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Accion is a nonprofit that helps neighborhood entrepreneurs grow. 
We provide the capital, coaching, and connections small business 
owners need to create wealth and jobs in communities most in 
need throughout Illinois and Indiana. By partnering with 
entrepreneurs, Accion offers a cost-effective way to support 
underserved communities. When small businesses thrive, jobs are 
created, and investment into the community increases.

Several successful business leaders in Chicago are looking for ways 
to invest capital, share relationships, and offer expertise to 
budding entrepreneurs in neighborhoods across Chicago.

In response, Accion has partnered with the Chicago Community 
Trust to establish the Neighborhood Entrepreneurship Lab (NEL), a 
program which pairs entrepreneurs poised for growth with 
investors, advisors and project associates (e.g. cohort).

NEL helps neighborhood entrepreneurs grow their business in a 
visible, powerful way. After completing NEL, success is measured 
by increased revenue, improved profit margins and the number of 
jobs created as a result of business growth. 

Establishing Goals
The overall goal of NEL is to help small businesses grow within 
underserved neighborhoods of Chicago in a visible, powerful way.  
Through a collective effort, entrepreneurs will establish specific 
goals they want to accomplish during the 9-month program. Goals 
will include the ability to launch a new product or service, setting a 
sales and profit target, and identifying new markets to enter. 

Measuring Success
Success for entrepreneurs will be measured by their ability to 
increase revenue and profitability as a direct result of participating 
in NEL. A secondary measurement of success is the ability for 
the entrepreneur to create new jobs and wealth within their 
communities.

OVERVIEW



3

Accion identifies entrepreneurs that align with the mission of the 
Neighborhood Entrepreneurship Lab. Accion works with 
thousands of small business owners each year, giving the 
organization access to many qualified candidates for the program. 
The remaining steps of the selection process include:

• Any business that hopes to be considered for an
upcoming NEL cohort must meet certain requirements
including but not limited to the following:
» Current or past Accion client
» In business for at least 2 years
» Owner is working in the business full time
» Annual revenue of at least $75,000

• Accion reviews the history of each company as a
borrower, a community partner and a provider of a
service or product. After this initial review, we narrow
the list to 25 candidates.

• Businesses are required to complete an application,
submit a business plan that includes 3-year financial
projections, and a use of capital proposal.

• The NEL committee members interview candidates to
get a sense of commitment, and to ensure that
a diverse representation of our small business
community is selected.

• Once the review process is completed, the selected
businesses are formally invited to join a new cohort
within the Neighborhood Entrepreneurship Lab.

• Entrepreneurs must accept their offer at least 30 days
prior to the start of the next lab.

COHORT SELECTION PROCESS
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FOR ENTREPRENEURS
Commitments
• Provide the requested baseline financial

information
• Meet with the mentor for at least four

hours each month
• Attend 90% of available courses
• Provide Accion with financial reporting

each year for the following four years
• Consider becoming an investor or

advisor in the future

Benefits
• Receive $20,000 in capital, and

potentially additional debt from Accion
if that is needed for growth

• Connect with influential business
contacts

• Learn from a group of experienced
business leaders who can help solve
pressing business problems

• Learn with a group of peer small
business owners

FOR INVESTORS
Commitments
• Donate $20,000 with only a tax

deduction in return (not equity or profit
from the small business recipient)

• Provide at least two connections to
influential business contacts in their
personal networks

• Recruit at least two potential investors
to participate in future cohorts

Benefits
• Receive a tax deduction for the $20,000

investment
• Invest in the most cost effective method

to create jobs and wealth in Chicago’s
most underserved neighborhoods

• Build relationships with entrepreneurs
who are ready to grow, in neighborhoods
in which finding such relationships can
be challenging

FOR PROJECT ASSOCIATES
Commitments
• Participate in a pre-program training
• Meet monthly at least four hours with

your paired business owner
• Attend 90% of all programming
• Provide monthly updates to Accion
• Recruit at least two additional project

associates for the next cohort
• Help train the next group of project

associates

Benefits
• Build relationships with entrepreneurs

ready to grow
• Network with investor, advisors and

entrepreneurs
• Develop an association with Accion, the

leading microfinance organization in
the Chicago area

COMMITMENTS & BENEFITS

FOR ADVISORS
Commitments
• Lead a one-hour module on a topic in

your area of expertise and in line with
interests of our business owners

• Offer four hours of virtual office hours
each month

• Provide two business owners with at
least one connection that leads to a new
contract or new customer

• Recruit at least two potential advisors to
participate in future cohorts

Benefits
• Build relationships with entrepreneurs

ready to grow
• Network with mentors, investor/

advisors and entrepreneurs
• Develop an association with Accion, the

leading microfinance organization in
the Chicago area
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PROGRAM FORMAT

Opening Workshop 
All participants gather for the first time 
to prepare for the launch of the lab. 
Entrepreneurs, Project Associates, 
Advisors, Investors, and Facilitators from 
Accion will have the opportunity to meet 
and learn a bit about each other. The 
majority of time will be spent reviewing 
the current core business, establishing 
goals and requirements for new product/
service concept, and discussing the 
program curriculum. 

Virtual Courses
Delivered via the 37 Oaks University 
platform, NEL participants will be led 
through live webinars covering popular 
topics that many business owners face. 
These topics include COGS analysis, 
seasonal planning, annual planning, and 
value stream mapping. Entrepreneurs 
and Project Associates will continue to 
have access to 37 Oaks facilitators 
beyond the day of the live webinar. 
Entrepreneurs and project associates are 
required to attend at least three of the 
four virtual courses. 

Advisor Workshops
Advisors are committed to helping 
entrepreneurs succeed and maximize 
the NEL experience. At various points 
throughout the program, Advisors will 
lead workshops focused on their 
particular area of expertise and 
experience. Topics covered will include 
accounting, key performance indicators, 
branding and operations. 

On-Demand Courses
Through the 37 Oaks platform, NEL 
participants will access to 10 on-demand 
courses including: Intro to Wholesaling, 
Intro to E-commerce, Intro to E-commerce 
Marketing, Selecting a Storefront, Intro to 
Retail Pricing Strategies, Defining Your 
Unique Value, Co-Packer Selection & 
Management, Assortment Optimization 
Strategies, Intro to Retail Math, and Intro 
to Inventory Management. Entrepreneurs 
and Project Associates are expected to 
complete the on-demand course prior to 
the corresponding Application Workshop 
described in the next section. 
Entrepreneurs and Project Associates are 
required to select and complete 90% of the 
available courses.

Practical Application Workshops 
We will use On-Demand courses to set 
the foundation for learning principles 
(pre-work). Then, we will follow up with 
facilitated Application Workshops that 
will include guest speakers and exercises 
for the cohort to work on as teams during 
class time. This is an opportunity to see 
and hear how those learning principles 
apply to real life and even their individual 
businesses. 

Entrepreneur Presentations
In order to measure the progress of each 
project team, Entrepreneurs and Project 
Associates will co-present three times 
during the program. The final 
presentation will be part of the NEL 
celebration at the completion of the 
program. Each team will present the new 
product or service that they developed 
during the program. This will be the 
official launch day.
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CALENDAR

Sep

OPENING
WORKSHOP

LAUNCH

Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May

September 

• September 8: Advisor & Project
Associate Training
Time: 10:00 AM - 11:00 AM

• September 9: Opening Workshop
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• September 22: Value Stream Mapping
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

October 

• January 12: Intro to Wholesaling
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• January 26: Intro to E-commerce
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

January 

November

• November 3: COGS Analysis
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• November 17: Seasonal Planning
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

December

• December 15: Advisor-led Workshop
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• October 6: Annual Planning
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• October 22: Advisor-led Workshop
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• February 9: Intro to E-commerce Marketing
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• February 23: Selecting a Storefront
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

February 

• March 9: Intro to Retail Pricing Strategies
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• March 23: Defining Your Unique Value
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

March

• April 6: Co-Packer Selection & Management
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• April 20: Assortment Optimization Strategies
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

April

• May 4: Intro to Retail Math
 Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• May 18: Intro to Inventory Management
Time: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM

• May 25: Celebration & Launch
Time: 5:00 PM - 7:00 PM

May

CAPITAL
DEPLOYEDVIRTUAL COURSES

ADVISOR-LED WORKSHOPS COMPLETE TEN ON-DEMAND COURSES




