Q: Mr. Strauss: I teach a community college course on entrepreneurship and was especially interested in your column around the first of the year regarding the top trends in business. I was wondering if you might elaborate some more on where you see small business going. It seems to be changing a lot and I need to stay current. 

Brett

A: What if I was to tell you that Generation Y is poised to become maybe the most entrepreneurial generation ever? That rings true, right? OK, but what if I told you further that one reason Gen Y is so tolerant of risk is because – literally – they are used to playing video games where they can reboot and start over after failing? Now, that is fairly amazing.  
That juicy little insight was shared with me last week by the smart and affable Brad Smith, a Senior Vice President and General Manager at Intuit. You see, like you Brett, there are a lot of people out there who want and need to know where business is headed. So, while I am not a prognosticator by profession, fortunately some people are, and I sought some out. 

As Smith explained, Intuit, the giant software maker of such great programs as Quicken and QuickBooks, is one such company that needs to know where small business is headed because so many of their customers are in fact small businesses. So Intuit teamed up with The Institute of the Future (an independent, nonprofit research group) to identify significant trends in small business over the next decade. Their results are both fascinating and useful. 
First the fascinating stuff: 
Smith explained that their research found that one of the emerging major trends in small business is that very nature of who is, and will be, starting a business is changing radically. According to Intuit’s Future of Small Business Report, five groups are emerging as the new entrepreneurs:
1. Baby Boomers: While it used to be that retirees, well, retired, not so with m-m-m-my generation. It turns out that the fastest growing segment of new entrepreneurs are people aged 55 to 64. 
2. Generation Y: As indicated, this generation (born between 1978 and 2000) is technologically savvy, tolerant of risk, open to change, and highly independent. If you think that sounds like a recipe for entrepreneurship, you’re right.

3. The Mompraneur: According to Smith, one of the distinguishing characteristics of this group is that they succeed in large measure by working together. Whether it is online at website like iVillage or via book clubs or what have you, these women are a connected community.
4. Professional Women: “They are starting their own businesses as a way to break through the glass ceiling,” says Smith.

5. Immigrants: Intuit’s report found that 37% of small businesses in the United States conduct business internationally. One reason is that many new immigrants who start their own businesses here still have ties to their home country and therefore continue to do business with their old contacts.

Now the useful stuff:

When I asked Brad Smith what other entrepreneurs can learn from the study that can help them in their own businesses, he pointed to three things:

First, in the digital age, word of mouth is more important than ever. The reason is because in this era of the Internet, instantaneous communications, and viral networking, reputations can be made or broken in a second. Just ask Michael Richards. 

The good news is that this also can break in your favor. Using your online community to build your business and your word-of-mouth reputation is smart. Intuit’s Turbo Tax program, for example, has peer-to-peer networks built in so that when people have questions, members of the community can offer answers.
Second, work mobility continues to grow in importance. Smith says that 70% of small business have mobile employees now, so it is vital to give your employees the tools and flexibility they need to succeed. This means offering your staff flexible hours, and mobility tools like laptops and PDAs.

Finally, Smith notes that today, it is important to “enable employees to act as entrepreneurs.” This means giving them responsibility, freedom, a voice, and the chance to take a chance.
Today’s Tip: One last tidbit from the Report: Maybe not surprisingly, with all of these new entrepreneurs emerging, most of whom will never go near a business school, there will be a great need in the next decade for entrepreneurial education. Online especially, I say.
