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Key Findings
Experiences with COVID/2020
The AARP Work & Jobs team and The Federal Reserve Bank of New York conducted a qualitative research effort to gain
insight into the motivations, challenges, and strengths of the age 50+ entrepreneur. Interviews were conducted with 25
small business owners over the age of 45, addressing their overall experience with business financing and the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic on their businesses.

•

All participants described 2020, and the business interruptions and shutdowns caused by COVID-19, as 			
exceptionally challenging. While all the participants in this effort had managed to keep their businesses 			
open, many described it as a struggle and said that they expected revenue/sales in 2020 to be lower than they had 		
anticipated at the beginning of the year.
―

Eighteen of 25 participants reported receiving a federal Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loan, 6 said they
received a Small Business Administration (SBA) Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) loan, and 5 reported
receiving some other sort of federal, state, or local grant or loan support. Most said that government COVID relief
money had been critical to their survival and credited these government resources with helping maintain cash
flow, especially in the spring of 2020.

•

Many participants described having to make significant changes to their regular business operations to continue 		
operating during business shutdowns and in light of COVID-19.
―

Operational changes had the largest impact on retail, food service, and other businesses that offered direct
service to consumers/the public.

―

However, professional services firms also described having to make changes in their day-to-day operations to
support staff, continue business operations, and adhere to safety protocols.

•

Many participants discussed how they were able to “pivot” during 2020 to adapt to COVID restrictions and		
business slowdowns. They described how they changed, expanded, or tweaked their business models—from 		
products to delivery methods—to stay in business over the last year.
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Key Findings
•

One of the most common operational impacts that participants described resulting from COVID was the need to 		
implement new technologies and expand their overall digital presence in 2020.
―

The most common new technologies that participants described using were online meeting/teleconferencing
technologies; primarily Zoom but Google Meet and Microsoft Teams were also mentioned. Participants
also described needing to increase their use of digital marketing and social media, including upgrades and
expansions to existing websites, increased social media presence, and the addition or expansion of online
product sales through their own digital storefront or via Amazon. Costs associated with this were described as
an issue for some participants.

•

Despite the challenges and setbacks that participants described facing their businesses in 2020, they also had 		
many examples of achievements and accomplishments that they were proud to report.
―

Many participants talked about having the time and “breathing space” to focus on bigger picture things such
as strategic planning and future opportunities, increasing operational efficiencies, execution of new marketing
ideas, and development of new skills.

―

Others described their pride in continuing to serve their customers despite the changes required, providing
meals to essential workers, helping other small business owners survive pandemic shutdowns, and learning
new skills.

―

For many small business owners, simply surviving 2020 was an accomplishment.
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Key Findings
Overall Financing and Business Experience
•

Most of the small business owners interviewed for this effort described a negative experience with trying to obtain 		
financing at some point in their business. The cumulative effect of these issues was to significantly limit the access 		
that these business owners had to financing at any level or at any point in the life of their business.

•

Very few of the participants reported that they had used any sort of financing as they started their businesses—most 		
described using savings, credit cards, 401(k) funds, and loans from family as they opened their businesses.

•

Some participants described seeking financing after their business had already been established, although many of 		
these experiences were described as frustrating and ultimately unsuccessful.
―

When discussing looking for financing after their businesses had been established, some participants described
trying to secure financing from banks ranging from large national chains to smaller local banks and credit unions.
They said that larger banks were often reluctant to offer financing, even if the participant had business accounts
there.

―

Some participants also described feeling that large banks were impersonal, more difficult to work with, and overall
do not understand how small businesses operate or sympathize with their struggles.

•

For some participants, PPP and other COVID relief was their only experience with financing. Although most were 		
ultimately successful in getting a PPP loan or grant, many described the process as difficult and frustrating.

•

Participants often noted that, as small business owners, they were personally bound to the finances of their 			
companies in a variety of ways that owners/operators of larger businesses were not.
―

Many participants described having to personally guarantee any loans or lines of credit they take out. While most
said they understood why this was the case, it was also seen as an obstacle to small business owners who had to
put their personal finances at risk to advance their business.

•

Two factors emerged as drivers of participants’ financing experience: type of business and the owner’s level of
“business savvy.”
―

Business owners who ran white-collar, professional companies and/or who had education or experience in
financial and management skills were more likely to describe financing experiences in which they were able to use
networking and resources to identify funding opportunities. They were also more likely to develop and implement
strategies for maintaining their business during down times (such as they experienced in 2020).
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Key Findings
•

Across all five subgroups identified for this research (African American, Hispanic, Asian American/Pacific Islander/		
Indian, Veteran, and LBGTQ), as well as across gender and business types, participants described facing significant 		
challenges in obtaining financing at all stages of their business life cycles.
―

Seven of the 25 participants specifically described their experiences with and perceptions of lenders’ prejudice
against minorities. They described more stringent lending qualifications, more oversight, and more invisible
barriers for minorities attempting to get financing. These issues were described by African American, Hispanic, and
Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian participants.

•

Participants described a wide variety of sources that they consult and trust for business planning and financial 		
advice. These included local and national organizations that provide small business support, as well as accountants 		
and/or attorneys. Several also described working with paid coaches or business advisors.
―

However, many participants reported that their most valuable source of information and resources were their
personal networks of other business owners.

How can AARP Help
•

All participants described advantages to being an older entrepreneur or small business owner, saying that their 		
age and experience gave them wisdom, the ability to relate to corporate executives, improved communications 		
skills, a network of resources, and confidence in their abilities and skills.
―

Potential challenges were generally related to possible negative characteristics or stereotypes of older business
owners and workers.

•

Many participants described an overall impression that the government is not pro-small business and actively 		
makes it hard for small businesses to operate and succeed. Unfavorable tax structure and excessive red tape were 		
specifically mentioned as issues that participants have faced.

•

Awareness of AARP was high among participants, and the overall perception of AARP was positive. AARP was 		
considered competent, reputable, and trusted.
―

However, many participants said that AARP is not where they would look for resources and assistance as small
business owners. Many participants said that they see AARP as for retired people and those older than them, not
for working small business owners in their 50s and 60s.

•

Once discussing the role of AARP, many participants did recognize that assisting older small business owners and 		
entrepreneurs “aligns perfectly” with AARP’s mission and could be an appealing and appropriate role for AARP.
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―

Some participants also referenced AARP’s “heft,” noting that the organization is large and powerful enough to
make its voice heard on behalf of small business owners.

•

Participants described four main areas where AARP could provide assistance to older entrepreneurs and small 		
business owners:

1. Starting a business:

Participants described the need for a roadmap or “start-up kit” of information and specific things to think
about when starting a business.

2. Financing:

Participants wanted advice and guidance related to financial issues, from general business advice to more
specific financial situations, and some suggested that AARP could more directly support small business and
facilitate relationships and transactions with financial institutions.

3. Growing a business:

Participants described needing resources and guidance on management skills as a business grows, marketing,
transitioning from a small to a large business, and on how to ultimately sell or transition their business.

4. Networking/mentoring:

One of the primary needs that participants identified was assistance in connecting with other small business
owners and developing a network of support and advice.

•

Other areas where participants said AARP could provide support included helping entrepreneurs obtain health 		
insurance, creating a campaign to encourage the public to patronize small business, and helping connect business 		
owners to local resources.

•

When asked what was the most important thing for AARP to know about being an older entrepreneur, many 			
participants emphasized that they consider themselves business owners, not “seniors,” and that they were “not 		
washed up” but were and wanted to remain active and productive.

•

Most participants said that they would encourage someone who asked for advice to open their own business, and 		
participants overwhelmingly said that they would choose their path as an entrepreneur again.
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Objectives & Methodology
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Research Objectives
•

In 2019, AARP and the Federal Reserve Bank of New York co-hosted a roundtable discussion on The State of the 		
50+ Entrepreneur, which unveiled new research based on data from the 2018 Small Business Credit Survey. Major 		
findings from this survey and points of discussion included:
―

Older entrepreneurs are a large and growing part of the economy.

―

They are more conservative in growing and expanding their businesses than younger owners.

―

They are less likely overall to experience financial challenges, and less frequently apply for credit.

―

Despite known advantages such as longer track records and credit histories, startups owned by age 46+
entrepreneurs struggle with profitability and obtaining financing.

―

Specific segments of age 46+-owned businesses, particularly minority- and women-owned firms, also struggle
with performance and access to credit.

•

Since then, the rapid spread of COVID-19 and the resulting economic impacts have shocked businesses across 		
the world. In light of the survey findings on older entrepreneurs and the overall challenges of 2020, the AARP 		
Work & Jobs team and The Federal Reserve Bank of New York conducted a qualitative research effort to 			
gain insight into the motivations, challenges, and strengths of the age 50+ entrepreneur. In addition, the research 		
identified how AARP can better support older small business owners.
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Qualitative Research Design Objectives
•

The AARP team used contacts with national small business groups to identify business owners over 45 years old 		
who fell into five segments*:

•

―

African American

―

Hispanic

―

Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian

―

Veteran

―

LGBTQ+

Remote in-depth interviews (IDIs) were conducted via phone with twenty-five entrepreneurs–five from each 			
group–from November 2020 through January 2021.

*Note that some participants fell into more than one category. For the purposes of this effort, each individual was counted in only one segment, but data was
analyzed to review for possible effects of these multiple segment identities.

Participant Demographics (n = 25)
Age:

Years in Business:
45-55

14

1-5

2

56-65

9

6-10

9

66+

2

11-15

3

16+

11

Gender:
Male

13

Female

12

Number of Employees:
1-3

4

4-10

13

11-20

5

21+

3
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Type of Business:
Restaurant/Catering

4

Professional Services

13

Other (retail, production,
etc.)

8

11

Interview Content and Findings
Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes and addressed three major content areas:
―

Business owners’ experiences in 2020 and how COVID-19 affected their operations and business stability.

―

Their overall history with financing their business and experiences with financial advice, resources, and
planning.

―

How AARP and the government can help support small business owners, particularly those over 45 years old.

As a qualitative effort, the goal of this research was to gather rich insights and stories from older entrepreneurs, adding
depth and complexity to existing survey data. The findings described in this report should not be used to determine
effect sizes or to generalize to the overall national population. Rather these findings allow for better understanding of the
attitudes, perceptions, feelings, and experiences of older small business owners.
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Experiences in 2020
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Overall Impact of COVID
•

All participants described 2020, and the business interruptions and shutdowns caused by COVID-19, as 			
exceptionally challenging.
―

Virtually all participants said that the initial shutdowns in the spring of 2020 caused major business
interruptions, as stores and restaurants closed and office work had to move online and remote. While many
reported that business has rebounded somewhat or transitioned to new avenues, most participants reported
that they will have lower revenue/sales in 2020 than they had anticipated at the beginning of the year.
“We got crushed. It wasn’t until this month that we’re making up some ground. But until this month we were
probably, I think we were down about 48%. . . . I’d say [business] evaporated, but it’s actually more 		
like incinerated. It was almost instantaneous. Within three days, our business disappeared.” – Veteran, 52,
Retail/Production/Other
“I am doing less business than I did my first year in business. And that, and that was scary.” –African American,
62, Restaurant/Catering
“We’re back having everybody billable because now the jobs [have] started back up. So it’s only like 60 days or
so that it kind of liked stopped. . . . But everybody’s back and billable and we’re not, we kind of felt we would
have been further along the course, but we’re happy to have everything back covered and moving forward.” –
Veteran, 53, Professional Services

―

In contrast, a few participants reported gaining additional contracts or increasing work during 2020. These were
primarily companies that offered professional services that had little overhead or customer interaction, or that
had a direct relation to COVID-related business needs.
“My response is atypical and unusual. I am having the best year of my 30 years. . . . It is based on what I do.
Crisis communications is basically at the core of our business. Of course, a pandemic is a crisis.” –LGBTQ, 59,
Professional Services
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Financial Impact of COVID
•

While all the participants in this effort had managed to keep their businesses open, many described it as a 			
struggle and said they were in “survival mode.” Many indicated that they were not able to predict what 2021 			
would look like—some said that they expected business would slowly rebound, but many were uncertain about 		
their future.
“There are still cash flow issues because everybody is still dealing with their own cash flow issue, and that
always trickles down to the last one in line, which is the small business. It always falls down to the small
business.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 61, Professional Services
“I expect the first half of the year to be, actually I don’t expect the year to be very good. . . . I think we’ll probably
be down 30%. A majority of our business revolves around the tradeshow industry. . . . Maybe we’ll see an uptick
from some of our other clients by midyear . . . now that there’s a vaccine coming to market. But by the time it’s
distributed widely, and if people actually take it, I just don’t see any tradeshows and events coming back in time
to really make a difference in the year. It’ll be fourth quarter. So there’s not going to be enough time to make up
all the ground from the first three quarters.” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other

•

However, with a few exceptions, most participants were upto-date on bill and debt payments. While a few reported 		
that landlords allowed them to reduce or delay rent 		
payments, or described using savings or a spouse’s 		
salary, most said that government COVID relief money 		
had been critical to their survival. Most participants 		
received some sort of COVID-specific loan or grant, and 		
many credited these government resources for helping 		
maintain cash flow, especially in the spring of 2020, and 		
reported that they would have been “dead in the water”
without them.
―

18 of 25 participants reported receiving a federal PPP
loan, 6 said they received an SBA EIDL loan, and 5
reported receiving some other sort of federal, state,
or local grant or loan support (some participants
received multiple kinds of loans and/or grants).
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PPP and Other COVID Relief Experiences
•

While grateful for COVID relief, some participants described the process of applying for and obtaining this relief as
“difficult and frustrating.” Some of the issues included a lack of clarity and transparency in requirements, confusion
as to whether PPP or other programs were grants or loans, and the sense that most of the money in the first wave
went to large companies rather than small businesses.
“We did not get through the first round [of PPP loans]. I think a lot of this was because of all the emphasis that
banks had put on taking care of the largest customers. . . . So we did not make the cut there. The second time
around when Congress passed the second one is when we actually got in. . . . The other thing was that the
clarity initially wasn’t there . . . in terms of the rules and all the different points for PPP. You know, what was
included, what was not included, etc., in terms of what can claimed as part of the expenses. For example, one
of the things we didn’t know was, earlier on, was that you could not include your subcontractors. That clarity
wasn’t available until later on.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Professional Services
“It was so difficult trying to get these restauranteurs and make them understand that yes, the wording is
loan, but it technically translates to grant if you qualify. So it took a long time to understand what this was.
A lot of them missed out on the first opportunity. . . Once they started paying attention, it was closed; the first
phase was closed out. So I actually helped about 20 restaurateurs and businesses of Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian, single-handedly taking the calls and helping them apply for the second phase, they all got it. .
. . Unfortunately for small businesses, we’re the ones who’s cooking, running, doing things. We don’t tend to sit
there and read. We should.”–Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 49, Restaurant/Catering
“[COVID-relief funding was] difficult to apply for. It’s difficult to know who to talk to. They’re difficult to
understand. Everything is in government speak. . . . If I talk about the PPP in general, that was a tough
experience in terms of applying. . . . I'm thrilled I got the money. The process stunk.” –LGBTQ, 52, Professional
Services
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COVID Operational Impacts
•

Many participants described having to make significant changes to their regular business operations to continue 		
operating during business shutdowns in light of COVID-19.

•

Operational changes had the largest impact on retail, food service, and other business that offered direct service to 		
consumers.
―

Some described offering or expanding existing delivery, either using a third-party service or delivering themselves.

―

Mandatory safety measures required by states and/or counties—such as spacing and shields in offices or
restaurants—required time and money to implement.

―

Basic changes to customer needs—office catering and in-person classes were no longer viable—forced business to
turn to on-line, in home, or other business opportunities.

•

However, professional services firms also described having to make changes in their day-to-day operations to 		
support staff and continue business operations.
―

Especially in the spring of 2020, COVID shutdowns required almost all professional staff to begin working remotely.
While some companies had technology in place to make this shift, others had to upgrade and implement new IT
infrastructure, software, and hardware.

―

Some participants said that remote work made on-boarding, training and maintaining relationships and
communication with employees difficult.

•

While most participants were able to avoid laying off permanent employees, many talked about using fewer contract 		
employees and/or subcontractors, resulting in the participants having to take on more work themselves.

Technology
One of the most common operational impacts that participants described resulting from COVID was the need to implement new
technologies and expand their overall digital presence in 2020.
•

The most common new technologies that participants described using were online meeting/teleconferencing 		
technologies, primarily Zoom but also Google Meet and Microsoft Teams. Other new technologies that participants 		
described implementing in 2020 included online/E-document signing, QR code scanning for ordering from a menu, 		
tools for accepting online payments, and cloud-based platform and file storage instead of in-office servers.

•

Participants also described needing to increase their use of digital marketing and social media, including upgrades 		
and expansions to existing websites, increased social media presence, and the addition or expansion of online 		
product sales through their own digital storefront or via Amazon.

AARP.ORG/RESEARCH | © 2021 AARP ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

17

“If you look at . . . our website and our LinkedIn pages, you see significant activity in terms of blog posts, articles,
lead shares, etc., etc. We started publishing an internal newsletter this year. . . and we have an Instagram page
that we are also going to start getting active on. Facebook is the same story. So we’re using all these platforms
now to launch . . . much more of a digital marketing presence that we did not have before” –Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian, 55, Professional Services
“Financially . . . we were not prepared to completely change how we did business and how we contacted
consumers. And so I didn't have a budget set aside for a web presence or website, any of those types of things. You
know, I had a fairly old laptop actually that I was using that I had to upgrade.” –LGBTQ, 42, Retail/Production/Other
"My website is older than dirt and so when this COVID thing hit and I realized I was going to need my website, I
quickly had it updated and all that and we added online ordering to that and we're going to add a store so people
can buy T-shirts and my book once it’s written.” –Hispanic, 63, Restaurant/Catering
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Other COVID Impacts on Small Business
•

Participants described several other major issues they struggled with during 2020.
―

Sales and marketing—business owners could not network or market face-to-face, attend trade shows or
association meetings, and often had to cut advertising and marketing money when cash flows dwindled.
“Day to day we are not able to reach out to customers as much as we, the way we used to. So, we cannot network.
90 percent of our business has come from networking. . . . You can’t knock on their doors. You can’t go see them. Even
though you have salespeople. . . We can’t send salespeople out to do face-to-face. How are you going to utilize the
salespeople?” –African American, 54, Retail/Production/Other

―

Emotional and psychological toll on employee morale and mental health — some employees feared coming
to work and struggled with lost wages and longer work hours.

―

Constantly changing COVID rules and regulations — to remain in compliance, business owners had to keep
up with constantly changing guidelines from local authorities, and deal with conflicting information and a
perceived lack of leadership at the national/federal level.

―

Supply chain difficulties and price increases — for businesses that relied on on-going deliveries of supplies, it
was often hard to predict availability, and some costs for supplies and wages increased.
“The supply chain for awhile there was erratic, so you know, you’d go to the wholesaler and they didn't have
chicken and you’re like, ‘No.’ . . . It's stabilized and of course, the prices of pretty much everything went up so
there is a quandary there of, ‘Okay, my cost of goods has gone up, my labor cost has gone up because minimum
wage is rising every year until next year in California. How much of this can I pass on? How much can I increase
my menu prices to cover this without losing a good portion of my clientele?’” –Hispanic, 63, Restaurant/Catering
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Achievements in COVID
•

Despite the challenges and setbacks that participants described facing their businesses in 2020, they also had many 		
examples of achievements and accomplishments that they were proud to report.
―

Many participants talked about having the time and “breathing space” to focus on things such as strategic
planning and future opportunities, increasing operational efficiencies, execution of new marketing ideas, and
development of new skills.
“This year, because of COVID, I have more time. . . . I’ve developed some relationships with people that I know I
wouldn’t have done in the past.” –African American, 62, Restaurant/Catering

―

Others described their pride in continuing to serve their customers despite the changes required, in providing
meals to essential workers, helping other small business owners survive pandemic shutdowns, and learn new
skills.
“That’s the kind of stuff that I'm real proud of, the way people found unique ways to work around the issue. They
didn’t look at anything and go, ‘I can’t do it.’ They just said, ‘We’ve got to do it differently,’ and they were able to
keep moving.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 62, Professional Services
“Something I'm really proud of is our ability to go from basically a face-to-face business model to almost
completely online presence and do so pretty fluidly.” –LGBTQ, 42, Retail/Production/Other
“We provided 150 burritos for the Southern California Gas Workers . . . That was a wonderful experience to be
associated with because the only impetus for it was to help people feel better and it ended up being you know,
making people feel better with my food and you know, we always say that our food makes people happy, so
that was good.” – Hispanic, 63, Restaurant/Catering

―

Finally, for many small business owners, simply surviving 2020 was an accomplishment.
“We survived it so far, that we’ve managed to get through, it’s been tough. . . I’ve got to tell you, it’s really hard to
pull out that golden nugget of something to be particularly happy about. I think for us, it was that we were able,
that we survived.” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other
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Business “Pivots”
•

When discussing their achievements during 2020, many participants described how they were able to “pivot.” They 		
changed, expanded, or tweaked their business models—from products to delivery methods—to stay in business over 		
the last year. Some examples of this include
―

Shifting from providing home healthcare to providing supplemental staffing to healthcare facilities.

―

Hosting online classes and events instead of holding them in person.

―

Offering “grazing boards” and baskets rather than catered office lunches.

―

Shifting from providing primarily B2B Printing services to offering an online storefront to offer B2C printing

―

Holding “boutique showings” in an art gallery since large events are not possible.

―

Targeting new industries to provide services to (such as transit and education) when a previous focus (tourism)
was no longer viable.
“Pre-COVID . . . we only had one customer that we consistently sell hand sanitizer to, but post-COVID 80 percent
of our business was hand sanitizer. Pre-COVID we never even had anything about selling masks. Post-COVID we
sold, I mean at a point masks were our major source of revenue. . . We also understand that our clients are not
ordering the same things anymore. So, we have to really try to listen to what they’re saying or what their needs
are. . . Now we have to figure out what would make sense in a COVID world.” –African American, 54, Retail/
Production/Other
“We were fortunate to be able to turn the entire organization over to virtual in March. We flipped the spring
break week into a learning week for me and a couple other people who were working on the team and we
took from face-to-face to virtual in a week. . . . And my goal was just to make sure that we maintained some
continuity for the families that we were serving because they needed something to kind of refocus. So that was a
major pivot.” –African American, 49, Retail/Production/Other
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Experiences with Financing
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Overall Experience with Financing
Most of the small business owners interviewed for this effort described a negative experience with trying to obtain
financing at some point in their business.
―

The cumulative effect of these issues was to significantly limit the access that these business owners had to
financing at any level or at any point in the life of their business
“Obviously, the burden of the banks is to mitigate risk, but we’ve got a decent financial track record. We pay our
bills; we’ve got cash on hand. And it seems just for a business like ours, it wouldn’t have to be this hard, but it
continually is.” –Veteran, 49, Professional Services
“They always talk about access to capital, getting a loan . . . getting venture capital money. Those of us in
traditional businesses, you know, unless I’ve created a new app, I’m not going to get venture capital money. I’m
not that profile of a company. And a lot of companies in the National Minority Supplier Development Council
are established companies. You know, they’re doing janitorial. They’re doing construction. They’re not venturebacked companies.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 61, Professional Services
“Traditionally, banks when they open up in an area, they are contracted to provide x amount of loans to the
immediate neighborhood businesses and the small businesses as a quota. Once they meet the quota, they don’t
lend to small businesses. Because small businesses are higher risk.” –Hispanic, 58, Retail/Production/Other
“We have applied, we had applied for some loans previously without success only because we didn’t have the
financial history that anybody, so and then once we sort of got past that immediate need for a loan, we were
able to continue financing ourselves. But we were a little bit restrained in terms of what our ability to grow was
because we just didn’t have the capital to make further investments.” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other

Financing to Start Businesses
•

Very few of the participants reported that they had used any sort of financing as they started their businesses.
Most described using savings, credit cards, 401(k) funds, and loans from family as they opened their businesses.
“I took money out of my 401(k) and my personal savings. So that’s how I financed it.” –African American, 54,
Retail/Production/Other
“Friends and family, capital and loans. Not traditional loans, loans from friends and family. So we don’t have
any credit card debt or bank loans or anything like that.” –African American, 59, Professional Services
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―

A few participants said that they had a line of credit at the start of their business, but this was less common for
this population.

•

Most participants did not report that they had even tried to get financing as they started their businesses. 			
Reasons for this included:
―

Not wanting to carry debt at the beginning of their business.

―

Knowing that they would not qualify for financing at that stage.

―

Not being aware of any financing possibilities for a new business.
“The reason why I didn’t go and get a loan was, if I got a loan, there was no way I would have immediate income
to pay that additional debt I would have just created. So that was my reason for not taking out the loan. I would
have created another bill for us. So it was with a lot of careful planning and structure we did that. And then, yes,
I took out money from my 401K and invested in that and personal money from savings.” –Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian, 55, Restaurant/Catering

Financing Later in the Business Life Cycle
•

Some participants described seeking financing after their business had already been established, although many 		
of these experiences were described as frustrating and ultimately unsuccessful.
―

Several participants expressed frustration that they were not able to get financing from banks that they had
existing relationships with.
“I went to places I was doing business already. And so I applied at Bank of the West, and Wells Fargo, and
Comerica Bank. I was making it without their help, okay. In other words, I was saying to the bank, ‘Hey, I'm
running $350,000 or $400,000 worth of business through here. What do you mean you’re not able to set me up
with a line of credit for $100,000?’ . . . I’ve got better things to fight over than will you loan me money.” –LGBTQ,
62, Retail/Production/Other

―

Participants who did report accessing financing later in the life of their businesses primarily mentioned
obtaining lines of credit. While some participants were able to obtain and successfully use these, a few also
reported struggling when banks called these in unexpectedly.
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Financing Later in the Business Life Cycle
"That credit line was a lifesaver. And we took really good care of it. We always made our payments. We were
never late on payments. We always were transparent about how the business was doing, all of that. . . And
then out of the blue, about, I would say now it’s like two years ago, [Wells Fargo] called the loan. In total. It
was $300,000. And we’re going, ‘What?!’ So we’re in the middle of probably our worst year ever, which we were
transparent about. And they called the loan. . . We don’t want to file bankruptcy because also we personally
guaranteed it. So then that becomes us personally. And then you’re talking about your home and you’re talking
about all of that stuff, right? So that was really upsetting because we had an excellent relationship. And it’s like,
yeah, your banking relationship is fine as long as you don’t need them.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian,
61, Professional Services

•

Some participants described seeking financing after their business had already been established, although many of 		
these experiences were described as frustrating and ultimately unsuccessful.
―

Several participants expressed frustration that they were not able to get financing from banks that they had
existing relationships with.
“I went to places I was doing business already. And so I applied at Bank of the West, and Wells Fargo, and
Comerica Bank. I was making it without their help, okay. In other words, I was saying to the bank, ‘Hey, I'm
running $350,000 or $400,000 worth of business through here. What do you mean you’re not able to set me up
with a line of credit for $100,000?’ . . . I’ve got better things to fight over than will you loan me money.” –LGBTQ,
62, Retail/Production/Other

―

Participants who did report accessing financing later in the life of their businesses primarily mentioned
obtaining lines of credit. While some participants were able to obtain and successfully use these, a few also
reported struggling when banks called these in unexpectedly.
“That credit line was a lifesaver. And we took really good care of it. We always made our payments. We were
never late on payments. We always were transparent about how the business was doing, all of that. . . And
then out of the blue, about, I would say now it’s like two years ago, [Wells Fargo] called the loan. In total. It
was $300,000. And we’re going, ‘What?!’ So we’re in the middle of probably our worst year ever, which we were
transparent about. And they called the loan. . . We don’t want to file bankruptcy because also we personally
guaranteed it. So then that becomes us personally. And then you’re talking about your home and you’re talking
about all of that stuff, right? So that was really upsetting because we had an excellent relationship. And it’s like,
yeah, your banking relationship is fine as long as you don’t need them.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian,
61, Professional Services

AARP.ORG/RESEARCH | © 2021 AARP ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

25

PPP and COVID Relief Financing Experience
For some participants, applying for PPP and other COVID relief financing was their first and only experience seeking 			
outside financing for their business.
•

As previously mentioned, some participants described the process of applying for and obtaining this relief as 		
“difficult and frustrating,” although some had more success working with smaller institutions.
“The first round we were with Bank of America and we literally got in our paperwork on day one. And because
the bank was so slow . . . all of a sudden, they announced they were out of money. . . . It was very frustrating and
emotional. And I felt almost betrayed. And I think it was . . . more systemic challenges because the individuals I
worked with, the people were fighting as hard as they could . . . We took our PPP loan to a small local bank and
we ultimately got approval on it in round two using the small bank and it was pretty effortless. They knew what
they were doing. So it was a pretty smooth process.” –Veteran, 49, Professional Services

•

The unique nature of the PPP and COVID relief financing also resulted in a few participants having a negative 		
financing experience specific to these grants and loans.
“I got a PPP headache because when people say, ‘Oh, did
you get the PPP loan? It should have helped.’ No, it did not
help. It did not help in any way, shape, form, or matter. . .
.The government says, ‘Hey, we’re going to give you two and
a half months of money to keep your staff.’ . . . Okay, great,
but what are they doing? They’re doing nothing. There is no
work to be done. So now you have them come in and you do
some cleaning and you do some housekeeping and after one
week all of that is done. . . Now you did all the paperwork.
You’re on the hook, but you’re just a conduit. That money has
not helped your business, well personally, just my personal
experience, that money has not helped my business in any
way, shape, form, or manner because I’m just a conduit.
I’m taking money from the government. I’m giving it to my
employees. Now I have to do all the paperwork. So, I’m
spending time that I do not have to do all this paperwork.
Now there’s no clarity. I’m not sure what my tax liabilities are
once again because nothing is clear.” –African American, 54,
Retail/Production/Other
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Satisfaction with Financing Experience
•

Participants were asked to rate their satisfaction, on a scale of 1 to 10, with their experience finding and obtaining 		
financing for their business, with 1 representing “very dissatisfied” and 10 representing “very satisfied.

Total (n = 22*)

Dissatisfied (1-4)

Neutral (5-6)

Satisfied (7-10)

13

3

6

SEGMENT
African American
Hispanic

2
3

1
1

2
1

Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian

2

1

2

Veteran

4

-

-

LGBTQ

2

-

1

1
2

4
3

SEGMENT
Men
Women

•

7
6

The average rating of 4.4 and the majority of participants who rated themselves as dissatisfied reflected the 			
challenges these small business owners faced with financial institutions and the lending process.
―

Those with higher ratings had more positive experiences personally with financing, but they often still
described challenges for small business owners in general, and often still described issues or negative personal
experiences.

*Three participants with little to no financing experience were not asked this question.

What Affected the Ratings and Financial Experiences?
•

This qualitative data was analyzed to determine whether differences could be observed in financial experiences and 		
satisfaction across different groups. No differences were observed across the five subgroups identified for the 		
research (African American, Hispanic, Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, Veteran, LBGTQ) or across gender.
―

While no veterans rated themselves as neutral or satisfied, qualitative responses did not indicate that their
experiences differed greatly from those of the other segments.
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•

However, two factors emerged as drivers in satisfaction ratings and participants’ qualitative descriptions of their 		
financing experience: type of business and the owner’s level of “business savvy,” defined by researchers as having 		
previous corporate experience and/or a business degree.
―

Business owners who ran white-collar, professional companies and/or who had education or experience in
financial and management skills were more likely to describe financing experiences in which they were able
to use networking and resources to identify funding opportunities. They were also more likely to develop and
implement strategies for maintaining their business during down times (such as they experienced in 2020).
“Cash flow has never been an issue because I know how to run a business. I have both an undergrad and
grad degree in business and I’ve been running businesses for more than three decades. So that’s a part that
differentiates me from most small businesses. I always tell people, small businesses, they typically have an
expertise and a craft, but they typically most lack is understanding balance sheets, income statements, cash
flow analysis. Well, I was trained that way. So for me, as I built my business, I had a business plan and I followed
that business plan and I learned to pivot with that business plan as the marketplace has changed.” –Veteran, 53,
Professional Services

Financing Challenges
•

Across all segments and business types, and across satisfaction ratings, participants described facing significant 		
challenges in obtaining financing at all stages of their business life cycles.
―

Some participants described trying to secure financing from multiple banks, ranging from large national chains
to smaller local banks and credit unions. In their experience, larger banks were often reluctant to offer any
financing, even if the participant had their business accounts there, or were only offered a “fraction” of what
was requested. They also described a process filled with paperwork and red tape.
“I tried [to get a loan] like three times over the course of the years through [banks]. Once through Bank of
America when I first got started, which was a complete disaster. . . . There’s so many silos and so you know, my
banking manager, he doesn't have a connection with the people who you know, that you would have to talk
to about even getting a business credit card. So there was no way to leverage that relationship. It’s completely
siloed. And the process, literally the process to apply was multiple steps and it was a bit confusing.” –African
American, 59, Professional Services

•

Some participants also expressed the feeling that large banks were impersonal, more difficult to work with, and 		
overall do not understand how small businesses operate or sympathize with their struggles.
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“I feel like every time I approach, do research, and I do everything, I still am told I’m not qualified. And I don’t
understand why. And I’ve had this conversation where it would actually make me frustrated and I would hear
on the other side, ‘Well, we’re sorry, but that’s just, for lack of words, company rules.’” –Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian, 55, Restaurant/Catering
“Getting an initial business loan when you’ve nothing to start up a company, they’re like, ‘Hey, we’ll give you
a microloan of $3,000.’ It’s like, ‘Well, I’m not getting a hot dog cart for the county fair. I want to start a servicebased business with an office and a multimillion-dollar company. I can’t start with a $3,000 business loan.’
And then all the veteran lending options were horrible that I explored. So I bootstrapped it.” –Veteran, 49,
Professional Services
Many participants ultimately concluded that banks, especially large ones, view small businesses as too high risk and not worth
the time and effort. Participants often had more success at smaller institutions, such as local/regional banks, credit unions,
and community development financial institutions (CDFIs) focused on investing in minorities.
•

Many participants also suggested that small businesses benefited when they were able to develop a personal 		
relationship with a banker.
“When you’re talking about finances for small businesses, that’s our baby. It’s very sensitive. We need human-tohuman contact to assure us that everything’s going to be all right at the end of the day.” –Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian
“What I do recommend is that you go in, sit down with the person that you open your account with, and that you
see them regularly. Like most people with small businesses, they open up their account, and then they never see
the person anymore, they don’t go to the bank unless there’s an issue . . . There’s somebody called the Banking
Relationship Manager, that’s what they’re called, and so get to know that person.” –African American, 62,
Restaurant/Catering

•

A few participants described interacting with online lenders, but none reported success. A few noted the high interest
rates charged by online lenders, calling it “loan sharking.” One described getting “burned” and “ripped off” by an 		
online lender.
“The thing is, when the Internet started and websites and everything, I applied for a loan online. And it was
bogus. I deposited the money for the appraisal, and they stole it.” – Hispanic, 54, Professional Services
“I know in particular several people who have been hit by the sharks where they don’t know enough to know
that what they did was wrong, and they’ll get a loan and the interest is way ridiculous. Just ridiculous. It’s like
credit cards. They just can’t get out from underneath it, they didn’t realize it, and it’s compounding. So there are
people who are unfortunately taking advantage of those small businesses in need and giving them loans that
they’ll never be able to pay back.” –Veteran, 53, Professional Services
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Discrimination in Financing
While satisfaction ratings did not appear to be impacted by a participant’s minority segment, 7 of the 25 participants
specifically described their experiences with and perceptions of lenders’ prejudice against minorities. They described more
stringent lending qualifications, more oversight, and more invisible barriers for minorities attempting to get financing. These
issues were described by African American, Hispanic, and Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian participants.
“There’s two sets of rules. There’s the rules for minority companies, and then there’s rules for everybody else. But
we were playing by the rules for minority companies and it’s a lot tighter, a lot more oversight. And again, I’ve
been around 21 years. We’re very financially stable. But I still, I just don’t have that, ‘Oh, you need some money?
Just sign this form and let’s keep moving.’ No. It’s like I'm doing it for the first time every time. . . . . It’s like WhackA-Mole. I fix one problem and then they find another one and they’ll zero in on that one. Then they’ll find another
one and zero in on that one. It’s just, and I'm looking constantly at banks, but I find at the end of the day, they’re
all the same.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 62, Professional Services
“If I walk in, they’ll immediately refer me to the Small Business Administration for Minority Affairs. There are
too many ways for them to not loan you. They refer you out to a minority business organization.” –Hispanic, 58,
Retail/Production/Other
“I’ve got a different set of rules “There are just way too many stories of entrepreneurs and candidly, they’re
generally young, white men who aren't even solving real problems and get millions of dollars on a conversation,
on less. . . . They tell women and everybody, ‘You need to have traction, you need to have customers. You need
to be generating revenue. You need to be solving a real problem.’ And we work hard to do that . . . .We see every
single day people get checks for nothing and that is really a bias that is towards women, towards people of color
and towards people who are older.” –African American, 59, Professional Services
“Diverse businesses actually have to prove themselves twice over. They have to prove themselves much more
versus a non-diverse business.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Professional Services
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Personal Finances Impacting Business Financing
•

Participants often noted that, as small business owners, they were personally bound to the finances of their 			
companies in a variety of ways.
―

Many participants described having to personally guarantee any loans or lines of credit they take out. While
most said they understood why this was the case, it was also seen as an obstacle to small business owners who
had to put their personal finances at risk to advance their business.
“You know, large businesses don’t have to, nobody in the large businesses puts a personal guarantee. Small
businesses have to all the time. Every single time. There’s no way around it. And that’s a big thing, particularly
when you’re taking risks. Small businesses take as equal a risk as a large business does. But they get penalized
because they’re not able to get the financing they need . . . And it might be the same business that a larger
business is in, just a different scale. But they have different challenges in terms of cultivating financing.” –Asian
American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Professional Services

―

Virtually all participants indicated that they had taken steps to keep their business and personal finances
separate, and all were aware that this was something that needed to be done for legal and tax reasons. A few
participants did indicate that they were not entirely clear on exactly what steps were needed to ensure that
personal and business finances were separate enough.
“I've been a credit union customer for 30 years, ever since I started working and I love credit unions. But I didn't
want to have just a separate account at the same credit union because I just thought that might be weird. I
wasn't sure what the laws were and stuff. So I wanted to go somewhere different for the business.” –LGBTQ, 53,
Professional Services
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Information Sources
Participants described a wide variety of sources that they consult and trust for business planning and financial advice.
•

Many participants described being members of one or more local or national organizations that provide small 		
business support. These included local Chambers of Commerce as well as organizations that specifically support 		
women or minority business owners, including the National Association of Women Business Owners, Hello 			
Alice, SCORE, Latino/Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, National Minority Supplier Development Council, 			
and other local organizations.
“I think one of the biggest lifts that I was able to obtain was becoming a member of the Hispanic Chamber
of Commerce. Locally getting membership in that organization and being able to network and connect to
other minority business owners who may be having challenges or who can offer other means of resources,
sponsorship, funding. And having that connection really was an eye-opener, which then has led to those
relationships. The networking has elevated those sources of information and connections up to the U.S. Hispanic
Chamber of Commerce.” –Hispanic, 59, Retail/Production/Other

•

Participants also mentioned consulting their accountants and/or attorneys, and several described working with paid 		
coaches or business advisors.

•

However, many participants reported that their most valuable source of information and resources were their 		
personal networks of other business owners.
“The ability to talk to your peers about issues that they know something about [and] that are also impacting
you [is helpful], because you're getting advice from people who have been there before or who are there now. .
. .Trusted sources that you know, being able to ask trusted sources and know that the advice you get is going to
be relevant to your business and super helpful.” –LGBTQ, 53, Professional Services

Unmet Information Needs/Potential Webinars
Many participants could not identify any unmet information or resource needs, saying they felt well-connected and had access
to the resources they needed, but some did say that they would like more help and advice on topics including:
―

Business mentorship

―

Grant writing

―

Social media and online marketing

―

Management skills, particularly as a business grows

―

Financing and loans
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When asked about what would be the most interesting and relevant topic for a webinar, participants listed ideas including:
―

Pros and cons of starting a business (e.g., delayed gratification, upfront capital required)

―

Sales and marketing strategies, including tips on how to reach decision-makers

―

Financing, including how to find financing and identify reputable lenders

―

Communication across generations

―

Industry-specific topics, including opportunities to meet and interact with others in the same industry

―

How to determine when and what to outsource

―

COVID-specific topics including:
Learnings from previous economic crises, how to “pivot” a business
Details and advice on PPP loans, SBA EIDL loans, and other specific relief funding

Financial Technology Used
•

All participants interviewed used some sort of financial software, app, or other technology to help manage their 		
finances and handle day-to-day activities, including invoicing, accepting payment, and running payroll.
―

QuickBooks was the most frequently mentioned financial tool.

―

Other financial apps, software, systems or companies mentioned by a few participants each included ADP
for payroll processing, Timesheet Mobile for employees to clock in and out, Clover for credit card processing,
Square, and CRM software.

―

Most are satisfied with their financial technologies and couldn’t identify any unmet needs, missing components
or related sources of frustration, although as one participant said, “You don’t know what you don’t know.”

―

A few participants said that they wished there was more interconnectivity between QuickBooks, Square, and
other programs used. They expressed that using these financial technologies would be more functional if they
were consolidated/integrated into a single platform/system.
“If they were integrated, it would be better, right? So there’s an accounting program. There’s a project
management program. There’s a scheduling program. So there’s all these different programs. . . .There are some
that offer full integration, but they’re not as, what’s the word, not as intuitive. Not all as intuitive, right? So it’s
like, I don’t need my people to have to learn a whole new language. . . We haven’t found anything that kind of
integrates for us everything.” –Veteran, 53, Professional Services
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Succession Planning
Succession planning was a low priority for participants–very few had a formal succession plan in place.
•

A few participants talked about hoping that a child might take over the business at some point in the future, and a 		
few had plans to sell their business to a partner or employee.
“I have a daughter . . . Who went to business college, and she is getting some [experience], working for another
corporation, getting experience. She worked for us here for a long, long time. Hopefully, she wants to buy the
business . . . But I mean, I don’t want to obviously push her or force her. I will respect whatever she wants to do.”
–Hispanic, 54, Professional Services

•

Some participants emphasized that they enjoy working and had no plans to stop working soon.
“I’m 54 . . . [and] as far as really retiring . . . I don’t worry about anything or anyone else or that sort of thing,
I really don’t see that for myself for many years from now. I would say closer to 80.” –Hispanic, 59, Retail/
Production/Other
“They’re going to take me in a box.” –African American, 54, Retail/Production/Other

•

A few participants, especially those with very few employees and who offer professional services, noted that they 		
were the business, and that succession planning did not necessarily make sense for them.
“The business is my own expertise. It’s like having a mechanic, [if] I’m a mechanic and I own my own gas station
and garage. I’ve got to know how to tune up cars and I can’t just say to my number one daughter, ‘Hey, you’re
number one in line. I want you to take over the business.’ Well, she doesn’t know how to tune up cars.” –Hispanic,
70, Professional Services

•

A few participants did note that 2020 and the impact of COVID-19 had highlighted the need to consider succession 		
planning more moving forward.
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How Can AARP Help?
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Being an Older Entrepreneur
•

All participants described advantages to being an older entrepreneur or small business owner, saying that their 		
age and experience gave them wisdom, the ability to relate to corporate executives, improved communications skills,
a network of resources, and confidence in their abilities and skills.
“You learn how not to do the wrong things again. . . . I've learned to ask people, ‘Do you know where I can hire
someone? Do you know who can help me with my insurance? Do you have a good worker's comp person?
Would you recommend an electrician?’ So instead of going to Google and just going blind, I now have a good
network of people that I can call and say, ‘Can you help me with this?’ . . . It's good to be old and experienced.”
–Hispanic, 63, Restaurant/Catering
“I think my experience is valuable because it’s not just the experiences that I’ve been through that helped me
solve client problems in creative, innovative ways, but it’s also the sort of wisdom that comes along with that.
You know, you get a much more thoughtful decision and that just makes it a higher quality amount of service we
can provide our clients. They’re getting a lot. . . . And it’s interesting because at times they might look and say,
‘Oh, we want these young Gen-Z, Gen-Y,’ but I think for the educated client, they look at the quality of the product
and the thinking and they realize that they’ve got something good.” –Veteran, 49, Professional Services

•

Approximately half of respondents also perceived potential disadvantages to being older. In a few cases, these were 		
related to their specific industry (such as a bias towards youth in public relations). A few participants also described 		
challenges staying up-to-date on new technologies and relating to younger customers.
“We deal a whole lot with the marketing directors, and development directors. All of a sudden in the last ten
years they’ve gotten younger and younger. So, I’m 54 and half of the time I’m dealing with 24-year olds and 25year olds. They have zero loyalty. They just go online and place an order for whatever they need. That’s how they
are wired to do business. So, that’s a challenge.” –African American, 54, Retail/Production/Other

•

However, typically, potential challenges were more generally related to possible negative characteristics or 			
stereotypes of older business owners and workers. While participants noted that for them, being older did not 		
present problems, they were concerned about preconceptions others might hold.
I’m glad AARP is asking that question because I see a lot of us with the chambers and stuff, they always focus
on the next generation, right? How do we cultivate these college kids? I’m like, they go to school. Get them to do
the minimum work. But for the people at that age already where companies will not be looking to hire them
because they feel that it’s a liability. So we need to rethink that and how do we market that generation?” –Asian
American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 49, Restaurant/Catering
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“I mean, young can be less competent, but it’s easier for people to make a connection between old and less
competent and then just dismiss the person.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 61, Professional Services
“I don’t see any disadvantages about being an older business person other than people may at first wonder
about you. Like, ‘Man, who’s this old guy?’ But that goes away once you establish a relationship.” –Hispanic, 70,
Professional Services
“I think there's a conscious and/or unconscious bias around age that you don't have the stamina, you [don’t’[
have the creativity. You know, you're going to do things the way it always was done.” –African American, 59,
Professional Services

Perceptions of Older Employees
•

When participants were asked about their perspectives on hiring and working with older employees, all described 		
advantages to hiring and using older workers.
―

The advantages mentioned included that older employees had more initiative, were more patient, often had
previous industry experience and business acumen, were better able to think on their feet, could be better at
crisis management, and could be more reliable and dependable.
“There’s a level of maturity that you don’t always get in someone, maybe that’s as experienced, but is younger.
And so that level of maturity where the person can represent us well, we feel comfortable with that with
someone who might be a little bit older employee.” –Veteran, 53, Professional Services
“I like having folks older than me and my age and you know, that's sort of the point. I want folks who have
experience. I want folks who understand the business world and have worked on these issues, in some cases
for decades. That's a benefit and in this case, it's actually really useful because you know, having a small firm,
that's what folks are looking for. They want all that experience.” –LBGTQ, 53, Professional Services
“I'm hearing the word wisdom a lot, or experience, be it corporate experience or military experience, but some
lived experiences over the years can be seen as a plus.” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other

•

Participants also described benefits to having employees who are diverse in age.
“I think that there's this really great synergy between the structure and stability of people who've got a lot of
business experience and the creativity and innovation that younger employees bring.” –African American, 59,
Professional Services
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Government Policies/Regulations
•

Many participants described an overall impression that the government is not pro-small business and actively makes
it hard for small businesses to operate and succeed. Unfavorable tax structure and excessive red tape were 			
specifically mentioned as issues that participants have faced.
“I go in [to my office] because the state requires that I have an office space. So I’ve been paying for it, so I might as well
go in.” –African American, 53, Retail/Production/Other
“The taxes are just so many for small businesses, I just think. So I’m going to give you a couple of examples. . . Behind
my shop I have my dumpster and almost on a weekly basis, I get tickets from the city… because the dumpster is filled
up, and every week I’m telling the city 90 percent of what is in this dumpster is not mine . . . So now listen, the person
who comes in every week to do that, he does not come directly to the front of the shop to give the ticket. He basically
will sometimes just crumble the ticket on the floor, two weeks later, you understand. Now that gets accumulated, some
interest, you understand. . . . I’m calling the city to say look, ‘One, if you want to give me a ticket, why don’t you just come
to the front door and give me that ticket? I’m trying to do the right thing here. Why are you treating me like a criminal?’
So, when you’re a businessperson trying to do the right thing, they treat you as a criminal . . . Second thing is, again,
sometimes [you come] to the front of your shop, and [you] see graffiti is on the front of your shop . . . Then you . . . have to
call somebody to come and to clean the graffiti, maybe it takes two, three, four days to do that. Within those two, three,
four days to do that, somebody else comes to give you a ticket . . .Then you’re saying look, ‘Do you think I would wake
up one morning and come and do graffiti in front of my shop? You know that I’m not doing that. So, if you’re so quick
to come and give me a ticket, why don’t you help me? Why don’t you arrest the people that are doing that?’” –African
American, 54, Retail/Production/Other

•

While some participants described positive experiences with the Small Business Administration (SBA), particularly 		
around the EIDL loans, others expressed frustration with the level of support the SBA has offered them.
“We had learned [this year] about the Small Business Association. I've known about them before, but they've been a
huge help for us as well [as we are] trying to figure out what do we do? We just had no idea and [they have] anywhere
from webinars to classes to you know finances and that type of thing.” –LGBTQ, 42, Retail/Production/Other
“I don’t go to a lot of the small business type of organizations, even the SBA, because one of my first questions to them
early on is, ‘Well, tell me about your experience of running a business,’ and it’s zero. ‘Okay, so you want to tell me how to
run mine? Got it.’”–Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 62, Professional Services
“SBA never takes calls or when you go to reply, it says ‘page down’ . . . [a]nd I get that probably a million people are
trying to do the same thing. But it’s basically frustrating and left us in the dark. And if we’re running a business, we can’t
stay online 24-7 like if we had a staff, constantly calling.” –Hispanic, 58, Retail/Production/Other
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How Can AARP Help?
When participants were asked how AARP could help support older entrepreneurs and small business owners, they offered
many ideas and suggestions, which fell into four main categories:

1. Starting a business

2. Financing

3. Growing a business

4. Networking/mentoring

Starting a Business
•

Participants described the need for a roadmap or “start-up kit” of information and specific things to think about 		
when starting a business, including:
―

Developing a business plan

―

Understanding your target market and competition

―

Marketing and sales

―

Options for the legal structure of the company and necessary legal documents

―

Pitfalls and potential mistakes to avoid when starting a business, perhaps supported by case studies or vignettes

―

A directory of AARP-vetted services and resources

―

AARP-provided or –vetted business coaching resources
“Because when I was starting, I had no idea how to even start. And I was trying to figure out how to write the
business plan and it costs so much when you are trying to get someone to do it. So yes, if there are people in place
that they can have to just put you in the direction. Like say, okay, perfect example: I’m trying to find if I could get a
resource to do a QuickBooks tutorial for free. Because everywhere around here, they are charging you. And I can’t
find one for free. And I’m thinking, I don’t have the money to pay to go to an online class even to learn this. So it’s
things like that. For building and for growth, especially for people at my age.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/
Indian, 55, Restaurant/Catering
“I’ll give you an example: The difference between a 501c3, a sole proprietorship, and LLC. The benefits and the
pros and cons of each of those. Like I found out the other day about a B Corp. Who knew about a B Corp?!” –African
American, 49, Retail/Production/Other
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“I’ll give you an example: The difference between a 501c3, a sole proprietorship, and LLC. The benefits and the
pros and cons of each of those. Like I found out the other day about a B Corp. Who knew about a B Corp?!” –
African American, 49, Retail/Production/Other

Financing
•

Participants described the need for advice and guidance related to financial issues, from general business advice to 		
more specific financial situations. They suggested that the AARP could provide small business owners with education
such as:
―

Basic financial literacy, such as “how to speak the language of bankers” and define commonly used terms
related to financing such as cash flow analysis, balance sheets, etc.

•

―

The various types of financing and the pros and cons of each (e.g., line of credit versus loan)

―

Information on tax law for small business

―

Preparing your business for downturns and sustaining your business during a crisis (such as COVID)

―

How to develop a relationship with a banker to facilitate financing

Beyond just financial education, participants described how AARP could play a more active role to directly support 		
small business and facilitate relationships and transactions with financial institutions.
―

Maintain a vetted list of financial institutions/sources of financing/reputable investors that are small-business
friendly

―

Encourage financial institutions to offer a discounted line of credit for AARP member-owned small businesses

―

Provide direct assistance with loan applications

―

Consider direct AARP-backed financing/grants for small businesses

Growing the business
•

Participants described wanting to learn how to grow their business past the start-up stage and to move into the next 		
stage of business ownership.
―

They spoke of needing resources and guidance on management skills as a business grows, and on transitioning
from a small to a large business.
“So traditionally, most small businesses are great at their trade, whether they’re chefs or carpenters or
plumbers. They’re great at that. But the support they need is on strategic business. You know, managing and
using strategy to scale and get a good foundation for the business.” –Veteran, 53, Professional Services
“Who are the professionals that you need to have in your circle? I think most people can probably figure out that
they need an attorney and they need an accountant. But what should you outsource and what should you not?
What can you do yourself? Does it make sense?” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other
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―

In a related issue, a few participants described having long-term questions about how to ultimately sell or
transition their business.
“I think most people are not strategic in how they approach a business. If you’re setting up a business, is your goal
to build it and sell it? Build it and flip it? Build it and maybe grow it? Build and change it? Build it to eliminate it over
time? You need to understand clearly what is it that you want to do with the business.” –LGBTQ, 59, Professional
Services
“I would like to know what I should put in place if I am looking to close the business or sell the business in ten years.
What my next pathway should be.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Restaurant/Catering

•

Another issue related to growing the business that was important to participants was how to market their business in
order to continue to grow. Specific suggestions for topics AARP could assist with included:
―

Digital marketing, including creating a social media presence and targeting customers via social media

―

Training and techniques on how to reach potential customers

―

How to effectively advertise business and make it relevant
“I think I would focus on sales and marketing. That’s probably the area where small businesses need the most help
in my mind. Because to me, I think the rest of it follows. If you generate revenue, then the financing will also follow
at some point. All the other stuff will follow.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Professional Services
How do you translate your experience and your wisdom in a way that . . . people understand . . .keeping in mind
that the majority of the work, there’s a much younger workforce out there so they’re not always selling to their
peers, and how do you voice your message? How do you position yourself in a way that is relatable? I think the two
words are relatable and relevance. How are people going to benefit from your experience, and how do you position
yourself, position is the only word I can come up with, to be relatable?” –Veteran, 52, Retail/Production/Other

•

Some participants suggested that AARP could play a role beyond just education, and suggested that AARP could 		
create a forum to connect small business owners with larger companies who could be potential customers, and 		
encourage the general population to support small businesses.

Networking/mentoring
•

One of the primary needs that participants identified was assistance in connecting with other small business owners 		
and developing a network of support and advice. Several participants described being a small business owner 		
as “lonely” and wanted more opportunities to network and exchange ideas and support with peers. Some of the 		
specific ideas that participants said AARP could consider include:
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―

Setting up/matching small business owners with mentors, ideally from the same industry

―

Offering coaching services

―

Offering opportunities for peer to-peer interactions, including local networking events, and providing advice on which
other support groups would be appropriate to join

―

Setting up informal advisory boards of people that can provide support and advice to small business owners
“In most cases, you don’t need information as an entrepreneur, you need a network. . . . I don’t need another guide on
running my business or a class on running my business. I need a network of connections to talk with people, to join forces,
to subcontract. To do all of those things. And the network is much more viable than any single bit of information that’s
available out there.” –Veteran, 49, Professional Services

•

Additional comments from participants on the need for this networking support included:
“Varied feedback is a huge, huge advantage. I would say it’s better than even going to school or going to a course, taking
a course or something. Because invariably, any school that you go to, I think if you had an advisory board or six or seven
other people, they would actually have gone to another school. They would actually give you all the learning that they
got anyway. But more than that, they would give you all the experiences that they had, all the different perspectives.
Everybody has a strength and weaknesses. You have to have other people who have different strengths and weaknesses
so they help you cover up or they help you address all the weaknesses you may have and to watch the blind spots,
particularly. That’s huge. All the blind spots that you may have that you don’t know about. So I think that’s a big one
that I think AARP can actually do for the older entrepreneurs.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Professional
Services
”I think that entrepreneurs often work in a silo and, you know, our excitement clouds our judgment, but we are strong
to believe. I mean, who do we speak to, right? So not everybody has a vice president or other companies they can talk
openly to. . . . And there are a bunch of things out there like mastermind groups and all these groups that get people
together like that. And they’re great. I have nothing against it, but at a minimum, because those all cost money, but at a
minimum, “Oh, hey, it’s $2,000 a year.” And small business can’t always invest in that.” –Veteran, 53, Professional Services
“AARP has roughly five million veterans as AARP members. Could they create a business network for veterans? I think just
the ability to connect with other veteran business owners, if I have a need where like I’ve got a contract and I need signs
or printing. I’d love to be able to go connect with a veteran-owned company. And there are other business networks that
are out there, but they’re sort of questionable. Sometimes you’ve got to pay to play. AARP has this network already.” –
Veteran, 49, Professional Services
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Other Ways AARP Can Help
•

Several participants raised the issue of health insurance, describing it as one of the major struggles that 			
entrepreneurs face.
“I’m looking for opportunities for health insurance because I’ve been paying out of pocket. So I turned to AARP
to see what they could offer. Not only for me as a member, but my family because I have, my husband’s 55 and
I have two young adults, 18 and 22. So I’m using them as a resource to help support in that sense, which does
relate to my business because I don’t want to have to pay more than necessary for insurance.” –Hispanic, 59,
Retail/Production/Other
“AARP . . they focus on the elderly because that’s pretty much their focus group. But between 50, which is when
AARP offers services to, I think, 65 when you’re considered elderly for retirement, those 10 years, you’re pretty
much left in limbo, being told okay, this service is free, you can use them, but they only service the retirement
community, not the small business community. It’s just, there’s no access. I have been at this for eight years with
Obamacare and I still don’t know how it works.” –Hispanic 58, Retail/Production/Other

•

It was also suggested that AARP could develop a communications campaign for the general public that promotes 		
both entrepreneurship and the benefits of supporting businesses owned by older entrepreneurs.
“As many people as we can get, as many organizations that just continue that message–shop locally is a big
thing around here and so I'd like that at a more national level.” –LGBTQ, 42, Retail/Production/Other

•

Finally, some participants suggested that AARP should focus specifically on helping entrepreneurs identify and access
local resources in their own communities.
“The local stuff, even though we’re here, we don’t know about it, like what resources locally, is there a class
at the college, is there a class at the Better Business Bureau on how to run a business. A lot of times, we don’t
understand the local process. So, if they have access to the information locally, that’s a start.” –Hispanic, 54,
Professional Services
“I think that if AARP were to look for some . . . really active partnerships with these existing networks, I think that
would make a lot of sense. . . . Because the tools, the approach to helping entrepreneurs, no matter what the
age, those sorts of tools, those avenues already exist. And if AARP could really help bolster the SBDC, and SCORE,
and some of these other small business programs that are already in place, as opposed to kind of attempting to
take their place or build something parallel, it could get confusing. And again, the resources are already there.”
–LGBTQ, 52, Professional Services
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What Should AARP Know about Older Entrepreneurs?
•

When asked what was the most important thing for AARP to know about being an older entrepreneur, many 			
participants emphasized their desire to continue to work and to continue to be active and productive.
“That we're not washed up. You know, it's like you can teach an old dog new tricks.” –Hispanic, 63, Restaurant/
Catering
“That we don’t want to sit and retire. We want to keep moving.” –African American, 59, Professional Services
“60 is not old. It’s not old if you’re an entrepreneur.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 61, Professional
Services

•

Others talked about how they did not think of themselves as “seniors” or “older Americans” but primarily identified 		
as “business owners” with many of the same needs as business owners of any age, including access to resources and 		
financing with minimal red tape.
“Older entrepreneurs aren’t that much different than younger entrepreneurs. I mean, we face the same
challenges, but we have . . . much greater experience. . . . How could they help those individuals better capitalize
on kind of their experience and background?” –LGBTQ, 52, Professional Services

•

Some participants also took this opportunity to reiterate that AARP could play an important role in supporting 		
entrepreneurs by providing information and resources, and by promoting entrepreneurship in general.
“I think there’s a really interesting opportunity [for AARP] to target business owners of a certain demographic. .
. . You know, we’re not all doing succession planning. Some people are building. Some people are still building.
And they’re building to either hand off their company or to sell it or whatever it is, or to just keep running it
as long as they want. And . . . we don’t identify as seniors. You’re a business owner.” –Asian American/Pacific
Islander/Indian, 61, Professional Services
“I do think that AARP could be really, really instrumental in helping 45-year-olds plus in a very creative and
forward-thinking fashion.” –African American, 59, Professional Services

•

Finally, participants highlighted some of the specific issues they face as older small business owners, including more 		
pressing concerns about retirement and remaining active and resilient.
“Will I be able to retire? . . . Will this business take off to a point . . . if I’m 65 and I want to retire, will I be able to do
that? Financially”? –African American, 53, Retail/Production/Other
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“It’s this transitional phase, 50-plus into that 50 to 65 range is where I think the opportunity lies for AARP to
actually make a significant difference to people’s lives and to the economy.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/
Indian, 55, Professional Services
“They should understand that a more mature entrepreneur in most cases is not going be as resilient as probably
a younger one. And what I mean by that is, as we age, our bodies, our minds are not as resilient as it was when it
was younger. So therefore, making sure you are challenging your brain with knowledge on an ongoing basis to
keep you fresh and current.” –LBGTQ, 59, Professional Services
“I think that you know, it’s hard being an entrepreneur at any age. I just think that the older you get, you have
to decide what your priorities are and be a little bit more concise. . . .You have to decide what is your long-term
goal, and the real reason why you’re in business. And you know, decide what it is that you want to get out of it.
–African American, 62, Restaurant/Catering

What Advice Would They Give Other Entrepreneurs?
To conclude the interviews, participants were asked what advice they would give someone who wanted to start a business,
and whether they would choose to own a small business if they had the opportunity to do it again.
•

Most participants said that they would encourage someone to open their own business, as long as they have done 		
their homework. This homework included developing a business plan, and answering key questions about their 		
value proposition, potential demand, target customers, competition, and required resources.
“I would say what is your passion? What do you wake up thinking about? What do you, what would you like to
have a purpose in making an impact? And then, what resources do you need to make that happen? Take the
risk.” –Veteran, 73, Retail/Production/Other
I think you have to want to do it and you have to want to do it for the right reasons, because you really want
to build something, even if it's just you as a freelancer. And I think you have to be all in. I think you can't be a
dilettante about it. I think you'd have to be all in with the concept of, ‘I want to make this how I'm going to earn
a living,’ whether you build a business with a brand or not. It has to be something you're going towards rather
than anything you’re running from.” –LBGTQ, 53, Professional Services
“Would you go into a swimming pool without knowing how deep it is? Would you find out the depth as you walk
through the swimming pool?” . . . Do your homework.” –Hispanic, 54, Professional Services
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•

But participants also said they would warn an aspiring entrepreneur to be realistic about the challenges and 			
disappointments that a small business owner will face.
“I would tell them that they just need to be resilient and believe in themselves. If it’s something they truly want to
achieve, then go for it. But it’s not going to be easy. You have to have a headstrong mind and you have to prepare
for disappointment.” – Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 55, Restaurant/Catering

Would They Do It Again?
•

Overwhelmingly, participants said they would choose their path as an entrepreneur again. Not one participant said 		
that they wished they had not followed their path as a small business owner.
“I’m in control of my destiny. Currently, I work more today than I used to work as staff, but it does not bother
me because I know I have a plan, I’m going somewhere. . . I’m building something for tomorrow. And then I’m
helping other people more. . . I’m employing people. I’m putting people to work.” –African American, 53, Retail/
Production/Other
[Would you do it again?] “Absolutely. In a heartbeat.” –Asian American/Pacific Islander/Indian, 49, Restaurant/
Catering
“I'm glad I did it when I did it and yes, I love it. I can’t imagine doing anything else. I'm doing it until I retire, knock
wood, because I'm having a blast and I really like it.” –LBGTQ, 53, Professional Services
[Would you do it again?] “Boy, that’s a question I ask myself every day. And the answer is yes. Because I’ve had
the fortune of being in a number of different industries, meeting a number of different people, testing myself in
a number of different categories. Succeeding, failing, you know. I can’t imagine what would be different. Could I
have made more money somewhere else? Probably so, but I’m realizing that I did those things because they fit
my personality. So yes, I would do it again.” –Hispanic, 70, Professional Services
“Instead of starting at 40, I would start at 20. . . . It’s the most rewarding thing that you can also ever do.” –African
American, 54, Retail/Production/Other
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