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Entrepreneurship and Economic 
Development in Rural America         

Ronald J. Hustedde

Overview
Americans with disabilities and rural communi-
ties have something in common: both struggle to 
build assets and to create wealth. Yet, both have 
opportunities for building a quality of life that is 
rooted in equity and prosperity. Rural people and 
those with disabilities start their own ventures 
due to decreased employment opportunities. The 
World Bank (2016) reports small and medium 
enterprises account for more than half of all for-
mal jobs across the globe. These firms create 
effective solutions for clean water, alternative 
energy, health services, and education. During 
1992–2005 smaller companies created more jobs 
than larger companies. However, recent research 
indicates start-up firms, regardless of size, and 
generates the greatest surge of jobs in the USA 
(Haltiwanger et al., 2012). Small firms account 
for almost two-thirds of employment in rural 
America (U.S. House of Representatives Small 
Business Committee, 2016).

Entrepreneurship is seen as a route to eco-
nomic independence for people with disabilities. 
According to Kitching (2014), one possible solu-
tion to problems of low labor market participa-
tion rates lies in the potential for people with 
disabilities to become self-employed or to start 
and run their own businesses. The risks of pov-
erty and barriers to employment are significantly 

higher for people with disabilities in rural areas 
than for people without disabilities and for people 
residing in urban areas. The reasons for both risks 
and low employment rates are attributed to a 
wide range including level of education, local job 
market, social exclusion, and geographical 
boundaries in rural areas.

Learning Objectives
By the end of the chapter, the reader should be 
able to:

 1. Describe disabilities and entrepreneurship in 
rural areas.

 2. Explore the economic and community obstacles 
and opportunities that people with disabilities 
in rural areas face.

 3. Build a case for entrepreneurship as a venue 
for creating wealth and prosperity among 
those with disabilities in rural areas.

 4. Provide insights on how rural communities and 
advocates for people with disabilities can build 
an entrepreneurial culture and ecosystem.

 Introduction

People can consider entrepreneurship and/or self- 
employment for various reasons: (a) out of neces-
sity, (b) attempt to increase their income, (c) gain 
independence and autonomy, (d) take advantage 
of an opportunity, and (e) improve work-life 
balance (Potter & Halabisky, 2014). These rea-
sons may also influence people with disabilities; 
however, they are also likely motivated by different 
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factors such as the benefit that entrepreneurship 
provides as entry into the labor market, a buffer 
against employer discrimination, and flexibility 
in work hours and accommodations (Jones & 
Latreille, 2011). “In addition to facing the general 
challenges to business start-ups that all entrepre-
neurs face, entrepreneurs with disabilities are 
likely to face specific barriers to entering and 
sustaining entrepreneurship activities” (Potter & 
Halabisky, 2014, p. 8; see Table 1.1).

People with disabilities in rural communities 
present unique challenges with regard to the desir-
ability and feasibility of entrepreneurship. 
Moreover, barriers exist to the availability of 
entrepreneurship training, technology, mentors 
and advisors, and local incentives and tax credits. 
Although entrepreneurship offers expanded 
opportunities for people with disabilities in rural 
areas, it is important to understand the contextual-
ized social-structural and geographical constraints 
that rurality imposes on economic development 
and inclusion of people with disabilities.

 Link Between Rural America 
and Disabilities

Over the past decade, researchers have asked 
whether there is a relationship between geography 
and disability. Information about that question was 
released in 2013 by the US Census Bureau from 
the 2008 to 2012 American Community Survey. 
Self-reported disabilities from the survey are 
defined as functional impairments in at least one of 
the six areas: hearing difficulty, vision difficulty, 
cognitive difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, self-
care difficulty, and the inability to live indepen-
dently. There are also distinctions between severe 
and non-severe disabilities.

While metropolitan counties have a disability 
rate of 11.2%, the rate is more pronounced in 
nonmetropolitan counties. Counties with popu-
lations between 50,000 and 10,000 people have a 
disability rate of 15.2%, while noncore counties 
with populations of less than 10,000 have a rate 
of 17.4%. Although nonmetropolitan counties 
have higher population rates of those who are 65 
and older, there are consistently higher rates of 
disabilities in nonmetropolitan counties across 
all age ranges. These nonmetropolitan counties 
represent about 72% of the US land mass (von 
Reichert, Greiman & Myers, 2014).

 Differences of Living in Urban 
and Rural America

Rural Americans tend to be less influential in affect-
ing US federal policy because they only represent 
about 14% of the US population (USDA Economic 
Research Service, 2017). Partisan differences about 
the environment, worker and food safety, and 
agricultural issues make it difficult to build coali-
tions between rural and non-rural legislators. As a 
consequence, rural America lacks a comprehensive 
federal rural development policy (Hustedde, 2008). 
Rural residents may be more effective in stimulat-
ing needed changes at the regional and local levels 
to reflect the uniqueness and diversities of their 
communities (Fortunato, 2014).

The rural landscape is distinguished from 
urban areas by income, education, employment 

Table 1.1 Barriers to entrepreneurs with disabilities

Lack of confidence and limited aspirations – difficulty 
identifying a business opportunity, developing this 
business idea, and engaging with the available support 
infrastructure in a meaningful way; unsupportive 
family and friends
The benefits trap – fear of losing the security of regular 
benefit income (supplemental security income or social 
security disability income)
Lack of relevant business knowledge and skills – lack 
of specialist business management, legal, and financial 
skills and knowledge due to limited relevant education 
and employment experience
Access to start-up capital – limited personal financial 
resources; poor credit rating; disinterest/discrimination 
part of the banks; lack of accessible information on 
sources of grants and loans
Consumer discrimination – result in reducing the 
demand for goods and services produced
Increased labor costs – some entrepreneurs with 
disabilities need to hire assistants to help them undertake 
tasks that many non-disabled people can do on their own
Lack of appropriate business support services – 
business advisers are often reluctant to recommend 
self-employment as a career option for people with 
disabilities and sometime actively dissuade them; 
inadequate or stereotypical understanding of the 
activity restrictions related to the disability

Adapted from Potter and Halabisky (2014)
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levels, and the role of gender in small business 
development.

Income Disparities Rural residents tend to have 
a lower income levels than their urban peers. 
These differences can limit access to good and 
services that can fuel economic development. It 
also means that rural residents may not be able to 
leverage as much capital for entrepreneurial 
opportunities. Rural median household income 
was $41,198 in 2012, while the urban median 
household income was $52,988 in the same year 
(Kusmin, 2015). Typically, income level is 
directly proportional to education attainment.

Educational Levels Land, labor, and capital 
were once viewed as the essential ingredients for 
economic development. However, education is 
now viewed as a critical fourth ingredient for the 
knowledge economy, particularly for innovative 
approaches to address pressing issues associ-
ated with health, environment, and other 
needs (Shaffer, Deller, & Marcouiller, 2004). 
Knowledge and skills cannot always be measured 
by formal educational attainments, but that is the 
measure that is available. Rural areas have made 
educational gains, but they still lag behind urban 
areas. Approximately 35% of urban areas have 
working-age adults with 4-year college degrees 
versus 19% in rural areas (Kusmin, 2015). The 
higher concentration of employment opportuni-
ties for college-educated adults in urban areas 
continues to draw people away from rural areas.

Employment Employment can be part of a down-
ward or upward spiral for economic development. 
An area with high employment can lead to higher 
wages because of the competition to secure work-
ers. The obvious consequences can be a more 
potent economy and higher quality of life. On the 
other hand, higher levels of unemployment can 
set the stage for a downward spiral regarding the 
quality of life and prosperity. Some unemployed 
and underemployed people will turn to entrepre-
neurship as a venue for sustainable income. 
Unemployment is higher in rural counties with 
less formal education. Educational rates are lower 
for racial and ethnic minorities in rural counties.

Rural businesses and consumers are as likely 
to use the Internet as their urban counterparts. 
However, broadband access is not as readily 
available in rural areas, and the lack of popula-
tion densities leads to higher costs and a less 
pronounced return on investments (see Chap. 4 
for additional information on technology).

Gender Women from rural areas tend to have 
less access to employment opportunities than 
urban women. Hence, a higher proportion of 
women from rural states are small business 
owners. A South Dakota study of rural women 
business owners indicates that the majority had 
gross sales of less than $100,000. These women 
defined success in four major categories: (a) 
helping others, (b) contributing to family 
income, (c) making a profit, and (d) feeling a 
sense of accomplishment. Most of the respon-
dents indicated that being a woman was a posi-
tive or neutral factor toward their business 
success (Meeder & Cumber, 2007). See Chap. 
11 for additional information on women in rural 
communities.

Summary The differences in urban and rural 
areas are pronounced. Only 14% of Americans 
live in rural areas. There isn’t a comprehensive 
federal policy for rural development because of 
partisan differences and unidirectional metropol-
itan communication linkages. Urban residents 
have higher rates of formal education and income 
than rural residents. Educational levels may 
impede involvement in the knowledge economy, 
and lower income could mean that rural people 
will be able to leverage fewer resources for eco-
nomic development than their non-rural counter-
parts. Unemployment in rural areas tends to be 
higher, especially for women and minorities. 
However, women in rural areas are more likely to 
start businesses because of limited economic 
opportunities. In recent years, there have been 
intellectual shifts in community development 
practices. The focus is no longer on deficits or 
problems but on assets or strengths. Rural regions 
can discover their unique cultural, financial, 
environmental, and infrastructure assets and 
build on those strengths.

1 Entrepreneurship and Economic Development in Rural America
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 Defining Entrepreneurship

An entrepreneur can be defined as an individual 
(or team) who creates a new business venture 
within a place that offers a new product(s) or 
service(s) and adds value to markets within the 
community. It can include innovative replica-
tion or introduction of a prior innovation to a 
new market or to an old market in a novel way 
(Fortunato, 2014). Contrary to popular opinion, 
entrepreneurs are not huge risk takers. They 
tend to take calculated risks and share those 
risks with investors, partners, community, and 
others.

While business owners have entrepreneurial 
traits to stay in business, all of them are not 
entrepreneurs. Some business owners are man-
agers who routinely open and close their busi-
nesses each day. The Ewing Marion Kauffman 
Foundation claims that business owners who 
revitalize, grow, and reinvent their business are 
inherently entrepreneurs, while other business 
owners who are merely maintaining their opera-
tions are behaving more as managers (Markley, 
Mackey & Luther, 2005).

Sirolli (2012) argues against the myth of the 
entrepreneur as a single individual. He con-
tends that the most successful entrepreneurs 
consist of teams who are skilled in three areas: 
(a) the development of a product or service, (b) 
marketing or sales, and (c) finance, including 
anticipated sales, overhead, and potential prof-
its. While some individuals may be talented or 
drawn to two of these areas, they are seldom 
accomplished in all three. The team concept 
makes it easier for individuals who may have 
disabilities to focus on their strengths rather 
than perceived limitations.

Entrepreneurs seize opportunities. They may 
not invent the idea, product, service, or approach, 
but they see value in something and carry it 
toward action. Contrary to popular opinion, their 
primary motivation is not exclusively about 
financial gain. They are driven by passions – the 
ability to make a difference in people’s lives, to 
provide employment to others, to create a life-
style, or to prove their creative spirit (Gruidl & 
Markley, 2015).

 Entrepreneurial Types

Entrepreneurs are not the same. It can be argued 
there are at least six kinds of entrepreneurs. These 
are discussed below.

Aspiring entrepreneurs include those people 
who have not started a business or venture yet 
because their timing isn’t right. They may be 
researching their idea, or they may lack encour-
agement, partners, and finances or face other dif-
ficulties or limitations. Start-ups have taken the 
plunge and actually launched their enterprise, but 
they may not have a solid business plan or have 
not fully developed their team. The needs of 
aspiring and start-up entrepreneurs are similar. 
They often need community support, mentoring, 
training, or business counseling.

Survival entrepreneurs include those who start 
a venture because of unemployment or the need 
for supplemental income. They are not necessar-
ily growth oriented because what they really want 
is a job with fixed wages and benefits. Typically, 
they are not considered part of conventional com-
munity economic development strategies because 
they are part of the informal economy and often 
act on a cash basis. Nevertheless, there is a grow-
ing awareness that these kinds of businesses are 
important. Nonprofit microcredit services, mod-
eled after the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, have 
emerged in the USA to provide loans and other 
financial services to people who cannot access 
conventional loans or credit. In order to access 
microcredit, these entrepreneurs are usually 
required to receive financial literacy and business 
planning, training, and counseling to insure their 
success (Dewan, 2013). Survival entrepreneurs 
can move toward growth with community 
encouragement and visioning.

Lifestyle entrepreneurs are attracted to a place 
or business that suits their idea of a good life. 
They may run a bed and breakfast establishment, 
a hardware store, and a fly-fishing business or 
serve as a family physician. While there are 
numerous and successful lifestyle entrepreneurs, 
they typically don’t have aspirations to grow.

Growth-oriented entrepreneurs are driven to 
grow their sales and profits and to build their new 
products or services. The entrepreneurship litera-
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ture refers to them as “gazelles.” Many regional 
and state entrepreneurship policies attempt to 
identify the potential high-growth businesses and 
provide assistance to help them expand. They are 
seen as major job and wealth creators because 
they have compounded growth rates of 15% 
per annum. These firms represent about 4–5% of 
American businesses.

Civic or social entrepreneurs have the same 
motivations as other entrepreneurs. However, 
they tend to work in teams with an emphasis on 
interdependence and inclusivity. They start with 
an optimistic view of the local or regional econ-
omy and bring their entrepreneurial mind-set to 
the civic arena. Their long-term interests and the 
community’s interests complement each other. 
These civic entrepreneurs fall along the contin-
uum from for-profit businesses to nonprofits. 
While they generate sufficient revenue to be sus-
tainable, they address issues related to the envi-
ronment, social justice, or sustainable economic 
development (Kerlin, 2006; Murray, 2012). These 
ventures may also take on the form of a coopera-
tive or an employee-owned business. In recent 
years, “B” corporations have emerged and are 
certified by the B Lab, a nonprofit organization 
that focuses on a shared and durable prosperity, 
transparency, and a positive impact on the com-
munity (B Lab, 2016).

Youth entrepreneurship is another important 
component to consider. National surveys indicate 
that most high school youth are interested in 
starting their own businesses (Markley et al., 
2005). Their involvement in entrepreneurship is 
of vital concern to rural communities for retain-
ing their youth and encouraging them to innovate 
and use their talents to create wealth and jobs. 
The key is to provide opportunities for them to 
learn about the business world and to learn entre-
preneurial skills. The impact from entrepreneur-
ial programs in schools and other organizations 
such as 4-H or Junior Achievement is significant: 
an increased interest in education, problem- 
solving, practical skills in teamwork and finan-
cial management, and leadership skills and 
interpersonal skills (Kaufmann & Stuart, 2007). 
The challenge for communities is to develop 
high-quality entrepreneurship programs. Youth 

entrepreneurship initiatives have emerged in rural 
America to provide economic alternatives based 
on rural assets and to avoid the “brain drain” to 
urban areas. Organization such as the Future 
Farmers of America and programs in the 
Cooperative Extension System are focusing more 
resources on youth entrepreneurship (Schroeder, 
Heinert, Bauer, Markley & Dabson, 2010).

 Challenges for Rural 
Entrepreneurship

Rural America has a rich entrepreneurial tradi-
tion that is part of the American identity: it has 
attracted immigrants and people with imagina-
tion. During the industrial age, improvements in 
agricultural, mining, and extractive technologies 
created new opportunities for entrepreneurs that 
strengthened rural economies and quality of life. 
While urban areas have outpaced the growth of 
rural areas during the past 50 years, rural areas 
are no longer dependent on farming, forestry, and 
mining. Rural economies have shifted into manu-
facturing, tourism and recreation, and a variety of 
service-based industries. These shifts require 
funding and other resources for start-ups and 
expansion including product and market research, 
operations, and sales. The funding issue is more 
pronounced for entrepreneurs who are seeking 
exponential growth.

 Finances for Rural Entrepreneurs

The ecosystem for rural entrepreneurship has 
shifted during the past 20 years. It used to be 
about finding capital from commercial banks or 
relying on personal resources including those 
from friends and family. However, the range of 
players has broadened to include public financing 
programs, microlending for small businesses, 
community development financial institutions, 
formal and informal investment groups, US 
Department of Agriculture and Small Business 
Administration programs, and crowd financing. 
Rural businesses are more likely to use tradi-
tional tools such as bank and debt capital and are 

1 Entrepreneurship and Economic Development in Rural America
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less likely to use equity capital such as crowd 
funding or angel investment groups. Rural entre-
preneurs may be less likely to take on more debt 
than urban peers. There are also geographic dis-
parities in the distribution of bank and public sec-
tor financing in some rural counties. Some rural 
areas have more robust demand for alternative 
financing than others because of a less sophisti-
cated ecosystem or local public policies that are 
less favorable for entrepreneurs (Markley, Pages, 
Scruggs, & Miller, 2012).

 Limitations for Rural Entrepreneurs

The higher population densities of urban 
American with concentrated services make it 
easier for urban entrepreneurs to access equity 
finances, technical assistance, institutional sup-
port for small businesses, and proximity to mar-
kets. The remoteness of rural areas and strong 
ties with kin and close friends can restrict infor-
mation flows and can isolate rural entrepreneurs. 
Lop-sided power relationships of dominant 
employers and elites in rural areas can also dis-
empower citizens. In addition, many rural coun-
ties have experienced “brain drain” – population 
shifts of college-educated adults to urban areas 
where there are more economic opportunities. 
While those lacking a college education in rural 
areas are more likely to be self-employed, they 
don’t generate as much income as college- 
educated entrepreneurs (Fortunato, 2014). While 
rural firms are more persistent and have better 
survival rates than urban firms, they tend to have 
slower growth rates and generate fewer jobs than 
their urban counterparts. The slower job growth 
rates can be attributed to smaller home markets 
and limited access to business services including 
coaching and mentoring (Markley et al., 2012).

 Opportunities for Rural 
Entrepreneurship

In spite of these limitations, rural locations have 
advantages for entrepreneurs of all types. Rural 
self-employment has outpaced urban self- 
employment by taking advantage of access to 

natural resources and lower costs of land and 
labor. Family farms are turning to agritourism 
such as farm stays, agricultural festivals, and 
pick-your-own produce (Gartner, 2004). In addi-
tion, value can be added through direct sales to 
consumers or moving from nonorganic to 
organic, planting different crops, raising different 
animals, or adding something to a raw commod-
ity such as the production of jam or sausage. 
They can also find ways to save energy or make 
their products viewed as superior to other 
competitors (Lu & Dudensing, 2015).

Lifestyle entrepreneurs are often attracted to 
rural areas because of the scenery and outdoor 
recreation or to escape the pressures of urban life. 
These exurbanites can draw upon the Internet to 
launch information-based businesses with export- 
oriented links to outsiders. Other lifestyle entrepre-
neurs are drawn to tourism-related entrepreneurship, 
apparel, retail, interior design, and hospitality firms 
because they want to live in a certain place or 
maintain a lifestyle without the confines of tradi-
tional employment (Fortunato, 2014).

Civic or social entrepreneurs are driven by the 
need to bring about some form of social change. 
The rural landscape is dotted with civic ventures 
that focus on issues such as affordable and safe 
housing, alternative health care, asset-based 
economic development, arts and artisans, 
environmental conservation, disability rights, 
youth development, and community-based phil-
anthropic organizations. Capital access has been 
a problem for these entrepreneurs, but web-based 
intermediaries, socially conscious investors, and 
the growth of local philanthropies are minimiz-
ing some of these obstacles (Bornstein, 2007; 
Bornstein & Davis, 2010; Harris et al., 2013; 
Shapiro, 2012). Social entrepreneurs are also 
being nurtured through business schools and 
other institutions that integrate social issues with 
business concepts. For example, Berea College in 
Kentucky has a multiyear undergraduate pro-
gram, Entrepreneurship for the Public Good; its 
intent is to help rural communities in Central 
Appalachia. According to the organization’s 
website, the primary focus is on “a process when 
one person or a group of people in a community 
originate an idea or innovation for a needed 
change and influence others in that community to 
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commit to realizing that change, despite the 
presence of risk, ambiguity, or uncertainty” 
(Entrepreneurship for the Public Good, 2016).

Rural youth entrepreneurship is becoming 
more visible as community development strategy 
because it engages youth in creative learning and 
problem-solving business acumen and provides 
alternative economic choices. Rural-dominated 
organizations such as the Future Farmers of 
America and the Cooperative Extension System 
are creating more venues for youth to be innova-
tors (Guthrie, 2013). The Center for Rural 
Development learned that the key to rural entre-
preneurial communities is to attract youth and 
keep them there. There are strong emotional ties 
to families, friends, and groups that can keep 
youth involved if they believe that educational 
and economic opportunities are available to 
them. Communities have often, unintentionally, 
not involved youth in shaping their own futures 
and local development efforts. Based on their 
study of over 6000 youth in the Midwest, the 
Center recommends these action steps:

 1. Create a community action plan for improve-
ment that actively engages youth.

 2. Encourage the growth of medium- and small- 
sized businesses through coaching and techni-
cal assistance that offer employment and 
ownership opportunities for youth.

 3. Introduce entrepreneurship into the school 
curriculum or as an extracurricular activity 
with links to entrepreneurs who can serve as 
mentors or provide hands-on activities for 
aspiring entrepreneurs.

 4. Consult and involve local youth in every 
aspect of community development efforts as a 
way to build new leaders (Dabson, Schroeder 
& Markley, 2010).

 Opportunities for Rural 
Entrepreneurs and People 
with Disabilities

More than 8.8 million noninstitutionalized civil-
ians with disabilities live in rural America 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). Historically, Western 

societies have institutionalized or marginalized 
those with disabilities. However, the past 30 years 
have witnessed marked changes because of 
social movements that focused on inclusion. The 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 
is modeled after laws that prohibit discrimination 
based on race and gender. The ADA covers 
disabilities related to mobility, stamina, vision, 
hearing and speech, learning disorders, and emo-
tional illnesses. It addresses access to the work-
place, state and local government, places of 
accommodation, and commercial facilities and 
telecommunications for people who have hearing 
or speech impairments through telecommunica-
tions relay services.

In spite of these gains, the 2015 unemployment 
rates for those with disabilities were 10.7%, while 
those with no disabilities was 5.1%. About 32% of 
workers with a disability were employed part time, 
while 18% of those with no disability have part-
time jobs. Working-age people with a disability 
were more likely to be self-employed than those 
without a disability (U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2016).

There are risks for entrepreneurs who carry 
the weight of their operations on their own shoul-
ders and spread themselves too thin. Hence, pol-
icy makers have created programs to share risks 
for entrepreneurs with disabilities. These efforts 
are also part of a pattern of inclusivity by federal 
and local governments and nonprofit groups. 
At the federal level, there are a variety of initia-
tives to create self-employment for those who are 
disabled. Table 1.2 lists entrepreneurial resources 
for people with disabilities.

While the initiatives listed in Table 1.2 are 
noteworthy, it is only in recent years that scholars 
have attempted to bridge the gaps among entre-
preneurship studies, rural studies, and disabilities 
studies.

Arnold (2011) conducted the first national 
study of those who are disabled and self- 
employed. She found that over half of entrepre-
neurs with disabilities had initial investments of 
less than $10,000 to start their businesses. They 
reported that their investments came from one of 
more sources: personal savings (59%), credit 
card/cash advance (30%), loans from family 
members (25%), institutional loans (18%), and 

1 Entrepreneurship and Economic Development in Rural America
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state vocational rehabilitation funding (16%). 
There were a variety of reasons why they started 
business including wanting to be their own boss 
and seeing a need for a product or service. Forty- 
three percent cited the need to accommodate 
their disability through flexible work hours or 
working conditions. The typical entrepreneur 
with disabilities in this study of 330 respondents 
was a white male with some college education. 
Their businesses were diverse: construction con-
tractors, manufacturers, artisans, farming/ranch-
ing, retail, and providers of various services. 
Fifty-two percent reported their disability 
affected how they ran their business. Nine-one 
percent enjoyed their business, and 56% reported 
their business as “successful.”

There are several studies that have attempted 
to identify the key variables that influence how 
entrepreneurs with disabilities can be nurtured. 
Heath and Reed (2013) identified 38 low-income 
entrepreneurs with disabilities in Alaska, includ-
ing those from rural areas. Their program offered 
training sessions on topics such as marketing and 
financial management that was followed up with 
networking sessions on building social capital 
and one-to-one support from other entrepreneurs. 

A web-based conferencing system was used 
because some of the participants lived as far as 
1000 air miles from each other. While many 
entrepreneurship initiatives focus on technical 
aspects of developing a business, this 
 industry- driven support model promised a low-
cost effective method for entrepreneurship 
because they concluded that the focus on social 
capital addressed the geographic isolation and 
connected them to other low-income entrepre-
neurs and to others in the field. The one-to-one 
mentoring was also effective:

• The Chicago Add Us In (AUI) program was 
funded through the US Department of Labor 
to remove environmental barriers that inhibit 
entrepreneurship among the disabled. It built a 
consortium among key institutions including 
hospitals and rehabilitation centers to view 
entrepreneurship as an alternative to wage 
employment. The consortium offered courses 
to develop business plans and provided men-
toring and a business incubator for start-ups. 
They also explored the creation of small coop-
eratives as venues for people with disabilities 
to become co-owners rather than sole propri-

Table 1.2 Entrepreneurial resources for people with disabilities

Federal resources
  Small business administration: https://www.disability.gov/
  Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP), US Department of Labor: https://www.dol.gov/odep/resources/
Other resources that provide training, encouragement, and networking assistance
  Disabled Businesspersons Association offers entrepreneurship education courses for those with disabilities: http://

disabledbusiness.org
  DisabilityBiz.org offers business plan training and consulting for disabled entrepreneurs: http://www.

disabilitybiz.org
  Entrepreneurship Bootcamp for Veterans with Disabilities offers experiential training in entrepreneurship and 

small business management to post 9/11 veterans: http://ebv.vets.syr.edu/
  The Global Network for Entrepreneurs with Disabilities provides information for entrepreneurs at various stages 

of their journey: http://entrepreneurswithdisabilities.org/
  The Hadley Institute for the Blind and Visually Impaired offers entrepreneurial online courses for those with 

vision impairments: http://www.hadley.edu/
  Job Accommodation Network contacts entrepreneurs with disabilities to others in their field: http://www.

careersbeyonddisability.com
  University of Montana Research and Training Center on Disability in Rural Communities investigates approaches 

to help rural rehabilitation service providers to help those with disabilities to achieve and maintain employment: 
http://rtc.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/employment-vocational-rehabilitation/
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etors of businesses. The consortium of various 
agencies generated systems changes that 
improved the opportunities for people with 
disabilities to become self-employed. The 
“lessons learned” from this initiative are:

• Relationship building among agencies is key 
to success.

• Troubleshooting and assessing progress is part 
of facilitative leadership.

• Through cooperative efforts among agencies, 
entrepreneurship can empower people with 
disabilities.

• Trusting relationships and collaboration 
among agency leaders create the ingredients 
for systems changes.

The consortium requires more work because 
agencies have to gradually change their culture 
and openness to entrepreneurship (Balcazar, 
Kuchak, Dimpfl, Sariepella & Alvarado, 2014).

 Veterans and Entrepreneurship

Among the 2.3 million individuals who have 
served in the US military forces since 9/11, one 
in every four has a service-related disability (see 
Chap. 8 for discussion on veterans). Veterans are 
likely to have a variety of military skills and 
knowledge that can be transferred to civilian life. 
Evaluations of the Entrepreneurship Bootcamp 
for Veterans with Disabilities indicate that hob-
bies and self-employment should not be confused 
with creating a business. Blass and Ketchen 
(2014) learned that veterans who started busi-
nesses are most likely to succeed if the firms are 
based on three factors. First, they have a value 
proposition – why a customer would spend 
money with that business rather than another 
organization. Second, successful businesses 
leverage the unique experiences and attributes of 
the entrepreneurial team including military expe-
riences. Third, the business is built around a pro-

cess or system that prospers even if the 
entrepreneur leaves. These three factors are also 
applicable to nonveterans.

 The Viability of Entrepreneurship 
for Those Who Have Disabilities

In a review of key literature about entrepreneurs 
and disabilities, Arnold and Ipsen (2014) con-
cluded that entrepreneurship is an important eco-
nomic development strategy for those involved in 
vocational rehabilitation. It provides a viable 
option for those with disabilities because it offers 
flexible scheduling to address health issues, 
increases economic independence, and allows 
people to stay closed to supportive networks. 
Government policies can help entrepreneurs with 
disabilities to succeed.

However, there is a trade-off when govern-
ment organizations invest in generic programs 
but do not have resources to adapt those programs 
to meet the broad spectrum of those with disabili-
ties (Kitching, 2014).

People with disabilities have seldom been 
involved in community economic development 
initiatives, nor have rural community develop-
ment strategies generally reflected the well-
being of those with disabilities. Admittedly, it 
can be cumbersome to generate inclusive repre-
sentation of the disabled, women, immigrants, 
and youth. However, research indicates those 
rural  communities that have multiple stake-
holder representation and leadership tend to 
have greater economic impacts (Ipsen et al., 
2006). Vocational rehabilitation programs and 
rural Centers for Independent Living (CILs) are 
untapped resources for integrating those with 
disabilities into leadership positions, employ-
ment, and small business development. A study 
of citizen-led rural community development 
efforts in two states indicates that there were 
multiple outcomes:
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• It changed the views of locals who viewed 
those with disabilities as assets because they 
took on leadership roles where others did not.

• Alternative economic development strategies 
were pursued rather than merely competing 
for large-scale industrial plants.

• Community people came to see the role of 
vocational rehabilitation in overall economic 
development.

• A greater sense of solidarity emerged among 
community people.

• The capacity of citizens to promote commu-
nity development was enhanced through 
engagement (Ipsen et al., 2006).

 Enhancing Rural Entrepreneurship 
Among People with Disabilities 
at the Local Level

Entrepreneurship is more than government or pri-
vate agency support programs or individuals who 
have a hunger to follow their passions and create 
innovative enterprises. It involves a culture or 
mind-set (Hustedde, 2007) that stimulates shared 
learning and a systems approach. A learning 
community questions the status quo, discovers 
and shares new knowledge, and changes behavior 
to reflect its learning (Gruidl & Hustedde, 2003). 
The second premise involves strengthening the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem. Typically, rural com-
munities neglect to question the gaps or missing 
parts in an entrepreneurial system or how the 
parts are interconnected. New frameworks are 
needed to animate people for fostering entrepre-
neurship. Systems thinking aligns technical 
assistance and financing programs and involves 
institutions at all levels (Dabson, Malkin, 
Matthews, Pate & Stickle, 2003; Macke and 
Markley, 2006). Advocacy groups need to move 
away from an exclusive focus on finding employ-
ment for those who are disabled. If they want to 
nurture independence and economic security, 
they also need to see themselves as economic 
partners in strengthening the local and regional 
systems for entrepreneurship. Abstract discus-
sions about a learning community and a systems 
approach are likely to be frustrating for readers 

who want practical applications of these princi-
ples. Hence, seven approaches for fostering an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem and culture are 
suggested.

First, it is important to make a case for entre-
preneurship. It is in the self-interest of rural com-
munities, vocational rehabilitation organizations, 
Centers for Independent Living, and those with 
disabilities to explore the promise of rural entre-
preneurship. It is more than just small business. It 
is about innovation to meet needs and wants: 
mobilizing resources, sharing risks, building 
teams, and carrying that into for-profit or non-
profit ventures including cooperatives and B cor-
porations. Entrepreneurship is linked to rural 
vitality. A systems approach focuses on entrepre-
neurs and their range of personal and business 
needs and building supportive entrepreneurial 
communities. The case can be made for the spec-
trum of entrepreneurs that add to a community’s 
quality of life and economic prosperity: survival 
entrepreneurs, lifestyle entrepreneurs, medium- 
sized businesses, growth-oriented entrepreneurs, 
civic and social entrepreneurs, and youth entre-
preneurs. Unless a community can articulate the 
promise of entrepreneurship, local policy makers 
are likely to fall back on investing meager 
resources in industrial recruitment and attraction 
and ignoring the promise of entrepreneurship 
(Macke & Markley, 2006).

Second, rural communities need to welcome 
fresh voices and to embrace inclusivity. Those 
communities that welcome youth, immigrants, 
women, and the disabled to the table will achieve 
a great sense of belonging and a willingness to 
set goals and to bring about change. Those who 
are disabled may be reluctant to be involved 
in local organizations unless they are invited 
(Ipsen et al., 2006, p. 65), but they make up a sig-
nificant part of rural America.

Third, communities and service groups for 
those who are disabled need to mobilize resources 
for entrepreneurs to thrive. A systems approach 
is needed. Consortiums need to be created among 
agencies, government institutions, and other 
organizations to lessen barriers for self- 
employment among those who are disabled 
(Balcazar et al., 2014). Some communities have 
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turned unused space or empty downtown stores 
into incubators with low rents and technical 
assistance for entrepreneurs to thrive in the areas 
of arts, agriculture, manufacturing, technology, 
and youth entrepreneurship. Several Iowa com-
munities offer monthly technical assistance 
workshops for entrepreneurs to start or expand. 
Other communities have programs that link 
entrepreneurs and their ideas for expansion with 
informal investors on a regular basis.

Fourth, communities and those who served 
those who are disabled need to focus on assets 
rather than deficits. Kretzmann and McKnight 
(1993) revolutionized the field of community 
development when they questioned those in the 
most economically distressed communities in 
America about their strengths and assets includ-
ing their skills, talents, and hidden resources. 
Asset mapping continues to inspire communities 
to focus on the positive and to build new opportu-
nities. Those who are disabled as well as women, 
immigrants, youth, and others can become more 
involved when they see assets in themselves and 
others including cultural assets, natural assets, 
built assets, financial assets, political assets, 
social capital, and human capital (Emery & Flora, 
2006). Entrepreneurship can be part of a commu-
nity’s wealth creation strategy. It can also enhance 
the environment and add to a community’s qual-
ity of life (Markley & Stark, 2013).

Fifth, it is important to cultivate networks for 
entrepreneurs to thrive. As discussed earlier, 
entrepreneurial teams are more successful than 
loners. Individuals in a team can complement 
each other’s strengths and weaknesses. 
Entrepreneurs with disabilities need full-time or 
part-time partners like any other business. In 
addition, entrepreneurs need to be exposed to a 
variety of models including small cooperatives. It 
is also important for those with disabilities or 
other perceived limitations to hear stories from 
entrepreneurs who have faced and overcome dif-
ficulties. Entrepreneurial recognition programs 
and other events can encourage entrepreneurial 
networking among different age groups, ethnic 
backgrounds, income levels, and other interests. 
Peer learning is one of the most effective tools for 
people to learn more effectively.

Sixth, communities, regions, and states need 
to develop a shared vision about entrepreneur-
ship. If a community or region knows its assets 
and understands market potentials, it can develop 
a big picture of its future including an entrepre-
neurial focus in areas such as the arts, alternative 
energy, agriculture, recreation, and other venues. 
To be effective and compelling, these visioning 
initiatives must include those who are disabled, 
youth, women, and people from various ethnic 
and income backgrounds. An entrepreneurial 
ecosystem integrates entrepreneurship into 
school curriculums as part of a continuous learn-
ing and explores issues such as the demand and 
supply of debt and equity capital and technical 
services for business and civic innovators.

Seventh, communities need to foster entrepre-
neurial leaders and advocates to help the com-
munity and region to prosper. In helping 
entrepreneurs to recognize opportunities and 
build new ventures, communities can enhance 
their economy, improve their environment, and 
expand the diversity of people involved in public 
life (Markley & Stark, 2013). Vocational reha-
bilitation organizations and Centers for 
Independent Living must find ways to nurture 
leaders to advocate for entrepreneurs and 
strengthen the ecosystem for entrepreneurship to 
grow and mature. Questions must be explored 
about who is missing in alternative economic 
development strategies including youth, those 
from different ethnic backgrounds, income lev-
els, or disabilities. Entrepreneurial civic leaders 
can also help small-scale entrepreneurs to move 
toward growth stages to serve new markets or 
provide new services or products by linking them 
with resources and networks or helping to craft 
local policies to foster expansions.

 Summary

This chapter blends rural studies with scholarship 
about entrepreneurship and disabilities. It 
describes the level of disabilities in rural areas 
and explores the definitions and spectrums of 
entrepreneurship. There are similarities between 
urban and rural entrepreneurs with disabilities, 
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but rural areas have limited supportive services 
for entrepreneurs. However, there are unique 
opportunities for rural entrepreneurs that include 
natural resources, alternative energy, recreation, 
and other possibilities.

While federal policies and private initiatives 
can be helpful for rural entrepreneurs who are 
disabled, local communities must build an inclu-
sive entrepreneurial culture that builds a learning 
community and involves a systems approach in 
which parts are interlinked. Seven practical strat-
egies are offered for rural communities to build 
an inclusive entrepreneurial culture and an entre-
preneurial ecosystem.

 Learning Exercises
 Self-Check Questions

 1. What are some of the reasons that people with 
disabilities consider entrepreneurial activity?

 2. What are the different entrepreneurial types?
 3. What is the argument in favor of entrepre-

neurs consisting of teams rather than 
individuals?

 4. What are the differences between urban and 
rural entrepreneurship?

 5. How can entrepreneurship be enhanced for 
people with disabilities at the local level?

 Experiential Activities

 1. Interview an individual with a disability in a 
rural area that is engaged in entrepreneur 
activity or is self-employed, and report on 
how he or she got started and how he or she is 
maintaining the enterprise.

 2. Meet with a local business owner, and discuss 
what is necessary to develop a business plan 
for a self-start business.

 3. Identify an incubator for small business devel-
opment in your local community, and deter-
mine available resources to assist in the 
development of entrepreneurial activities.

 4. Interview a rehabilitation counselor that has a 
rural caseload, and discuss if he or she has 

assisted clients to become self-employed and 
what supports and strategies were used.
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