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The Small Business Opportunity Center (SBOC) is an innovative multi-regional
entrepreneurship support program that will serve under-resourced entrepreneurs seeking to
launch or scale traded sector firms across GO Virginia Regions 4, 5, 6 & 7. The SBOC is housed at
Virginia Commonwealth University's da Vinci Center for Innovation. It is implemented in
partnership with the VCU School of Business, VCU  Office of Community Engagement, and a host
of regional university, municipal EDA, state agency, chamber, and entrepreneurship support
organization collaborators. The goal of the SBOC is to help facilitate a system of collaboration
that provides what academic research on entrepreneurship indicates under-resourced
entrepreneurs lack to launch scalable firms--resources, networks, and training. 

The SBOC represents the strategic expansion of the proven entrepreneurship support model
implemented via the highly successful MSBLC program, and leverages VCU's R1 research status,
solid infrastructure, central location and entrepreneurship programming success for the benefit
of underresourced entrepreneurs in GO Virginia Regions 4, 5, 6 and 7. Our program is committed
to serving all Virginians who want to launch viable traded sector small businesses.

For this GO VA request, the SBOC will serve 500 entrepreneurs over two years, create 195 new
businesses, expand 165 existing businesses and generate 230 jobs across priority traded sectors
including manufacturing, information technology, & professional services. The program
addresses critical gaps identified in all four regions' REI plans through intraregional partnerships
& the following innovative deliverables including:

Traded Sector Business Commercialization Bootcamp with Industry Specific
Training Tracks-New training academy featuring recorded & live sessions from dozens of
ESOs across regions with traded sector commercialization bootcamp instruction offered by
VCU & intraregional ESO partners resulting in certification. Graduates obtain industry-
specific, VC & commercialization guidance from Wireless Infrastructure Association (WIA)
(tech), Activation Capital (health/bio), Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP),
Lighthouse Labs and Startup Virginia to help them launch or scale. Though they can access
these resources on their own, many don't because they are under-prepared. This program
to prepare underresourced founders for traded sector launch & its explicit feeder
partnerships with traded sector support ESOs is a novel resource across regions 4-7.
Traded Sector SBDC Consultations-After participating in the SBOC traded sector
training academy, certified SBOC participants w/traded sector potential business concepts
will obtain 1-on-1 bus. guidance beyond normal consultation from SBDC Center
consultants to assist them with developing viable plans for commercialization, access to
VC/funding and advanced incubator/accelerator assistance.
Business License Navigator with links to municipal licensing sites in Regions 4-7.
This augments the Business One Stop license navigator which we have verified provides
state licensure links but no active municipal license navigator. Our navigator fills this gap
as academic research indicates that ease of obtaining business licenses drives startups.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



AI-Powered Interactive Intraregional Resource Directory-We’ll aggregate existing VIPC, SBSD & other directories using
ecomapping in partnership w/MBL, the 1717 Collective and other partners to deploy a prompt-driven, intuitive geographic
guide for underresourced entrepreneurs across regions 4-7 including training events and pitch competitions. We will promote
it routinely to improve knowledge and use of existing business support resources across regions.
Rural Engagement Strategy-SBOC's Rural Outreach is 23% of outreach budget & will be developed w/input from
participating rural municipalities and Ashland Downtown offering 8 onsite rural sessions & specialized programming
addressing rural challenges like supply chain barriers & broadband access with partner WIA.
OPPORTUNITY LAUNCH Intraregional Forums with participation by Pharell's Black Ambition Program & All
Intraregional Partners. Match events connecting entrepreneurs to intraregional resources & organizations culminating in
regional/rural pitch competitions. Our events bring ecosystem resources together across regions to create network for success
of underresourced entrepreneurs.

The program's alignment with regional industry goals is demonstrated through 35+ letters of support from government agencies,
municipal economic development offices, ESOs & trade associations across all regions. Private sector & local government match
commitment totals $613,000 plus the project has $1,470,000 in additional leverage from VCU, for a total of $2,083,000 in
investment beyond the $1,225,000 GO VA request. The collective cash, in-kind support, and additional leverage for the SBOC’s
program has resulted in the majority of the total project budget of $3,308,000 coming from non-GO VA sources. This validates
stakeholder engagement, indicates sustainability & demonstrates confidence in the program's market relevance.

The SBOC leverages partnerships between 6 state university entrepreneurship centers, 11 municipalities, multiple state agencies &
leading entrepreneurship support organizations to create a sustainable, replicable model for small business driven economic
development. The program's focus on creating traded sector pathways for small Virginia enterprises & cross-regional collaboration
positions Virginia as a national leader in opportunity-focused entrepreneurship with the potential to generate substantial returns
for the state by creating 195 new businesses, expanding 165 existing businesses, creating 230 jobs & achieving a 3-year ROI of
5.91% and a 5-year ROI of 169.52%.

REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL AWARDS BRINGING RECOGNITION TO VIRGINIA

The program builds upon exceptional foundations of societal impact, as evidenced by Fast Company’s prestigious recognition of the da
Vinci Center at VCU as a winner of the magazine’s 2023 Innovation by Design Awards for their efforts to support student and
community entrepreneurs; and the multiple regional and national recognitions of the initial GO Virginia-funded program founded by
this PI and her team—including the 2023 Triple E Award for Excellence in Entrepreneurship Education (5th place globally, 1st place
People's Choice, and AACSB's 2025 Innovations That Inspire recognition based on the work from 2021-2023 of the PI on the MSBLC.
The Richmond Community Transformers Foundation also honored the SBOC’s founder with its 2022 Community Transformers
“Finance” Award for the transformative economic impact of the initial MSBLC program, and the director was selected as a PNC
National Entrepreneurship Center Faculty Fellow for research on solutions to enhance outcomes for under-resourced entrepreneurs in
2024.  These accolades reflect the quality and impact of the programming models that fuel the SBOC.

The Small Business Opportunity Center

Small Business Opportunity Center
at the VCU da Vinci Center
1229 W. Broad Street
Richmond, VA 23220

info@smallbusinessopportunitycenter.comwww.smallbusinessopportunitycenter.com

https://www.fastcompany.com/90933293/shift-retail-lab-real-world-entrepreneur-education
https://www.fastcompany.com/90933293/shift-retail-lab-real-world-entrepreneur-education
https://2023.triple-e-awards.com/index/finalist/id/769
https://2023.triple-e-awards.com/index/finalist/id/769
https://www.aacsb.edu/about-us/advocacy/member-spotlight/innovations-that-inspire/2025/virginia-state-university
https://patriceperry.com/page6.html
https://www.facebook.com/patrice.perry.94/posts/pfbid0MgA1VdWbvyR4J47HJTRiSJgQfVAbqNFKtAnr5p3gMZ4KEvdPNwCho2osfREFLmCxl
https://www.facebook.com/patrice.perry.94/posts/pfbid0MgA1VdWbvyR4J47HJTRiSJgQfVAbqNFKtAnr5p3gMZ4KEvdPNwCho2osfREFLmCxl


OUR COLLABORATIVE APPROACH LEADS TO
DIFFUSE RESOURCE KNOWLEDGE & ACCESS

VCU's multidivisional institutional partnership to
implement the SBOC Center enhances the capacity to
deliver its proven programming while maintaining its
core mission of creating opportunity. Further, the
strategic partnerships with municipalities, state
universities, regional entrepreneurship support
organizations, and government agencies that the SBOC
has developed across Virginia's eastern regions and our
digital resource sharing helps create a coordinated
ecosystem of support for aspiring and existing traded
sector founders and increases awareness of all
ecosystem resources. This collaborative business
model ensures the continued impact of the SBOC's
proven small business support approach, ensuring that
under-resourced entrepreneurs have knowledge of and
can access comprehensive, merit-based programming
from VCU and our partners. This will result in continued
business creation, job development, and economic
impact across participating regions.

The Small Business Opportunity Center

The SBOC is administered by the VCU School of
Business, is supported by the VCU Office of Community
Development, and is housed in VCU's award-winning da
Vinci Center for Innovation, whose Shift Retail Lab won
Fast Company's prestigious 2023 Innovation by Design
Award. This strategic partnership provides SBOC
entrepreneurs with access to the da Vinci Center's
innovation ecosystem, including product innovation and
venture creation certificate programs, the Shift Retail Lab
for real-world market testing, design thinking courses,
pitch competitions, and micro-credential programs.

The da Vinci Center offers additional pre-
commercialization and market testing programs with
prototyping workshops, retail spaces, and networking
opportunities through the Shift Labs Network™. As part
of this collaboration, under-resourced entrepreneurs gain
access to the same high-quality innovation resources
available to traditional university students.

ENHANCED ACCESS TO INNOVATION
INFRASTRUCTURE THROUGH THE VCU BUSINESS
SCHOOL & THE DA VINCI CENTER

ENTREPRENEUR TESTIMONIALS 
 JULY 2025 

ROAM CREATIVE

Kim Price,
COO & Co-founder

"This program gave me the experience of pitching in front of a
live crowd, not only did I win but the success here propelled
me into other rooms (ultimately raising 100k). This couldn't

have been accomplished without the MSBLC program."
useroam.io

MAXXTELL
CREATIONS 

Chantel Williams, 
CEO

"I was able to benefit a great deal from this program. I was
able to scale and enhance my business's development, which

opened up many opportunities to train and grow. The tools,
resources, and connections made were very helpful in

allowing me to reach my next level. . . I was able to tap into
key areas that I hadn't put much focus on before. Also, having

the blueprint for a lot of my business operations helped a
great deal. . ."

www.maxxtellcreations.com

THE ARAMINT GROUP

Danielle Graves,
Founder & CEO

The Center has sponsored unique opportunities to promote
my business and network in spaces that I ordinarily wouldn't

have considered.
https://www.thearamintgroup.com/

http://useroam.io/
http://www.maxxtellcreations.com/
http://www.maxxtellcreations.com/
http://www.maxxtellcreations.com/
http://www.maxxtellcreations.com/
https://www.thearamintgroup.com/
https://www.thearamintgroup.com/
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METROPOLITAN
BUSINESS LEAGUE

Floyd Miller, 
President & CEO

The Metropolitan Business League has been a core partner
for the implementation of the Minority Small Business
Launch Center since 2022. We believe that since it was

founded in Region 4 in 2021, the ... Center has had a real and
positive impact on the entrepreneurship ecosystem. As the

program expands [as the Small Business Opportunity Center]
to other regions--Regions 5, 6, and 7—we believe it will

continue to have a similar positive impact and connect under-
resourced entrepreneurs to resources that they might not

otherwise have accessed or known about.

CENTRAL VA AFRICAN
AMERICAN CHAMBER

Charmaine Tucker,
Managing Director

Through expanded partnerships, targeted training, and
regional connectivity, the center can help

unleash the full potential of diverse entrepreneurs who are
ready to thrive but need a clearer path. We are

especially excited about the program’s ability to bring
together institutions, support organizations, and

local leaders to build an ecosystem that truly serves our
communities.

VIRGINIA'S SBDC
NETWORK

Jody Keenan, 
State Director

Through their entrepreneurship training academy, certification
programs, and access to other valuable resources to help

under-resourced entrepreneurs launch or grow their
businesses, including free student interns, pitch competitions,

chamber memberships, and connections to other long-
standing entrepreneurship support organizations, agencies

and programs, we believe this program can help
prepare minority entrepreneurs for success and augments our

statewide entrepreneurship ecosystem.

STARTUP VIRGINIA
Richard Wintsch, 
Executive Director

Since 2021, the MSBLC has empowered under-resourced
entrepreneurs through training, certifications, and access to

critical resources such as student interns, pitch competitions,
and business networks. This program has transformed the

entrepreneurial ecosystem by helping minority entrepreneurs
launch and scale their businesses successfully. SVA’s

collaboration with the MSBLC and our partnership with the
VCU da Vinci Center for Innovation have been impactful in

advancing shared goals....

HENRICO EDA

Since it was founded in Region 4 in 2021, the program has
positively impacted the regional entrepreneurship ecosystem.

We believe that with its new [GO Virginia] application, it will
continue to have a positive impact on our region and beyond,

and connect more under-resourced entrepreneurs with
training, networking opportunities, entrepreneurship support

organizations, and other resources that can help them launch
and scale viable businesses.

THE VA DEPARTMENT
OF SMALL BUSINESS &
SUPPLIER DIVERSITY

Willis A. Morris, 
Agency Director

The ... Center fills a critical gap by creating a supporting
entrepreneurship pre-accelerator customized to .. community

needs to enable group members more opportunities to
access resources to enable their launch of scalable,

sustainable enterprises.

HENRICO COUNTY

John Vithoulkas, 
County Manager

As the largest municipality in the Richmond market, we think
it is of the utmost importance that Henrico County conveys its
sincere support for this program to expand beyond Region 4,
and into Regions 5, 6, and 7. . . The Minority Small Business

Launch Center has been an integral part of providing training,
certifications, mentorships, and other valuable resources to
help nearly 300 minorities launch new firms. Henrico County

is proud to help support these dreams become realities.

CHESTERFIELD EDA
H. Garrett Hart, III, 

Director 

As a locality committed to advancing economic growth and
supporting the success of . . . under-resourced entrepreneurs,

we recognize the vital role that the . . . Center has played in
empowering businesses to thrive. Expanding the program's
reach through VCU will further amplify its impact across the

Commonwealth.
PRINCE GEORGE

COUNTY
Jeffrey D. Stoke, 

County Administrator 
The organization's commitment to train and provide

resources to entrepreneurs and business owners in the region
is a valuable asset. Prince George County and the region as a
whole will surely benefit from continued business creation. 

A business accelerator at Virginia Commonwealth University
would complement, not compete with, existing resources

and would be invaluable in providing access 
to mentors and to capital.

Michelle Johnson, 
County Administrator

The resources, technical assistance, and training provided
by the Center have been instrumental in creating

opportunities for local entrepreneurs who often face
significant barriers in accessing the tools needed to launch

and sustain their businesses.

CHARLES CITY
COUNTY

Anthony J. Romanello
Executive Director
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CAPITAL REGION
MINORITY SUPPLIER

DEVELOPMENT
COUNCIL

Sharon R. Pinder,
President & CEO, CRMSDC
Operator, Virginia MBDA

Business Center

Many of the enrollees in the program were from outside of
Region 4 and valued the program’s offerings, we believe this
program’s expansions to Regions 5, 6, and 7 will help prepare

minority entrepreneurs for success and augment our
statewide entrepreneurship ecosystem.

LIGHTHOUSE NETWORK
Debbie Irwin

Executive Director
Lighthouse Network

We see the SBOC as an essential and non-duplicative
addition to our ecosystem. It meets founders where they

are, particularly those who have historically been
underestimated and excluded from larger opportunities. By

offering trusted guidance and a direct on-ramp into the
marketplace, the program empowers these entrepreneurs to
pursue bigger goals, strengthen their businesses, and build

the confidence and capacity needed to scale.

WIRELESS
INFRASTRUCTURE

ASSOCIATION
Tim House

Executive Vice President
and Chief Operating Officer

WIA believes that the previous business training and
outreach program and resources led by [the SBOC director]

had a significant positive impact on entrepreneurship
throughout Virginia. . .VCU’s proposed grant application to

GO Virginia, when funded, will create new growth
opportunities for small businesses and strengthen the

expanding ecosystem in our sector.

ACTIVATION CAPITAL
Elizabeth O’Donnell
Vice President of 

Finance & Operations

Expanding this program will create new opportunities, foster
opportunity for all entrepreneurs, and strengthen our

regional entrepreneurial network, including in the biosciences
sector where our organizations' missions strongly align.

VIRGINIA HISPANIC
CHAMBER & VIRGINIA

HISPANIC FOUNDATION
Michel Zajur

Pres/CEO Virginia Hispanic
Chamber Commerce

Lisa Zajur
Executive Director Virginia

Hispanic Foundation
The Virginia Hispanic Foundation is proud to partner with the

Small Business Opportunity Center to provide . . .support
aimed at training entrepreneurs on Hispanic culture and best

practices for building meaningful business relationships
within the Hispanic community in the Richmond, Northern

Virginia, and Hampton Roads regions.

VIRGINIA STATE
UNIVERSITY

M. Omar Faison, PhD
Associate Vice Provost,
Research & Economic

Development
The value this initiative will bring to Virginia State University is

significant. Not only will it provide critical
resources and support to minority entrepreneurs, but it will

also contribute to our broader mission of fostering
economic development and innovation within our

region....Through our continued participation
in this program, we expect to continue to see increases in the

number and capability of small and minority-owned
businesses in the region, particularly those with scalable,

sustainable business models.

CITY OF NORFOLK
Sean White, Director,

Department of Economic
Development

The SBOC’s “commitment to empower and provide resources to
entrepreneurs and business owners is commendable. We look

forward to engaging with this organization as they provide
resources, technical assistance and training to create

opportunities for local entrepreneurs that often face barriers in
accessing tools needed to launch and sustain their businesses.”

DOWNTOWN ASHLAND
ASSOCIATION

Antonio Miller
Executive Director

We believe this initiative will serve as a vital resource for
individuals looking to launch & grow businesses, particularly in

areas where access to ..support has historically been limited. We
are especially excited about the Center’s emphasis on reaching

rural entrepreneurs. The Downtown Ashland Association is happy
to assist. . .We see this as a natural extension of our commitment

to nurturing small business growth throughout our community
and region.

CITY OF PORTSMOUTH
Brian Donahue

Director, Portsmouth
Economic Development

We support this effort from Virginia Commonwealth
University and hope that you will approve this grant

application. The City of Portsmouth Department of Economic
Development aims to empower entrepreneurs to

successfully steward business ownership and operation..
We look forward to engaging with this

organization..”

Blair Durham
Co-Founder/President + CEO

Black BRAND

The Launch Center is a vital resource in that it brings its
industry focus and structure to an area that has already been

invigorated by the opportunity to participate in business
education and training programs. These efforts harmonize

with our mission to provide community empowerment
resources..We are excited to support the project as the core

implementation partner for...Hampton Roads.

BLACK BRAND



ALEXANDRIA
ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT
PARTNERSHIP
Marian Marquez

Senior Vice President

The program’s efforts are in line with those of the AEDP,
where we hold a deep and longstanding commitment to the

success of [underresourced] business, and we strongly
support Virginia Commonwealth University’s application.

The AEDP is prepared to help host meetings .., provide
information on how to navigate local government business

processes, and identify local and regional business assets in
the City of Alexandria and Northern Virginia in support of

[SBOC] programming and events.

ARLINGTON
ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT
Ryan Touhill, Director
Arlington Economic

Development

On behalf of Arlington County, I enthusiastically support...
Virginia Commonwealth University’s application to expand the

[Small Business Opportunity Center]...I am pleased to
commit Arlington Economic Development (AED) to

provide...in-kind support to facilitate the success of the
program’s efforts...

Liz Barber
Director

I am pleased to indicate that my municipality will provide the
program with ... in-kind support in order to facilitate the

success of the program’s efforts...to support the launch,
expansion, and development of a supportive ecosystem of

minority and other under-resourced enterprises in our region.

STAFFORD DEPARTMENT OF
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

757 COLLAB
Paul Nolde

Managing Director
757 Collab

The [SBOC] is a catalytic resource that brings important
connections, counsel, and training to underestimated

founders seeking to bring their entrepreneurial visions to life.
Additionally, the [SBOC] mission aligns strongly with that of
757 Collab...To that end, 757 Collab is pleased to provide

access to our platform of high-growth focused incubation and
acceleration programming for applicable...participants as well

as access to our extensive network of entrepreneurial
mentors for all...participants.

PARTNER TESTIMONIALS 
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NORFOLK STATE
UNIVERSITY

Dr. Moncef Belhadjali, 
Dean School of Business

Since its inception, the [Center] has had a significant, positive
impact on...entrepreneurship in the state of Virginia. This has been
through...valuable resources to help under-resourced entrepreneurs

launch or grow their businesses, ...free student interns, pitch
competitions, chamber memberships, and connections to other
long-standing entrepreneurship support organizations, agencies,
and programs. We believe this program can help prepare minority

entrepreneurs for success and augments our statewide
entrepreneurship ecosystem...we are committed to increasing

economic opportunities for all Virginians through our educational
programming and believe that the .. Center program is aligned with

our commitment.

FAIRFAX COUNTY EDA

Victor Hoskins
President & CEO

Since it was founded in Region 4 in 2021, the program has
positively impacted the statewide entrepreneurship

ecosystem, and based on its wide support and past success,
we are encouraged that it will continue to do so. We believe
that with its new application, the..Center will have a positive
impact on our region and beyond, and connect more under-

resourced entrepreneurs with training, networking
opportunities, entrepreneurship support organizations, and
other resources that can help them launch and scale viable
businesses. ..The program’s efforts are in line with those of

the FCEDA ...and we strongly support Virginia
Commonwealth University’s application.

NORTHERN VIRGINIA
BLACK CHAMBER OF

COMMERCE
Tonya Poindexter 

Board Chair
We understand what it takes to support entrepreneurs who are
often overlooked: consistency, credibility, and the ability to meet

people where they are. Since its founding..the [SBOC] has
demonstrated that it understands this..It has made a meaningful

contribution to the entrepreneurship ecosystem by providing under-
resourced entrepreneurs with focused, practical support that meets

real needs. The proposed expansion is timely and necessary. It
reflects a statewide commitment to...business opportunity and
complements NVBCC's work in Region 7. We are prepared to

support this expansion through outreach, referrals, and aligned
engagement in training or programming where appropriate.

Josh Summits, Director

The program’s efforts are in line with those of our
municipality, and we strongly support VCU’s application.

FREDERICKSBURG
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT &

TOURISM

VIRGINIA MINORITY CHAMBERS
Samuel Wiggins, CEO

As an organization dedicated to advocating for diverse
chambers...-including the NVBCC, the Asian American

Chamber of Commerce, the VA Hispanic Chamber..., and other
minority business organizations throughout the

Commonwealth...I am pleased to offer our enthusiastic
support for the Small Business Opportunity Center and its

mission to unite entrepreneurship resource providers in
support of under-resourced entrepreneurs across Virginia.

VIRGINIA BLACK CHAMBER
OF COMMERCE

Ernisha M. Hall
Founder/President & CEO
We are excited to support this project as a core

implementation partner for the Fredericksburg region...we aim
to create a robust ecosystem conducive to the growth and

success of minority-owned businesses. The...Center
represents a critical resource, bringing industry focus and
structured educational opportunities to regions eager for

business education and training.




