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>> CAROLINE BOLAS:  Welcome to fueling small business growth with incubators and accelerators webinar.  We're going to give you a moment to get set up.  Then we're going to be starting very soon.
So welcome again.  Welcome to our webinar.  Next slide.  Just going to take us through some basic House keeping.  Zoom settings.  The audio for today's meeting can be accessed using computer audio or by calling in by phone.
If you select computer audio, please make sure your speakers are turned on or your headphones are plugged in.
To call in for audio, please dial 301‑715‑8592.  And our webinar ID is 851‑7770‑4554.  Our ASL interpreters will have a spotlight throughout the presentation.  And for the best viewing, please navigate to the speaker view using the options at the top right of your screen.
We also have realtime captioning.  The captions can be found by clicking on the CC button in the Zoom controls at the bottom of your screen.  And if you do not see the captions after clicking that CC button or having trouble seeing the ASL interpreter, please alert the host via the chat box.
Next slide.  Questions and technical assistance.  If you have any issues, concerns, or requests for technical assistance, please send them to our NDI host using the chat box.  So that we don't lose them, we would love to have you put your questions to the speakers in the Q&A box, that way they're easier for us to find.  We will be answering questions throughout as the time allows.  But if your question is not answered during the webinar or maybe you're listening by phone or unable to use a chat box, you can email us at info@DisabilitySmallBusiness.org.  And this webinar is being recorded.  All the materials will be available at our website.
>> Recording in progress.
>> CAROLINE BOLAS:  At DisabilitySmallBusiness.org.  They will be on our past events page within one to two weeks.
Next slide.  So before we get into the webinar, we would love for you to complete a very brief pretest.  We're going to show you some questions.  We would love for you to rate your understanding for each of those items on a scale of 1, you strongly disagree, to five, you strongly agree.  And we're going to ask the same questions again at the end of this webinar.  We're asking these questions so we can gauge whether we're meeting our learning objectives, whether or not it has achieved what we've set out to achieve.  Your individual answers will not be judged or shared.  And we really want you to be honest.  This is just helpful for us.
So the poll's going to come up on the screen in a moment.  We'll give you a moment or two to complete those questions.  You should be seeing them now.  Like I said, no judgment.  It doesn't matter what you know.  If you know nothing or you know everything.  We just use it as a gauge to see if we've made our learning objectives.
Seeing answers coming in fast.  Thank you.  We'll give you another minute or so.  I can see the last few coming in.
It looks like we are ‑‑ thank you so much for completing that.  We will have the same questions again at the end.  But really thank you for taking that time.
Before I hand it over so we can get started, I'm just going to read our disclaimer.  The contents of this webinar were developed under grant HA421F240198 from the US Department of Education, the department.  The department is models or other activities described or discussed in this document.  The contents of this webinar may contain examples of adaptations of and links to resources created and maintained by another public or private organization.
The department does not control or guarantee the advocacy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness of this outside information.  The content of this webinar does not necessarily represent the policy of the department.  This publication is not intended to represent the views or policy or the endorsement of any views expressed provided by any federal agency.  That's Edgar 75.620.  With all that out of the way, thank you for that administrative stuff.  I'm delighted to introduce you to our monitor today, Nikki Powis.  Nikki, I'm going to hand it over to you.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thanks, Caroline.  Welcome, everybody.  We did get a question, do I put things in the Q&A?  Yes, absolutely.  If you have questions along the way, please pop them into the Q&A.  And we will be keeping our eyes on that and making sure that we're trying to answer all of your questions.  So really appreciate that.
We have a really exciting webinar for you.  Two amazing incubator accelerator programs that we work with quite a lot are going to be talking about their programs, all the things that they include, how you get involved.  And then we have a panel of three incredible entrepreneurs who have participated in one or more of these accelerator programs so we can hear about their experiences and how it's been helpful for them.  To let you know who everybody is, I'll be introducing them separately as we move along.  But Santiago Garcia Mendez, he is the program director for 2Gether‑International.  And he'll be up in a minute telling us all about the 2Gether‑International or 2GI as they're fondly known.  We also have David Eckoff who is the head of accelerator and operations at Synergies Work.  We're going to be hearing all about their program.
And then our three amazing panelists are Christian Garduno with his company, Fair Exit.  Heather Neff with her company Equivalent and Paul Kent with disABLED LIFE ALLIANCE being his company.  To let you know what our lineup looks like and I'm going to invite Santiago to please kick us off with all about 2GI.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Thank you, Nikki.  Hello, everyone.  It's wonderful to be here surrounded by such good friends, alumni, and people we've been working for quite a bit now.  I'm Santiago, I'm the program director at 2Gether‑International.  We are the largest accelerator for people with disabilities.  And we support founders and entrepreneurs and want to be entrepreneurs in different stages of their entrepreneurial journey.
We have been around for over a decade.  We have supported so far 700 entrepreneurs that have collectively raised over $80 million in different sources of funding.  And we support founders ‑‑ I like to say it's four ways or four verticals or four pillars.  I also like to say it's the full entrepreneurial circle.  I'll walk you through the four ways we support founders.
The first one is through our preaccelerator or incubator named Venture Labs.  The registration for Venture Labs are open.  My QR code is over there.  So you want to reach out for more information, feel free to do it.  Venture Labs is a program to help you validate your idea.  So you are a founder that identifies as having a disability and have a business idea that seems to be something that can be scaleable.  It's tech driven or has some sort of technology component but you haven't validated that idea quite yet.  We help you through that idea and have the possibility to pitch that idea at the very end of the four weeks, participate for some funding.  All the programs are for free.  They're equity free.  There's no money involved on the side of the entrepreneurs.  In fact, we have Christian here who has participated in one of the Venture Labs and was one of the winners.
So it's a pretty compact program that will help you through different exercises to validate this idea you've got.  I recommend for early stage founders or producer with a business idea.
The second way how we support founders is through hour accelerator, very well known accelerator that is for people with disabilities.  It's a ten week class where we help you scale your business.  So you are a founder that has already been building something for awhile, has some traction or you have an MVP or you're refining your MVP.  You're already on the game.  You already have a team.  You have a start‑up already functioning.  And we help you scale that idea and take your business from zero to one, one to00 throughout our ten week class.  That is fascinating, because we have a unique way of teaching and learning.  We are very diverse.  We invite different speakers throughout our program that will help you have different thoughts and different way of doing things.
The accelerator, we usually run three accelerators per year.  The phenomenal thing about it besides being equity free you can end up with $10,000 in your pocket, which is amazing at an early stage entrepreneur.  Heavily recommend everyone to reach out.  The programs are the summer and the fall programs are not on the website yet.  So if you have a start‑up and you have a disability and you want to learn more about it, please reach out.  We're taking early stage or early interest.  So feel free to reach out.  We're happy to reach out to our program manager that can share more about the program.
The third way we support founders is through a brand new entrepreneurship program that we've been developing for the last couple of months.  We like to say that our wannabe entrepreneurs because they're not entrepreneurs quite yet.  They want tangible real‑life experience at an already functioning company or start‑up in the technology department, in the marketing department, sales department, different departments.  We help them through our own entrepreneurship program get a job and get enough knowledge to later go build their own start‑up or get hired by that start‑up or that company they've been working on.
The role of the apprenticeship is from the Department of Labor.  It's a phenomenal opportunity for people thinking to be entrepreneurs.  They're not quite ready.  As a second time founder myself.  I've been there for several years.  If you're thinking to be an entrepreneur but you don't know where to start yet, the apprenticeship program would be a phenomenal place to start.  We have an incredible program manager as well named Ashley that would be delighted to share more about this program.
Lastly, but not least importantly, is our community space.  As people with disabilities having our own space to connect with other folks with disabilities that are like minded, that are thinking about the entrepreneurial ecosystem or being entrepreneurs or are entrepreneurs already or they're looking to raise some capital or looking to meet investors, having that community perspective is something that we know that has been decisive for people that are building start‑ups.  So our four pillar award is a community perspective.  That's at a glance what we do at 2Gether‑International.  We always say, the success of the people that are part of our program is our success.
We are ‑‑ I am an email away.  I'm always happy to take calls to talk about business ideas and how I can support founders.  It's wonderful to be here today with Christian and Heather that are alumni.  They became part of our family and now really good friends.  So really building this community, this ecosystem is what makes us very proud.  This is what we love doing.  Feel free to reach out.  Nikki and the NDI team it's a pleasure in these incredible spaces.  I am not at ten minutes but I think that's enough information from my side.  Thank you very much.  Happy to be here.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thanks, Santiago.  We will have questions for you anyway where you can expand on anything you've said.  I have one question before we move on to David.  The question is the founders started a nonprofit 501C3 a couple years ago.  They have a volunteer working board and are now just starting to get off the ground.  Would this ‑‑ your services be something that would be beneficial and useful to them?
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Absolutely.  I would need to learn more about the business and the business model.  It seems like the accelerator would be a good place.  Venture Labs is really good as well.  It can validate your idea.  It sounds like the founder already has some experience.  The accelerator could be a good space.  Feel free to reach out and we can talk more about your business model.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  I think one of the key points is it's a nonprofit 5013C, the small business centers funded through SBA do not work with nonprofit organizations.  Obviously, that would be a great question for you, Santiago, 2GI will work with a nonprofit.  You don't have to be a for profit business.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Yeah, we do.  We do nonprofits.  That's fine.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  All right.  Please keep your questions coming.  And I'm going to transition over now to David, who is ‑‑ if we can switch slides real quick, Lexi, so we can see David on screen and people can have his QR code and way to contact him.  David Eckoff is the head of the accelerator and operations at Synergies Work.  Again, another wonderful, love them, incubator accelerator.
David, tell us all about what synergies does.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  Hello, everyone.  I'm it David Eckoff.  I'm the head of the accelerator and operations at Synergies Work.  I'd summarize by saying we are a small team with a big belief and a big mission.  We believe in building one world where people with disabilities belong.  And our mission, this is what we wake up every day focused on.  Our mission is unleashing the power of entrepreneurship by providing opportunities.  Breaking barriers and leveling playing fields.
And we do this through three ways.  I'll just touch on these.  First is our business education for producer.  Second is collaboration among entrepreneurs, connecting entrepreneurs with each other and connecting with entrepreneurs with people in business and building collective action.
Third is creating access to capital.  I'll touch on and expand on each one of those briefly now during this opening session before we get to the Q&A or the panel.  The heart of what we do is these three things.  Business education for entrepreneurs.  We provide small business owners with the resources, the mentorship, the training through our business accelerator programs.
I'll go into what makes our business accelerator programs different and special in just a moment.  I'll mention we connect entrepreneurs with each other.  And we do that in a few ways.  One, we have a community hub that's a place online.  It's a community forum where entrepreneurs, like minded people can connect with each other, connect with service providers.  The connections and bonding that happens, it's a really special place.
Second, we have something where people connect in person, one time per year we have a gala event called the EDDIE Awards.  This is a black tie event in Atlanta.  It's coming up in September, September ‑‑ I'll get the date.  September 25th in Atlanta.  I know that one of the panelists in this session is a previous attendee, Caroline ‑‑
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Heather.  I went to the EDDIE Awards black tie event last ‑‑ I believe it was May last year ‑‑ maybe March.  It was last year.  And I had been a finalist for the technopreneur award.  It was an amazing production.  I know the application is open now, I believe until the 31st of the month.  And I can't how I met Synergies Work but the networking alone was worth the travel alone.  I live in Nashville so it wasn't too bad.  It was spectacularly done.  Highly recommended.  Gained so many networking opportunities, met investors.  It was fabulous.  I highly recommend you apply.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  You can attend the event that's in person in Atlanta.  I went to it last year, my first one.  It was such good energy there.  And I enjoyed it thoroughly, like Heather was saying.  Second, you can apply to be one of the award winners.  There are award winners in multiple categories.  One person ends up being selected as the entrepreneur of the year award that comes with a $10,000 cash prize.  The applications are open right now.  You can go to SynergiesWork.org and apply for that.  I encourage you to do that.
The third thing we have is access to capital.  This past year Synergies Work launched synergies seed fund.  That's the first of its kind.  CDFI, it's dedicated to entrepreneurs with disabilities.  We provide loans to entrepreneurs with disabilities for their businesses ranging from $5,000 to $30,000.  You can go to SynergiesWork.org.  Go to synergies seed fund area.  You can apply for a loan today if that interests you.
This is really special.  It's important, I think.  Because to get a business off the ground, speaking with my firsthand experience, it's not easy in any case.  It's especially not easy if you don't have access to capital.  So we're making that access to capital available now.
The third pillar that I mentioned before it's the business education for entrepreneurs.  We have a start‑up accelerator program.  It goes for 12 weeks.  It's an immense ‑‑ it's an attentive immersive program.  It's live via Zoom.  You can do it from anywhere in the country, anywhere in the world you can participate.  And in this start‑up accelerator, you learn how to go from ideas to commercially sustainable business.  Whatever ideas you have.  Maybe you have an idea for a business.  Maybe you have ideas about customers.  Wherever you are, we meet you where you are to get you from where you are to where you want to get to be over those 12 weeks.  What makes it different?
I like to say this, I focus on the following:  We help you to change how you think.  Change how you think about your customers.  Change how you think about your business.  We won't tell you what to think.  We help you to see your customers and understand your customers more clearly.  Because when you change how you think, you change what you do.  And when you change what you do, you change your results.  So I'm on a mission in these accelerator programs that we offer to help you change how you think, so you change what you do and change your results.
I developed the curriculum.  I think this makes it special and unique.  I've been involved in many start‑up accelerator programs.  I've attended one myself with one of my own startups.  I find that they're all kind of the same in some ways.  You'll learn a lot of the same things.  You'll learn about customer discovery.  You'll learn about the business model canvas and pretty much any start‑up accelerator.  You learn to validate your ideas.  I think what makes Synergies Work's accelerator program different and special is I developed a curriculum based on my own experience in business.  Some of the few successes I've had.  Some of the many failures I've had.  The massive pain I've had along the way and the things I wished I had learned early on.
We learn how to make it easy to learn.  We've learned how to make it fun along the way.  So it's not like just being lectured to for like three months.  Who would want that?  It's a fun program.  We connect people with each other.  In fact, today we have Paul Kent as one of the panelists.  Paul Kent is in our current accelerator cohort for igniting ideas program.  I'm pleased to see him here today.
I think at the heart of what we do, our training programs help entrepreneurs to think more clearly about their customers and about their businesses as a corner stone for success.  And we provide a very positive environment.  It's a very positive learning environment in which you take massive action towards your goal.  It's not enough just to learn and to know it, but we have a structure.  We have a playbook in place for you to go out and take massive action so you get some results.
And I think one of the things that makes this different, I haven't seen any other accelerator do this.  We focus not only about learning about business and business skills, but you come away from the programs developing the skills critical for long‑term success.  Some of the soft skills that are so important.  Leadership skills, communication skills, negotiation skills, and other skills.
At the end of this three months well hope that you're able to learn sooner if you might be building the wrong thing.  The mortality rate for new businesses is stunning.  I can't guarantee anyone that you'll be successful in business.  But what I can guarantee is if you come into one of our programs, you're going to learn something that's not in a book.  It's not on the Internet.  You're going to want a playbook that's going to help tip the odds in your scale.  This is different, unique.  And we measure the results after each cohort.  After the last cohort we had, they self‑assessed along 12 key skills for producer is 206% improved after the program than before the program.  And that makes a difference in a world in which most businesses fail.  Most businesses anyone fail.  A 206% increase in your skills, that can make the difference.
So that's a little bit about our program.  And we have two cohorts per year.  One in the spring and one in the fall.  I would encourage if you're interested in this, apply for the fall.  We'll talk a little bit during the questions and answers about what kinds of ‑‑ what people seem to do the best in start‑up accelerators based on my experience and observations.  Santiago will talk about the same thing.  I know that's one of the questions we have coming out.
There are no secrets in business.  It's just ‑‑ there are no secrets.  It's just stuff you haven't learned yet.  And we make the skills of business accessible to everyone.  I'm super excited.  I love working with entrepreneurs.  I came to Synergies Work because I worked with ‑‑ I developed curriculums for Comcast, NBC Universal for their start‑up accelerator, for Georgia State University, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.  I love working with entrepreneurs, and I like the challenge to be able to come in to do some good in the world.  I think that Synergies Work and certainly Santiago's organization, these organizations that do a lot of good in the world.  I love to be able to work with you along the way.  I look forward to your questions.
I'll close by saying about Synergies Work, at Synergies Work we stand with the people who are doers.  If you're an entrepreneur, you're a doer.  Paul Kent who is here with us, Heather Neff who is here with us, you're doers.  If you're an aspires entrepreneur, I know you're a doer.  We stand with the doers.  The people with disabilities who refuse to let barriers define them.  People who turn obstacles into opportunities.  You're the people who are changing everything.  I don't think these programs are about the people who are conducting them.  I think these programs are about the people who are participating in them.  You're the all stars.  We look forward to taking your questions and hear from you during this session.
H.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thank you so much, David, really appreciate it.  A clarifying question someone asked, how much these programs cost?  They do not cost you anything as an entrepreneur.  They are grant funded.  So free of charge.  If you're with 2GI and happen to win their pitch competition, they pay you.  That's why it's a good thing.
David, one of our audience is asking, do they have to have their LLC or EIN number before applying for funding?  I'm guessing that means through the CDFI, perhaps you can clarify that, if that's what you mean?  I'm guessing since that's what we were talking about funding through CDFI?  Do they have to be a bona fide business with an EIN number, registered, and all that stuff in order to apply for funds.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  In order to apply for a loan from Synergy seed fund, do you need a tax identification number associated with your business or an LLC ‑‑
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's what it sounds like.  Maybe we can get some clarification on the question if you wouldn't mind typing that in.  But that's what it sounds like.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  If the question is about whether you need to have those things to apply to our business accelerators, the answer was no.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  It says before applying for funding.  I imagine that means before applying for the loan through CDFI since the accelerator doesn't dot funding.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  I am not in the review process for those who apply for loans.  We have specialists that review loans.  I will let you know the answer and you can let that person and everyone know afterwards.  That's an excellent question.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Yeah.  It is.  Okay.  All right.  Thank you so much.  We don't have any other questions in the Q&A at this moment.
But I have a few questions for you before we turn it over to our panel.  If we can bring Santiago back, because they could be answer by either one or both of you.  You had mentioned, David, the fact that your program is very different.  And it's different from what you've seen with other incubator accelerator programs.  So apart from what you've already said, and perhaps, Santiago, this question is more for you since David already described that.  How would you say 2GI or the program is set apart from others?
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  I'm happy to go first.  For us, the main difference is our programs are built by people with disabilities.  And they're only thinking about disabled founders.  So I know Heather and Christian are and the panel as well, some of the alumni probably remember that most of the speakers within our program have a disability.  So what really set us apart is that the whole curriculum, the speakers, the mentors are people with disabilities.  So really our people are like minded.  They speak our same language.  That really makes us different to other accelerators.  Because everything is created by and for people with disabilities.
So obviously taking into consideration that accessibility perspective, the disability perspective, the community perspective, everything is thought to be created for someone who has a disability.  Obviously, we know that someone with a disability there's a lot of entrepreneurial tools that have to be accomplished at the very beginning of the lifetime of a person with a disability like learning how to get dressed, how to wake up, how to tend the bed and that sort of things.  When it comes to business, a lot of times those skills are underestimated or not looked at.  But at 2GI we really think those skill sets are a competitive advantage.  We really take care of ‑‑ we are really proud of those skill sets.
So I think that's really what makes us different to other accelerators that do not have disability perspective and being surrounded by disability folks makes us quite unique and special.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thanks, Santiago.  David, you already did mention some things.  Is there anything else you wanted to add?
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  I mentioned, no, I think these are good and healthy things in any accelerator program.  At Synergies Work, very similar, we have our curriculums that are developed by, built by founders and people with disabilities.  We've gotten beta right now, our first of its kind a financial literacy program, on demand program created by one of the people who went through one of our programs.  She conceived of it, produced it.  It's soup to nuts.  I think that's really special.  And the people who are graduate assistants in our program and been through our programs also with disabilities, I think we look at it a little bit differently.  When I came in on my first day at Synergies Work, I asked Paul, one of the people that has been through our program before.  Paula has cerebral palsy.  I asked for the curriculum we deliver in the start‑up accelerator, should I change it?  Should I make it different than what I did at Comcast or University of North Carolina or Georgia State.  She looked at the program with me.  She said no.  She said don't change it one bit.  She said, present the same program and make it accessible to people with different disabilities.  That's exactly what we've done.  We're getting a tremendous response to that.
The same program, the same type of essential learning that you'll get, it's just presented in an accessible way for each person.  So I'm really proud of that.
I think the results, the quantified results, the 206% increase, and qualitative results, what people have to say after these programs about them, it's resonating with people.
I think we look at it a little bit differently.  There's start‑up accelerators.  Then there's start‑up incubators.  If you think what is an incubator, an incubator, literally is a place like ‑‑ like where you hatch chickens and eggs.  It's a safe place with a warm, comfortable environment.  At Synergies Work we don't have an incubator.  We don't have a safe place like that that's warm and perfect.  Because every entrepreneur is going to go out into the world and the world for any start‑up isn't like that.
So we're working with entrepreneurs to build in key skills like resiliency, the ability to communicate, the ability to work with other people regardless of whether they have disabilities, don't have disabilities.  We're building one world.  People are responding very favorably to that.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's great.  One of my questions was going to be, how do you make your programs accessible and are they accessible to anyone regardless of disability?  You probably already covered most of that.  We do have a couple of things in the chat.  I'm going to jump to that.
Somebody is mentioning here that they've been trying to get into Venture Labs for awhile.  They're asking if it's in Baltimore.  I think there's confusion with a Baltimore‑based program because yours is national.  You said there is not an application for Venture Labs open currently.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  They're open.  The accelerators are not open yet.  Venture Labs is open and it's national.  It's not the one they're putting in the chat.  If there's anyones that has any questions, feel free to reach out.  Venture Labs is open for everyone.  It's on demand.  People sign up and then they go through the application process.  If they're accepted, they're ready to do it.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Okay.  You say if they're accepted.  So what's the criteria for acceptance, would you say?
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Basically, they have to have a disability, and they need to be thinking of tech driven solution that has some sort of high impact (?) a lot of times we look at the founder perspective.  So the very early stage it's more about the founder spirit.  Really, there's not a lot ‑‑ for Venture Labs there's not a lot of strict criteria.  It's only tech driven idea that you're thinking of and you have some sort of disability or identify as having a disability.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  All right.  I want to make sure we have time for the panel.  I'm going to grab a couple more quick questions.  I think, David, you're probably going to say, you need to find this out.  People is asking about more details about the CDFI loan, things like minimum, maximum rates of interest, things like that.  Is that something you would need to go find out for us.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  For sure.  Technical detailed question about applying for a loan.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Okay.  We will get all that out as has been mentioned.  The recording of this will be coming out.  You'll get a follow‑up email.  We will make sure that that information is in there when we get back.
Santiago, somebody is also asking for 2GI, whether or not you modify your programs depending on disability.  So do you work with adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities?  It doesn't have to be a specific disability, I know.  It could be anything.  But do you customize specifically for those with intellectual and developmental disabilities?  I know David's program does, but I'm not sure about 2GI.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  We adapt classes based on disabilities but not specifically the curriculum.  Happy to review that specific aid because we've taken a few founders with intellectual disabilities, and we adapted some of the content.  But we don't usually do that.  However, we're happy to review that on a rolling basis, especially we do that at the interview process.  So if there's anyone that wants to connect with me and clarify that question, I'm happy to review it together.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Okay.  All right.  Thank you.  I think ‑‑ sorry.  Go ahead.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  At Synergies Work we work with people from wide, wide range of disabilities.  And self‑identified disabilities.  I think a lot of the focus we put on is on the business side.  During the application process, it's open to everyone.  And I love that it's open to everyone.  It should be open to everyone.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Always, yeah.  Agreed, David.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  All right.  So if we can swap ‑‑
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  I have an answer to the question before.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Okay.  Yes.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  The question you asked before I told you that I had an answer to, do you need an EIN number or already be an LLC to apply for a loan with the Synergy CDI Fund.  You don't have to have an LLC.  You don't have to have a corporate ID number.  You qualify for the loan if you self‑identify as disabled.  You're above the age of 18, you reside within the United States.  You're actively involved in managing and running your business and you're the majority owner of the business.  You should have a business entity if you're applying for a loan, not just an idea.  I hope that answers that question.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  I think it does.  We're going to move to the next slide because we want to hear from our wonderful entrepreneurs and we're going to run out of time.  Please do keep putting your questions in the chat.  If we don't get to them, we will try and get them answered in the follow‑up email.
So we are going to move now and bring on Christian Garduno with Fair Exit, Heather Neff with Equivalent and Paul Kent at disABLED LIFE ALLIANCE.  So you can see everybody at the same time more clearly, we are going to take that slide deck down.  Give a minute for everybody to get on and get the slide deck down I want to say thank you for Heather, Paul, and Christian for being here.  I see the slide deck still.  So I'm not sure about that.  I think Lexi is working on taking that down so we can see everyone more clearly.  First of all, I would love for each you to introduce yourself.  Tell us a really quick overview of your business and then we're going to go into the panel questions.  Heather, would you like to go first?
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Thanks.  My name is Heather Neff.  I'm the co‑founder and CEO of Equivalent.  I've been doing this I'm going into my fifth year as a start‑up entrepreneur founder.  I'm also identified with vision and motor disabilities.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thank you.  Paul, would you like to tell us who you are and what your business is all about.
>> PAUL KENT:  Thank you everybody.  I'm the founder of disABLED LIFE ALLIANCE, a benefit corp that provides advisory and transactional service to what I call well intending wealth.  Private funders investing activities into the disabled space to solve many problems.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Fantastic.  Christian?
>> CHRISTIAN GARDUNO:  Yeah.  Happy to be here.  My name is Christian Garduno.  I'm the founder of Fair Exit.  At Fair Exit we are combining AI agents with digitally accessible technology to help employees with disabilities navigate complex labor laws and essentially leave unhealthy workplaces.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  My next question, Christian, you may have already answered.  I was going to ask all of you, what inspired you to start your businesses.  I'll start with you, Christian, because you mentioned a problem that you're solving.  I'm guessing that may be why you started.  If you would let us know.
>> CHRISTIAN GARDUNO:  Yeah.  So I became disabled when I was 26 years old.  I'm 29 now.  I guess still kind of feels like newly disabled, right.  Yeah.  I experienced a large disparity in how I was treated in the private job market when I was a perfectly healthy young man versus somebody with a disability.  So I tried my best to hide it until I couldn't and realized there was just a huge gap in assistance and resources with employees that had disabilities and weren't sure how to navigate the private job market or labor laws became too complex, and they didn't really understand how that applied to their situation.
So I started using AI to build a personal tool for like self‑guidance and kind of pro se representation.  That was a legal tech tool I started working on.  Eventually, I consulted with a few legal advisors and figured, hey, if this is something that I can get to, be viable and feasible, and scaleable for the rest of the US population, it felt like that was my calling.  So I joined Venture Labs with Santiago.  Through his mentorship and 2GI's community and resources, I was able to join their preaccelerator, really validate that idea, really test out some concepts with some beta users.  Found a lot of success and decided to go on.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Thanks for adding how 2GI was so helpful.  That was the next question.  You preempted that one for me.  Heather, how about you?  Why did you decide to start your business?  I'm not sure if there's anything with your mic but someone said you were a little bit difficult to hear.  Just to let you know that.  Right now we can't hear you at all.  I'm going to jump no Paul with that question while you fix your mic then, Heather.
>> PAUL KENT:  Thank you.  I started disABLED LIFE ALLIANCE a little over two years ago.  It is the culmination of me joining the disabled life and lived experience in 2020.  The culmination of my prior career at wall street and what I had been doing the last 15 years in social impact advisory work.  I became a member of the disabled committee, I realized very quickly the significant amount of unmet needs and thought I could bring my expertise into the community and work with those relationships that I've had in the past and bring new relationships into tremendous opportunity it is to invest in the disabled community and disabled entrepreneurship.
It was suggested I join or apply to synergies, and I'm really happy I did.  I was a little skeptical being literally a statesman and had a career thinking I knew it all.  I would say the best thing about it, as David alluded to, it's almost challenging conventional wisdom and making you rethink.  It's been very, very helpful in, what, six weeks into the program.  It's really helped refine and define what we're doing and how we're doing it and clarifying for our clientele, clarifying for those stakeholders that are in and around our business.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Wonderful.  Thanks, Paul.  Thank you for being so transparent by saying you thought you knew it all.  We can all sometimes feel that about things can't he?  Let's see if we can hear Heather now.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Can you hear me.  I don't know what happened there.  I didn't touch anything.  What happened.  Remind me of the question I was supposed to answer so I can answer it again.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  What inspired you to start your business in the first place?
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I was a UIUX graphic designer, web developer super nerd living in New York.  I'm 50 this month, next Friday, pretty exciting.  But I was a dot‑comer and had a lengthy professional career.  Then overnight I tore a ligament in my chest and I lost the ability to lose my right arm, that affected my entire life.  I couldn't drive, couldn't cook, couldn't clean, couldn't mouse, couldn't type.  I had chronic pain issues to this day.  I also developed a rare eye disease.  I had early onset cataracts.  I had been diagnosed with someone called vision disorder.  My life has been upended but I'm trying to make sense from all the grief of losing everything that made me hobbies and happy.  I'm now pouring all of that grief into changing the world to help people and the planet.
I forgot to mention what I do which is AIed powered software that turns any image to responsive personalized codes including dark mode and your accessibility we have a patent pending IP.  That's a game changer with low vision.  We want everyone advice great graphics experiences.  We're here to make them lightning fast and fully accessible.  Take all that disability and put it out there to try to change and my mission is to change and fix the Internet to be fully inclusive and sustainable.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's a wonderful passion and mission.  So often we hear people's why being the things that they have found in life have not been accommodating for them.  Thank you for that.
So I guess ‑‑ Paul, you talked about how synergies is beneficial to you and things.  What decided you to apply in the first place?  You said there was some hesitancy there.  Did you hear from someone else that it was good?  What sort of prompted that?
>> PAUL KENT:  One of the asset managers in the space that I'm friendly with and work with suggest ‑‑ pointed it out.  Upon reviewing it and applying for it, I thought this is very interesting.  Again, as a disabled founder and someone who has gone through a chronic health issue that is now behind me thankfully with my joining the disabled community, having an accelerator program to really challenge my ideas, challenge my view on what I'm trying to achieve and do was really essential.  I've got a great advisory board, but sometimes advisory boards can be very too supportive.  So to get into an accelerator program where it is really objective and the curriculum and the activities ‑‑ I really wanted to ‑‑ if I was going to invest in my business, which is my time and get others to invest in it as well with both their time and their resources, I felt an obligation to be as buttoned up and as ‑‑ on the execution and operations of the business and I really needed that help with the program.  It definitely has delivered.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's wonderful.  Heather, how about you?  You applied for 2GI.  What prompted you to go through that?  A little bit about how was your experience.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I should back up too.  I went through a Tech Stars like really early stage accelerator.  And that was when I was first realizing I had rebranded my it design firm.  I was like, oh, my God, I'm a start‑up.  This is real.  It's happening.  I'm in Tech Stars.  It really wasn't an accessible experience.  I was providing mentorship back to Tech Stars on how to make their own program more accessible.  I am a huge advocate and mentor now in this space of trying to make my business better.  I discovered 2GI afterwards.  You can never have enough accelerators.  I'm applying for one now which is through the remarkable tech which is advanced stuff where you're scaling your business that's in the market.  You have a product and you're doing great.  It's the next level accelerator.  I cannot tell you how different these programs were.  Tech Stars was amazing.  2GI was just very different.  First of all, I didn't have to justify accessibility.  I didn't have to explain it.  I didn't have to explain why my disability was a complete advantage in the marketplace, my own personal lived experience.  I was finally in a community.  It's a small group of people, unlike some of the bigger programs.  And that was really nice too.  That everyone was a disabled founder.  For that community, it was so different.  I can't emphasize this enough that the topics were different.  Here I am trying to do disability tech.  I don't know if you have a program or whatever you're working on.
A lot of times we've found, almost everyone in the program was disabled but they were doing something for their own disability wish they had it.  Yes, I had a thing, whatever it was, and now I'm passionate about it because it was something I needed.  I think that's why the program was very different, everybody was on the same page about trying to help other people was really the fundamental core beliefs about what we're all doing.  And it was amazing.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Yeah.  Christian, when you talked about your business, you kind of also indicated why you joined 2GI because you were able to do some testing and things like that.  Was there any other motivation to apply to the program?  Did you get out of it what you thought you would?
>> CHRISTIAN GARDUNO:  Certainly.  I think what really sold me was the ‑‑ when I did the initial interview, I spoke with both Santiago and Diego, the CEO.  Both of them were so welcoming.  I remember thinking, you know, awhile back, a mentor gave me advice saying, if you're going to start, I guess, a business, it's not about the destination or even about the journey.  It's about the company.  As in who you're building with.  So I kind of took that to a heart.  I felt that was going to investing in the community portion, like who I surround myself with, and who I am actually being mentored by and who I am taking advice from.  I was surrounded by entrepreneurs with disabilities.  And they kind of spruced me into that world.  I think I just felt kind of a sense of belonging.  It was just very welcoming.  After that first initial interview, I was super excited to kind of join the 2GI community.
>> PAUL KENT:  It Nikki, if I could add to that, I think that is the great thing about these accelerators that are focused on the disabled space for disabled entrepreneurs.  I'm really, really enjoying the cohort that I'm participating in due to the diversity of ideas and the diversity of the people behind the ideas.  It brings so much more ‑‑ it is truly one plus one = three when we're getting in those conversations and engaging with each other.  We're at different stages and different aspects of our journey with a common thread.  It's pretty powerful.  It's been a big upside surprise pour me.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's wonderful.  Again, you guys keep preempting my question.  I was going to ask, how important mentorship, peer support and community was in your journey.  Heather, would you echo similar sentiments that have been said?  Is there something extra you want to add around that?
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I think having ‑‑ being a founder is extremely isolating especially when you're disabled or can't leave the house or whatever you might be dealing with.  Also, you spend all your money.  Then you're broke.  Then you have no friends and no life.  And you can't do anything.  It becomes one of the hardest journeys you're ever on.  So being an accelerator with other people on that same incredibly hard and difficult journey makes it a little easier.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Well put.  Actually, I'm going to jump over to David and Santiago for a moment.  Because both of you have wherein your programs something that doesn't necessitate you being in the incubator accelerator and that is a community forum that anybody can join and connect in with that community and get some support from others.
I may have fallen asleep when you were explaining this.  I certainly acknowledge that.  But I don't recall that either of you really talked about that very much.  So could you just sort of highlight that a little bit.  Santiago, I'll go to you first.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Sure.  So we do have a platform that's been around for a couple of years.  But we're relaunching it this coming July.  So it will be embedded in our own website.  Because we realize that ‑‑ probably Paul, Christian, and Heather probably know about this.  When you're not native to one platform and they ask you to go to another platform, as a founder, you've got a lot of things on your plate.  We realized it was to have it embedded on our website.  We're relaunching the community space.  While we're transitioning, we have a meet‑up every Monday.  If you look for 2Gether‑International you'll find our meet‑up links.  We have a session every Monday where folks just join us and talk about any problems they may be experiencing, any resources they may need.  We open the conversation to see how can we support the community on that live space while we're still work ongoing the community platform that will be on our website, soon to be launched, more to come on that.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Okay.  Fantastic.  So folks can get into that Monday meet‑up, they just go to your website?
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Correct.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  I think the website did already get put in the chat but it's also back on the slides which everybody is going to get that.  David, you also have an online community experience.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  We do.  We have four things, I'll mention.  First, a community hub, an online forum.  It's free.  Anyone can sign up to connect with other like minded brewer entrepreneurs request people with disabilities who are entrepreneurs.  It's a viability place where people put questions out, does anyone know how to do X?  Has anyone encountered the following business challenge?  It's peer to peer.  I chime in.  Others chime in.  I start my day going to our community forum.  I love the participation there.  That's one.
Two, we have occasional community meet‑ups kind of like this.  We have a meet‑up happening this week.  It's free.  You can go to SynergiesWork.org, our website, register for it.  I encourage you to attend this week, connect with others.  Business is a people to people sport so to speak.  Connect with other people.  Third we have office hours, anyone can book me, our founder, our program managers for 30 minute sessions.  It doesn't cost anything.  Talk about anything in business.  Talk about what's on your mind, whatever it is.  And you can go to SynergiesWork.org and self‑service.  Just sign up and we're available.  I love doing that.
Finally, I'll mention in our accelerator cohorts, our last accelerator cohort we met once a week for two hours, curriculum.  When that was over, the people in ‑‑ the participants in that program said that they were sad.  They didn't want it to end.  You know what?  They continue to meet over Zoom every week on their own.  I think that's phenomenal.  Talk about community, that's grassroots community.  And that's showing the power of collaboration and connection.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Yeah, absolutely, David.  We had a cohort that NDI ran and everybody wanted each other's emails and wanted to stay in touch, which was really nice.  Actually, we've heard from many people that that is one of the benefits of these programs is that they get to meet and be with other people.  To Heather's point about how lonely and broke you are, it's nice to have other people around.  Okay.
So let's talk funding.  Obviously that's on everybody's mind.  When you start a business, that's one of the biggest things, the challenges is how the hell you're going to fund it.
So were any of these programs helpful to you around opening up avenues that you didn't know about where you could get some funding or different types of loan programs that you weren't aware of?  Did the program help you at all in the realm of funding.  Paul, let me go to you first?
>> PAUL KENT:  I'm in the midst of it.  The way it's helped me in funding is just in my messaging and the clarity around the business.  We have a nonprofit arm to our business, which was actually confusing quite a bit to potential funders.  And we exercise and help with assisting grant funding and do an investment for our clients, which is ironic.  That's been a model for us.
I think the fact that I'm participating in this accelerator and able to speak to it and what the benefit of acceleration thus far has been, it's increased our conversations around funding.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Fantastic.  Heather, how about you?
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Well, I went through the 2GI myself.  And I was really trying very hard at the end of the program to win that $10,000, because that was like, you know, you have like a one in ten chance to win 10 grand.  I didn't win because it was being blown away by other people who had better stuff.  You learn how to pitch and other things.  You need to do your elevator pitch.  All that stuff is prepped and learned and memorize.  They force you to do your slides.  All of that stuff is in preparation to talk to an investor.  With Synergies Work, I applied for the Eddie award, I was trying to win that money as well.  There's all this money on the line between the programs.  I'm not very good with math, $20 grand, 10 each.  You can go through the programs and win.  You're also very much prepped to speak ‑‑ there's a lot of language, what is an ARR and all these different synonyms of what people say in the world.  There are all these things you have to learn.  What's a evaluation.  I was like, oh, my God, I don't know anything about being a start‑up.  You have to learn, leadership, learn.  That's what these accelerators do.  They teach you the basics or also giving you the mentorships who might be people who might be a partner or accelerate you in some other way.  It's that networking that is also part of your future, because quite honestly, your network becomes how you raise your financing.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Absolutely.  I know both Synergy and 2GI also support putting you in front of potential investors as much as they can.
Same question for you Christian, was it helpful at all along those lines?
>> CHRISTIAN GARDUNO:  It was definitely helpful.  So I won the pitch competition.  I was very fortunate enough to have Santiago give me a lot of mentorship to do the pitch and really nailing that.  But, as Heather said, there are so many other talented entrepreneurs, it definitely wasn't easy.  I took a precede approach where I precede product and launch and I am looking at possibly raising an official round but that precede strapped approach is something that I haven't seen too many entrepreneurs do probably for really good reasons.  It's worked for me so far.  I think that's all due to 2GI and the advice they gave me.  Not overdiluting or taking unnecessary funding if you're not quite ready for it.  Yeah.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  That's great.  Back to that sort of preparation for pitch, I know that because it does culminate the 2GI program in that pitch competition, it does really give you a boot camp in how are you going to present yourself to potential funders.  So in that way it is super valuable.
David, I'm not sure, to be honest, it's my own ignorance, I don't know if your program also includes preparation for pitching.  Obviously, the EDDIE Awards is very much around competition and winning a prize and pitching yourself.
But how about the actual program itself?
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  The question is does the Synergies Work accelerator program, does it have a component where we prep people for pitching?  The answer to that is yes.  We do that in several ways.  First, by the way, I used to teach public speaking.  It's something I know something about, how to teach anyway.  The first is, every participant in our program speaks every session over three months.
So the first is by practice.  You can't get better at speaking or communicating by reading about it in a book.  You have to go out and learn how and then do it.  Second we have a pitch day at the end of the program.  So all this work that people are doing where they're learning how to communicate about their business, those soft skills that they develop all accumulate into the ability to pitch successfully at the end of the program.
I don't think you can take just like one or two weeks and bolt it on to the end of a program of an accelerator and say, okay, these are the two ways to integrate.  It's a core skill to be able to communicate about your business.  And we also teach people how to create their business plans but not like plans like that you're going to learn anywhere else.
Paul's in the middle of doing this right now.  Anyone can learn about the business model canvas.  That's a good thing to learn about it.  We cover this in a way that's unique.  It's the clarity of the thinking that goes into the communication and then it's how to communicate it in an effective way.  It's fundamental to what goes on in our programs.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Perfect.  Okay.  Somebody's asking for clarification and what do you mean by a precede strapped approach, Christian?
>> CHRISTIAN GARDUNO:  Yeah.  I opened that can up, didn't I?  Yeah.  So basically the precede money I was given by winning that pitch competition.  I took that money and poured it into law firming a direct to consumer micro SSA version of my product.  I took the revenue I generate Friday that and poured it into a more, I guess the full fledged version of my product.  It's a SSA model.  So everything is based on MRR.  That MRR is essentially carrying me to the next month.  When I alluded to this being like an unorthodox kind of approach, that's probably why.  But that's exactly what I meant by precede strap not raising an official round but using the precede capital I received at the beginning and trying to see how far I can take that essentially.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Heather, when you mentioned precede, you put your hand up for strapping as well.  You want to share a little bit about that.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I heard a little bit of boot strapping debt on my own terms where I took out a loan and another loan.  I didn't know how to make software.  I was a designer.  I had to pay engineers.  I had to hire people.  I didn't know how equity worked yet.  A lot of the fundamental things you learn in an accelerator give you those tools.  I had no idea what I was doing for a very long time.  I'm stumbling through this trying to figure out ‑‑ I pivoted 5,000 times between day one and where we are in four years.  You constantly learn and figure out more.  You're like, oh, I can do that.  Right now I've spent close to half a million dollars I didn't have.  Therefore, I haven't taken on outside funding.  Boot strapping being in massive debt is another opportunity for you to think about.  I don't recommend that.  If you can do what Christian did, do that first.  Don't figure out three years into it that you needed software.  Before you do this, make sure you're scaleable.  You have to be software these days to think about something that's scaleable.  Service‑based things.  Anything that takes forever won't work.  Medical devices, something like a pharmaceutical, don't try to do it alone.  I would say figure out what equity is and how it works faster than I did.  I spent all my money hiring people before I realized I could hire people for equity.  And that is now my entire team.  It took me a long time to realize this, you can do it a different way.  You have people work because they believe in what they're doing.  Learn what equity is and how to use it.  Research and read everything you possibly can about what a safe agreement is and how to do these crazy terms we're talking about.  There's so much to learn to start.  Use ChatGPT, do all the things you need to do about so much.  That's why I recommend.
>> PAUL KENT:  I'll chime in what we did through charitable assets.  Nondiluted grant funding that's out there and the nonprofit we set up, we've taken in nondiluted or grant funding into that that supports the operations of our public benefit corp.  There's a lot of unique ways to unlock capital that is not necessarily investment capital but can be used towards the enterprise operations.  We do that not only for ourselves but many of the innovators we work with.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Also really ‑‑
>> PAUL KENT:  There are a lot of unique ways of deploying different types of capital, whether it's investment capital or charitable into nonprofit especially in the disability space.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Find high not worth individuals.
>> PAUL KENT:  Yeah, even the angels they want a piece of something.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Yeah.
>> PAUL KENT:  There's nondiluted funding out there that you can get your operations ago.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I completely it agree.  If you're looking for someone who is passionate about yourself, finding rich people helps too.  That's an alternative way of trying to find somebody.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Somebody asked earlier if the incubators work with social impact organizations and I would say yes to that both Santiago and David, would you agree?  Okay.
So that kind of leads me into another question.  You've mentioned a lot of things that folks should do, especially Heather, you've mentioned, go read, do this.  For somebody who is thinking about an accelerator or incubator, are there critical pieces or a checklist, I guess, if you will, to make sure you do this before you get into the program?  Or how should somebody prepare themselves to make sure they get the most out of it?  Paul?
>> PAUL KENT:  Be prepared.  Research the accelerator.  Understand what the program is offering, what you're going to get out of it.  Know what some of the alumni are doing.  Research those folks.  I think that's really critical.
And how does it fit what you need?  Every entrepreneur is at a different stage different problem with different things, we work with a lot of accelerators in our business and cohort members.  Everyone has a uniqueness.  They're out there.  Finding one that really suits what you believe your needs is important and it's on you to research.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Heather, Christian, do you have any more to add to that.
>> HEATHER NEFF:  I think as you start out as a founder, get your team together.  They want to see traction.  They want to see your deck.  You've got to have the basics of being a start‑up.  You can also learn that in the accelerator.  There's early, early stage, then there's early stage, there's preseed, then seed.  All this language stuff.  Everyone starts ‑‑ that's a pitch deck.  Read what that is.  Get your branding in line.  Make everything accessible y'all, and really learn digital accessibility.  Because you want to make sure your product is going to be meeting WCAG and now the European accessibility act that's coming out next month.  If you're going to do this for disabled tech you immediate to make it as accessible as possible.  I spend money on myself to use a design tool if he wanted to if they just know their hex colors they make amazing smart SVGs that respond.  I think really prepping in that sense that you have the marketing materials, the branding is done, work as much as you possibly can.  And then join an accelerator once you can get in.  I was rejected the first time.  They'll tell you if you're not ready.  If you're lucky to get in, know if you don't get in, it's not necessarily you.  I think the first year I applied to Tech Stars, it was like 1500 accelerator people, people applied to the accelerator.  They only took in like ten.  So the odds are kind of against you sometimes.  Just note it could be that there's some amazing people out there.  Your stuff is amazing but they're a hair more amazing.  The keep going.  Don't give up.  If you truly believe in what you're doing, make a lot of money or whatever it is you're up to, keep going.  You have to have that passion.  You have to also show that passion.  When they interview you and you make your team.  Be careful who you hire.  That's a huge tip.  I've also heard from Tech Stars, a great caught, not all money is good money.  The other thing is just be really careful about who you put on your team and how long you take to fire them.  As the CEO and co‑founder of your company, I wish I knew how fast to get rid of people who weren't a good cultural fit or didn't do the job.  It took me four years to become more aware of how to be a boss.  Read up on being a CEO.  All of a sudden you're expected to act and perform like who is at the top of the chain and they expect you to be a co‑founder and CEO.  Take all that in and figure out how to do both.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  Speaks to you, sand go, the model that you have where you can look into that that 2GI offers where you can learn a lot about how to be a CEO.
That's really good advice.
I am going to get someone ‑‑ get one of those shepherd hooks to drag me off in a minute.  I know we still have other things that we want to do.  I know there are still a lot of questions.  Please if your question didn't get answered, we will take them.  We will try and make sure we get them answered.  Somebody is asking about if you're receiving social security benefits and what sort of things people may have used to help with that.  So we have entire webinars about that.  So we can also send out some of those past webinars that you can look at.
There was just one quick one, and I'm not sure this is quick.  But intellectual property rights, so people who are developing great innovations and new software and things like that, there was a comment from someone where there is concern over is someone going to steal my idea?  If I go into an accelerator and I haven't already got that patent or trade mark or whatever it needs to be.  It's a safe space, Santiago, David, I don't think anybody's ever stolen anyone's ideas, but maybe you can mention that really quickly.  That's not really quick.  But anyway.
>> SANTIAGO GARCIA MENDEZ:  Yeah.  I was a founder myself.  Obviously, I know the feeling someone is going to take my ideas is like.  That's your first idea.  I like what Heather was saying, get out there and talk to people.  Communicate your idea.  It's really hard to build a business idea.  So the effort you put in, no one is going to take it.  The more competition there is the better.  Go out there and talk to ‑‑ don't be afraid of sharing your idea to the world.  If you shut down and don't share your idea, you are a probably going to struggle to get to know people, raise capital if that's what you're looking for, sell your product.  That's what you have to do.
I will probably not really get into like that idea of someone's going to take my idea.  It really takes a lot of work to build whatever you're building.  The more you spread the word, the more successful you'll probably be.  Heather?
>> HEATHER NEFF:  Just a quick comment.  Someone once told me, even if you had the exact same idea as somebody else, you will execute it 10,000 times different from them.  Do not fear about sharing your ideas, because even if it is out there, there's a market for it.  I don't even have a competitor yet.  We're doing disruptive technology.  If you have a market you're going into, it's much harder what I'm doing is creating a new market category.  Just note that you just have to ‑‑ anyway, it doesn't matter.
>> DAVID ECKOFF:  Something to think about if it's that easy to copy and execute on, at some point people are going to be out and see it.  If it's that easily copied and executed on, you probably want to know that sooner than later.  How defensible is your idea?  How defensible is the execution you have around it?  I echo what Santiago said and what Heather said.  It's not only about your idea.  You'll find a thousand people will have the same idea.  One will be a success and a bunch in the between.  What's the difference?  It's the execution.  Similar to what Santiago said, I can relate to the fear.  The fear is valid.  The fear is real that entrepreneurs have.  I've had that as an entrepreneur.  I know in the start‑up accelerator I went through, one of the mentors who was assigned to us, we were in the online game space.  They assigned a mentor to us also in the online game space.  I told the director, I don't want him as a mentor he's going to steal your ideas.  He looked at me and said he's not going to steal your ideas.  He's going to be your mentor.  The fear is real.  He said something that resonated to me.  Just like Heather said.  Take your very best idea and go out and buy a billboard, put your best idea right across the street from your toughest competitor, see if they copy your idea and you put it on the billboard in front of their offices.  They're not going to.  People tend to like their own ideas and tend to want to do their own ideas.  That said it can happen.  I encourage entrepreneurs if you have something super proprietary and you have something that's going to be compatible, be smart in how you do that.  Don't spike your patent.  Share your ideas.  The best thing you can do, I think, is to put your idea out into the world and get feedback and iterate.  Chances are, whatever you've got for an idea and how you think the world works and how they'll receive it, it may receive your idea differently than you expect.  You want to find that out as early as possible.  You can only do that by putting your idea out there.
>> NIKKI POWIS:  I'm going to cut you off before my team starts throwing things at me.  Thank you, everybody.  This has been amazing.  We have so many questions we haven't got to.  Please know we will have follow‑up email.  I'll turn it back over to Caroline.  Thank you so much, everyone, for being here.
>> CAROLINE BOLAS:  I agree.  That was an amazing panel and such great information.
We would love now, though, to do our post test.  So like I said, these are going to be the same questions you asked earlier.  We want you to rate your understanding on that scale of one, strongly disagree, to five, strongly agree.  The poll should be coming up very shortly.  You be seeing it we'll give you a couple minutes.  We really valued this.  It helps us improve the training that we provide. 
    Thank you so much.  We're going to give it 30 more seconds so you can finish off.  Okay.  I think we can end it there.  Thank you so much.  Just in the couple minutes left just want to share a bit more information about the supports and services we can provide here at NDI.
So one of our large grants is called inclusive ventures 21st Century strategies for entrepreneurs with disabilities.  This is a five year grant funded through the RSA that we started back in October.  And it really aims to meet a number of goals.  The first is working with specific state vocational rehab agencies who are hoping to update their policies how they can better support small businesses and self‑employment.
With that, we have been able to work with some amazing counselors and work with them on increasing their confidence from actually supporting self‑employment plans and continue to offer training and support through the grant.
We're also going to be working with disability employment service providers who also want to get in that space or increase self‑employment.  And then individuals who are part of things like school, SBDCs who are wanting to make sure that they can offer support to producer with disabilities to really help them start and grow their business.
But we additionally which might be of interest to you today, we also offer a range of services for entrepreneurs with disabilities at any stage of the business life cycle.  So this could be around getting help with taxes, getting help with marketing, just seeing some of the questions in the chat and the Q&A today, I think some of you would find them really helpful.
So you can definitely email us.  In that follow‑up email we'll have all our contact information.
Next slide.
Definitely visit our website at DisabilitySmallBusiness.org we have an amazing amount of information, resources about upcoming events.  If you happen to be in Maryland we have a specific grant that is focusing on tech‑related industries in Maryland.  Again, all these links are going to be in that follow‑up email.
We have a TV streaming channel that includes producer sharing their stories similar to what you heard today and some other great content.
And then if you're not already part of the Verizon small business digital ready, they currently have a grant open.  I know a lot of you are asking about grant opportunities.  They have a 10,000 grant opportunity.  If you register, you have to undertake two activities.  And then apply a very simple application.  So I would urge you to do that.
And hopefully you're already on our mailing list because you're here today.  If not, make sure you join up so you get the information you need about future events.  Next slide.
We really would love you to take a survey.  We're grant funded.  As part of that is showing what works, what doesn't work, so your feedback is incredibly important to us.  So when we finish this webinar, a link will pop up that you can take that survey.  You can also use that QR code below.  And it's also going to be in that email tomorrow.  But we would really, really love for you to complete it.  We take every bit of feedback seriously and really try to improve what we do.
Next slide.  Our next coming event may be of interest to many of you.  A three part series looking at the essential steps to launch your start‑up, looking at things like the legal business structure and how it affects your tax and public benefits.  Another one looking at bookkeeping and accounting and then the last one looking at how you can finance and fund your business, which, again, lots you of you were talking about today.  That's in June, July, and August.  That link will take you to the registration.
Next slide.  And here we are, the small business team, you've met Nikki and myself Lexi is behind the scenes making it all work.  We have Ruth who supports us as well.  I think that's it.  I know we're absolutely at time.  Thank you, everybody, so much.  Thanks to our panel.  Thank you for a wonderful set of questions.  Have a great rest of your day.  Thank you.
(Event concluded at 3:31 PM ET)
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