
“Small Business - Big Opportunity”
Finding Solutions to Small Business Challenges

On April 25, 2012, the Travelers InstituteSM, in partnership with the 
Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation, hosted its seventh in a national 
series of small business advocacy symposia, “Small Business – Big 
Opportunity,” in Kansas City, Missouri. The event convened small 
business and community leaders at the Kauffman Foundation 
Conference Center. 

The panel was moderated by Joan Woodward, Travelers Executive 
Vice President of Public Policy and President of the Travelers Institute. 
Participants included: 

•	 Pat Brown-Dixon, Regional Administrator, U.S. Small Business 
Administration 

•	 Jim Heeter, President, Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce

•	 Bob Litan, Vice President of Research and Policy, Kauffman 
Foundation

•	 Danny O’Neill, Owner, The Roasterie, Inc.

Ms. Woodward kicked off the discussion by highlighting the fact that 
as one of the largest insurers of small business in the U.S., Travelers is 
highly focused on helping small businesses succeed. Ms. Woodward 
pointed out that small businesses are an economic engine of growth 
and the sector is a driver for creating and sustaining jobs. 

She went on to say that the company can see first-hand how many 
small businesses are struggling in today’s economy, and that the 
company’s goal is to help small businesses thrive and not just 
survive. Ms. Woodward explained that the Travelers Institute is 
hosting the series of “Small Business – Big Opportunity” symposia 
to raise awareness of the challenges small businesses are facing, 
and to propose solutions to these challenges. The partnership with 
the Kauffman Foundation is vital, as the group offers important 
perspective and expertise on these very issues.

Bob Litan, Vice President of Research and Policy at the Kauffman 
Foundation, told the audience his organization has been focused on 
better understanding small businesses’ vital role in job creation across 
the country. The group’s research shows that the majority of jobs are 
created by companies that have been in operation for less than five 
years, but the five-year survival rate of employer-based new firms is 
down to 45 percent. 

Mr. Litan went on to discuss the importance of the recently enacted 
law, The Jobs Act, which included the Kauffman Foundation’s 
recommendations from their “Startup Act” proposal. The provision 
will make it easier for small businesses to access financing through 
crowd sourcing – a factor that many businesses have identified as 
essential. He stressed that erring on the side of capital access is 
essential, and while the federal government appears to be moving in 
the right direction, state and local governments need to step up their 
focus on small business support as well.

Pointing to an example of a city taking steps to combat 
unemployment and stimulate job growth, Jim Heeter, the President 
of the Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce, highlighted 
the fact that greater Kansas City has seen the greatest reduction 
in unemployment in the country this past year. He spoke about 
how the new jobs are coming primarily from small businesses and 
entrepreneurs. Helping drive that growth is the “Big Five” initiative 
that the Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce leads. One of 
the five initiatives is to make Kansas City the most entrepreneurial city 
in the country; the others include revitalizing urban neighborhoods, 
increasing medical research, bringing arts programs downtown, and 
developing innovations in animal health.  

Pat Brown-Dixon, Regional Administrator of the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA), highlighted the SBA’s role within the region 
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and the record $30 billion in loans the organization made nationwide 
in 2011. The SBA acknowledges the central role small businesses play 
in driving the economy, and has begun targeting startups and young 
entrepreneurs along with underserved communities, partnering with 
the Department of Commerce and the Department of Agriculture. 
To enhance those businesses’ ability to navigate the many resources 
available to them, Ms. Brown-Dixon and her team at the SBA are 
working to develop a centralized information hub, www.business.usa.
gov, which will act as a one-stop resource for business owners. 

In addition to highlighting the programs and financial opportunities 
presented by the SBA, Ms. Brown-Dixon discussed the importance  
of looking to international exports as business opportunities.  
Ms. Brown-Dixon pointed out that Missouri recently received 
$870,000 in grant money to help support businesses as they look to 
take their business opportunities overseas to begin exporting. She 
concluded by driving home the message that trade missions and 
international exporting is a huge opportunity for small businesses.

Danny O’Neill, Founder and CEO of The Roasterie, Inc., gave  
attendees his perspective of the challenges and opportunities that come 
with running a business in the area. As the owner of a successful 
coffee company and three new companies in their infancy, he talked 
about how business owners and entrepreneurs feel the need to 
“protect and defend” their businesses, but that the instinct can be 
detrimental and ultimately prevent the business from thriving.

He also highlighted how business owners need to be more vocal with 
their governments and drive home the message that overregulation 
is disruptive and an impediment to success. While overregulation 
can be a problem, he also pointed out that small business owners 

are not against regulation, but rather the lack of transparency that 
often accompanies new rules. To further his point, Mr. O’Neill said 
he believes government, both local and federal, needs to think with 
a customer service mindset and look at small businesses as partners, 
not nuisances. He offered up the example of obtaining permits for 
his new businesses, and the difficulty he has had identifying the right 
agency or person to contact when problems arise.

All the panelists agreed on the importance of having a business 
continuity plan in place and communicating the plan with employees 
through documentation, in-person meetings and trainings.  
To help business owners tackle the planning, the SBA makes business 
continuity resources available at www.preparemybusiness.org. 
Travelers also offers business continuity resources on its website  
at www.travelers.com. 

The topic of government regulation and support was echoed by all 
panelists, with arguments made for creating new avenues for funding 
through crowd sourcing and microloans, which non-bank lenders 
reiterated. In addition, the panelists agreed that all governments, 
both local and state, need to find ways to minimize bureaucracy and 
streamline the resources available to small business owners.

The Travelers Institute was pleased to partner with the Kauffman 
Foundation, the country’s leading think tank on entrepreneurship, to 
raise awareness and advocate for issues affecting small businesses. 
Both organizations remain committed to providing a forum for small 
business owners, lenders, and government officials to share ideas 
and develop solutions. They encouraged attendees to keep the 
momentum going and speak with elected officials and small business 
advocacy groups to give a voice to the challenges they face.

KANSAS CITY, MISSOURI • WEDNESDAY, APRIL 25, 2012 

Danny O’Neill, Owner, The Roasterie, Inc.

travelersinstitute.com 

The Travelers Institute, 700 13th Street NW, Suite 950, Washington, D.C. 20005

© 2012 The Travelers Indemnity Company. All rights reserved. Travelers and the Travelers Umbrella logo are registered trademarks of The Travelers Indemnity Company in the U.S. and other countries. 
M-16904  New 6-12 

Bob Litan, the Kauffman Foundation; Pat Brown-Dixon, SBA; Danny O’Neill, The 
Roasterie, Inc.; Joan Woodward, the Travelers Institute; Jim Heeter, the Greater 
Kansas City Chamber of Commerce 

www.business.usa.gov
www.business.usa.gov
www.preparemybusiness.org
www.travelers.com

