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On March 21, 2014, in partnership with Henderson Brothers 
and the Pittsburgh Regional Alliance, the Travelers Institute held 
its 11th “Small Business – Big Opportunity” symposium in the 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania region. Joan Woodward, President of the 
Travelers Institute and Executive Vice President of Public Policy 
at Travelers, kicked off the symposium explaining how Travelers, 
as one of the largest insurers of small businesses in the country, 
utilizes this series to advocate for solutions to everyday challenges 
faced by small businesses. She emphasized that the Institute chose 
Pittsburgh to highlight the Commonwealth’s one million small 
businesses, which employ more than half of the state’s workforce. 

Woodward introduced Guhan Venkatu, Vice President and Senior Regional Officer  
of the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland’s Pittsburgh Branch. Venkatu provided  
the keynote address examining regional and national economic forecasts, as  
well as trends within the labor market and long-term expectations for small  
business development. 

He opened by mentioning how the U.S. economy still employs fewer workers than 
before the start of the recession, showing a lingering weakness in national labor 
markets. That weakness, he said, may be due to sluggish consumption growth 
despite the fact that stock markets are near all-time highs. Bright spots for the 
economy include home prices, which are rising at double-digit rates by some 
measures, and debt-service burdens, which stand at 30-year lows.

Locally, Venkatu noted that Pittsburgh’s unemployment rate of 6.3 percent is 
lower than the national average. Pittsburgh has also shown a stronger and quicker 
economic recovery than most large cities across the United States.
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Most promising for Pittsburgh small businesses is the area’s 
educational attainment. Of the 100 largest U.S. cities, Pittsburgh 
ranks in the top 20 for educational attainment among the 
youngest demographic. Human capital presents a bright spot 
that bodes well for the city’s future and for the small business  
community, which will benefit from a large talent pool,  
Venkatu explained.

Following the keynote address, Woodward polled local small 
business attendees on their outlooks for their business and the 
national economy. Results include the following:

• 59 percent saw an increase in revenues over the last year

• 63 percent plan to hire additional employees in the coming year

• 48 percent expect the national economy to be better a year 
from now

• 53 percent are having difficulty recruiting talent for  
their businesses

• Government regulation and attracting and retaining customers 
were top business concerns

Solutions 21 President & Founder John “Buddy” Hobart 
commented on small business labor issues. He first emphasized 
that entrepreneurs should strongly consider hiring Millennials. 
Though many companies fear young workers “job jumping” 
their way up the corporate ladder, Hobart said that the opposite 
is actually true. Millennials are looking for reasons to stay with 
their current employer based on job security and a desire to feel 
personally connected to their work’s mission. Small businesses, 
Hobart said, should invest in this generation to recruit long-term 
talent and take advantage of their higher education. 

The conversation turned to Charleroi Federal Savings Bank 
President & CEO Neil Bassi, who provided insight into how his 
bank evaluates small business loan applications, which have been 
increasing over time. While banks are more willing to lend, small 
business owners should understand what makes for a strong loan 
application, he said. Examples include a sound business continuity 
plan, steady cash flow and industry experience. 

If small businesses are having difficulty accessing capital, Bassi 
suggested considering alternate resources like microloans, state 
programs and home equity loans. “There are more resources out 
there for small businesses than ever before,” said Bassi. “We want 
to be helpful. We will direct you to others who can provide a loan 
if we can’t.”

Jared Sadowski, Senior Account Executive at Henderson Brothers, 
emphasized the importance of having a business continuity plan 
and also looking to insurance agents and third party vendors 
for expertise and risk management advice. Sadowski finds that 
many entrepreneurs think about disasters on a reactionary basis. 
With full-time loss control risk managers on staff at Henderson 
Brothers, Sadowski described how his team encourages clients 
to be proactive and draw on Henderson’s resources before an 
incident occurs.

In particular, Sadowski explored the risks associated with cyber 
liability. Although this type of vulnerability has been around for 
some time, he noted that it is still new to many business owners. 
He cited Target’s 2013 data breach, mentioning that according to 
news reports, the incident occurred through a transaction with 
one of the retailer’s small business vendors in the Pittsburgh area. 
Because the majority of data breaches happen to companies with 
fewer than 100 employees and cause many to close, Sadowski 
encouraged attendees to have meaningful discussions about the 
types of insurance coverage needed to protect their businesses.

Guhan Venkatu, Vice President and Senior Regional Officer of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Cleveland’s Pittsburgh Branch, delivers his keynote address.

Henderson Brothers President Thomas B. Grealish listens to the discussion on 
small business advocacy.
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Turning to small business regulation, U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA) Regional Advocate Ngozi Bell provided 
insight on the Mid-Atlantic region’s regulatory hurdles. Since 
more than 98 percent of enterprises in the Commonwealth are 
considered a “small business,” Bell said it is imperative that local 
and state governments consider the consequences of regulations 
to ensure they meet the desired intention without causing  
undue burdens.

For this reason, Bell worked with state legislators and small 
business representatives to help the state of Pennsylvania pass a 
law similar to the federal Regulatory Flexibility Act that allows a 
review panel to evaluate the potential economic impact of each 
bill the Commonwealth puts into law for regulators to enforce 
and its potential effect on small businesses. The state of Delaware 
enacted a similar law using an executive order. According to Bell, 
the SBA Office of Advocacy’s work with federal agencies has saved 
small businesses about $22 billion in regulation and compliance 
costs in the past three consecutive fiscal years. 

“When it comes to government regulations, [small businesses] 
can’t ignore it. Our job is to support businesses in getting access 
to regulations that impact them and support them through a 
process that ensures their voices are heard by those who write 
and implement the regulations,” said Bell. “Here, ignorance is 
not bliss.” Added Bassi, “Don’t underestimate state and local 
representatives. They want to help.”

To conclude the symposium, Travelers Select Regional  
Vice President Stacey Rawlings thanked the audience and  
offered some final advice on business continuity planning. 
Rawlings encouraged entrepreneurs to evaluate their risks  
and create an actionable plan that can be tested. Once a plan  
is in place, it should be shared across the company so employees 
are prepared and understand which risks to monitor. 

Henderson Brothers

Henderson Brothers, one of the leading independent 
insurance agencies in the Pennsylvania region, was established 
in Pittsburgh in 1893 to serve the insurance needs of a 
bustling river industry. Since then, Henderson Brothers 
has diversified into virtually all areas of insurance and risk 
management, offering a broad range of products and services 
tailored to meet customers’ needs. 

Pittsburgh Regional Alliance

The Pittsburgh Regional Alliance (PRA), the marketing 
affiliate of the Allegheny Conference on Community 
Development, markets the benefits of conducting business in 
southwestern Pennsylvania to companies all over the world 
that are growing, relocating or expanding. The PRA also works 
to support the growth of existing regional employers.

The Travelers Institute

Travelers established the Travelers Institute as a means of 
participating in the public policy dialogue on matters of 
interest to the property casualty insurance sector, as well as 
the financial services industry more broadly. The Travelers 
Institute draws upon the industry expertise of Travelers’ 
senior management and the technical expertise of its risk 
professionals and other experts to provide information, 
analysis and recommendations to public policymakers  
and regulators.
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