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Small businesses are the primary engines of job creation. 
They start small, but can grow into powerhouses that 
provide employment opportunities, family wealth 

and good for the community. But turning an idea into 
a successful business takes skill and outside help. The 
Milwaukee Business Journal recently assembled a panel of 
experts to discuss the nature of small business today and 
what small business owners should know when starting and 
nurturing a small business.

terms can be so aggressive that 
they are the antithesis of what a 
small business needs. You have to 
make sure you understand what 
you are getting into.  
BERNDT: It is important to 
step back and take a big-
picture look at why you need 
the capital and what you are 
trying to achieve. That will 
dictate where you should go to 
access capital. The traditional 
bank may be more attractive 
because you do not give up 
any ownership, however it may 
put more strain on your cash 
flow. Equity might be the right 
answer, but will they be a good 
partner? Business owners may 
be too eager to jump in and 

“A bank 
partnering 

with the Small 
Business 

Administration 
provides some of 
the longest, most 

patient capital 
that a small 

business can 
access.”

MARGARET FERENCE 
Huntington National Bank 

We understand the 
complexities faced  
by small businesses. 
With services spanning the entire continuum of a business lifecycle, 
Reinhart attorneys are committed to helping business owners 
accelerate growth, expand capabilities and protect assets. 

reinhartlaw.com · 414.298.1000
MILWAUKEE · MADISON · WAUKESHA · CHICAGO · ROCKFORD · MINNEAPOLIS · DENVER · PHOENIX

MODERATOR: LET’S START OUT 
WITH THE GENERAL MOOD 
OF SMALL BUSINESS TODAY. 
WHAT’S YOUR SENSE OF THE 
GENERAL ATTITUDE FOR 
RISK-TAKING AMONG SMALL 
BUSINESSES? WHICH WAY IS 
THE PENDULUM HEADED AND 
WHY?

DARCI MIDDAUGH: The general 
mood among our small business 
clients is pretty positive. The 
economy has been doing well 
and they want to invest in their 
businesses and their employees. 
But they are taking calculated 
risks. They’re keeping an eye on 
the economy and tariffs, and 
they are concerned about the 
labor shortage.  
MEGHAN SHANNON BERNDT: 
The economy is doing well and 
they’re seeing that in their own 
businesses as well. At the same 
time, there is a bit of uncertainty 
with the stock market volatility 
and the tariffs. 
MAGGIE FERENCE: Consumer 
confidence is high and consumer 
confidence is synonymous with 
business confidence when you 
are talking about small business. 
But the average small business 
is always looking down the hall 
and around the corner, as well as 
over their shoulder, and they are 
starting to hear noise about an 
economic softening. 

IS THE ECONOMY SOFTENING?

BERNDT: I think the economy 
is still really strong, but it’s the 
nature of a small business owner 
to have a healthy sense of 
skepticism. 

ARE THE SMALL BUSINESSES 
THAT ARE STARTING UP STILL 
MAKING THINGS OR ARE THEY 
MORE SERVICE-ORIENTED?

FERENCE: It’s both, but people 
are absolutely still making things. 
There are still a lot of tool and 
die shops and there are new 
ones popping up. There’s a lot 

happening with green energy 
technology.
MIDDAUGH: And you have the 
explosion in microbreweries and 
small companies making hand-
made furniture and more craft-
oriented businesses. The ability 
to market via social media has 
been very beneficial for them.  
FERENCE: And not just for 
marketing. Everyone looks at 
Amazon as a disrupter that 
is wiping out mom-and-pop 
businesses, but many of these 
small businesses are looking to 
Amazon for fulfillment. It has 
helped them to ship nationwide. 
Another thing we are seeing 
a lot of are franchises. With a 
franchise, you can be a small 
business owner but still have the 
support of a national entity for 
legal, for human resources and 
for marketing.  
BERNDT: The franchise model 
is an easy way to jump into 
a business, but it can be 
expensive and comes with a lot 
of restrictions. The franchisor is 
providing value – they have the 
business plan and the support, 
but you are automatically paying 
an upfront fee plus a royalty 
usually in the range of at least 
5 percent of your top line to the 
franchisor, which significantly 
cuts into your margins.     

ACCESS TO CAPITAL HAS 
PROBABLY NEVER BEEN 
EASIER. WHAT ARE SOME OF 
THE WAYS SMALL BUSINESSES 
CAN GET CAPITAL AND WHAT 
ARE THE ADVANTAGES AND 
DISADVANTAGES OF EACH?

FERENCE: There have absolutely 
never been more options for 
accessing capital. There are 
traditional banks. There are 
venture capital groups. There 
are fintech companies. There 
is crowd sourcing for startups. 
The danger in all of this is 
making sure you partner with 
the financial investor that can 
really help you grow. Some of 
the interest rates and payment 
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grab the first capital they can 
get without paying attention 
to the broader impact that it 
may have on their business. 
The companies that do have 
an easier time finding capital 
are the ones that have good 
fundamentals, a good grasp on 
their financial statements and a 
good business plan.
MIDDAUGH: Having good, 
strong and timely financial 
statements is critical. Make sure 
your financials are accurate and 
up-to-date so that when you 
have a need for capital, you’re 
prepared. Many of our clients do 
have a long-term relationship 
with their bank. That’s a good 
starting point for them, because 
the bank knows them and their 
business cycle.   We also like 
to be proactive in helping our 
clients plan and project their 
cash flow cycles.  
FERENCE: A bank partnering 
with the Small Business 
Administration provides some 
of the longest, most patient 
capital that a small business 
can access. That gives them the 
opportunity to live and grow 
off the organic cash flow of the 
company. It is a great vehicle 
for startups, acquisitions or 

“The companies 
that learn how 
to incorporate 
technology into 
their businesses 

on the front-
end are going to 
be ahead of the 
curve. The ones 
that don’t are 

either going to 
lag behind or not 

be around.”
MEGHAN SHANNON BERNDT  
Reinhart Boerner Van Deuren 

s.c.

ownership transitions. It also is 
a great vehicle for entities that 
don’t have a lot of collateral.  

HOW’S THE ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SPIRIT IN SOUTHEASTERN 
WISCONSIN? ARE WE SEEING 
MORE START-UPS? IF SO, ARE 
THEY IN ANY PARTICULAR 
INDUSTRY OR SERVICE AREA?

BERNDT: It’s strong, and it’s a 
combination of people making 
products or selling services. They 
are finding ways to translate 
their hobbies and passions into 
a business. One trend that I 
see is that younger people are 
starting businesses. And I give 
them a lot of credit. They can’t 
quite find that job that they are 
truly excited and passionate 
about, and so they’re taking the 
risk and starting a business on 
their own. 
MIDDAUGH: Life experience is 
so important to the younger 
generation. They want 
experiences and they want to 
make a difference. And if they 
can’t get that from their job, 
they go out and create the 
opportunities for themselves. 
FERENCE: Another thing that 
we are seeing, especially in this 
region, is expansion. People 
are moving their businesses 
to second and third locations. 
They are moving from a home-
based business to a storefront 
or purchasing the property that 
they have been leasing. They are 
taking it to the next level.
BERNDT: I think part of the 
growth in the emergence of 
small businesses is related to 
the many different forms the 
business can take.  For instance, 
you can be an online store, a 
pop-up shop or your traditional 
brick-and-mortar location to 
name a few. 

HOW IS TECHNOLOGY 
IMPACTING THE EASE OF 
STARTING AND GROWING A 
BUSINESS?

FERENCE: The first thing is the 
number of free resources that 
are easily accessible. There is 
a huge misconception that you 
have to pay for things like a 
business plan. There are local 
resources available through 
SCORE, which is run by the 
Small Business Administration. 
Accounting and law firms 
host small business financial 
education nights. Search the 
topic “starting a business” and 
see all the resources that are 
available. It’s amazing. 

MIDDAUGH: Technology in the 
area of accepting payments 
has greatly improved . It is easy 
to set up a Pay Pal account 
or get a Square reader so you 
can accept payments.    It is 
important to remember that 
while technology has made it 
easier to start a business, it 
is still important to establish 
relationships early on with your 
CPA, banker or attorney to 
make sure your business is set 
up properly, and that you have 
made the best entity choice for 
your long term success.
BERNDT: I don’t know if it is 
necessarily any easier to start 
a small business, but I think 
there are more tools available 
and they are readily accessible. 
I think technology is one thing 
that all companies are going 
to have to figure out no matter 
what they do. The companies 
that learn how to incorporate 
technology into their businesses 
on the front-end are going to 
be ahead of the curve. The ones 
that don’t are either going to lag 
behind or not be around.   At the 
same time, you also have to pay 
attention to the other side of 
technology – the cybersecurity 
risks, data protection and 
privacy concerns. There are 
significant risks there that have 
to be addressed. 
FERENCE: Information security, 
identity theft is a huge issue. 
One of the things we are 
continually educating people 
about are the differences in 
protections for consumers and 
for business entities. Many 
of the consumer protections 
that exist for credit cards and 
banking do not apply to a small 
business. It is important that you 
talk to attorneys, accountants, 
insurance agent and financial 
partner to make sure you 
actually have the protection you 
think you have. 

HOW IS SMALL BUSINESS 
BEING IMPACTED BY THE 
ABILITY TO FIND TALENT?   

MIDDAUGH: Business succession 
and talent development is 
something that we talk about 
all of the time. You always have 
to be assessing where to find 
the best talent, who your next 
leaders are and how you are 
developing them. If you do that 
development well, it will attract 
good talent because they will 
see the potential for a long-term 
growth path. As for attracting 
talent, companies are reaching 
out to younger ages – high 

For over 60 years it has been RitzHolman’s mission to serve clients and the 
community with passion, exceptional knowledge, and superior service that 
puts you �irst. Our dedicated team of Certi�ied Public Accountants creates value 
for businesses, nonpro�its, individuals, trusts and estates. We look beyond 
the numbers to underastand your world, uncovering new ways to help you 
improve your �inancial operations and generate results.

CONTACT US TODAY, WE WANT TO SERVE YOU!

RITZHOLMAN.COM

414.271.1451  I  330 E. Kilbourn Ave.  I  Suite 550  I  Milwaukee  

adding value to the community

         for over 60 years!
RitzHolmanCPAs
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school kids, for example – to 
show them the career options 
that are available and to get 
them interested earlier. 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE 
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES THE TAX 
REFORM ACT OF 2018 
PRESENTS FOR SMALL 
BUSINESSES? 

MIDDAUGH: One of the biggest 
opportunities with tax reform 
was the qualified business 
income deduction. Many of 
our clients are pass-through 
entities – partnerships, LLCs, S 
Corps and sole proprietorships. 
For those businesses, Congress 
wrote into the law a deduction 
equal to 20-percent  of their 
net business income. It’s subject 
to a whole lot of limitations 
and rules, some of which are 
still being clarified, but it has 
created many opportunities 
for planning. Another item 
is the Section 179 expensing 
election that lets you  expense 
up to $1 million in equipment in 
the first year, which is a great 
benefit.   Bonus depreciation  
has been expanded to include 
used assets and equipment, 
and is allowable up to 100% 
of the cost. There were also 
some challenges. For example, 
entertainment expenses are no 
longer deductible for Federal 
tax purposes, and there were 
some changes to taxing benefits 
like employer-paid parking. 

FOR SMALL BUSINESS, 
PARTICULARLY, HAS TAX 
REFORM BEEN A NET 
POSITIVE?

MIDDAUGH: For the most 
part. Some specified service  
businesses did not receive as 
large of a benefit as other  
businesses, but in general  
many  business owners saw a 
reduction in the overall tax on 
their business income. 

TALK ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE 
OF ADVISORY BOARDS AND 
OUTSIDE DIRECTORS IN 
HELPING COMPANIES ACHIEVE 
THEIR STRATEGIC GOALS AND 
ACCESS CAPITAL?

BERNDT: One of the major 
challenges of a small business is 
to remember to take the time to 
step back from the day-to-day 
and take a longer-term more 
strategic view. 
FERENCE: I agree. I think so 
many of the things that we’ve 

talked about is outside of the 
daily scope of many small 
business owners. They don’t 
have a staff accountant or 
CFO or lawyer on full retainer. 
They don’t have some of those 
advisors that can help them look 
beyond the day to day. They are 
too busy opening their shop in 
the morning and closing it at 
night – and calling it a successful 
day if they are in the black.   
BERNDT: Part of the problem 
in starting small businesses 
is that the business owners 
are the ones who have to 
make sure everything that 
needs to be done gets done, 
which sometimes means the 
business owners end up doing 
it themselves and they sort of 
become a jack-of-all-trades.  
The business also in a sense 
becomes the owners’ “baby” 
so it can be hard for them to 
give up control. One of my 
most successful clients was an 
entrepreneur who recognized 
early on what she was good at 
and what were areas that were 
outside her skill set.  She then 
found people who had that 
expertise and turned the reins 
over to them in those areas.  
FERENCE: That’s extremely 
important. You don’t want 
your neurosurgeon to be good 
at marketing or accounting. 
You want them to be good at 
neurosurgery. 
MIDDAUGH: Sometimes the 
business owner finds themselves 
in a  position where they are 
performing operational tasks 
that could be better handled by 
someone else. They lose a long-
time bookkeeper and decide 
to perform those functions  for 
a while, but then a few years 
later they are still doing it – even 
though it is not their passion 
or the best use of their talents 
and time. Advisory boards and 
outside professionals can help 
keep business owners focused 
on  higher-level strategic and 
business operation decisions.   
In a multi-generational, or 
family-owned business, they 
can help smooth out leadership 
and family dynamics as well as  
succession transitions.  
BERNDT: I agree. Whether you 
are just starting up or already 
established, take the time to 
put an advisory board in place. 
It does take time and it can be 
a challenge to find the right 
people, but my clients who have 
done it and have used their 
advisory boards have overall 
been more successful and have 
been more strategic in their 

approach to their businesses. An 
advisory board is not a fiduciary 
board. Fiduciary boards have 
duties to the shareholders and 
their decisions are binding.  
Advisory board do not have 
fiduciary duties and typically 
their decisions are truly advisory 
and not binding. That’s why an 
advisory board can be a win 
from both perspectives. You 
can find people willing to sit on 
the board because it does not 
have the risk that comes along 
with fiduciary duties and at the 
same time, the business owner 
can get the benefit of having 
independent advisors without 
potentially giving up decision-
making authority.  
MIDDAUGH: It does not need 
to be a large advisory board. 
It could be two or three trusted 
individuals that provide 
knowledge or skills your business 
needs.
FERENCE: You are getting 
mentorship, you are getting 
guidance, you are getting the 
experience that would otherwise 
be costly to the small business. 
MIDDAUGH: And for a start-
up business they can provide 
valuable connection within the 
community.

“It is important 
to remember that 
while technology 

has made it 
easier to start 
a business, it is 
still important 

to establish 
relationships 
early on with 

your CPA, banker 
or attorney.”

DARCI MIDDAUGH 
RitzHolman 
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When small businesses thrive, we all win.

We’re proud to be named the #1 SBA lender in the region1. But what really 
makes us happy is helping people start and grow their businesses in 
Wisconsin. Because we know when small businesses thrive, our communities 
thrive. So let’s get to work, together.

Visit huntington.com/WisconsinSBA to find a specialist.

¹ SBA loans subject to SBA eligibility. Huntington is the #1 SBA 7(a) lender in the number of loans in the region 

made up of Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Ohio, Michigan, West Virginia, Western Pennsylvania and Wisconsin. 

Source: U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) from October 1, 2008 to September 30, 2018.  

Member FDIC. ⬢®, Huntington® and ⬢ Huntington. Welcome.® are federally registered service marks of Huntington 

Bancshares Incorporated. ©2019 Huntington Bancshares Incorporated.


