Ken Yancey is CEO of SCORE, the Service Corps of Retired Executives, one of the the country’s best kept secrets. This 10,000-member volunteer organization is dedicated to advising, training, and mentoring small businesses nationwide. Yancey recently sat down with Steve Strauss to talk about what Yancey calls this "national treasure." Here is an edited transcript of that interview:
Strauss: Someone told me that SCORE is like a Peace Corps for entrepreneurs. Is that right? 
Yancey: I think that is a very good analogy. We are the premier volunteer organization in the country dedicated to helping small businesses succeed. Our volunteers are successful businessmen and women who offer their experience and expertise to not only help foster new businesses but also help existing businesses grow. And we have been doing this for millions of entrepreneurs since 1964 in conjunction with the Small Business Administration.

Q: So SCORE offers counseling sessions, is that right?
A: Counseling is a big part of what we do. We offer any small business confidential, free, one-on-one business counseling. These sessions usually take place in one of our 389 centers around the country. Although a counseling session may only last for a single meeting, we encourage our volunteers to create long-term relationships with the entrepreneurs they work with. 

Q: What is the cost to the small business owner?
A: Nothing.

Q: That is fairly remarkable. 
A: We think so.

Q: Do your counselors give general business advice? What if I was a restauranteur and needed help with my restaurant?
A: The assistance people get depends on their needs. We would hook a restauranteur up with one or more of our volunteers who had successful restaurant careers. Of course, we give general business advice as well. We often do that in our workshops.

Q: Workshops? 
A: SCORE offered 6,900 workshops and seminars last year. 137,000 people attended. Some are free, and those that are not are quite inexpensive – usually less than $50.

Q: I am sure the Internet has changed your business, as it has all businesses. Are there things you are able to do now that you didn't do before?
A: You bet. We now have 1,200 e-mail counselors at www.SCORE.org who offer fast, free, confidential business advice and solutions within 48 hours. By logging on to our "Ask SCORE" page, people can see a list of counselors, their areas of expertise, and can choose the counselor that best matches their business needs. The Web site also offers plenty of free business advice and tips.

Q: What about your full-time staff, what do they do?
A: SCORE only employs 14 people. Everything else is done by volunteers.

Q: That is also fairly amazing. These must dedicated volunteers.
A: They most certainly are. These are people who have run successful small businesses, or who worked in Fortune 500 companies, and want to share what they learned. The idea is to give back to the community. Eighty-five percent of our counselors stick around beyond the first year.

Q: And why do you stick around? 
A: I have been with SCORE since 1993, and have been its CEO since 2000. I love helping entrepreneurs. SCORE's motto is "our business is small business." I believe in that.

