


Return to Normal  
Better. 
Never before has our nation been in a position to 
fundamentally shift our economic landscape to one of 
opportunity and prosperity through the unwavering 
support of entrepreneurs, startups, and innovators from 
all walks of life.   

Now is that time. Now is that opportunity. We can’t afford 
to return to normal.  

We must aspire to...Return to Better.

The Return to Better Institute is an accomplished group 
of entrepreneurs, educators, ecosystem builders, and 
economic development professionals that have created 
a sustainable framework to help communities build 
and grow support for entrepreneurship and new 
business creation in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

By connecting traditional, top-down economic 
development approaches with the grassroots, bottom-
up, community-driven environments in which most 
entrepreneurs thrive, our goal is to help communities 
implement an end-to-end experience aimed at 
meeting ALL entrepreneurs, startups, and innovators 
at their point of need.

What is Return to Better?



The Data
Entrepreneurship has remained effectively flat for 20 years; in part because women, people of color, and 
rural residents lack equal access to the tools needed to start new businesses. However, companies less 
than five years are still the net job creators over the past 20 years. Imagine what would be possible if 
entrepreneurship became more accessible and equitable to ALL?



How Do You Identify?

Lifestyle Business Small Business High Growth



Education & Programming

Teaching entrepreneurship in the classroom can never fully prepare 
you for the real-life (and sometimes scary) journey of starting and 
scaling your own idea into a real business.


By offering targeted education and programming at the point of 
need, entrepreneurs, startups, and innovators become equipped 
with the knowledge and skills to navigate the present, rather than 
struggling to retain it for the future.

Service Providers

Entrepreneurs, startups, and innovators typically have to wear many 
hats in the early stages of turning their ideas into real businesses. 
Branding, marketing, legal, finance...the list goes on.


Through our carefully vetted pool of local service providers, we’re 
reducing that burden - making it easy to connect people and 
projects with resources that are strategically aligned; all through a 
collaborative and connected platform.

Innovation Fund*

The Return to Better Innovation Fund provides early-stage funding 
and resources to your community’s businesses navigating the 
journey between proof-of-concept and market validation.


Our role is to support companies with capital, programming, and 
connections as great ideas move from early development, to 
validation, to a minimum viable solution (MVS) with first paying 
customers.

Policy & Advocacy

In collaboration with America’s New Business Plan and the Right 
to Start movement, we’re working with local policymakers and 
elected officials to reduce the barriers that exist when starting a 
new business.


Through these actions, our hope is that entrepreneurs, startups 
and innovators can worry less about red tape and focus more on 
distilling their ideas and turning them into profitable businesses.

*50% of initial investments will be made 
to minority or women-owned ventures.

Program Components

https://www.startusupnow.org/
https://www.righttostart.org/
https://www.righttostart.org/


Entrepreneurship isn’t taught,  
it’s experienced.

While the principles and skills of business ownership and 
operation can be taught in a classroom, the true journey of 
entrepreneurship is one that must be experienced over time.


Additionally, many individuals seeking to start their own 
business have surpassed secondary education years and are 
often working a full-time job, raising a family, or struggling to 
survive from a recent layoff or other economic hardship.


That’s where Return to Better seeks to provide practical and 
meaningful educational programs to help entrepreneurs not 
only identify what kind of business they seek to become, but 
teach entrepreneurial principles in a nuts and bolts, no 
nonsense fashion.

Beyond the Basics (201): 
- Lifestyle Business


- Small Business


- High-Growth Startup

- Business Model


- Accounting


- Storytelling


- Legal


- eCommerce


- Branding


- Taxonomy


- Marketing


- Social Media


- Finance

The Basics (101):

Education



Resources Leveraged Smart Start Dashboard / CivicServ

Service Providers

• Finance


• Support


• Policy


• Markets


• Human Capital


• Infrastructure


• R&D


• Culture

Connecting people, 
projects, and resources.

Bringing It All Together.



The SolutionThe Challenge
Many mid-sized communities are falling behind their peer cities in firm 
innovation, job growth, and other early-stage ecosystem metrics. 
Additionally, there is a notable gap in early-stage capital 
opportunities available for entrepreneurs; especially minority and 
women-owned ventures. 

Many aspirational cities benefit from state and local government 
funding, corporate engagement, and private support which targets 
early-stage firm formation and job growth.


However, most communities lack large-scale government funding to 
support innovation and have no mechanism to bridge high potential 
companies from a proven concept through commercial viability. 


It is at this stage where a disproportionate number of companies 
entering the investment funnel see their development stall, or fail, due 
to a lack of capital.

A novel approach to creating a legacy.  
A new approach for your community.

*50% of initial investments will be made to 
minority or women-owned ventures.

Innovation Fund

Your Donation

R2B Innovation Fund

Early-Stage Ventures*



Entrepreneurship has remained effectively flat for 20 years, in part 
because women, people of color, and rural residents lack equal 
access to the tools needed to start new businesses.


Thanks to initiatives like America’s New Business Plan from the 
Kauffman Foundation and Victor Hwang’s Right to Start 
movement, more attention and focus has been given to 
addressing these disparities while entrepreneurship and new 
business creation are being prioritized more than ever before.


Through promotion of these initiatives and development of our 
own, the hope is that entrepreneurs, startups and innovators can 
worry less about red tape and focus more on distilling their ideas 
and turning them into profitable businesses.


Policy & Advocacy

Rebuilding Better

Both America’s New Business Plan and the Right to Start 
Movement provide bipartisan roadmaps and playbooks for policy 
makers to support entrepreneurship with policies and initiatives 
that support new jobs and help level the playing field for new and 
small businesses based on the following four components:

Policy Components

• Funding: Equal Access to the Right Kind of Capital Everywhere 


• Opportunity: A Level Playing Field and Less Red Tape


• Knowledge: The Know-How to Start a Business


• Support: The Ability for All to Take Risks

https://www.startusupnow.org/
https://www.righttostart.org/


Phase 3 
• Establishment and Tracking of Community Identified Metrics

• Problem & Opportunity Statement Definition by Local 

Industries*

• Coordination with Local and/or State Policymakers for two 

Town Halls

• Initial Setup of Innovation Fund Legal Structure & Local 

Advisory Panel*

• Facilitate Search Process for Full-Time Staff

• Research & Develop Entrepreneur Credential Program*

Additional Deliverables* 
• Social Media & Public Relations Strategy & Execution

• Content Creation (Photo / Video / Writing) As Needed

• Coworking / Makerspace Strategy

• Re-Skilling & Up-Skilling Workforce Program Strategy

• Exploration of Diversified Funding Streams

• Connections of Community Resources (Libraries, etc.)

* Indicates Optional Deliverables Based on Grant Funding

Phase 0 
• Identify and Apply for State & Federal Grant Opportunities

• Initial Setup & Licensing for SmartStart Dashboard

Phase 1 
• Baseline Measurement & Identification of Gaps in Current Ecosystem Through Surveys 

& Conversation

• Local Entrepreneurial & Innovation Ecosystem Mapping

• Creation of Local Working Group of Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Champions

• Development of Entrepreneurship Impact Statement in Partnership with Local 

Policymakers and Business Leaders

• Conduct Educational Sessions with Local Policymakers and Business Leaders

Phase 2 
• Program & Platform Launch for SmartStart Dashboard

• Identification, Screening & Selection of Local Service Providers & Entrepreneur Service 

Organizations

• Additional Education Sessions with Local Policymakers and Business Leaders*

• Deliver Entrepreneurial 101 Sessions

• Deliver Beyond the Basics Sessions Based on Entrepreneur Needs Assessment*

• Conduct 2 In-Person Networking Events (as allowed by local health guidelines)

Program Deliverables



Inspirational Communities

For Your Community
Connect: We must connect traditional, top-down economic development 
approaches with the grassroots, bottom-up, community-driven 
environments in which most entrepreneurs thrive. This happens at the 
intersection of individuals, organizations, and initiatives focused on a 
common goal.

‣ Muscatine, Iowa 

‣ Cedar Rapids, Iowa 

‣ Tulsa, Oklahoma 

‣ Madison, Wisconsin 

‣ Chattanooga, TN

“In order to prevail in today’s ever changing economy, we 
must treat our community like a startup. Taking calculated 
risks, but being willing to lead with boldness and courage 
to move into the future and not stay stuck in the past.”

-Jake Hamann

Amplify: The collective story that people tell themselves – and the rest of 
the world – powerfully shapes a community’s future. It frames what is 
possible. Our community must discuss, define, and disseminate its 
collective story, and in that process identify its unique strengths, 
resources, and opportunities. The best community stories are authentic 
and true.

Include: Entrepreneurs of all backgrounds, all kinds – are the front line of 
economic recovery and economic justice. To renew ourselves and our 
community’s economy, we must unleash the potential of our people as 
every person has the right to entrepreneurial opportunity which must be 
protected and nourished.

Program Goals



Jake Hamann 
jake@return2better.org


