphasized that even though their skills may not be fully developed, they had their class 

materials to rely on as well as individuals they could consult for help. 

 ñI have the materials to use again and now I know resource people that would be helpful.ò 

 ñThere are always new challenges but now I know people to consult.ò 

 ñI still need more support but now I know who I can contact.ò 

 ñThe training in the class gave me self confidence that I really could start a business.  I needed 

to know the little details and have support with the bookkeeping.ò 

When asked if they felt they had developed skills that would be useful if they were seeking employment, 

ñMy mental health issues previously 

kept me isolated but now I am out and 

around people, as well as interacting 

with people at festivals.ò      

 ðEntrepreneur 
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75% reported positively.  Specific skills mentioned were:  development of a resume, general business 

skills, and increased people skills.  Development of personal references (people to request 

recommendations from) was also helpful to entrepreneurs. 

 Perspective of caseworkers:   Caseworkers made positive comments regarding their clientsô progress in 

the MBI program but feel they will need continued support to succeed with their micro-business 

projects.   

 ñWhether they continue their micro-business depends a lot 

on their individual supports such as friends and family.  

They still need leadership but they are making progress.ò 
 

 ñSome will be able to continue their micro-business but 

many will still need some support.  Some are not too 

independent.  But I have 4-5 clients who are still actively 

involved.  One spent the whole winter in the library 

looking for woodworking projects.  Some have a positive 

focus for the first time.ò 
 

 ñThey will continue with their businesses as long as there is some support.  They need the 

continual re-focusing with professionals.  Maybe there could be on-going mentorships.  Peer 

support is also important.ò 
 

Business Plan Development.  The micro-business toolkit used by the MBI leads the entrepreneurs 

through a step-by-step process (using a template) for developing a business plan.  To supplement this 

process, specific forms are under development.  By following this procedure, entrepreneurs learn all of 

the elements of a comprehensive business plan including:   

1. executive summary 

2. description of product or service 

3. market analysis 

4. marketing strategies 

5. analysis of competition 

6. operating and control systems (record keeping, bookkeeping, billing, ordering, product assembly, 

quality control, identification of vendors) 

7. financial data (resources, costs, earning projections) 

8. supporting services needed (accounting, tax preparation, legal) 

Program Goal 4:  The recovery process for MBI participating individuals would be accelerated. 

 

As reported on page 

seven (under evaluation 

question #1) case 

workers believed that 

the program definitely 

had a positive impact 

ñAlthough my clients are not 

yet supplementing their 

income significantly, they have 

more self-esteem and are 

inspired by their creativity.  

They now have the motivation 

to get out of bed.ò 

 ðMBCMH employee 

ñThe big thing that made it work was the IDS being willing to listen and 

coach people through the issues.  She helped clients (in some instances) take 

non-marketable ideas and tweak them into ideas that would work.  She gave 

loads of encouragement.  Whether or not they made money was not the main 

issue.  It was more important for them to gain confidence and be able to 

make plans about their lives.ò  

     ðMBCMH Self-determination Coordinator. 
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on the recovery process.  Most reported their clients having fewer crises.  Progress was attributed to 

increased self-esteem and motivation as well as to increased medical compliance.  Further information 

regarding the recovery process can be found under Evaluation Question #8. 

Administrative Objective 1:  MBI would be a collaborative project supported by AES, MBCMH, 

the Michigan Department of Community Health, the Benzie County Chamber of Commerce, the 

Manistee County Chamber of Commerce, and the North Sky Non-Profit Network. 

Relationship between AES & MBCMH:  All caseworkers, interviewed for this report, related they felt 

well prepared to be involved in this project.  They reflected that communications between the two 

agencies were very good and any questions they asked were always answered.  

 ñGeneral information was given to us well.  Questions were always readily answered as they 

came up.  Knowing how to prepare for this program was difficult because the clients had such 

diverse needs.  I was apprehensive at first but once it started, it was very workable.  I was kept 

up to date with my clientôs progress by the IDS.  I couldnôt go to training sessions but a 

colleague kept me informed.ò 

 

The AES staff described the process of supporting case workers as a two-way information exchange. 

 ñThere was an information exchange between the two agencies for the well-being of the 

entrepreneurs.  This was done by email and triplicate forms on business steps.  Sometimes our 

class meetings were attended by case managers.  The number of consultations with case 

workers depended on the progress of the entrepreneurs.ò 

 

Relationship between AES and other agencies: 

The North Sky Non-Profit Network played a major role in developing the workshop materials.  

However, the MBI project team was highly involved by reviewing the draft materials at monthly 

meetings.  While the content of the business development materials was largely the responsibility of 

North Sky, the ordering and sequencing of materials was a role played by the management team. 

Administrative Objective 2:  An income development specialist (IDS) would be hired to coordinate 

the program.  MBI participants would be assisted by Peer Support Specialists (PSS) from 

MBCMH. 

Originally, the intent was to hire an IDS from within the MBCMH agency.  When this did not 

materialize, a partnership was established with AES, to bring in business expertise.  AES posted the 

position in January of 2007, looking for an individual with both business and social work skills.  

Deborah Nale was hired in March of 2007.  She brought with her, a background in both business and 

human services.  Her undergraduate degree was in psychology, she had completed a mental health 

internship, and had worked 15 years with nonprofits as a career counselor (working with youth).  In 

addition, she had the experience of being a small business owner.  At the time of her start date in April 

of 2007, the project team had been formed and recruitment of individuals to participate in the program 

had begun but programming for entrepreneurs was not in place. 
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The Peer Support Specialists were already part of the MBCMH service program.  The PSSs are people 

who are recovering from mental health issues themselves.  Their role is to provide personal support to 

MBCMH clients.  In this program, their role was extended to provide the individuals personal support 

(rather than technical).  They provided support on an ñas neededò basis.   In addition, there were 

community skills trainers that provided support to individuals with developmental disabilities. 

Administrative Objective 3:  IDS and PSSs will develop knowledge to counsel individuals 

regarding benefit planning (how generation of income impacts entitlement payments). 

Assisting people in understanding their social security benefits and how they can protect them was 

crucial according to the IDS.  Monthly meetings were arranged for entrepreneurs to meet individually 

with social security counselors.  Release of information 

forms were submitted to SS prior to meetings.  Clients were 

given assistance with understanding impact on Medicare, 

food assistance, and social security. 

Administrative Objective 4:  AES and MBCMH will 

pursue funding to support business “start-ups.” 

Grants.  A MRS grant was applied for with the purpose of developing a business incubator.   This would 

have provided entrepreneurs, additional resources and a place to launch their business.  Unfortunately, it 

was not funded.  However the MBCMH support staff organized a Santa Shop in Benzie County that 

experienced success.  In the spring of 2009, plans were underway by MBCMH to establish micro-

business incubators in both Benzie and Manistee Counties.  The Benzie incubator will be located at the 

Benzie County Drop-In Center.  Locations are being explored in Manistee County. 

Loans.  The Micro-Business Loan program was established at West Michigan National Bank and Trust 

with the assistance of Doug Cook.  The Micro-Business Loan Fund began with financial contributions 

from Easter Seals ($500); the Department of Labor and Economic Growth ($2,800);  West Michigan 

National Bank and Trust ($500.); Members Credit Union ($100.); and an anonymous gift of $100.  To 

prepare the entrepreneurs for loan applications, the IDS assisted entrepreneurs with business plans, cash 

flow projections, and determination of capacity to repay loans.  A local CPA, David Wilson of 

Interlochen, provided pro bono services to help entrepreneurs set up business financial accounting 

systems.  After business plans were established, they were then submitted for approval and reviewed by 

the AES team to be eligible for loan funds.  Three individuals received a total of $2,766 in start-up 

loans. 

 Administrative Objective 5:  MBCMH will share the outcomes of the project with other mental 

health organizations. 

MBCMH has done outreach at conferences and through mental health agency publications, email blasts, 

and listservs.  For example, presentations were made by Ingemar Johansson (Director of MBCMH 

Operations), Renee Ihlenfeldt, Director of AES, and Deborah Nale (IDS) at the Entrepreneurship 

Conference at Michigan State University, the MACMHB Conferences in Lansing, and the Michigan 

Rehabilitative Services Conferences in Traverse City.  At each of these conferences, brochures and 

ñPeople are afraid that producing 

income will make them ineligible for 

some of the support they receive.ò 

 ðMBCMH employee 
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newsletters were also distributed.  At some events, entrepreneurs also attended to provide testimony and 

to have the opportunity to market their products.  The outcomes of the project were also shared with the 

MBCMH Board by a consumer giving a testimonial at a monthly meeting, as well as updates and 

newsletters shared by the Director of MBCMH Operations. 

Administrative Objective 6:  AES will promote the project within Benzie and Manistee County 

business communities. 

AES has promoted the project across Manistee and Benzie counties in multiple ways:  1) a six months 

results summary was disseminated at a state-wide conference of community foundations in Dearborn; 2) 

press releases were issued by AES on a regular basis (via email blasts and the Manistee News Advocate 

and Benzie County Record Patriot newspapers regarding progress and impact of the project; 3) 

presentations describing the program were made (by Deborah Nale and Renee Ihlenfeldt) to local 

service agencies such as the Rotary and SCORE (a nonprofit business counseling association);  4) 

personal success stories and descriptions of micro-businesses were published in newsletters to be 

distributed at the Manistee County Fair and other festivals; 5) sound bites about micro-business training 

were recorded for WKLA/Q101 radio;  6) county commissioners were invited to special events such as 

micro-business training sessions or graduation ceremonies; 7) the AES website 

(www.allianceforeconomicsuccess.com) had a link to a web page that provide project information; and 

8) a 46 page Powerpoint presentation was developed to facilitate presentations at community events or 

conferences. 

Administrative Objective 7:  The business development curriculum will be developed by North 

Sky, a subsidiary of Rotary Charities of Traverse City that focuses on support for Non-Profit 

Organizations in Northern Michigan. 

The North Sky Non-Profit Network played a major role in developing the content of the workshop 

materials.  North Sky solicited active involvement of the MBI project team by having them review the 

draft materials at monthly meetings and seeking their input in regards to ordering and sequencing.  One 

of the goals of the curriculum was to help individuals recognize their strengths, assets and resources.  

Using the materials from this workshop, an entrepreneur briefcase (which included a business start-up 

pack with necessary forms) was developed. 

Administrative Objective 8:  The Manistee Friendship Society and Benzie Community Drop-In 

Center will serve as focal points for information sharing. 

Presentations were made at both the Manistee Friendship Society and Benzie Community Drop-In 

Center to market the program.  Although most participants in the program were initially referred by 

MBCMH case workers, the presentations had two purposes:  to bring awareness of the program to 

individuals in need and 2) to give people enough exposure to the program that they would have enough 

confidence to set up an interview for application to the program. 

 

 

http://www.allianceforeconomicsuccess.com/


Page | 14  

 

 

  

ALIGNMENT WITH BEST PRACTICE 

To use best practice means to use techniques or methodologies that, through experience and research, 

have proven to reliably lead to a desired result. A literature review was conducted to determine what was 

considered best practice in the field of micro-businesses (also called micro-enterprise). Sources were 

primarily Internet-based and can be found at the end of this report (References, page 35).  Best practices 

in micro-business programs across the United States and New Zealand were synthesized to determine 

whether there was evidence MBI used implementation strategies associated with best practices in the 

field. 

 

Start-upðBest Practice #1: Identify target group for involvement in the program.  Criteria for screening 

process should be shared with clients. 

Individuals should be aware of criteria for both inclusion in the project and exclusion from the project.  

Individuals should be made aware that National HIPAA regulations will protect the rights and privacy of 

all individuals. 

MBI Evidence:   

MBCMH case managers and employment specialists were given an overview of the project and asked for 

names of individuals who would potentially be interested.  Individuals were referred to the MBI program 

by MBCMH case workers only if clients indicated they were interested in earning extra income and 

participating in the program.  No pre-assessment was given to clients.  Client interviews were set up with 

both the Income Development Specialist and the clientôs MBCMH case worker taking part to create a 

nonthreatening environment for all.  All HIPAA regulations were followed in conducting interviews. 

Start-upðBest Practice #2: Be clear about your expectations and upfront about your goals.  Group 

orientation sessions that include discussion of pros and cons of self-employment are effective. 

Partners need to build trust and speak the same language.  In particular with special needs populations, 

group orientation sessions are a non-threatening environment for an initial introduction to the program.  

Description of the goals of the program should be published and available to potential partners, funders, 

and most importantly to participants.  Written applications and intake forms should be available at the 

initiation of the program.  In order to defend agencies against unfairness or discrimination charges, there 

must be consistency and transparency in the intake and assessment process. The use of reliable 

assessment tools and data systems facilitates this process.   

 

MBI Evidence: 

As indicated on the previous page, presentations were made at both the Manistee Friendship Society and 

Benzie Community Drop-In Center to market the program.  The presentations had two purposes:  1) to 

bring awareness of the program to individuals in need and 2) to give people enough exposure to the 

program that they would have enough confidence to set up an interview for application to the program.  A 

detailed program description has been published and made available to potential participants prior to 

interviews.  A one page questionnaire to assess clientsô preparedness has been developed and data 

Evaluation Question #2:  Were implementation strategies aligned with identified best practice? 
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systems to supplement the individual interviews are being explored.   

Start-upðBest Practice #3: Personal interviews of potential entrepreneurs should be part of the in-take 

process.  Make decisions ahead regarding core skills clients need to launch their business.   

There are several purposes of the personal interviews:  1) identify clientsô readiness to become self-

employed, 2) identify possible barriers or challenges, 3) identify clientsô support systems (family, friends, 

mentors), and 4) give the clients the opportunity to gather in-depth knowledge of services and determine 

whether they are able to commit to the program at this stage in their life.  The personal interviews are also 

an ideal time to administer entrepreneurial readiness assessments.  The assessment process can be a 

means of identifying range of training and supporting services necessary. 

Programs should determine clientsô readiness to commit, determine their degree of fit with the program, 

and determine whether the client will need additional support services.  The set of perceptions client 

brings into the program is important.  With a special needs population such as in this programð personal 

responsibility; the ability to develop linear, focused, and long-term ways of thinking; a realistic sense of 

connection between work and benefits or risks and rewards; and ability to carry out and modify plans are 

issues that may need special focus and support.  Special attention to whether the entrepreneurs have the 

capacity to use and understand financial skills should be made although these are some of the skills the 

program is designed to build and support. 

MBI Evidence:  All clients referred to the program were interviewed individually.  Individuals were 

referred to the MBI program only after consultation with their MBCMH case worker.  Both the Income 

Development Specialist and the clientôs MBCMH case worker took part in the interviews and one-on-one 

orientation to create a nonthreatening environment.  At the closure of the interview, if it is decided that 

the client and the MBI program are a good fit, the MBCMH case worker adds the MBI program to the 

clientôs PCP (Person Centered Plan).  After the interview, the IDS begins a one-on-one counseling 

program with the client to further assess needed knowledge or support systems.  The client is also given 

the option to enroll in the next Micro-Business workshop.  At this point, the entrepreneurial readiness 

assessment forms are not part of the interview process but materials relating to entrepreneurial readiness 

are part of the workbook used for the Micro-Business Workshop. 

Start-upðBest Practice #4: A curriculum that outlines content and process ideally should be selected 

prior to participant recruitment. Training should be adapted to fit the characteristics of target group.   

In micro-business programs, trainers should have good knowledge of effective adult education principles.  

In addition, the design of the curriculum materials (such as length and format of training) should take the 

target groupsô readiness challenges into account. 

MBI Evidence: 

The Micro-Business Workbook was designed for multiple learning styles.  Although text-based, it has 

large print and is attractively formatted with color, pictures, and many questions to facilitate in-class 

discussions.  The workbook is organized into two sections: 1) developing a feasibility plan and  

 2) developing a business plan. 
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1. Feasibility PlanðIntroduction 

2. Feasibility PlanðConcept and Capacity 

3. Feasibility PlanðCustomers, Competition, and Collaborators 

4. Feasibility PlanðStart Up Cash and Cash Flow 

5. Business Plan 

The workbook materials facilitate potential entrepreneurs in doing a self-assessment, to determine a 

micro-business that they are well suited for.  The materials follow principles of self-determination, by 

building confidence through knowledge of self and environment.   At the end of each chapter are pages 

filled with questions that will help entrepreneurs summarize the discussions held in each session, record 

their thoughts and hopes, and prepare them for the next session. 

Start-upðBest Practice #5: Skill sets and experience necessary for program staff should be clearly 

stated.  Strategies for staff training should be developed to meet the specific needs of individuals hired.   

MBI Evidence: 

The key staff person for the Micro-Business 

Initiative was the Income Development 

Specialist (IDS).  Other staff were already in 

established positions with either the 

MBCMH or AES.  These positions included 

administrators, administration assistants, 

client case workers, and the Self-Determination Coordinator for MBCMH. 

The skill set and experience for the IDS position was described in the original grant proposal as ña 

business minded person with excellent marketing and people skills.ò In interviews, the MBCMH Director 

of Operations and the AES Executive Director were asked what they considered the most important 

qualities for the IDS.  Similar responses were given.  It was also stressed that the ability to think outside 

of the box and use innovative strategies were equally as important as the combination of business and 

people skills.   

Deborah Nale (the IDS hired) exceeded this criteria by having experience with owning a small business, 

working in career counseling 15 years, and doing a mental health internship while completing her 

undergraduate degree in psychology.  She has augmented this experience by spending time at MBCMH 

learning the terminology and process of the agency.  In addition, she has sought out additional training in 

micro-business development at other agencies administering similar programs.  She has become a 

certified Fast-Trac Facilitator for the Kauffman Foundations in their New Venture and Growth Venture 

training program.  In addition, she serves as a part-time business consultant for the Small Business and 

Technology Development Center (MI-sbTdc).   

 

 

ñWe were looking for a strong balance between 

compassion, understanding of the special needs 

population, business knowledge, empathy, and a 

willingness to see issues from different 

perspectives.ò 
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Start-upðBest Practice #6: Personal dedication is necessary for all partners (clients, program 

administrators and trainers, financial support institutions, mentors). 

MBI Evidence: 

Individuals on the Micro-Business Management team represented AES and MBCMH staff, 

business/financial/training expertise, and project participants.  Not only were they actively involved on 

the team, they worked to provide additional services and resources for the potential entrepreneurs.  In a 

pilot program such as MBI, challenges often require more hours and resources than initially predicted.  

This management team was dedicated enough to look for alternative solutions and continually look for 

ways to improve the program.  For example, when the initial grant proposal for the micro-business 

incubator in Benzie County was not funded, MBCMH staff coordinated a Santa Workshop so 

entrepreneurs could sell their products.  Another example is the writing of the USDA grant proposal to 

fund a study of Best Practices for Micro-businesses and completing an asset survey for the region.  This 

information will be extremely valuable in terms of sustaining the MBI. 

PROCESS 
 

ProcessðBest Practice #7: Assist clients in self-assessment.   

Supporting entrepreneurs in self-assessment involves helping clients define their business, their business 

growth intentions, and assess their personal capacities that support their goals. This skill development 

should include processes (discovery, concept development, resourcing, actualization) and behaviors 

(leadership, personal management, personal assessment). 

MBI Evidence:  The Micro-Business workbook begins with a feasibility assessment that leads 

entrepreneurs through a self-assessment in terms of their capacity to manage their own business.  

Recently an assessment instrument that will determine which level of support services the person should 

begin working at, has been added to the briefcase toolkit given to each entrepreneur.  The MBI materials 

are now divided into three levels of training and support.  Level 1: no experience in need of extensive 

support, Level 2: experience but in need of extensive support, and Level 3: experience in need of 

moderate support. 

ProcessðBest Practice #8: Core training will give entrepreneurs the technical support to develop and 

write a business plan and help individuals to ñthink like entrepreneurs.ò  Training in financial analysis and 

management, as well as general business management should also be core training elements.   

MBI Evidence: 

The Micro-Business Workbook provides 

the technical support and references to 

enable the entrepreneurs to develop a 

viable business plan.  As described 

previously, the workbook is organized into 

two sections: 1) developing a feasibility 

plan and 2) developing a business plan.  Entrepreneurs were also given one-on-one counseling support 

from the IDS to set up a bookkeeping and filing system, file appropriate forms, and develop a business 

ñThe concepts of bookkeeping were very difficult.  To 

take something that was a hobby and make some 

money isnôt the easiest thing.  Getting the business 

plan done was complex to me.  It is still in progress 

and will probably evolve.ò       ðEntrepreneur 
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plan.  The IDS completed over 892 hours of support to individuals (an average of 22.9 hours per person).  

In addition, entrepreneurs had the option to consult with a CPA who offered Pro Bono Services for 

business consultation and tax preparation.   

ProcessðBest Practice #9: Micro-business programs should cultivate individuals as well as educate.  

Find ways to support clientsô challenges:  childcare, time management, apprenticeships, mentoring, goals 

setting. 

This means that all elements of micro-business initiatives should be comprehensive and integrated.  This 

entails that along with business and economic literacy knowledge, personal skills should be incorporated 

into core training, such as: 

 self-esteem  

 time management 

 communication skills 

 goal setting 

 building a support system  

 coping with stress 

MBI Evidence: 

The main role of the MBCMH case workers was supporting the emotional health of their clients 

(entrepreneurs).  Their role 

in the MBI was to link 

clients with services.  

When clients had business 

questions or issues they 

were referred to MBI staff.  

As the previous section describes, the IDS provided 

one-on-one consultation services.  These sessions 

not only provided technical assistance but also 

helped with more personal issues such as goal 

setting and mentoring.  The association with the 

IDS was considered by the entrepreneurs as one of 

the most valuable components of the MBI. 

At the very beginning of the project, MBCMH case 

workers identified potential entrepreneurs that had the capacity to serve on the management board.  The 

purpose of including entrepreneurs on the board was twofold:  gain perspectives of the entrepreneurs the 

board was serving and also to develop individualsô leadership skills.   

ProcessðBest Practice #10: Assistance with financial capital is generally a necessary component to 

micro-business programs. 

Formation of community banks can be a strategy for micro-business initiatives.  Generally, this type of 

program begins with seed capital funded through community business people.  Training workshops on the 

role of savings and credit principles of bookkeeping and record keeping.  There is a commitment by 

recipients to make oneôs business profitable and replay loans.    

ñThe IDS was very knowledgeable and personable.  Any question I 

had, she could answer or find an answer within a short time.  She 

brought us all together and made us feel comfortable in a group.ò 

  ðEntrepreneur 

ñBeing on the board helped supplement my 

income but more than that, I liked hearing all 

sides of the issues.  I gained new 

perspectives.  It was enjoyable.  I learned 

more about setting goals and accomplishing 

them.ò    

 ðEntrepreneur and MBI Management Team 

Member. 
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MBI Evidence: 

As described on page 12 (Administrative Objective #5), a micro-business loan program was established at 

West Michigan National Bank and Trust.  Over $4,000 has been contributed by both non-profit 

organizations and financial institutions for this revolving fund.  $2,766. in start-up loans have been 

distributed.  The IDS assisted the entrepreneurs in preparing their applications which included feasibility 

studies and business plans.   

ProcessðBest Practice #11: Create mentoring and consulting opportunities that link entrepreneurs to 

experienced peers and professionals.  

MBI Evidence: 

The IDS serves on the Womanôs Economic Resource Center (WERC) Events committee, exploring 

opportunities for micro-business entrepreneurs in their mentoring program.  Through this connection, she 

also made contact with Megan Raphael, a life coach and motivational speaker associated with Compass, 

an online life coaching network.  She has also served on the Downtown Development Restructuring 

Committee which gave her opportunity to network with downtown business owners looking for 

opportunities for mentoring as well as spreading awareness of the MBI program and exploring 

possibilities for expanding it to the general population. 

ProcessðBest Practice #12: Advice on access and integration of technology. 

MBI Evidence: 

The MBI program has not been focused on the integration of technology.  However, an exploration is 

now underway to involve developing entrepreneurs with the Internet.  If funding for training is found, 

there are several components of technology integration into micro-businesses that are being considered.  

One would be training entrepreneurs to use social media networking.  Networking sites such as Facebook 

and Twitter would be used for mentoring and developing a supportive micro-business community.  

Another component is development of a webpage for online coaching and training in business practice.  

Supporting entrepreneurs in marketing their products on the Internet would be the third component.  The 

process of technology integration is evolving but not yet at the implementation stage. 

ProcessðBest Practice #13: Build networks of entrepreneurs to find ways to make business connections.    

MBI Evidence:   

Efforts were made to connect the MBI entrepreneur group to extended learning opportunities in which 

they could not only build skills but also network with other new entrepreneurs and established business 

owners.  Examples are the WERC events and workshops at West Shore Community College.   

ProcessðBest Practice #14: Micro-business training, counseling, and mentoring should be driven by 

needs of entrepreneurs and inclusive of all types of talents.   

Programs should be built on local assets and develop specialization in sectors that are important to local 

economies.  However, they must be people-centered and show confidence in the native intelligence and 

ability of the targeted population.  Innovation should be encouraged and supported.  Trainers, coaches, 
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and mentors must develop a balance between establishing technical soundness and commercial viability 

of the clientôs activities with the attudinal and behavioral characteristics of the client. 

MBI Evidence:   

Self-Determination Principles are 

at the heart of MBCMHôs and 

AESôs philosophies of supporting 

new entrepreneurs.  Although they 

guided entrepreneurs through steps 

that would support their 

businesses becoming viable, they 

did not try to steer clients to particular businesses.  Indeed, fostering decision-making ability was a goal 

of the program.   

ProcessðBest Practice #15: Micro-business programs should develop collaborative-leadership across 

private and public sectors. 

MBI Evidence:  

Stronger connections to Chambers of Commerce has been a goal if the MBI program.  An example of a 

collaboration that will give entrepreneurs exposure with the Manistee Chamber of Commerce is Easter 

Seals agreeing to partner with the Manistee Chamber to offer micro-business entrepreneurs the 

opportunity to join the Chamber at a reduced rate.   

ProcessðBest Practice #16: Important components of micro-business programs include:  

 incubating businesses with supportive facilities and services 

 providing access to markets  

 Offer additional modules for those beyond start-up stage and build curricula in skill sets 

MBI Evidence: 

Business incubation:  After the MBI program was funded, application was made to the MRS for funding a 

micro-business incubator.  When funding was not received, MBCMH set up a Santa Workshop to sell 

MBI products at the Benzie Drop-In Center during the Christmas season.  In the spring of 2009, a micro-

business incubator (funded by MBCMH) will open at this same location.  Plans are underway for a 

similar facility in Manistee.  

Access to markets:  Entrepreneurs were given opportunities to sell their products at the counseling center 

and statewide community mental health conferences.  Booths (sponsored by AES and MBCMH) were set 

up at the Manistee County Fair and the Manistee Forest Festival where entrepreneurs could sell products 

or market their services.  In addition, the IDS gave entrepreneurs support in the development of their 

brochures and business cards. 

Skill set curricula: The business briefcase with toolkit has been modified to reflect three levels of 

preparedness, making it more accessible and useful across populations.  An assessment form was created 

to assist individuals in determining what level to begin.  

ñI was surprised at the change on how CMH has chosen to 

get away from the structured work environment to more 

independent choices for the individual.  That has been 

refreshing and has made a huge change in people.  We are 

gaining confidence.  We donôt need to have someone making 

all of our choices.ò ðEntrepreneur 
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ProcessðBest Practice #16: Formative and summative evaluation procedures should be integrated into 

the program to assure continuous quality improvement.   

Formative evaluation procedures should include the integration of program management principles and 

data-tracking mechanisms.  Rigorous monitoring and reporting procedures are necessary for quality 

improvement.  Summary evaluations should be disseminated among partners and community 

stakeholders.  A comprehensive evaluation system can be invaluable in advocating for future support and 

can be used in strategic planning for future operations. 

MBI Evidence: 

Formative evaluation projects were not built into the program at the initiation of program operations.  

However, extensive paper files detailing program services and participation by entrepreneurs were 

maintained.  Monthly progress reports were provided to the project team and state resource people. Near 

the end of the project, an external evaluator was contracted to implement a summative evaluation.  The 

final evaluation report is intended to be used for advocacy, developing funding streams, and marketing. 

SUSTAINABILITY 

Program survival is assured by: 

 
SustainabilityðBest Practice #17: Internal revenue generation along with diversified external finding 

with some long-term funding streams. 

MBI Evidence: 

Internal revenue generation:  the MBI has developed a menu of services and products to sell that will 

support future programs and services for the Micro-Business Initiative (See Appendix A, page 34).  

Deborah Nale (the IDS) will become an independent contractor, enabling AES to pay per service.  

MBCMH is in the process of institutionalizing the program (making it standard operating procedure) to 

assure referrals and on-going funding for this special constituency.  AES is also becoming a licensed 

vendor for services to state agencies allowing it to receive direct payments from Community Mental 

Health agencies. 

External funding:  The project evaluation report, conducted by Draze Consulting and the best practice 

study and asset inventory being completed by Northern Initiatives will be used to package the program.  It 

is the intent that these documents and resources will be used in the development of new funding streams 

to sustain the program for the mentally challenged and expand the program to the general population and 

other communities.   

SustainabilityðBest Practice #18: Product marketing.  Consulting services. 

MBI Evidence:   

The IDS works with regional organizations (Womenôs Economic Resource Center and West Shore 

Community College) as a business consultant and resource.  This also assists in the development of 

referrals to the MBI program and develops a market for the MBI workbooks, toolkits, and consulting 

services.  She also serves as a consultant and resource for the MI-SbTdc, a statewide network of 150 
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consultants sponsored by the Small Business Association. 

The micro-business tools and services have been streamlined and refined to make them easier to use 

across different populations.  The Powerpoint presentation was also re-developed for use in Webinars.  

Two test marketing extension services have been completed with STEP: Detroit which included 

conference calls, webinars, and material sales. 

SustainabilityðBest Practice #19: Innovation. 

Innovation and experimentation seeds sustainability.   

MBI Evidence:   

Although the planned outcomes were not different from previous programming (helping individuals 

become more independent), approaching it through economic development was a unique strategy for a 

mental health agency.  From the very beginning, the MBI used an innovative approach to reach an 

outcome that is gaining prominence in the disability communityðfor people with disabilities to become 

entrepreneurs and develop micro-businesses that produce income, self-esteem, products and services.  

The uniqueness is in the development of a curriculum that will take individuals from the idea incubation 

stage to learning the basics of managing a business while at the same time providing a nurturing 

environment in which entrepreneurs have emotional, technical, and business support.  Another positive 

characteristic of the curriculum is that it was also designed to be used with the general population.  The 

format allows it to be packaged as a product that can be marketed to nonprofits or individuals, thus 

developing another funding stream. 

Another example of innovation is the development of a distance learning component.  Because of 

difficulties of transportation, MBI piloted a strategy of having training sessions in one county and the 

entrepreneurs in the other county participating by remote video conferencing technology.  It was found 

that for it to be effective, a knowledgeable facilitator must be at each site.  Participants reacted positively 

to the innovation and were appreciative of not having to travel very far for training sessions. 

 

 

Communication.  Sustainability is not only related to available funding and 

personnel.  Relationships between agencies are often critical.  Caseworkers and 

AES staff reflected positively on the relationship between  MBCMH and  AES. 

 ñWe worked well together.  Communication was great.  There were no 

territorial issues.ò 
 

 ñEveryone was accessible.  Feedback was given and was helpful.ò 
 

 ñI would like to see the relationship continue.  The IDS carried the program.  

Communication was great.ò 
 

 ñIt was definitely a positive relationship.ò 

 

As people change within agencies, it will be important to have communication strategies written into the 

Evaluation Question #3:  Can the program be sustained? 

Future funding 

depends on: 
 

 Public Awareness 
 

 Services and 

products 
 

 Efficiency of 

operation 
 

 Preparation for 

future grant 

opportunities. 



Page | 23  

 

program so this level of communication can be sustained over time and not be dependent solely on 

particular personalities. 

Funding.   

Multiple strategies have been developed to sustain the micro-business initiative over time.  The 

strategies fell into three categories:  developing more public awareness of the program, developing 

products and services to sell, and structuring the program to increase efficiency of operation, and 

preparing for future grant opportunities. 

Public awareness: 

All members of the MBI management team played a role in creating public awareness of this project.  

MBCMH and AES professionals spoke at local, state and national professional organization meetings.  

MBCMH discussed the possibilities of the program with their clients.  Entrepreneurs on the team, spread 

the word through their contacts with friends, families, and other contacts in their communities.  AES 

consistently published periodic press releases they disseminated through their email blasts and local 

newspapers.  The MBI also published Annual Reports and developed brochures to be disseminated at 

conferences.  Booths were also set up at the Manistee County Fair and the Manistee Forest Festival to 

both advertise the program and give entrepreneurs an opportunity to sell their products and services. 

Services and products: 

 Micro-business tools and services have been made available to the public for purchase.  This 

menu of services and products to sell will support further programming. 
 

 Consulting services are offered. (Example:  a webinar was done with Detroit.  This was a one 

hour consultation and resulted in a 1.5 hour webinar.  They bought the micro-business toolkit 

and 10 manuals with the promise of future purchases) 

 

Efficiency of operation: 

Strategies to make the program cost efficient were explored.  This was particularly important for the 

project, as it was spread across two counties.  Participants often did not have transportation to travel 

distance.  To solve this problem, distance-learning workshops were developed using remote video 

conferencing made possible by MBCMH technology.   Although some clients reported they preferred 

the face-to-face workshops, those who participated indicated that it worked for them.  There were 

MBCMH staff at both locations and this was found to be important.  The IDS also reflected that specific 

duties for both staff and students need to be clearly defined for distance learning to be successful.  

Otherwise, it is easier for students to not actively participate.  Technical skills were considered 

important. For example, the camera needs to be focused on individuals speaking, it cannot be static. 
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Preparation for future grant opportunities and development of new funding streams: 

Often times, when grant opportunities arise, there is not a great deal of time to adequately prepare a 

quality application with appropriate background materials.  The MBI is making a concerted effort to 

develop background materials that will make them competitive for government and private foundation 

grants.  Examples of these efforts are: 

 Solicitation of letters of support from 

elected officials, the local community 

foundation, consumers, and 

administrators 
 

 Development of relationships with other 

agencies that are potential partners or 

funders (community health agencies, 

Michigan Dept. of Labor and Economic 

Growth, Michigan Rehabilitation Services 
 

 Funding of a program evaluation to systematically examine quality of implementation processes and 

nature of impacts 
 

 Completing a best-practice study and asset inventory facilitated by Northern Initiatives to assist in 

packing the program 

 

 

As the Executive Director of AES relates, it was part of AESôs mission for this initiative to be a gateway 

toward what they hoped will become a comprehensive program to encourage entrepreneurism and small 

business development.  This pilot program has helped the agency learn how to help individuals make the 

transition from good ideas to running a viable business.  Through this pilot project, they have developed 

the infrastructure necessary to run a successful micro-business program.  That infrastructure includes: 

curriculum materials, partners and volunteers to provide resources and services, mentors, sources of 

revenues, and operating procedures.  Presently materials and training are being marketed to non-profits 

(including out of county agencies).  The IDS continually works across community groups by serving on 

committees to develop awareness of the program and also learn how it can be implemented with 

different populations.  The overarching intent of AES in taking a prominent role in this project was to 

improve the overall economic infrastructure of the Northwest Michigan Region.   

 

Weôre learning that virtually everyone has an idea, talent or attribute that they can convert into a 

successful micro-business.  With persistence, creativity and old-fashioned hard work, our  

The Director of Operations of the 

MBCMH had only positive comments to 

share regarding the efficacy of the 

program.  ñThe staff at AES understood 

our goals and made this program fit their 

mission of economic development while 

ñHopefully, the efforts we have made to fund 

program evaluation, best practice research, and 

asset inventorying will be useful in developing 

new funding streams to sustain and expand the 

program to other populations and 

communities.ò            

 ðAES Executive Director 

Evaluation Question #4:  Can the program be replicated in other contexts and populations. 

Evaluation Question #5:  What is the perspective of program administrators regarding the 

efficacy of the program? 

 
ñThe culture of service for mental health clients has 

been enhanced.  Peoplesô perspective of mental health 

clients is changing.  MBCMH and AES have improved 

their image in the community.  They are now seen as 

more innovative.ò             

  ðAES Executive Director 
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keeping our mission of personal growth for clients at the forefront of the work.  They are visionaries.  

For it to continue, we must continue our referrals.  With the right promotion and marketing strategies, 

this program will have financial success too.  This is such an up and coming idea.  In these economic 

times, it is needed all across Michigan as well as the country.  The small business ñstart-upò training 

can appeal to everyone.  It can help the unemployed and low income people as well as the mentally or 

physically challenged population.  It is now ready to grow.ò 

 

 

 

 

As reported in other sections of this report (Administrative objective #5, page 12) the MBCMH and 

AES staff have done outreach at conferences and through mental health agency publications, and email 

blasts.  It is starting to have impact.  Other agencies are consulting with MBCMH and AES by 

telephone.  AES has provided (on a fee for service basis) training and material to other agencies.  Non-

profit organizations (besides mental health agencies) have also been interested. 

 

 

One of the first challenges was to gain the entrepreneursô perspective on the management team.  This 

challenge was met by involving five of the entrepreneurs on the management team.  They gave their 

perspectives, advice, and helped brainstorm ideas for festival displays.  Another positive aspect was they 

gave office assistance which was a win-win situation.  The program gained needed clerical help and the 

assisting entrepreneurs were compensated for their time.  The building of self-esteem and growth in 

leadership skills was a primary outcome. 

 

The short time-length of grant funding was problematic for this population.  For some, with more 

serious mental health issues, their mental health was not well enough at the beginning of the program to 

apply for a loan.  They needed more time to focus and develop their business plan, and determine their 

financial needs before they would be eligible for loan funds.  On-going services will be available for 

these individuals. 

 

Building sustainability was a crucial issue.  AES pursued a USDA grant to conduct a study of micro-

business practices and complete an asset survey of the two county region.  The study and surveys will be 

conducted by Northern Initiatives.  Located in Michiganôs Upper Peninsula, Northern Initiatives is a 

private, non-profit community development corporation that provides tailored business solutions to 

advance and connect rural communities and their economies. 

 

 

  

As described under Program Goal #4, it is difficult to determine whether clientsô recovery process would 

have been slower without their involvement in the MBI, Case Workers believed that the program 

definitely had a positive impact on the recovery process.  Most reported their clients having fewer crises.  

Evaluation Question #6:  How have the outcomes of this project been shared with other mental 

health and economic development organizations? 

 

 

Evaluation Question #7:  How were challenges solved?  Will the strategies, used for problem-

solving, impact future procedures or programming at either AES or MBCMH? 

 

 

 

Evaluation Question #8:  Has the recovery process been accelerated for persons participating in 

the program? 
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One attributed this to more medical compliance by clients so they could cope with and focus on their 

entrepreneur classes.    All of the caseworkers described how the increase in clientsô self-confidence has 

enabled their clients to be more independent, articulate and social.  One caseworker believed that clients 

became more motivated when they grew to understand that having a disability did not prevent them 

from having their own business and leading productive lives.  

 

  

 

Self-respect, directions, choices:  

During interviews of the entrepreneurs, they continually mentioned their growth in confidence that they 

could be productive and have more interactions in the community.  For some, it was a change to a more 

positive attitude or making decisions that made the difference.  Representative comments were: 

  

 ñI am better able to express my plans and ideas.ò  
 

 ñI am more willing to do different things.ò  
 

 ñI feel very confident.  I am even setting goals.ò 
 

 ñI have growth in personal pride.  I was a professional and lost my job and security because of 

an accident.  I really needed this.ò 
 

 ñMy attitude has changed.  I am more positive 

about everything.ò 
 

 ñWhen I am selling, Iôm meeting new people.  It is 

eye-opening and has given me confidence.  I see 

myself as an active community person now.ò 
 

 ñI am hopeful.  Iôve set up a business account.  Iôve 

worked with a bookseller.  I feel like a professional.  

That is a start and it gives me hope.ò 
 

 ñIt has given me new alternatives.  I am doing 

things on my own more independently.ò 
 

 ñBeing helpful to other people who are 

handicapped is rewarding.ò 
 

 ñIt has given me new meaning, new alternatives.  I 

am doing things on my own more independently.ò 

 

 Of the group interviewed, only two indicated that they really 

didnôt see any change in their life.  This appeared to be 

connected to not meeting their expectation of increased 

Evaluation Question #9:  How has the initiative impacted clientsô lives (self-direction, choices, 

resources, earnings, self-respect, health, hospitalizations, medications, relationships)? 

 

 

 

This projectɂȰ(ÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÂÌÅ 
to help people with special 
challenges, create and run 
small businesses, and in the 
process, build our confidence 
and develop some income that 
improves our quality of life.  All 
of us are on a fixed income and 
any additional amount of 
monthly income allows us to 
begin saving money, while also 
having a little extra to spend in 
our local communities.  Like 
many of us, we just need some 
direction and assistance from 
ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȢȱ 
  
Excerpt from letter written by 
entrepreneurs to AES staff. 
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earnings (ñI am not making any money so I will not continue thisò); health issues (ñit depends on my 

energyò); and lack of funding to get started (ñIôm working on my budget.  There just isnôt any funding 

out there.ò) 

The case workers who supported the entrepreneurs had similar responses.  All reported seeing increased 

confidence and self-esteem in their clients. 

  

 ñThere was a growth in self-esteem.  

Entrepreneurs may not sell but the more 

important issue was that they got out of their 

shells, were out in the public, and were 

building skills.  They saw that they could do 

things they didnôt think were possible.ò  

Resources and earnings: 

Increased income was of course, very important to the entrepreneurs.  Over 18 months of the program, 

entrepreneurs have earned over $19, 351.   

However, other gains and resources were recognized both by entrepreneurs and case workers as vitally 

important.  Some of the entrepreneurs recognized that developing and managing a micro-business was 

likely a lifelong learning track.  They seemed to believe they could use the materials they received to 

continue developing their business plans.  One entrepreneur reported that he was re-doing his business 

model so that he could try more artistic stuff.  To accomplish his goals, he needed to find resources to 

buy a scroll saw.  He knew there were some 

avenues he could explore to find funding.  The idea 

that they had a source to go to for assistance and 

friends to discuss their plans with was critical to 

them (ñThe memory of the class lets me know that I am not alone.  I can call for help.ò)  Another 

entrepreneur (who is presently combining his business with part-time jobs) is considering trying to make 

his new business a full-time job), but is waiting for more economic stability to build his confidence.  A 

jewelry maker is expanding her business by using her earnings to buy more supplies.  She recently 

bought $200 of beads on-line with which she predicts she can make $1,000 worth of products. 

Health, hospitalizations, medication: 

Details on health, hospitalizations, and medications were not available to this report because of national 

HIPAA regulation to protect the rights and privacy of all individuals.  However, anecdotal comments 

from case workers indicated they believed there were fewer crises, due to increased medical compliance.  

Clients were more motivated to take their medications and pay attention to their hygiene because of the 

classes.  It was important to the clients to have positive impact.  The social networking was valued as 

much as the business knowledge they were gaining.  The interaction in the small classes was a stepping 

stone to being involved in the community.  Repeatedly the entrepreneurs indicated in the interviews, 

how important the support from fellow entrepreneurs in the class was.    

ñThey found hope in being able to 

come up with their own ideas and 

follow trough with them.  Self-esteem 

improved.ò   

 ðMBCMH employee 

ñFinancially, it has helped me make ends 

meet.  Iôve turned my hobby into a business.ò 

   ðEntrepreneur 
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An example of the progress that entrepreneurs have made is reflected in the following statement by a 

MBCMH caseworker: 

ñMy client has experienced a huge growth in self-esteem.  She is able to maintain her own 

apartment and social life with some increased income.  She is able to better resolve long standing 

abuse victim issues.  She has a creative focus now and increased friendship opportunities.  Since 

her involvement with the MBI program she has ñgraduatedò to meds only and visits every three 

months instead of twice monthly.ò  

 

 

 

Seventy-eight percent of the clients interviewed believed 

this initiative was very effective.  They feel they have 

discovered useful resources, made new friends and 

connections, and discovered resources.  Negative 

comments were related to the tedious process of 

developing a business plan and difficulty with the 

academic atmosphere.  One person commented that their 

mental issues complicated following through with the 

work. 

  

Perspectives of the Entrepreneurs 

Each comment below represents the opinion of one entrepreneur. 

Effective Strategies Challenges 

 ñPeople not accustomed to an academic atmosphere 

were offered extra help.ò 

 ñI have the materials to use again and now I know 

resource people that will be helpful.ò 

 ñI need more support but now I know who I can 

contact.ò 

 ñI will always have materials, books, and resource 

people now.ò 

 ñThis is better than I expected.  From the inception, 

there was more input from community than I 

expected. People blossomed.  It gave them hope.ò 

 ñI did have to abandon my project but everything 

else about the program turned out better than I 

expected.ò 

 ñThey were very clear at the beginning what the 

class would be like so there were no surprises.ò 

 ñIt was more complete than I expected.ò 

 ñOpportunities to sell products were given.ò 

 ñToo much theory and 

philosophy.ò 

 ñNot enough mechanical specifics 

like paperwork to file.ò 

 ñIt was tough to contact my peer 

support specialist.ò 

 ñDoing the business plan was 

difficult and tedious.ò 

 ñI figured Iôd make more money 

than I did.ò 

 ñIt has been a challenge to track 

all expenses and do billing in a 

timely manner.  I have to work on 

concentration and focus.ò 

 ñMore transportation is needed.ò 

Evaluation Question #10:  What is the perspective of clients on the efficacy of this initiative? 

 

 

 

ñI suffer from post-traumatic stress 

syndrome.  I distrust most people.  

Since I went through this program, I 

can go out, talk to strangers, attend 

festivals, etc. and not feel afraid.  It is 

a huge change.ò 

 ðEntrepreneur. 
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Perspectives of the Entrepreneurs 

Each comment below represents the opinion of one entrepreneur. 

Effective Strategies Challenges 

 ñI wish the IDS was with the program from the very 

beginning.  She was absolutely excellent.  She was 

both book smart and people smart.  People smartness 

is very important as a leader in this project.  Her 

diverse background probably makes it easier for her 

to understand all of us.ò 

 ñIt ran so smoothly, that I have no suggestions.  It 

was a worthwhile project even if oneôs micro-

business fails.  I would recommend it.ò 

 

 Entrepreneurs were asked to rate various components of the initiative on a scale of 1 to 5 (5 = highest 

rating).  Not all components were used by all participants.  For example, not everyone consulted the peer 

support specialist assigned to them.  Others did not use the business plan support or bookkeeping 

support because they had previous experience with those components.  Those that were not able to 

develop a business of course did not need assistance with the banking and tax forms.  In the chart below, 

the mean ratings are shown.  Means were based only on those individuals who rated that item.   
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 All of the interviewees identified at least one component that was valuable to them.  A third of the 

interviewees claimed that they valued everything about the 

program.  Representative comments are below: 

 ñIt was self-affirming.  I love learning and want to pass 

this on to others.ò 
 

 ñI enjoyed it all and would definitely do it again in a 

heartbeat.  Just getting together and having a support 

group, which shared ideas, was terrific.ò 
 

 ñComing together with other people and starting a 

business.  Sharing stories and problems.ò 
 

 ñThe business workshops gave me a chance to meet others and helped me develop socially.ò 
 

 ñItôs giving me an opportunity to get out and about and meet others and feel better about myself and 

the world.ò 
 

 ñI have more direction in what I need to do to make my business work.ò 
 

 ñSupport with legal matters, licenses, taxes.ò 
 

 ñLearning the process of starting my business.ò 
 

 ñWorking out my budget.  The program helped me focus and 

get my materials together.ò  It helped to get my business plan 

in order and get it ready to present.ò  
 

 ñIt made me think.  I learned I have to work my business like a 

job.ò 
 

 ñMy concentration skills have improved because I have a lot more to do during the week and I have 

time to prepare myself ahead of time, set the alarm clock and think through the details of my 

business.ò 
 

 ñIôve learned the value of time on the job.  My work habits have improved.  If I donôt work, I donôt 

earn money.  If I donôt send a bill, I donôt get money.  If I donôt do a good job, I probably will not be 

hired again.ò 

 

 

 

Case managers report that overcoming the reluctance of participants was a challenge because of their 

clientsô fear of jumping into business on their own.  They talked about some individuals being very 

capable but having difficulties focusing and getting down to work.  Others had difficulties in knowing 

technical aspects, or a realistic view of the market which made it difficult to price their services and 

products to make a profit.  One staff member remarked how it turned out so much better than they 

Evaluation Question #11:  What are the perspectives on the impact of this initiative by support 

figures (case managers, families, and friends)? 

 

 

ñIôve got a purpose now!  Iôve got a 

big time, positive outlook and am 

getting out there!  I have more self 

esteem and am marketing my business 

to the public.  Last year, I was just 

vegetating.ò 

 ðEntrepreneur 

ñHaving the class divided into 

sections really clarified things.  

Some parts of starting a business 

were very clear although the 

amount of information was 

daunting.ò 

 ðEntrepreneur 
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expected.  She didnôt think the 

loan program would work.  She 

was surprised how people 

bounced back form their initial 

discouragement and developed 

new resources and came back 

with innovative ways to get 

started.  She attributed this to the 

enthusiasm of Deborah Nale (the 

IDS), peer support, sales, and 

program innovation.  One 

MBCMH professional summarizes the perspective from the MBCMH and AES professional 

community. 

ñThis group often over reacts to challengesðthey are very emotional.  That is where you see 

some of the most growth.  They are getting over some of their fears and can operate more 

independently.  If the purpose of the program is to just make people economically self-sufficient, 

the success rate might only be 10%.  If the purpose of the program is to raise peopleôs self 

confidence, to help people interact with the public in a positive way, to help people have a more 

fulfilling life, and to be productive people in society, than this program is an overwhelming 

success.  It has raised participantsô expectations of what they can do in life.ò                   

 

 

The AES Director, Renee Ihlenfeldt, reported that there were many anecdotal comments in response to 

news releases in the newspaper or e-news broadcasts.  She said that these responses are not typical.  It 

seems that this program tore at the heartstrings.  County commissioners tried to attend special events and 

wrote notes to the entrepreneurs when they graduated.  We really did not have to solicit donations.  

Funds were volunteered.  The community recognized the issues at stake and reacted with compassion.  

The community members were our cheerleaders.  They bought products too.  Sales went up after news 

releases. 

Lessons Learned:  Perspectives of Project Management Team 

IDS Hiring.  Several people on the management team believed that having an Income Development 

Specialist on board in the beginning of the program (before clients were recruited) would have been 

advantageous.  This would have enabled that person to 

establish more ñbuy-inò from both agencies and give staff a 

stronger background in the program design before 

entrepreneurs were recruited.  

Partnerships.  The collaboration between the two agencies 

was crucial (MBCMH and AES).  This allowed for the two 

agencies to combine their strengths and specialized skill 

Evaluation Question #12:  Are there lasting impacts on the community? 

 

 

ñIôve had the pleasure of witnessing first hand what structured 

encouragement, community connections, and a sense of purpose 

has given each of our entrepreneurs.  They have grown over the 

months to the point where I do not recognize them as the same 

individuals I first met in 2007.  Some were scared, timid, and 

unsure, with little self-esteem.  I do not see those people anymore.  

These achievements are the direct reflection of the courage and 

persistence of each entrepreneur who took the risk to begin 

something new.ò      ðIncome Development Specialist 

ñWe were first hesitant at not being in 

total control.  But AES adapted to 

working with us and the special 

population very well.  Communication 

between the two agencies was an 

important part.ò 

 ðMBCMH employee 
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sets.  Bringing other partners into the program at the beginning would add to these skills as well as 

bringing needed resources.   

Management team.  The management team should reflect diverse experience.  Multiple perspectives 

lead to innovation and a program that had a greater fit to the targeted population and community. 

Mentorship.  Many of the people in this special population have a lack of natural supports such as 

family, friends, and employers.  At the beginning particularly, the IDS played a pivotal role as a mentor 

to these individuals.  In terms of time resources, it will be important to develop additional mentors 

within the community until this special population develops more independence. 

Meeting Needs.  There are some fundamental struggles that 

people in this special population have that limit their 

involvement such as emotional or transportation issues.  This 

should be taken into account when trying to keep the 

program on a time schedule.  The emotional struggles mean 

that MBCMH counselors will always need to be actively 

involved in the program.  At the same time, staff with social work expertise is necessary to be sure that 

issues such as transportation, child care, etc. are addressed adequately. 

Evaluator Comments 

Relationship of counseling hours to success.  There was a direct relationship of number of hours of one-

on-one consultation with the Income Development Specialist to whether or not an entrepreneur 

completed the micro-business training course or a business plan.  The IDS provided an average of 22.9 

hours of counseling per entrepreneur referred to the program.  Of those that completed the courseðthere 

was an average of 33.8 hours provided.  For those individuals completing a business planðthe average 

was 55.3 hours.  This points to the importance of having additional mentors to support the developing 

entrepreneurs with their needs.  As entrepreneurs are being inducted into the program, they also should 

be made aware of the relationship of business success to participating fully in the program (taking 

advantage of all resources). 

Data Management.  Effective data management is a hallmark of effective programs.  If the system is in 

place at the initiation of a program, it enables operational efficiencies and provides data that can be used 

for formative evaluation practices to inform the continuous quality improvement of the program.  There 

are databases being marketed for micro-businesses such as distributed by the Aspen Institute of 

Washington, D.C.  A customized database could also be developed using Microsoft Access that would 

link different tables of information to allow for one-site entry and multiple types of queries.   

To demonstrate program success, pre/post assessment instruments need to be added to the program.  

These should include attudinal assessments as well as assessments used to measure individualsô business 

knowledge.  End-of-session evaluation forms also must be administered consistently (same form every 

time) to all participants to yield valid and reliable data. 

ñWe need a system that responds to 

the needs, dreams, and challenges of 

each individual, no matter what their 

abilities or disabilities.ò 

 ðAES Executive Director 
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In summary, improved data management practices would be useful for both continuous improvement of 

programming and in providing evidence of success which is important for both marketing and 

developing future funding opportunities. 

Alignment with enVision Manistee County.  In 2006, Manistee 

County completed a visioning initiative that involved residents 

across the county in planning a vision for the county in the 

areas of 1) arts culture, and humanities; 2) economy and 

employment; 3) government and infrastructure, 4) health and 

human services, 5) natural environment and recreation; and 6) 

youth and education.  The Micro-Business Initiative is closely 

aligned with two categories of the enVision Manistee Initiative.  A table on the following page shows 

how the MBI is aligned with Health and Human Services and Economy and Employment. 

The micro-business is aligned with 

two enVision Manistee County 

categories:   

 Economy and Employment  

 Health and Human services 
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Alignment of the Micro-Business Initiative with enVision Manistee County 

Economy and Employment 

EnVision Focus Proposed enVision strategy Micro-Business Initiative Strategy 

Teach career specific skills and 

demonstrate a positive work ethic 

to potential employees 

Career skills and basic 

education training 

Engage individuals recovering from mental 

illness in a training program for developing a 

micro-business.  Provide one-on-one 

counseling to assist entrepreneurs through 

personal issues as they struggle with technical 

details. 

Life skill training programs 

Accept and expect change in order 

to explore opportunities for 

increasing the economic health of 

Manistee County 

Economic Best Practices 

Committee 

The MBI received a USDA grant to contract 

with Northern Initiatives to complete a study 

of Best Practices in Micro-Businesses 

Assess Manistee Countyôs 

economic base 

Economic data analysis The MBI received a USDA grant to contract 

with Northern Initiatives to complete an Asset 

Study of Manistee County.  This will be 

helpful to the MBI in developing resources for 

the program as well as assessing needs. 

Infrastructure assessment 

Create a financial support system 

for small business 

Small business low-interest 

loan program 

The MBI initiated a revolving loan program 

for entrepreneurs involved in the program. 

Support existing businesses to 

promote organic growth 

Small business networking In addition to the networking in their training 

course, the IDS made efforts to connect the 

entrepreneurs to other small business owners 

in the county through low cost Chamber of 

Commerce memberships and encouraging 

their attendance at community college 

workshops.  The MBI also supported booths at 

the county fair and other festivals which gave 

entrepreneurs opportunities to sell products as 

well as network with others. 

Health and Human Services 

EnVision Focus Proposed enVision strategy Micro-Business Initiative Strategy 

Seek opportunities to collaborate, 

cooperate and communicate with 

health and human services 

agencies to address common 

issues and concerns related to the 

physical, social, and mental health 

of Manistee County. 

Focus on collaborative efforts 

to promote cooperation 

between agencies to develop 

education and training 

opportunities. 

The Manistee-Benzie Community Mental 

Health Agency and the Alliance for Economic 

Success collaborated to provide quality 

programming.  They also involved local 

banks, Chambers of Commerce, and non-

profit agencies to deliver needed services. 

Ensure high-quality health and 

human services 

Health and Human Services 

benchmarking and 

continuous quality 

improvement. 

An external evaluator was contracted with to 

provide evidence of program quality. 

Alignment with best practice was a component 

of the program evaluation. 
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PART 4:  CONCLUSION 

The Micro-Business Initiative accomplished a great deal during a short amount of time.  In a period of 

two years, this project has achieved several milestones: 

 Established an infrastructure for delivering a quality micro-business program to individuals 

recovering from mental illness. 

 Has initiated steps for institutionalizing the program. MBCMH is in the process of making 

referrals of clients (with accompanying funding) to the program. 

 Has undertaken studies to determine best practice for future programming through a best practice 

study by Northern Initiatives and the findings from the evaluation report by Draze Consulting. 

 Has worked with 39 individuals to provide them with the skills to run small businesses.  At this 

point, 60% have launched businesses.  Reports from case workers and the entrepreneurs 

themselves indicate there have been high leaps in the increase of self-esteem among the clients 

(entrepreneurs). 

 Has shared the success and materials of the program across the state and the community to give 

hope to others. 

 Has developed a funding stream to assure the long-term sustainability of the program. 

Next steps for the MBI should include the continued development of the infrastructure to provide this 

much needed service.  This includes developing a data management system; providing increased 

mentoring opportunities; developing marketing strategies; developing the use of technology among 

entrepreneurs for networking, training, and sales; and continuing the development of funding streams.  

The MBI has shown that they are working on all of these issues.  Evidence is strong that this program 

can be sustained. 
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