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This paper elaborates on the development of a small business certificate program in rural 
Kansas. Researchers and local practitioners suggest that there are differences between 
rural and urban small businesses and that most educational programs do not account for 
these differences. After exploratory research, the university team identified specific needs 
facing local businesses and tailored a program for their needs. A program structure and 
set of topics, paired with faculty experts was developed and implemented. Topics focused 
on developing an entrepreneurial orientation, as well as certain business fundamentals 
that were deemed critical to small rural businesses. Each topic was oriented toward the 
rural context where face to face business is more essential. A feedback loop was 
implemented leading to a shorter 8-week timeframe and some topic adjustments. To date, 
378 firms have participated in the program and have shown an 80% survival rate. Specific 
feedback has indicated that business growth has occurred and that the respondents do 
perceive development in their entrepreneurial orientation. In addition, specific skill areas 
related to unique businesses have been improved. Lastly, the program participants have 
grown their regional business networks, which has been shown to be an important factor 
for rural business success. 

Introduction 

Throughout rural America, there are tremendous pres-
sures on small businesses and their survival. These include 
large scale urbanization and a changing competitive mar-
ketplace. In addition, many small businesses face higher 
costs of goods and services, shortage of available qualified 
workers, poor broadband, competition from big box retail-
ers, and a lack of expertise in social media marketing. These 
problems have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic in the past year with the crisis creating a dispropor-
tionate toll on underserved rural areas (Love & Powe, 2020). 
Rural firms have often been overlooked, with limited atten-
tion to their innovation and exporting practices, their abil-
ity to secure business advice and support, or their aspira-
tions and performance (Phillipson et al., 2019). 

To assist in advancing rural communities, small busi-
nesses are often looking for new and improved ways of exe-
cuting their business models and for finding business tools 
applicable to their needs. This paper outlines a process de-
veloped in a rural community that attempts to begin ad-
dressing some of these needs. In addition, the paper pro-

vides an outline of a program that provides technical 
assistance and exposure to the latest practices for running 
and growing small rural businesses. The paper discusses a 
learning process used to create a strategy for the delivery 
of a certificate program as well as for creating a network for 
rural small businesses. 

Setting the Stage 

In 2007, an EF 5 tornado completely wiped out the entire 
town of Greensburg, Kansas. Reports indicate that the tor-
nado was over 1.5 miles wide and demolished most, if not 
all the buildings in the town. Greensburg is located on a ma-
jor east-west highway that experiences high traffic counts 
and was home to a number of interesting stores and his-
torical stops before the tragedy. Typical of rural America, 
the residents decided to stay and rebuild using the latest 
technologies, opening a new hospital and school. Over a 
two-year time period, the town slowly redeveloped follow-
ing a LEED certificate strategy and became one of the lead-
ing small rural energy efficient towns in the US. 

Small businesses slowly returned during this time, but 
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were having issues growing customer bases and promoting 
their products and services. Poor performance was exac-
erbated by the 2008 economic recession and its carryover. 
In 2012, Greenberg city and county economic officials ex-
plored options for helping small businesses grow. A request 
was made by local government to a Midwestern university 
in close proximity to Greensburg to develop an educational 
program for small businesses. Focused strategic interven-
tions at the community and business level have long been 
posited as an important tool for assisting distressed com-
munities (Emery et al., 2004). After some exploratory re-
search, a working agreement was completed around the 
concept of launching a “Growing Rural Business” certificate 
program designed to help small businesses in the region. 
As part of the research, the university team visited local es-
tablishments and conducted small focus groups for the pur-
pose of understanding the pressing issues facing these busi-
nesses and an examination of their practices and learning. 
Next, they examined and vetted training program offerings 
in the region and state. None were found to provide the 
technical and face-to-face training business owners wanted 
to receive. Thus, the university, along with other state part-
ners collaborated in creating the certificate program. The 
program was developed along the lines of other similar pro-
grams designed to meet business needs with processes that 
fit into program constraints (Garrido-Lopez et al., 2018). 

Determine Needs – Community Research and 
Discussions with Rural Business Owners 

Through our research efforts, we identified needs of rural 
businesses from a technical assistance and program deliv-
ery perspective. In addition, we learned from the commu-
nity economic development leader the need for better tech-
niques on how to run a business specifically as a rural ‘clan’ 
community. From our discussions with her (the economic 
development coordinator), many of these business owners/
operators were familiar with online development opportu-
nities, but felt that face-to-face learning was what they re-
ally wanted in their community. In addition, she suggested 
that rural businesses face challenges that are different from 
those in an urban setting and the resources available to 
them are limited. For example, in rural locations, business 
is mainly conducted in face-to-face business transactions. 
However, many business owners in the rural community 
were looking for virtual or online methods for expanding 
their revenues and offset growing competition without hav-
ing the skills or means to accomplish these goals. 

Researchers have long suggested that rural areas need 
to be viewed as unique contexts with specific needs (Farja 
et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2013). According to Brookings 
Institute data, rural small businesses face additional chal-
lenges different from urban businesses such as the lack of 
access to capital, limited broadband connectivity, and being 
clustered in industries inordinately impacted by the pan-
demic such as retail, bars and restaurants (Love & Powe, 
2020). In addition, research on rural business owners indi-
cate that they perceive problems differently than urban en-
trepreneurs. For example, rural firms are more likely than 
urban firms to see regulation as a problem, which may im-
pact their motivation for business growth (Lyee & Cowling, 

2015). By accounting for the unique challenges facing rural 
businesses, we explored these differences as the foundation 
for creating and structuring the educational training pro-
gram. Other researchers found that creating a competitive 
advantage could be achieved for rural businesses by creating 
a value-orientated strategy that is combining cost controls 
with unique products and/or services (Rubach & McGee, 
2001). 

Available Federal and State Programs 

So, what government training and programs are available 
to rural businesses? At the same time as the focus groups 
were conducted, researchers conducted database searches 
to identify programs and understand the types of assistance 
that federal, state and local governments provide for small 
rural businesses. There are a number of federal programs 
currently available including subsidies, grants, and loan 
programs across the United States. Farm subsidies are often 
highly debated politically, but for the rural community, the 
impact has been to sustain the family farm as a rural busi-
ness while maintaining a consistent food supply. Subsidies 
are used to by farmers and agribusinesses to supplement in-
come, manage the supply of agricultural commodities, and 
influence the cost and supply of such commodities (USDA 
Rural Development-Subject, 2014). From the nonprofit sec-
tor, there are various entities such as Farm Aid, which raises 
funds by working with famous musicians, such as Willie 
Nelson, and provides information and opportunities for 
farmers to receive grants. Farm Aid works with local, re-
gional and national organizations to promote fair farm poli-
cies and grassroots organizing campaigns designed to de-
fend and bolster family farm-centered agriculture (Farm 
Aid, 2014). 

Programs geared specifically for non-farm related rural 
businesses are more limited, but are also available. They 
include the US General Services Administration also spon-
sors workshops, classes, seminars, meetings and training 
programs for small business owners (How GSA Helps Small 
Businesses, 2014). Another federal program is the Small 
Business Development Centers (SBDCs), which provides a 
vast array of technical assistance to small businesses. SB-
DCs are organized through state government organizations 
and are administered normally through university and/or 
colleges. The SBDCs are made up of a unique cooperation 
of SBA federal funds, state and local governments (Galli-
Debicella, 2020). However, these SBDC centers can be over-
whelmed with clients and programs that are difficult to cus-
tomize to individual rural business needs. 

Another large federal program is the USDA Rural Grant 
Development Assistance Program (USDA Rural Develop-
ment-Subject, 2014), which aids through direct or guaran-
teed loans, grants, technical assistance, research and edu-
cational materials for qualified small businesses. The USDA 
Rural Development program in Kansas specifically supports 
community-managed lending pools and provides technical 
assistance to help agricultural producers, such as coopera-
tives, improve the effectiveness of their operations. Under 
the Community Empowerment Initiative, the program em-
phasizes broad-based citizen participation, emphasizing 
minority or low-income members of the community that 
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may have been traditionally underserved (USDA Rural De-
velopment-KS Homepage, 2014). 

State governments with dispersed rural populations un-
derstand the importance of rural business for sustaining 
rural communities beyond farming. Rural communities are 
in a unique position for small business growth, because of 
the entrepreneurial spirit and the need to survive exhib-
ited throughout most of these communities. Vibrant small 
towns and main streets attract new residents and stabilize a 
tax base for county operations. However, most states mainly 
rely on existing organizations and training programs that 
provide standard approaches for assisting small businesses. 
For example, the Kansas Department of Commerce (Kansas 
Department of Commerce, 2014) offers a number of unique 
programs including the Kansas Capital Multiplier Loan 
matches up to 9% of private equity invested through a part-
ner network to eligible businesses in communities across 
Kansas. Funding is provided through the United States 
Treasury via the State Small Business Credit Initiative (SS-
BCI). Additionally, at the state level NetWork Kansas re-
source partners provide business-building services to en-
trepreneurs and small businesses. Working with a NetWork 
Kansas resource partners helps businesses get the prompt, 
local assistance they need to access all types of resources 
to start or grow their business (NetworkKansas, 2020). Net-
Work Kansas offers a statewide resource referral service that 
enables entrepreneurs and small business owners to con-
nect with the resources they need whether it is in their local 
community or across the state. 

Local economic development agencies vary by communi-
ties across states with most having some focus on economic 
development issues for rural businesses. A number of them 
offer some general advice on starting a business, training 
and resources. They also aid in gaining loans, grants and 
tax-exempt bonds. Business location and site selection as-
sistance, employee recruitment and training assistance are 
sometimes available. Many communities also have not for 
profit organizations that provide general business informa-
tion including Chamber of Commerce’s and Rotary Organi-
zation to name a couple (The U.S. Small Business Adminis-
tration, 2019). 

Although there are a number of resources available for 
rural businesses, many of these services have a broad gen-
eralist approach and often lack the basic business insight 
needed by these types of businesses. Current programs aid 
small businesses with general needs, such as getting access 
to capital, but do not address the importance of unique local 
attributes such as the need to be regionally connected to 
in dispersed, rural markets (Vey & Love, 2019). Ultimately, 
few of the government programs accounted for these types 
of differences and while the Greenberg tornado was the 
original impetus for aiding the rural business community, 
the team’s research provided additional support for a new 
program that offered “street-level solutions” to small rural 
businesses. Based on these findings, Network Kansas col-
laborated with the university to support the creation of 
a rural certificate program initially aimed at aiding busi-
nesses in Greensburg, KS. 

Research Method and Results 

As part of the initial decision on whether to develop a 
program and subsequent assessments on how to structure 
it, university researchers conducted exploratory interviews 
with local officials and development agencies in an effort 
to gain insight for the need of an assistance program that 
addresses the differences that rural businesses face. Ex-
ploratory research was emphasized due to the desire to tai-
lor the program specifically to the local business commu-
nity, as well as the lack of agreement by the research 
community on what skills are most necessary for local rural 
entrepreneurs to succeed (Dahlstrom & Talmage, 2018). 

After these initial interviews, focus groups were con-
ducted with local business owners. The focus group com-
prised of nine small business leaders from the surrounding 
community, of which four were female and five were male. 
On average, their companies were over 33 years old and the 
managers/owners had been in their positions an average for 
fifteen years. The number one concern voiced by this group 
focused on getting and keeping customers, and the limited 
size of the local target market. The second group of con-
cerns centered on the economy, timing of cash flow, and 
ability to attract skilled workers. Lastly, the group raised 
issues regarding limited resources, technology, financing, 
and issues facing remote location like limited broadband. 
To some extent, these are similar issues facing all small 
businesses in some form or another, however the issues 
seemed to be of greater importance for rural businesses be-
cause of the structural realities of the rural market and the 
lack of available educational and training for business own-
ers. 

Overall, the exploratory research indicated thirty-one 
topics as areas to develop programmatic content for ac-
quiring rural business expertise. For example, one topic in-
cluded how to fire in a positive manner. Word-of-mouth in 
a rural market is critical and to dismiss or fire in a positive 
light is important for dissipating negativity among the com-
munity. Other topics included: negotiation, buying skills 
(win-win and game theory) nuts and bolts of advertising, 
purchasing and ad placement, developing a press release, 
grasping how to structure business financials to avoid pit-
falls of combining personal and business financials, and 
joint marketing to establish an identity for the community 
and the business. 

The university team developed these topics into a struc-
tured model clustering relevant material into marketing, 
management, and financial modules. The purpose was to 
provide an organized approach that allowed the partici-
pants to learn the required topics and to be able to syn-
thesize them together to create deeper understanding. The 
figure below provides the overall map and logic associated 
with the program as it was initially developed from the re-
search. 

The exploratory interviews and focus groups were devel-
oped in conjunction with other secondary research, which 
aimed at identifying rural business needs and the types of 
government assistance programs that were available for the 
rural business community. The initial outcome of this re-
search served as a confirmation for creating the program. 
In addition, the data served as the basis for developing the 
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structure and orientation of the new program. 

A Certificate Program for Rural Kansas 

The team developed the training model as a certificate 
program, delivered by university topical experts, so that 
rural business owners to walk away from the program with 
a structured resource guide to refer to during and after the 
program. The new certificate program provides practical, 
applied information and examples necessary for today’s 
rural communities. In addition, the program was developed 
into a model that could be reapplied to multiple rural busi-
ness communities in an effort to scale the business learn-
ing. 

The model is a customized eleven-week certificate pro-
gram that is delivered through the regional university, in 
conjunction with business faculty. Session were offered 
each week, lasting about 3½ to 4 hours, with time for one-
on-one discussions with facilitators. A key element for de-
livering a successful program was faculty involvement. All 
the faculty put in time needed to develop their topics in re-
lation to the rural business setting. In total eight faculty 
members participated in the delivery of the certificate pro-
gram. 

The first program centered on developing the necessary 
mindset of being an entrepreneur in a rural setting. This 
orientation was a cornerstone element throughout the pro-
gram’s timeline. Next, topics were developed around mar-
keting/consumer behavior and merchandising issues. These 
were raised as important issues by both the local economic 
development coordinator and the focus group. In addition, 
topics related to operational issues employees/legal/finance 
were grouped together and provided. Lastly, the program 
was concluded by synthesizing previous topics as the par-
ticipants worked on their business strategies. 

The program was designed so that the previous sessions 
learning outcomes were built on the following week. Partic-
ipants were expected to ‘work on their business at home’ af-
ter each session. A small celebration of completion followed 
the last session with family and guests, including local offi-
cials. Instructor schedules and time pressures did play a role 
in the delivery of the programs. 

A decision was made early to keep costs and fees to par-
ticipants at reduced rates due to the rural nature of the 
businesses and their resource constraints. To successfully 
recruit participants and enhance learning opportunities in 
multiple communities across the state, we coordinated with 
community and state resource partners to help deliver the 
program. All partners believed it was important that partic-
ipants have some ‘skin in the game’, but costs were offset so 
as not to be onerous and to provide the most opportunity 
for the greatest number of businesses. 

Sustaining the Program 

The program became successful and was replicated once 
or twice a year in various rural communities. Each year an 
appropriate amount of time was established for faculty time 
and travel, marketing of the program through local eco-
nomic development officials and the distribution of pro-
gram materials in the communities. The Table 1 provides 
the number of programs and number of small rural busi-

Figure 1. Initial Rural Certificate Program 

nesses served since 2012. 
The team of certificate program facilitators who had 

worked previously with entrepreneurs and small businesses 
throughout Kansas viewed the program as a viable model 
for the entire state of Kansas contributing to the long-term 
success for each community. Continuous feedback and ad-
justment creating a double-loop process for program de-
velopment and community support (Senge, 2006) has been 
used to modify and adjust to individual community needs. 
The feedback has provided valuable input about program 
content and as a result, the certificate program was resized 
to eight modules. Some information was combined, while 
other information was eliminated as suggested by program 
participants and in discussion with instructors over a num-
ber of sessions. The revised eight-week program has been 
more desirable by participants due to taking less time away 
from work, community and family members. The current 
program model is illustrated in Figure 2. 

Over the duration of the certificate program, businesses 
are encouraged to build their networks through sharing ser-
vices and doing business with one another. These actions 
help foster a larger rural business network to include pro-
gram participants. Events and activities included annual 
meetings to discuss best practices and networking gather-
ings across the state. 

Program Delivery - Lessons Learned 

In addition to continuing to evolve the content and 
length of the program, there have been lessons learned re-
garding how the program is delivered to achieve the best 
outcomes, both for our participants and for growing the 
program. These are summarized below: 

Program Hours and Timing 
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Promotion and Distribution of Literature 

Partnering 

Program Outcomes 

Feedback regarding the Certificate program has been 
overwhelmingly positive from the participants since its in-
ception. Since its start in 2012, 80% of program participants 
are still in business. Although rural new businesses tend to 
have higher survival rates than their peers in urban commu-
nities (Deller & Conroy, 2017), this compares favorably to 
the Small Business Administration’s (SBA) (2019) statistics 
regarding failure rates. SBA data suggests that the national 
failure rate of 1st year businesses failing at 20% rate to fifth 
year businesses failing at roughly 50%. 

Participant reaction to the program has come in many 
forms. We received feedback regarding the quality of the ed-
ucational experience. For example, Renee of Clay Center, KS 
commented, “This program was life changing for me and 
my business. After each class I would take information back 
to my business and apply it the very next day.” Other reac-
tions were more specific to the usefulness of certain types 
of material. Troy from Andover, KS said, “I thought all ses-
sions especially the Contracts session gave us information 
that could save us lots of money and better inform us when 
it comes to reading and making contracts.” 

In general, we received four basic types of positive feed-
back from participants that can be categorized in the fol-
lowing manner: 

Table 1. Program Participants 

Program 
Date 

Location 
Number of 

Business 

Spring 2012 Greensburg 21 

Fall 2012 Augusta 17 

Spring 2013 Dodge City 20 

Winter 2014 Dodge City 22 

Fall 2014 Colby 20 

Winter 2015 Clay Center 23 

Fall 2015 Marion 21 

Garnett 32 

Spring 2016 Phillips County 23 

Fall 2016 McPherson 14 

Scott County 22 

Fall 2017 El Dorado 16 

Cowley 24 

Spring 2018 Leavenworth 16 

Fall 2018 
Rawlins 
County 

18 

Spring 2019 
Thomas 
County 

15 

Fall 2019 
Allen & 
Neosho 

23 

Spring 2020 Rooks & Ellis 17 

Fall 2020 Montgomery 14 

Total to date 378 

1. The program led to better overall business outcomes. 
Researchers have not collected comprehensive data, but 
based on an examination of a subset of 32 firms from one 
regional area, seventeen indicated revenue growth, adding 
employees or expanding locations since their participation 
in the Certificate program. 

2. The program addressed specific elements of the busi-
ness that helped the participants adjust and improve as as-
pect of their business. These areas included understanding 
contracts and legal issues, budgeting, merchandising, and 
marketing. An example of the type of response. 

“The session on merchandising gave me a background on 
the importance of visual displays, I will be able to now crit-
ically observe merchandising displays and more effectively 
design my own.” - Cindy, Augusta, KS. 

3. The program advanced the entrepreneurial mindset of 
the participants by developing their skills in identifying op-
portunities, learning from setbacks and determining how 
to succeed in a variety of settings (Kuratko, Fisher, Au-
dretsch, 2020). As Doreen from Dodge City, KS indicated, “I 
no longer buy self-help books, instead business books be-
cause I now see myself as an entrepreneur!” 

4. The program helped participants build their network 
of local entrepreneurs by introducing them to business peo-
ple that were interested in the same things or had the same 
issues to address. “Sharing ideas among attendees of what 
has worked for them is as valuable as a business owner! It 

• Offer programs during off-hours to accommodate 
business owners who are one-person firms. 

• Programming time that seems to be best is February 
through April/May or August through early Novem-
ber. 

• Late November through January are not ideal pro-
gramming times. 

• Marketing efforts need to consist of locally respected 
entrepreneurs, not from the university who is neutral 
in community. Also, local economic development per-
son who has a solid reputation of making personal 
visits to businesses in the community has worked 
well. 

• Identify local entrepreneurs to assist in participant 
recruiting. 

• Offer partial scholarships when companies send more 
than one participant. 

• Provide one-year free programming of niche topics 
for business owners. 

• State agencies vested in rural businesses are key for 
success, such as Network Kansas. 

• Local perception is that Chambers of Commerce or lo-
cal economic development agencies normally do not 
go outside of their office to engage local businesses. 

• Approach local commercial lenders and hold informa-
tional luncheons for businesses who are requesting 
funding or have recently received funding and offer 
program to these qualified prospects. 

• Personal visits in community is critical to enrolling 
participants in program. 
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Figure 2. Model of Double-Loop Learning for Rural Communities 

has made me realize how we are all in the same boat.” Su-
san, Greensberg, KS 

Discussion 

The need for rural regions to strengthen their local in-
novation systems in developing enterprises has been sug-
gested as an important area for improving regional compet-
itive advantage (Rowe, 2009). This study contributes to the 
existing understanding regarding the importance of pro-
grammatic interventions in rural communities by providing 
locally relevant education and develop entrepreneurial 
skillsets. In particular, this paper provides three important 
learning takeaways. First, there are differences between 
rural and urban small businesses. We used an exploratory 
methodology to develop a program that tried to uniquely 
address the unique contexts of local rural business owners. 
Designing any program must take into consideration the lo-
cal area needs. In addition, while we noted some literature 
that acknowledged these differences, there is not a wide 
scale development of what these differences are or how to 
properly take these into consideration. One recent addition 
to the literature provides a nuanced typology of the differ-
ences between rural and urban regions based on such fac-
tors as the extent of remoteness and land use of various re-
gions (Laurin et al., 2020). They suggest that remoteness, 
not just a broad characterization of rurality, is an impor-
tant aspect of firm difference that must be considered in 
order to understand performance and skill attainment. We 
believe that more research studying rural vs. urban SME’s 
is needed, to inform policy makers, educators and business 
practitioners. 

Second, after developing the initial Certificate program 
structure, it was determined that incorporating feedback for 
continuous program evolution is important as small busi-
ness needs continuously change or have unique attributes 
in different regional areas. This can be challenging for uni-
versities and educators who look to benefit from the devel-
opment of learning economies that come from standardized 
or routinized learning content. However, for the programs 
to continue to be received well in the rural communities, 
programs must be adaptable and delivered in real time us-
ing relevant content. This requires extensive faculty sched-
ule coordination and a strong desire to have ensure expert 
faculty is available. 

Lastly, a key outcome of the program is the development 
of stronger network relationships between regional busi-
ness owners. Geographic proximity to a business network 
or cluster has been shown to have important performance 
implications for rural small businesses. Social capital devel-
oped through a network of regional network partners is re-
lated to relational and informational benefits that can be 
used by small businesses (Steinfield et al., 2010). In addi-
tion, proximity or engagement with a business network pro-
vides an entrepreneurial ecosystem for firms to be benefit 
from knowledge spillovers, common labor pools and value 
chain clusters (Scorsone, 2002). We feel the added benefit 
of working and learning with other rural business owners as 
co-participants of the program has proven to be invaluable 
to the local communities where the program has been im-
plemented. Finally, we believe the benefit of the Rural Cer-
tificate Program has become even more important as the 
impact on small businesses from the COVID-19 pandemic is 
only beginning to be understood. 
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