Working Together: The Lancaster SCORE & Kutztown SBDC Alliance

Several years ago, an article in SCORE Today piqued my interest in Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs). Researching the subject, I learned that there are 63 lead SBDCs nationwide with a network of more than 1,100 service locations. SBDCs are located at colleges, universities, community colleges, vocational schools, chambers of commerce and economic development corporations. SBDCs provide counseling and workshop training to small business owners, similar to SCORE. I thought, “Why aren’t we working together with our local SBDC to deliver our services to our target market?”

Along with SCORE colleagues in the York and Lancaster PA chapters, we began talking about establishing a strategic alliance partnership with the Kutztown University SBDC. We asked ourselves, “How could we create synergy with the SBDC to benefit clients? Do they have special talents that we could align with our special strengths?” We arranged several exploratory discussion meetings with Kutztown University’s SBDC Director Ernie Post.

Over time, we learned that SBDC staff members are not only dedicated and professional, but they often have specialized skills. The Kutztown SBDC has a full-time environmental and energy specialist, a government contracting specialist and an international trade specialist. We discovered that the SBDC had many valuable contacts in local and state politics and the small business market and have good marketing know-how. 

We also learned that the SBDCs have an incentive to work with SCORE chapters because, like SCORE, they are evaluated on output metrics—total services based on counseling sessions, plus workshop attendees. 

In turn, they learned that SCORE has a much broader array of business experience and skills, because of our greater numbers and diversity. Thus, we can handle far more personalized small business counseling sessions than the typical SBDC, due to our much larger volunteer membership. They also learned we have substantial experience and strengths in creating and delivering quality workshops.

Because both SCORE and SBDC seek the same goal—client success and an improved entrepreneurial environment for our communities—it felt right to leverage each other’s strengths. We began to see a potential “win-win” situation for both of us, with the client being the ultimate beneficiary. 

Gradually, both the York and Lancaster chapters developed a strong alliance with the SBDC, built on mutual respect and mutual trust. Alliances aren’t always easy. You have to work at it, talk to each other and share with each other to succeed.

Here are some of the results of Lancaster’s two-year alliance with the SBDC:

· In 2001, the Lancaster, PA Chapter conducted one start-up workshop a month, averaging 15 participants per workshop. Our income ($30 per attendee) marginally covered our paid advertising expenses. Today, we offer five different workshops, conducted every other week. With the benefit of our partnership marketing strengths, we average 40 people per workshop, charge $10 per workshop and don’t have to do any paid advertising. Thus, three years ago, we averaged 180 workshop attendees in a year, and today we have about 1,100 workshop attendees annually.

· In 1999, we held 900 counseling sessions. During the last two years, we have averaged, 1,160 counseling sessions per year.

· Due to fund sharing arrangements with the SBDC, our workshop income has tripled in two years.

· Many more clients attend our workshop series before coming to us for counseling. As a result, most of the clients that return for counseling have a sincere interest in business ownership and a chance for success. Counseling efforts can now be more specific because the “generic stuff” has been covered earlier in the workshops. We find that clients who come from the workshop process to counseling are most focused and prepared, which produces a less mundane, more challenging and enjoyable experience for our counselors.

The stimulus of the alliance partnerships has led the SBDC to develop, with our assistance and participation, a completely new series of workshops, targeted at the market with the greatest opportunity for growth—existing small business. 

I am convinced that our alliance with the Kutztown University SBDC has led us to achieve and deliver new and better services. This growth has been nothing short of amazing and exhilarating. If your chapter is ready to grow and improve, consider forming an alliance with your local SBDC.

Louis L. Davenport, Assistant District Director, Eastern Pennsylvania

Lou is a member of the Lancaster, PA SCORE Chapter

717-397-3092

Lancaster SCORE will present the following workshops as  part of the Kutztown SBDC’s Business Skills for Success series. 

Your Competitive Advantage – How Do You Beat Your Competition?  

January 27, 2004 – $79

· Figure out your best competitive advantage(s)

· Target the customer(s) who will spend the most money with you

· Understand what your customer needs to hear and see from you in order to buy

· Market and maintain your advantage(s) over many successful years

This workshop discusses that, in tough times, you need to use every marketing penny wisely. This fun, interesting, and very personalized workshop will help you beat your competition.
16 Tactics to Build a Successful Business – How Successful Small Businesses Stay Successful  

May 26, 2004 – $79

· Learn techniques to build a strong foundation for your business

· Discover creative thinking methods to inspire growth

· Master financial analysis and planning 

· Develop strategy and tactics in order for your company to be successful

This workshop is a very highly rated program, where you receive excellent, concrete examples to illustrate points.  Clients receive copies of the PowerPoint presentation and actively work in the class to develop the strategy and tactics using step-by-step workbooks.

The Lancaster County Chapter of SCORE offers free, confidential business counseling as well as free or low-cost business workshops, seminars and publications in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.  SCORE is a resource partner with the U. S. Small Business Administration.
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