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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

There is data documenting how the economy is 

improving; businesses are growing and adding more 

jobs.  The data also shows that growth is not 

impacting all segments of the economy.  In 
Hillsborough County, FL, minority businesses 

comprise almost 50% of the businesses.  They only 

contribute 5% to the economy.  How the Greater 

Tampa Chamber of Commerce researched the issue 

and identified a program to have an impact in this 

area of the economy is discussed in this article.  

Looking for best practices in the Chamber of 

Commerce industry the Greater Tampa Chamber of 

Commerce spent three years investigating the issues 

related to a lack of minority business growth, how to 

address the problem and crafting a program from the 
beginning was not a simple task.  There was concern 

about the environment and how it would be perceived 

in the community to engage in this topic when there 

was no previous activity for historical reference.  The 

result is a new program gaining support and having 

an impact on the community. 

 

II. INTRODUCTION 

 

The economic term, “A rising tide lifts all boats,” is 

credited for first being used by President John 

Kennedy in 1963.  He was announcing a sizeable 
public work spending project to build a dam and used 

the term to defend the politically unpopular project.  

His message to his critics was, by focusing on the 

macroeconomics, if everyone would benefit in the 

microeconomics and economic policy.  Kennedy’s 

speechwriter, Ted Sorensen admitted the phrase was 

not the President’s or his own.  He credited the 

regional chamber of commerce, the New England 

Council, for using the slogan: “A rising tide lifts all 

the boats.”  From that speech going forward, 

President Kennedy borrowed the slogan often.   
 

It was a different economic time in the early 1960s, 

and the economy has changed significantly over the 

past 50 plus years.  The advancements in technology 

has re-defined the economy and how threats and 

opportunities are responded to and how people react 

to economic change.  Globalization has continued to 

make the world a smaller place to conduct business as 

commerce knows no borders. 
 

Along the same thought process, “the new economy” 

has become an informal descriptor for industries that 

are considered high technology or state of the art 

technology.  This economy operates and moves in an 

electronic format rather than by in-person interaction.  

Commerce flows freely 24 hours a day.  If a store is 

out of the item desired, or the store has closed, a 

shopper can order it online and have it tomorrow at 

their doorstep.  However, research shows that 

between 23%-28% of the U.S. urban population does 
not have access to the internet.  According to Rani 

Molla, Data Editor for the website Recode.net, more 

than 60 million urban Americans do not have access 

to or cannot afford broadband internet access.  

Participation in the new economy is particularly 

tricky for these Americans.  The tide may be rising as 

the economy grows, but many people are left high 

and dry and not experiencing the rising tide.  Tampa 

Bay is no exception to this widening economic gap.  

The economic divide is being experienced and has 

been documented.  The economy is not impacting the 

entire community, and there is a need to identify 
strategies for a more inclusive economy.   

 

III. THE CASE 

 

The Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce’s 

(GTCC) mission statement, “To serve our members 

and enhance our community by building business 

success” has led to an increased interest to impact the 

community.  In 2015, there was no indication of the 

GTCC board of directors wanting to change the 

statement in place for the past 11 years.  However, 
there was a problem.  “…enhance our community…”.  

What was the Chamber doing to enhance the 

community beyond the general membership of the 
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Chamber?  This question kept being repeated in the 

Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce, President, 
and CEO thoughts.  What is the organization doing to 

have an economic impact beyond the membership? 

What are we doing that helps in this area?  There was 

no identifiable program or initiative at the Greater 

Tampa Chamber of Commerce that was explicitly 

focused on the community outside the membership.  

The voidof a program on this topic was having an 

impact on the Chamber and the community.  The 

Chamber had several successful programs in place 

focused on business success.  There were programs 

for small businesses, women in business, young 

professionals, leadership development, and military, 
to name a few.   

 

The element missing from the Chamber’s plan was an 

activity to impact the community.  One of the critical 

elements in the Chamber’s “Vision 2026” 10-year 

vision plan, is a new Minority Business Accelerator 

that has been three years in development.  The 

Chamber also identified a need to diversify the 

general membership to reflect the community.  

However, how to do this in an impactful way was the 

question.  Tampa and Hillsborough County has been 
a diverse community for generations.  There was a 

desire to make that diversity a more prominent part of 

the Chamber identity.  The organization had tracked 

the board, executive committee, and leadership line 

census data for over a decade.  Tracking the 

membership was a more complicated issue.  Census 

information on the membership is voluntary.  

Members are not required to provide the census 

information the Chamber sought to document for 

demographic and strategic growth purposes.  The 

membership would need to participate in the efforts 

to gather this information if there was going to be a 
plan with measurements associated with it.  It would 

be challenging to develop a plan for improvement if 

there was no data on the status.  To the best of the 

Chamber staff’s knowledge, only one percent of the 

chamber membership self-identified as Black and one 

percent self-identified as Hispanic. 

 

The consensus of the board was that this was a result 

of underreporting.  However, there was additional 

agreement that there was still a lack of diversity in the 

membership.  The GTCC has a large Board of 
Directors with more diversity.  In 2015, the board 

was 75% White, 10% Hispanic and 12% Black.  The 

GTCC Vision2026 Plan calls for a membership that 

represents Hillsborough County by the end of 2026.  

The Chamber does not match the county now, but the 

board is closer to reflecting the County.  Hillsborough 

County’s diversity is 50.8% White, 27% Hispanic, 

15.5% Black, and 6.2% other.    

 

Toward a goal of a more diverse organization, the 

GTCC began researching how to engage the entire 

business community and be a more diverse 

organization.  Before the Chamber can enter this area 

of service, they needed to know the current 
environment of efforts to diversify the business 

community andwhat worked and did not work.  

Additionally, what Chambers across the country are 

doing this type ofwork and how who is standing out 

with more success?  What should the Chamber avoid 

doing?  Starting wrong could lead to more problems 

than solutions.  Getting the Chamber leadership 

supportive and involved would require extensive 

communication.  Engaging the community to 

participate in the program would also take aggressive 

communication. 

 
Staff recommended the Chamber hire a consultant to 

conduct a study of the economic status by race in 

Tampa and Hillsborough County to determine the 

areas needing assistance.  The Executive Committee 

declined the first request for funding to conduct a 

study on the business status in Hillsborough County. 

 

Minority Representation 2017 

The reason was that there were other business issues 

specifically related to the Chamber that should be 

focused on first.  Most of the items were internal and 
organizationally focused.  Staff had a focus external 

to the organization. 

 

 
 
A search for programs to assist minority businesses 

produced many programs that had little results.  

There are non-governmental programs available to 

Hillsborough County Government, Greater Tampa 

Chamber of Commerce. minority businesses.  The 

GTCC is a member of the Association of Chamber of 

Commerce Executives (ACCE) an international 

association of Chambers of Commerce primarily 

from North America.  There are a smaller number of 

chambers of commerce members from Europe and 

South America. 

 
The Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce decided 

to get more engaged in the local economy by working 

to develop a plan to connect to the community.  The 

Chamber wanted to see a more diverse organization 

and knew the GTCC needed to change how it 

operated if it was going to attract more diverse 

members.  Staff continued to socialize with the 

volunteers the idea of a study being conducted to 

serve as a baseline for a diversity plan. 
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In 2015 the Chamber was in the third year of their 

three-year strategic plan.  The process of developing 
the next plan would be this year.  The decision was 

made to stretch the organization by having the 

Chamber write a ten-year vision plan rather than a 

three or five-year strategic plan.  The staff and 

volunteers started working on the Vivion2026 Plan.  

This plan resulted in the establishment of three main 

pillars for the organization that was based on a solid 

foundation of organizational excellence.  The pillars 

selected were: Catalyst, Hub for Business, and 

Inclusive Organization.  The board strongly 

supported being a more inclusive organization and 

placed that pillar in the center of the plan graphic to 
emphasize the effort.  

 

Achieving the goal of a more inclusive organization 

was not going to be an easy task.  The Chamber did 

not reflect the community when analyzed by 

ethnicity.  The organization had monitored the 

diversity of the Board of directors and the Executive 

Committee to represent the organization’s diversity.  

Working with a Board of Directors with 130 

members, the census was monitored each year.  There 

were several complications.  First, the membership 
was not diverse.  When the nominating committee 

met each year to select board nominees and Officers 

for the following year, it was too late to worry about 

diversity.  The nominating committee could only 

select from the membership of the organization.  If 

the Chamber wanted a different board and executive 

committee, the membership needed to be diverse.  

The focus on diversification needed to be before the 

nominating committee to the general recruitment of 

membership.  To accomplish this goal, it would 

require a proactive plan to engage the targeted 

community and show an interest in their success. 
 

The efforts to obtain data about the community 

proved to be complicated.  After searching 

throughout the community and through various 

agencies and services at the local, state and Federal 

level, the quantifiable data about the business 

community, broken down by ethnicity and analyzed 

for trends was not available.  Many organizations that 

had advice for the Chamber, but none had the data to 

back up their counsel. 

 
At one meeting with a local governmental advisory 

group, the Chamber CEO asked the group for data 

and any examples of the programs they 

recommended.  The group was quick to acknowledge 

that they had no documentation of plans, just 

experience from other cities they had lived in for 

previous jobs.  When asked for data, they 

acknowledged that they had none.  “How can you tell 

the elected officials where they need to go if you do 

not know where you are?”, Rohrlack asked.  The 

response was both surprising and disappointing.  The 

group stated that their information was all anecdotal, 

and they did not have statistics to support their 

recommendations. 
 

Upon reporting back to volunteer leadership, it was 

agreed that much more information than just 

anecdotal was needed.  Staff knew it was going to 

take investment by the Chamber to have quantifiable 

information to be able to develop a plan and a 

program to diversify the Chamber membership and 

support minority business.   

 

The Chamber recommended hiring a well-respected 

economist who had worked for former Florida 

Governor Jeb Bush’s administration leading 
economic development efforts.  The goal was to 

obtain quantifiable data on the local business 

community.  This information would show the 

current diversity and, as was desired by the Chamber, 

identify which ethnic segments of the business 

community needed the focused assistance.  The 

presumption by the Chamber was that the need would 

be in the Hispanic and Black community.   

 

The CEO reminded the Executive Committee of the 

need for the Chamber to be more diverse and how the 
membership was where the effort needed to be 

focused.  To develop a program focused on the 

community, it would require a study would need to be 

conducted providing a history and well as the current 

and future trends of the minority business community 

in Hillsborough County.  There was a robust 

discussion of the proposed expenditure.  The point 

was made that there are many universities in the 

Tampa Bay area.  Why not have a class work on a 

survey of the community?  The response was that the 

information needed was not a survey but an economic 

analysis to get a picture of the business community.  
Why not meet with the current minority members of 

the Chamber to get their input on the business 

environment?  That would be pre-mature.  Before 

engaging anyone in the community further on 

developing a plan, there was a need to identify what 

the data tells us about the current environment.  The 

minority membership would be needed for support 

and advice, but research needed to be conducted first.  

Was there a less expensive option for the study?  Yes, 

but the recommended company had the reputation 

that will establish support for any program the 
Chamber recommends when identifying who 

conducted our research.  After a lengthy discussion, 

the approval was given to engage the desired 

economic consultant to do the study for the Chamber.  

The Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce had 

discussed the minority assistance issue for 

approximately a year at this point. 

 

The results were shocking.  There was a problem in 

the market, and it was more significant than 

anticipated.  In Hillsborough County, the 

demographics showed a disparity that no organization 
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had identified previously.  In Hillsborough County, 

the demographic breakdown between minorities and 
non-minorities is nearly 1:1. Hispanics represent the 

largest segment of the minority population with 27%, 

followed by Blacks (17.7%) and the balance of Asian 

and “other” (4.7%) for 49.4% of the population.  The 

non-minority population represents 50.6% of 

Hillsborough County.   

 

Likewise, minorities own almost the same number of 

privately held companies as non-minorities in 

Hillsborough County.  Non-Minority ownership was 

50%, and minority companies are owned by 48%.  

2% are publicly traded companies.  However, when it 
comes to revenue, there is a significant disparity.  

Publicly traded companies contribute 67% of the 

revenue in Hillsborough County.  Non-minority 

companies contribute 28%.  The economic gap was 

worse for minority companies who in the aggregate 

only contribute only 5% of the revenue in the county.  

The minority community was not experiencing 

economic growth.  The rising tide is not impacting all 

boats in Hillsborough County.   

 

When this data was compared to the Chamber, less 
than 9% of the Chamber’s membership of 1,300 

businesses classified as a minority.  There was a 

widespread belief among the Executive Committee 

and Board that this was not acceptable and would 

take pro-active work to change. 

 

Based on the interviews over the phone and in person 

meetings with the Cincinnati USA Chamber and the 

Greenville Chamber of Commerce, The Greater 

Tampa Chamber of Commerce engaged a consultant 

to develop the analysis of the Tampa and 

Hillsborough County market.  The basis of the study 
conducted by Washington Economics Group (WEG) 

was U.S. Census Data gathered through the year 

2012, the latest full year of information available at 

the time.  Based on trends from the Census Bureau 

data survey comparing data from 2007 and 2015, 

WEG extrapolated estimates for 2015, when the study 

work was conducted and reported to the Chamber in 

early 2016.  Trends for the future were identified for 

planning purposes.  Basing their estimates on the 

IMPLAN model estimates, WEG factored direct 

effect, an indirect effect, and the induced effect in the 
data.  This data was used in the development of the 

Minority Business Accelerator program by the 

GTCC. The study identified that individuals involved 

in the operation of Minority-Owned Businesses in the 

Hillsborough County area had increased 36 percent 

from 2007-2012.  The trend estimates for 2015 are 

that there are slightly over 100,000 people involved 

in minority firms at the end of 2015 in Hillsborough 

County, Florida.  However, revenue has been 

sluggish.  The revenue growth had only been 8 

percent between 2007-2012.  This small amount of 

growth indicates that minority firms are small and are 

under significant pressure from larger companies in 

the market.  WEG projected a slight increase from 
2012 to 2015 with only a5% increase projected for 

this time.  The economic impact of minority 

businesses is not growing to match the number of 

minority business being created.  Minority businesses 

are growing in the market and are an increasing part 

of the community by number.  However, the 

economic significance of the market is modest. WEG 

recommended the GTCC take several steps to engage 

the minority community.  With the minority business 

community lacking in their economic impact, the 

Chamber can serve a significant role in the growth of 

minority businesses in Tampa and Hillsborough 
County. 

 

The U.S. Minority Business Development Agency 

(MBDA) has identified two significant areas of focus 

for the growth and revenue development for minority 

businesses.  The lack of access to financial capital for 

growth and the need to expand supplier relationships 

with larger entities in both the public and private 

sectors.  This need to network is a primary reason a 

Chamber of Commerce exists.  Helping minority 

businesses connect, and the network is a strength for 
the Chamber.   

 

This can be done with several activities.  The 

Chamber can act as a convener of networking 

meetings regularly between large businesses and 

minority businesses in specific industry categories 

where minority firms.  This connecting experience 

will help both industry sectors work on a critical area 

for their companies. 

 

IV. DISCUSSION 

 
The Chamber decided to take the minority business 

assistance program further than recommended by the 

WEG study and develop an in-depth emersion 

program for minority businesses to truly get them to 

be a part of the Chamber as they receive assistance to 

help their company grow.  A two-year curriculum 

was developed to work with the companies that 

would first pitch to a selection committee why they 

should be in the program and how they would best 

benefit from participating with the program.  Nine 

companies presented to fill four openings in the first 
cohort.  Qualifying companies would be required to 

be a Black or Hispanic owned and operated (greater 

than 51%).  The company needed to have a current 

business plan with well a defined growth strategy.  

The business planwould indicate that the company 

had some qualifications to be in existence.  The 

annual gross revenue threshold needed to be at least 

$500,000.  The program was not for start-up 

companies.  This level of sales allowed the chamber 

of commerce to be strategic with their efforts.  There 

were other programs in town to assist smaller revenue 

businesses.  The Chamber determined this was the 
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most impactful area they could be of service.  The 

final requirement was that the company to be 
headquartered in Tampa or Hillsborough County.  

The emphasis was a local impact, and the business 

needed to be local. The assistance the selected 

companies would receive had to be measurable.  The 

determination was made to have eight areas to 

monitor: 

 Revenue & Cash Flow 

 Introductions/Referrals 

 Proposals/Quotes submitted 

 Contracts Awarded 

 Part-time/Full-time employment 

 Partnerships developed 

 Debt/Equity Financing 

 Minority Business Certification 

 

These criteria were identified as the business growth 

focus points for the companies to succeed.  There was 

a debate on whether a company should be a certified 

minority vendor, per state of Florida requirements, 

for the company to be accepted.  The decision was 

made that a participant did not need to be certified 

before starting the program, but it would be required 
to obtain this status before the two years in the 

program was completed. 

 

The engagement with the companies would be 

concentrated in four specific business development 

areas.  The program would engage subject matter 

experts on business growth and strategies to discuss 

critical aspects of growing a business.  Each company 

would have an Advisor assigned to them to help them 

and build a personal relationship to be a sounding 

board as the company develops new skills and applies 

them to their business.  There will be a community 
liaison working with the business.  These contacts 

will serve as a “Chamber Buddy,” helping the 

members in the program navigate how to utilize the 

best being in the large Chamber of Commerce.  The 

stronger the network, the minority business builds 

during the two years in the program, will benefit their 

business well after the program. The last two areas of 

targeted focus are peer to peer guest strategist and 

pitch session training.  The guest strategists will assist 

the company working on the specific areas of their 

business that are a struggle to overcome.  The pitch 
sessions will help the companies learn how to present 

their company toa potential client or to build 

confidence that they can present well for issues such 

as that they are creditworthy for a loan or other 

business need.  This is a well-rounded program 

designed and customized for Tampa and 

Hillsborough County Businesses. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

The success of the Minority Business Accelerator at 

the Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce will be 

measured in future years.  How the members of the 

cohort each year succeed as a group and how they 
apply what they learn from working with the 

Chamber will determine the success or lack of 

success of the program.  How the Chamber can 

diversify from this experience will help the 

community understand that the Chamber is sincere 

about truly reflecting the community it serves.  The 

Board of Directors for the Chamber supports the 

program.  Continued support will be required for 

future years.  This success will help the program 

become part of the Chamber fabric.  While the 

specifics of this program will take time to measure 

results, there are already results in the community. 
 

This will be particularly important considering the 

skeptics when the program was announced in the 

community.  To recruit applicants for the program, 

the Chamber held information sessions at various 

locations.  At these meetings, the program was 

generally well received.  However, each meeting saw 

a small group of attendees vocally critical of the 

program.  There were challenges to the sincerity of 

the program and the Chamber’s efforts.  The history 

of the Chamber engaging all aspects of the 
community was not reliable.  Doubters wondered out 

loud if the Chamber truly meant it wanted to help the 

community or only to get headlines.  There were also 

challenges to the criteria.  Businesses that could not 

meet all the requirements to be in the program spoke 

up and were critical of the thresholds.  They wanted 

to know how the Chamber could set those 

requirements while identifying that the minority 

community was not experiencing economic gain in 

the economy.  With each comment, the Chamber 

responded that the set criteria were chosen because 

the research identified that was where a gap and the 
greatest need.  There were other programs in the 

community that could assist business who could not 

meet the criteria or greatly exceeded the criteria and 

needed specialized support. When discussing the 

program with the board, the CEO had initially 

pointed out and kept reminding them, that there 

would be critics on both sides of the issue.  This 

prediction proved to be accurate.  There were some 

elements in the community complaining that this was 

simply a minority set aside program and was 

somehow unfair to all businesses.  Conversely, there 
were elements in the community that believed this 

program was “window dressing” to look engaged, 

and the program would collapse in a few years.  They 

believed there was no need to support the program 

because it would be gone soon.  The message to both 

views was that the economy was not being 

segmented, but the goal was to enlarge the economy.  

The reality that the minority community was 

contributing only 5% to the local economy was a 

statement that almost half of the community has 

severe limits on their ability to do business with the 

rest of the community.   
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By empowering them with skills to be successful, the 

economy will see the benefit and grow for all.Beyond 
the Chamber of Commerce, new business leadership 

organizations had started to realize they also needed 

to become more diverse.  They learned about the 

MBA program and looked internal to see what they 

could do in this issue.  In response, they are offering 

every Chamber MBA Cohort member free admission 

to membership in their organization.  Developing 

active CEO’s who can grow a business can be 

beneficial to the entire community.  Additionally, 

another business organization is discussing how they 

also can diversify its membership.  The conversation 

is starting.  The chamber of commerce, after 
venturing into a new area of business development, 

was serving as the catalyst for the community to 

diversify the business. The community realizes that 

the need for proactive efforts to bring our community 

together are needed if all are to benefit from a 

stronger economy and for everyone to truly realize 

that the rising tide can impact all boats when every 

boat is given the opportunity to rise. 
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