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The Center for Rural Entrepreneurship is the focal point for energizing entrepreneurial communities 

where entrepreneurs can flourish. Created in 2001 with founding support from the Kauffman Foundation 

and the Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI), the Center is located jointly in Nebraska, North Carolina, 

and Missouri. The Center’s work to date has been to develop the knowledge base of effective practices 

and to share that knowledge through training and strategic engagement across rural America. Working 

with economic development practitioners and researchers, the Center conducts practice-driven research 

and evaluation that serves as the basis for developing insights into model practices and other learning. 

The Center is committed to connecting economic development practitioners and policy makers to the 

resources needed to energize entrepreneurs and implement entrepreneurship as a core economic 

development strategy. To learn more about the Center, visit www.energizingentrepreneurs.org.  

 

 

 

 
The Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI) functions as a national scientific research center, identifying 

and mobilizing teams of researchers and practitioners across the nation and internationally to 

investigate complex and emerging issues in rural and regional development.  Since its founding in 1990, 

RUPRI's mission has been to provide independent analysis and information on the challenges, needs, and 

opportunities facing rural places and people.  Its activities include research, policy analysis, outreach, and 

the development of decision support tools.  These are conducted through a small core team in Missouri 

and Washington DC, and through three centers, including the Center for Rural Entrepreneurship, and a 

number of joint initiatives and panels located across the United States.  RUPRI was created as a joint 

program of Iowa State University, the University of Missouri, and the University of Nebraska, and is now 

housed at the Harry S. Truman School of Public Affairs at the University of Missouri.  To learn more about 

RUPRI, visit www.rupri.org.  

 

 

About This Work 
This report was produced as part of the Center’s Research and Evaluation work. Through this work, we 

seek to understand and document effective practices that we can share with community and regional 

practitioners as well as local, state and national policy makers. This particular study was completed 

under contract with Northern Initiatives, as the final evaluation of a program-related investment made 

by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. This publication combines insights gained during an initial evaluation in 

fall 2007 and a follow-up evaluation completed in fall 2009. The follow-up interviews gave us a unique 

opportunity to witness the impact of changing economic conditions on this important regional economic 

development organization. We wish to thank the staff of Northern Initiatives (NI) for sharing the 

outcomes of their work over the past 12 years, particularly Dennis West, President. We also wish to 

thank the customers and partners of NI who agreed to be interviewed for this project, and who offered 

their honest insights into the evolution of NI and its important role in the Upper Peninsula region of 

Michigan.                         
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PREFACE 

 

In 1997, a defining event altered the course for Northern Initiatives, a regional economic 

development organization serving the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  The nonprofit 

received one of the first program related investments (PRIs) issued by the W.K. Kellogg 

Foundation.   Both organizations were exploring whether a significant injection of funds 

could lead toward higher production levels, greater achievement of mission, regional 

market reach, and long-term growth and sustainability. 
 

In 2007, Northern Initiatives (NI) asked the Center for Rural Entrepreneurship to 

conduct a comprehensive evaluation that tested the results of this exploration and 

reviewed the Kellogg PRI’s ten year history and impact.  What the research found was a 

remarkable success story and a solid model that could inform the work of others. In 

2009, NI asked the Center to complete an update to the original evaluation report, 

documenting the last two years in NI’s evolution. Our conclusion – NI is well positioned 

to be a vital part of the future of the Upper Peninsula. The strong base that was built, in 

part, with the support of the Kellogg PRI has helped NI through the tumultuous two 

years between 2007 and 2009. 

 

This case study combines the insights gleaned through the Center’s assessments in both 

2007 and 2009 to tell the story of the evolution of Northern Initiatives – a regional 

economic development organization that has played a critically important role in 

supporting enterprise development in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.1 By laying out the 

history of the organization, its development over time, and the challenges and 

opportunities it has faced, we hope to highlight lessons learned that are of value to 

other community and regional leaders who are undertaking similar efforts in their own 

unique parts of rural America.  

 

This publication begins with a discussion of history – the state of NI and the PRI tool in 

the late 1990s. We also lay out the goals and projected outcomes identified for the PRI. 

Section Two describes the past and current context within which NI operates. Section 

three presents the findings in terms of outcomes and sustainability, and in Section Four, 

lessons that can be drawn from the NI experience are highlighted. Finally, conclusions 

about the evolution of NI over this twelve year period and the challenges ahead for the 

organization are outlined in Section Five. 

                                                 
1
 The approach to the evaluation is described in Appendix I.  
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THE HISTORY 

 

The Northern Economic Initiatives Center (NEIC) was established on the campus of 

Northern Michigan University, Marquette, in 1985 with a mission to help the Upper 

Peninsula begin to take charge of its economic future. Born during a period of economic 

decline, NEIC was a Small Business Development Center and university department 

charged with finding and developing alternative economic opportunities to traditional 

resource extractive industries by assisting entrepreneurs and small business owners. In 

1992, a partnership between Northern Michigan University and the ShoreBank 

Corporation resulted in the evolution of NEIC into Northern Initiatives (NI), a 501(c)(3) 

corporation – a move that served to strengthen NI as a lending institution and broaden 

the organization’s mission to include transforming the region through consulting, 

training, and lending.   

 

From its inception in 1985 until its rebirth in 1992, NEIC was led by Richard Anderson, 

described as a visionary, innovative leader. NEIC was heavily reliant on grant funding 

and Anderson was skilled at identifying and securing the grants needed to maintain the 

organization. But in the mid-1990s, NI’s leadership and board recognized that in order 

for the organization to grow and achieve its mission, other resources needed to be 

generated to contribute toward operating expenses. Growing the loan fund was viewed 

as a viable option for creating an earned revenue stream. In 1999, NI received one of 

the first program related investments (PRIs) made by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation – a 

pivotal moment in the evolution of the organization. 

 

For NI at this time, growing the loan fund was not viewed as an end in itself. Rather, NI 

was mission driven – providing financing and technical assistance to businesses in the 

Upper Peninsula and sticking with those businesses to help them become successful. Yet 

at the time of their proposal to Kellogg, much of the loan fund capital had already been 

invested in Upper Peninsula businesses. In addition, the organization’s capacity to 

support its investments through technical assistance was highly dependent on grant 

funding. NI’s continued ability to achieve its mission depended in large part on the type 

of capital infusion that the Kellogg PRI represented. 

 

Prior to 1997, regional economic development organizations like NI were primarily 

dependent upon grant funding – from both foundations and the public sector – to 

support their activities. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, several large foundations 

pioneered Program Related Investments, an alternative tool to support grantees. PRIs 

were typically low cost loans or equity investments made by a foundation (or other 

grant making entity) to support the activities of grantees. PRIs helped the grantee 

organizations gain access to additional resources, develop a loan repayment history and 

attract private sector, e.g., bank, investment to support their mission. Program related 

investing was not widespread in the foundation community until the mid-1990s, when 

the use of this tool increased. According to a study of the PRI field, “Since 1995, mission  
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investments [PRIs] have enjoyed especially strong growth, with substantial increases in 

both the number of foundations participating and the dollars invested.”2  

 

The Kellogg Foundation used the PRI tool in the late 1990s in both Michigan and Maine 

to strengthen organizations that were supporting rural economic development. The PRI 

was, in some ways, an experiment for the foundation to see if investing in promising 

organizations could help improve performance, grow the organization and build toward 

sustainability. For the foundation and the recipient organizations, these PRIs provided 

new opportunities to achieve their respective missions. 

 

The choice by Kellogg to make a PRI in Northern Initiatives was based, in part, on the 

foundation’s commitment to building the Upper Peninsula economy and previous 

investments made in youth programs in the region. There was an understanding that 

you cannot have healthy young people without healthy families that can support 

themselves economically. In addition, there was a match between the foundation’s 

vision for the Upper Peninsula and NI’s mission as evidenced by NI’s goals for the PRI. 

The relationship with ShoreBank was also described as an influential factor in the PRI. 

 

Goals and Projected Outcomes of the PRI 

 

In a May 1997 letter to the Kellogg Foundation, former NI President Anderson outlined 

the following key objectives associated with the proposed PRI: 

 

� To foster entrepreneurial activity and provide needed services in the region – 

through loans made to start-up businesses and to other businesses that 

provided important services such as child care 

� To support value-added manufacturing – through loans made to businesses 

that were reinventing manufacturing in the region 

� To leverage bank financing – through loans that provided gap financing 

 

In addition to these broadly stated objectives, NI identified a number of specific benefits 

or outcomes that would be achieved through the PRI and the interest generated. These 

outcomes included: 

 

� More than 200 jobs associated with its borrowers 

� More participations with banking institutions that would invest $6 for every $1 

loaned by NI 

� More loans over $150,000 

� An additional $2 million in loan capital from other sources 

� Significant financing opportunities within the targeted Marquette and Alger 

counties 

                                                 
2
 Sarah Cooch and Mark Kramer, Compounding Impact: Mission Investing by US Foundations, FSG Social 

Impact Advisors, March 2007.   
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� Increased percent of operating expenses covered by earned income (up to 50%) 

 

While the evaluation assessed NI’s performance relative to these stated goals, it was 

designed also to describe how the organization, its staff and its role in the region 

evolved over time. The significance of the Kellogg PRI to NI goes far beyond the 

achievement of specific outcomes and speaks more broadly of the evolution of a 

regional economic development organization. 

 

THE PAST AND PRESENT ECONOMIC CONTEXT 

 

The capacity of any organization to achieve outcomes and impact depends to some 

extent on factors that are not subject to internal control. The context within which an 

organization operates can create both challenges and opportunities that affect 

performance and, ultimately, how others view its success. NI operates within a region 

that faced serious economic challenges over the decade of the Kellogg PRI and these 

challenges represented real constraints on the capacity of NI to grow and achieve its 

mission. This regional context, combined with the overall economic malaise in the 

country, continued to impact NI’s capacity to impact regional outcomes in the most 

recent period. In spite of this challenging context, the importance of NI as a resource to 

entrepreneurs and an economic development partner in the region was a recurring 

theme among those interviewed.  

 

The Past – A Changing Economic Context 

 

Entering the 1990s, the Upper Peninsula economy was beginning to change, forced to 

move away from the extractive industries that had characterized the region in the past. 

At this time, the mines were shedding both people and operations. The region 

continued to lag behind the rest of the state in terms of employment and income. A 

2001 presentation by the Michigan Department of Career Development Office of Labor 

Market Information showed that unemployment rates were consistently higher and 

wage rates consistently lower for the region compared to the state during the 1990s. 

And, population was growing slowly, with fewer young people and more retirees.3 Also 

during this period, Sawyer Air Force Base was closed, resulting in a loss of about 10,000 

people from Marquette County and the regional economy. 

 

The economic development pattern in the past had been one where resources, 

primarily minerals and timber, would leave the region in their raw state, with very little 

value added. There was recognition, however, that in order for the economy to move 

forward, the capacity to add value to these resources before they left the region needed 

                                                 
3
 Upper Peninsula of Michigan Economic Profile, Michigan Department of Career Development Office of 

Labor Market Information, 

http://www.upeda.org/images/UP%20Outlook%20Fall%202002.ppt#256,1,UPPER PENINSULA of 

Michigan.    
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to be encouraged and developed. This regional context presented an opportunity, born 

of necessity, for NI to provide the consulting, training, and financial resources to Upper 

Peninsula businesses in support of both its mission and the region’s overall economic 

growth and development. 

 

When the mines that comprised the base of the Upper Peninsula economy left the 

region, these industries left behind an ingrained community culture – where small 

towns were deliberately separated into rivals by the predominant companies at the 

time.  This mindset restricted entrepreneurial thinking and doing, especially if it meant 

crossing municipal borders.  Coupled with this mindset is the vastness of the Upper 

Peninsula, described as “isolated and insulated.” For NI, this geographic context 

presented a challenge – how to extend services and capacity throughout the region in 

an efficient way. Historically, NI’s loan volume was concentrated in the immediate 

vicinity of Marquette. While the PRI provided the means to support a wider lending 

mission, the regional context made accomplishing this mission more difficult. In 2007, NI 

had begun to gain the trust of small towns in the Upper Peninsula – not all of them, as 

Dennis West is quick to point out, but several.  It was a beginning, and part of what will 

fuel the next stage of NI’s growth as it graduates into other communities. 

 

The “isolation and insulation” of the region provided a potential benefit to NI in its work 

as a regional economic development leader. The lack of resources in the Upper 

Peninsula, and the lack of connection to and recognition by state policy makers, created 

an environment where regional organizations needed to work together to share 

resources and “get things done.” NI’s leadership in forming the Upper Peninsula 

Economic Development Alliance provided one example of how regional collaboration, 

born of necessity, helped NI contribute to expanding the economic horizons of the 

region. One of the key breakthroughs that NI had in the region was facilitating the 

involvement of most of the major banking institutions in its work, partnerships that 

were facilitated at least in part by the injection of Kellogg money.  In addition, NI has 

been attracting resources and attention to the Upper Peninsula by participating in many 

statewide collaborative efforts.   

  

One would think that the overall economic decline that afflicted the state of Michigan 

for several years leading up to 2007 would likewise affect the regional economy, 

creating additional challenges for NI. In fact, in 2007, the Upper Peninsula was faring 

better than the rest of the state in terms of employment, with the region on the verge 

of being “discovered.”  There was a mounting influx of middle to upper-middle class 

workers and retirees moving to the area for the good life at affordable prices.  NI was an 

influence in shaping some of that thought.  It looked outward, reduced an earlier 

perception that it was “Marquette-centric” and began to fulfill a destiny of reforming 

the area through thoughtful, sustainable development and tangible financial and 

technical assistance products and services.  
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The Present – A Context of Economic Crisis 

 

The 2008-2009 period was economically challenging for most parts of the country, but 

no state was as negatively affected as Michigan. In October 2009, the Michigan 

unemployment rate was the highest in the country – 15.1%, compared to 10% for the 

U.S. as a whole.4 The Upper Peninsula region exhibited some resistance to the economic 

turmoil experienced in the rest of the state. Never as dependent on the auto industry, 

the original 15 Upper Peninsula counties served by NI had, for the most part, lower 

unemployment rates than the state as a whole. However, as NI began to serve the 29 

counties of the upper Lower Peninsula, it moved into an area where 13 of those 

counties suffered higher rates of unemployment than the state.5 

 

Northern Initiatives Expanded Service Area 

 

 
 

 

But, unemployment tells only part of the story of this region. It is a region that has 

experienced population loss over the past decade – 14 of 15 counties in the Upper 

Peninsula and 13 of 29 counties in the upper lower region lost population from 2000 – 

                                                 
4
 Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, http://stats.bls.gov/eag/eag.mi.htm.  

5
 From U.S. Census data tracked by NI and shared throughout the region. 
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2008. Median household income for most counties in both regions is less than 90% of 

the state median. And, poverty rates tend to be higher for most counties. The lack of 

investment in human capital, evidenced by the relatively low percent of adults with 

college degrees as compared to the rest of the state, does not bode well for becoming 

competitive in an increasingly knowledge-based global economy. Statewide economic 

challenges make it unlikely that these demographic trends will turn around in the near 

future. 

 

While some of the region’s demographics are not new – indeed, NI has been dealing 

with these regional challenges since its beginnings – the overall economic crisis in 2008-

2009 created an environment that is presenting significant difficulties for all non-profit 

organizations, public entities and banking institutions as they try to help their business 

customers, small and large, weather the economic storm. The maps below point to the 

importance of these business entities in the region. Using proxies for entrepreneurship – 

nonfarm proprietors and microenterprises – the Upper Peninsula and upper lower 

regions served by NI showed levels of entrepreneurial activity above the national 

average in 2007. Considering employment associated with these proxies for 

entrepreneurship, nonfarm proprietor and microenterprise employment in the region 

were greater than the national average in most counties.  

 

Nonfarm Proprietors as a Percent of Total Nonfarm 

Employment, 2007

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Regional Economic Information System

Less than half of U.S. average (9.6%)

9.6% to U.S. average (19.1%)

19.2% to 38.2%

Nonfarm Proprietors as Percent of

Total Nonfarm Employment

More than twice U.S. average (38.2%)
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Microenterprise Employment as a Percent of Total 

Nonfarm Employment, 2007

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis , Regional Economic 

Information System and U.S. Census Bureau, Nonemployer 

Statistics and County Business Patterns

Less than half of U.S. average (9.0%)

9.1% to U.S. average (18.1%)

18.2% to 36.2%

Microenterprise Employment as Percent

of Total Nonfarm Employment

More than twice U.S. average (36.3%)

 
 

 

In terms of income, nonfarm proprietors’ income as a percent of total personal income 

was generally higher than the national average. However,  in keeping with the 

demographic data shared above, average income per proprietor in the region was less 

than the national average, suggesting that while entrepreneurial activity may be greater 

in the region, those business owners were earning less from their enterprises than 

people in the country overall. 

 

Nonfarm Proprietors Income as a Percent of Total 

Personal Income, 2007

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Regional Economic Information System

Less than half of U.S. average (4.3%)

4.4% to U.S. average (8.7%)

8.8% to 17.4%

Proprietors Income as Percent of

Total Personal Income

More than twice U.S. average (17.5%)
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Income Per Nonfarm Proprietor, 2007

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Regional Economic Information System

Less than half of U.S. average ($14,870)

$14,870 to U.S. average ($29,740)

$29,741 to $59,480

Income per Nonfarm Proprietor

More than twice U.S. average ($59,481)

 
 

Another aspect of the context within which NI operates relates to its two significant 

partners – Northern Michigan University (NMU) and ShoreBank.  NI continues to have a 

close and rewarding relationship with NMU, one of its original founders. NMU provides 

solid support and resources to NI, but the nature of that support has changed over time. 

NI occupies space on the NMU campus and benefits from students who work with 

customer businesses.  NI continues to partner with NMU on economic development 

strategies for the area, and is expanding its engagement with the university, for 

example, by working with NMU and the Marquette Food Coop on the development of 

hoop houses – a model for local food production.  However, the monetary support that 

NMU has provided to NI has diminished, and is likely to remain more limited into the 

future – a victim of the economic downturn experienced by the state. 

 

ShoreBank has been a great contributor of expertise and oversight to NI initiatives.  It 

was of direct assistance in attracting the PRI and, to this day, works closely with NI staff 

on deal-making and risk management, among many other areas.  The active 

involvement on the NI board of senior ShoreBank managers was described as being 

critically important to NI. Both the Shorebank and NMU partnerships reflect dynamic 

relationships that evolved in positive ways to help NI achieve new levels of growth and 

sustainability during the early period of the PRI, and are helping NI build toward 

sustainability coming out of the economic crisis of 2008-2009. 

 

OUTCOMES AND SUSTAINABILITY  

 

There are two important components of the story of NI’s evolution. One relates to how 

well the goals set forth for the Kellogg PRI were achieved. The other relates to how NI 

has been able to navigate the troubled economic waters of 2008-2009, building on the 

solid base established during the PRI period. With respect to the first component, it can 

be said that if indeed Kellogg’s goal was to invest in a promising organization and help 
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improve its performance and sustainability, then the outcomes at NI have 

overwhelmingly answered the call. Both quantitative and qualitative achievements 

demonstrate the realization of this goal. 

 

Quantitative outcomes achieved over the ten-year period of the PRI included: 

 

� 1,109 jobs created or retained by NI customers 

� Partnerships with 20 banks (compared to four in 1997), attracting $45 million in 

loan participations, and levering $5 in bank financing for each $1 invested by NI 

� Growth in loan pool capital from $3.4 million in 1997 to over $9.2 million, far 

exceeding expectations 

� Increase in loan volume by $17 million over ten years (from $6.8 million in 1997 

to $23.8 million in 2007), exceeding the goal of $1 million new loans per year 

� Increase in self-sufficiency ratio from 20% in 1997 to over 57% by mid 2007 

 

What charts and figures cannot always demonstrate are the impacts that frequently 

defy measurement, but are equally important in understanding the deeper effects of a 

major event like NI’s receipt of the Kellogg PRI.  Key qualitative outcomes included: 

 

� Being viewed as the “go to” resource for financing and technical assistance in the 

region 

� Cultivating a dynamic lending and technical assistance program that was 

responsible for making deals happen that otherwise would not 

� Becoming an acknowledged leader in regional and state economic development 

� Playing a leadership role in the national Community Development Financial 

Institutions field 

 

In terms of NI’s ability to deal with current economic challenges, one interviewee 

summarized the past two years very succinctly – “Northern Initiatives encountered a big 

storm and they have weathered it.” Anecdotal evidence from select customers suggests 

that their relationship with NI has helped them to weather this economic tempest as 

well. Among those interviewed, there was general consensus that the last two years 

have resulted in major changes in the organization and its performance, but that the 

organization has emerged with stronger staff competency, continued commitment to its 

mission, and a solid focus on its customers. 

 

Northern Initiatives’ work falls into three areas – lending, technical assistance and 

consulting, and regional strategies. Over the past two years, the organization has 

become more intentional about and focused on pursuing activities that primarily further 

the organization’s efforts in these three key areas. To get a true sense of Northern 

Initiatives as a regional economic development organization, it is most helpful to 

describe the evolution of its work in these three areas, both during the period of the PRI 

and over the last two years of economic crisis. 
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Northern Initiative’s Lending Program 

 

One of the clearest outcomes of the Kellogg PRI was that it allowed NI to create a more 

dynamic lending program – one that could be much more flexible than government-

ordained funds, and thus more capable of meeting their entrepreneurial market’s 

needs.  Driven by customer demand, NI financial products were shaped and sized to fit 

different types of borrowers, unlike the rules binding them in Small Business 

Administration (SBA) or U. S. Department of Agriculture programs. As one staffer cited, 

“We could get really creative with the terms” due to the PRI.  Another added that they 

felt the PRI gave them the ability to “just say yes” to deals that they formerly were 

unable to touch.  This flexibility created a groundswell of activity that was only limited 

by staff and customer’s imaginations, and prudent lending practice. 

 

In addition to increasing loan production by about 150% during the 10 years of the PRI, 

NI also diversified its product line in order to meet the changing needs of its evolving 

markets.  Financial products and services were developed to feed the demand for larger 

loans with respective terms, and to meet its changing markets.  NI entered into an era 

where over half of its customers were start-up companies requiring working capital as 

well as the ability to borrow from NI more than once.  Simultaneously, NI shifted to a 

more mixed portfolio, sometimes moving away from low income borrowers to ones 

who could support a larger deal and create more jobs for the area.   

 

Over the past two years, NI’s lending program has experienced a liquidity crisis not 

unlike many other community development financial institutions (see Figure 1). 

However, this crisis was ascribed to the overall economic downturn and its impact on 

their customers, and not to any deficit in NI’s underwriting or portfolio and financial 

management. Nor was it credited to the repayment of the Kellogg PRI, though the 

simultaneous removal of the investment at a time of generalized financial stress for the 

NI service community was unfortunate.   

Figure 1 
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Reduced cash within the NI financing programs was caused by a number of factors.  

First, NI customers with larger loans and more sophistication confronted the economic 

crisis by paying down their debt – a smart business move for them but one that resulted 

in decreased earned income for NI. At the same time, customers with less capacity who 

were clearly experiencing the stress of the nation’s financial fall-out skewed the NI loan 

portfolio into high risk mode as increasing numbers of loan losses and delinquencies 

occurred due to their inability to pay on time (see Figure 2).  The losses and late pays 

had the effect of reducing available capital to lend, further hampering NI in any efforts 

to increase its number of loans and its earning power. 

 

Figure 2 
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Overall, the past two years have seen a decline in lending, with total loans outstanding 

declining from $7.5 million at the end of 2007 to $5.9 million at the end of September 

2009. Significantly, new loans disbursed fell from an annual average of $2.4 million 

(1997-2007) to $1.4 million in 2009, and the number of loans closed fell from an annual 

average of 44 (1997-2007) to 23 by the end of October 2009. The organization saw 

fewer sub-debt applications – a function to some extent of changing conditions for their 

banking partners – and although application rates remained high, conversion rates were 

low.   

 

It is true, however, that out of turmoil often comes innovation. One emerging 

innovation at NI is a new micro lending strategy. Looking at data from the Edward Lowe 

Foundation’s website (www.youreconomy.org), it is clear that the Upper Peninsula has a 

predominance of Stage 1 (1-9 employees) businesses. NI staff and the Board see a need 

for micro lending to serve these businesses, but with a structure that allows NI to 

achieve a volume of lending without adding additional staff. Through their partnership 

with ShoreBank, NI staff participated in a field visit to ACCION Texas to explore the use 

of Microloan Management Services (MMS). MMS supports online applications, scoring 
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of the applications and underwriting of microloans. The NI staff has conducted due 

diligence on the model and raised funds to purchase the system and train staff and 

partners. If successful, this innovation will enable NI to reach a new set of loan 

customers in an efficient way. The result will be the deployment of increased amounts 

of loan capital overall in the form of many small loans which will effectively spread the 

risk and keep the portfolio healthier. 

 

The Kellogg PRI played an important role in three specific aspects of NI’s loan program – 

lending systems and staff capacity, partnering with banks, and expanding reach. The 

evolution of NI in these areas during the PRI period created a strong foundation from 

which to address recent economic challenges, as described below. 

 

Lending Systems and Staff Capacity. While NI staff worked on the due diligence to land 

the Kellogg PRI, according to one of the loan officers, they were forced to take a serious 

look at their lending activity and how they were conducting their business.  The 

organization had already begun to make some fundamental changes, but the PRI gave 

them “the legs” to more deliberately pursue the re-engineering of their financial 

program in regard to future years.  Part of re-inventing themselves meant that NI 

staffers took a good look at how they did business.  They found that they could be more 

systematic, and thus more efficient, in their work by developing various technological 

tools.  Making conscious decisions about adding loan management software and 

networking the entire office so that files could be immediately accessible no matter 

where a staff person was located resulted in much greater accuracy and efficacy for 

overall operations.  Some reduction in staff occurred during these iterative changes as 

the organization strived to control costs and produce services more effectively.    

 

NI looked as well at how they were conducting their lending business.  Many felt that 

their credit analysis and accountability were scalable – meaning that they could do 

much more, better, with the right tools and the right focus.  Building in the “virtual” 

capacity of ready electronic access to client files, resource information, and accounting 

suddenly made it a great deal easier to serve customers in an on-time manner.  At the 

same time, loan policies and procedures were under review to ensure that they were 

market-appropriate.  Finally, and critically, with the hands-on help of ShoreBank, NI 

developed a loan rating system that provided up-to-date risk management information 

on every loan in the portfolio.  With risk ratings at their fingertips, loan officers now 

graded loans with respect to the types and frequency of TA that borrowers needed or, 

in the rare case, took immediate action with borrowers who were struggling to meet 

payments. 

 

As a result of the significant overall changes in the lending program that accompanied 

the financial crisis of 2008-2009, the organization faced some tough decisions, driven by 

the need to reduce operating costs, including staff reductions. While these transitions 

were certainly painful for the organization, there was general consensus that staff 

changes resulted in an organization with stronger lending capacity than in the past. The 

new Vice President of Commercial Lending brought banking and analytical experience to 
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the staff. NI instituted new processes for writing up loans and devising loan 

modifications that brought additional accountability and some standardization of 

lending to the organization. The senior management team began to meet weekly and 

the Board finance committee monthly to monitor cash for lending and operations. The 

senior accountant created a scorecard that is shared with the Board quarterly to keep 

them updated on the status of such indicators as earned revenue, loans closed, and self 

sufficiency.    

 

Partnering with Banks. The certain knowledge and stability provided by the Kellogg 

funding enabled the team to build a solid lending program that positioned them to deal 

well with economic challenges.  More than one board member reflected that it assisted 

in “professionalizing the staff.” The increased level of professionalism within NI resulted 

in a greater level of trust developing between bankers and service providers and NI loan 

officers. As one banker noted in a 2007 interview, he “believes in the people”. 

 

NI worked hard within the region to establish strong working relationships with financial 

institutions and there was broad consensus that PRI funding was a direct and crucial 

influence in forming these successful partnerships.  Many added that more loans were 

completed in partnership with private financial institutions because of the PRI loan pool 

and that many, if not most of these deals would not have happened without the PRI 

backing or the partnerships. 

 

NI had an important asset to bring to the business deal table.  It could support the parts 

of a loan that were more tenuous for a regulated institution, and it also provided vital 

technical support to the businesses as they emerged and grew.  Beyond that, NI also 

served as a bridge between small firms, like many of the manufacturers in the area, and 

other partners, like banks or economic development resources.  The net effect was that 

businesses were connected with banks and resources that they might not have been 

able to reach on their own. 

 

For the partners, of course, there were other benefits as well.  The greatest impact was 

that they became involved with new customers, or new loan deals that reaped 

monetary benefits for their institutions, while giving them community or regional 

recognition for assisting in creating or supporting new and expanding businesses and 

additional jobs for the area. In addition, bankers noted that their partnership with NI 

exposed them to lending to manufacturers, a previously unexplored sector for most 

banks in the region. Given the importance of developing value-added manufacturing to 

the region’s long-term economic future, this expanded lending capacity on the part of 

banks was a valuable contribution from NI. 

 

While NI continues to partner with banks, the past two years have presented some 

roadblocks to these partnerships. The crisis among financial institutions has had some 

impact in the region. Over the 2008-2009 period, there was more competition between 

NI and banks as the banks sought to do more quality loans on their own, and often 

referred businesses to NI when the business was really struggling. New public policies, 
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such as the higher guarantee available through SBA, also created potential obstacles to 

collaboration. One common theme was that changing economic circumstances had a 

negative impact on NI’s ability to partner with banks in the same way they were doing 

before the financial crisis. However, there was a sense that the strong partnerships with 

some banking institutions would survive this period of crisis. 

 

Expanded Reach.  The additional capital provided by the Kellogg PRI contributed to the 

decision to extend NI services throughout the entire Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  The 

backing of Kellogg, and NI’s improved systems and reliability as a partner, aided the 

organization in gaining acceptance in a number of the smaller towns in the region.  A by-

product of the PRI was NI’s ability to start lending in some southern reaches of 

Michigan.  Overall, many of those interviewed suggested that Northern Initiatives now 

has much wider name recognition than it did prior to its PRI activities.  

 

Geography is only one means of describing the reach that NI attained since the Kellogg 

PRI. Perhaps a more important and apt descriptor of reach is how deeply NI has been 

able to realize its mission thanks to the PRI backing.  It was evident to staff, board 

members, partners, and customers interviewed that Northern Initiatives has been able 

to complete loan deals that simply would not have been done without its participation.  

This was especially true for some of NI’s larger deals – business customers whose 

expanded operations resulted in more employment and thereby, greater impact on the 

region.  Since Northern Initiatives’ mission is all about expanding economic opportunity, 

the extensiveness of its reach in terms of geography and purpose has indeed answered 

that call. There was strong consensus in 2009 that NI has retained a persistent focus on 

mission throughout this turbulent economic period. 

 

Northern Initiative’s Technical Assistance and Consulting Program 

 

Interestingly, customers did not always view their loan as the primary way NI assisted 

them.  As one client put it, the work with NI was a “learning experience as well as a 

lending experience.”  Customers cited NI’s technical assistance (TA) as a vital piece of 

their progress. Some of the activities that many found helpful were one-on-one 

counseling sessions to think through the “what ifs” of starting a business, while others 

with more established businesses liked the informal board process NI provided as a 

place to float ideas and gain feedback from the staff and other entrepreneurs.  NI 

customers spoke highly of the services they received from the organization.  They 

appreciated the on-time help, expert advice, and friendly delivery of services that 

enabled them to utilize NI as a trusted source in growing their businesses or sorting out 

challenges.  They expressed that one of NI’s strengths, that would help its long-term 

existence, is the distinctive ability of staff to build relationships. 

 

The Kellogg PRI and related Kellogg funding had an important impact on NI’s ability to 

provide quality TA. Staff was freed up to allocate technical assistance resources 

according to where the most benefit could be received and not because they were 
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supposed to spend a certain number of hours with each client.  For instance, NI staff 

intentionally decided to work with more serious start ups (versus aspiring 

entrepreneurs), resulting in fewer client touches, but a higher level of TA that ended in 

better results. 

 

The capacity building experienced at NI over the past 10 years also applied to the TA and 

consulting staff. They moved from a more conventional education or information mode 

to a higher level of consultative TA that connected their market with on-time resources 

and more sophisticated approaches to challenges.  They got better at pinpointing the 

level and frequency of TA needed by clients.  Some NI customers praised the 

rejuvenated consulting division of NI.  While not a direct result of the Kellogg PRI, it 

bears mentioning because NI’s quality consulting to entrepreneurs who are starting or 

growing small manufacturing businesses was cited several times.  And, while it was only 

beginning to happen, the expectation was that some TA/loan customers would be rolled 

over to NI’s consulting arm which is continually developing more expertise at advanced 

levels to deal with the increasing knowledge and business maturity of NI’s customers.   

 

A key concern for enterprise support organizations during any period of economic crisis 

is that while the TA and consulting needs of entrepreneurs and small business owners 

increase, their ability to pay for these services diminishes. Northern Initiatives TA and 

consulting work has faced exactly this conundrum over the past two years. The demand 

for subsidized TA, supported primarily with grant funds, has increased while consulting 

with manufacturing customers, mostly fee-based assistance, has declined. Operating 

grant opportunities have become increasingly scarce and much more competitive. At 

the same time, NI’s service area has expanded to include upper Lower Peninsula 

counties, creating TA delivery hurdles across a much broader geography. As a result, NI 

has had to be creative in meeting the needs of its customers in new ways. 

 

Three important innovations to TA and consulting were made by NI over the past two 

years. Each change was viewed very positively by staff, Board members, and customers 

alike. 

 

Use of Student Interns. Northern Initiatives has leveraged its strong partnership with 

NMU since 2007 by launching a program using student interns to expand NI’s technical 

assistance capacity without committing significant new resources. The interns are 

supervised by NI staff and provide support to staff on specific projects – credit analysis, 

e-commerce, web optimization, and policy development, for example. They serve one-

to-two-year terms with the organization, which allows time to work on substantive 

tasks, develop a strong commitment to the work, and gain real world work experience.  

The addition of the student interns was enthusiastically supported by staff and Board, 

not only for their work, but for the new energy they have brought to the NI office.  

 

Expanded Coaching Role. NI sees an opportunity to engage more intentionally with 

customers in a coaching role. Currently, some of the senior accountant’s time is being 

reprogrammed toward this function. NI hopes to use this new approach as a way to 
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engage with customers in a more in-depth conversation about the business, driven by a 

more thorough understanding of financials. If a business is willing to share financial 

statements and tax returns, which are analyzed by the student interns, NI staff will work 

with the entrepreneur to figure out changes that can improve the balance sheet and the 

profit and loss statement. For example, through this coaching role, NI staff identified 

excess inventory that was being carried by one entrepreneur – far above the industry 

average. Cutting inventory directly improved the business’ financials. In another 

example, one entrepreneur was unable to get bank financing because of “bad ratios” 

but he did not understand what ratios were. NI is using a tool called Profit Mastery to 

help build the customer’s financial skills and, ultimately, business performance. NI’s new 

approach, aided by access to student interns, will allow staff to build customer financial 

skills as an entry point for more significant coaching in the future. Internally, the benefit 

of a coaching technique is that staff capacity is being plumbed and put to effective use 

in ways untested before. 

 

Social Entrepreneurship Consulting. NI staff developed a new market for lean 

manufacturing and other strategic consulting by applying those services to social 

entrepreneurs – hospitals and government agencies primarily. For the most part, these 

services are fee-based and have generated over $100,000 in revenue to date. Staff sees 

an important demand by these organizations to build more efficient operations and is 

responding by developing expanded service offerings for this market.6 

 

Northern Initiative’s Regional Strategies 

 

One of the key observations from the 2007 interviews was that NI played an important 

leadership role in the region with respect to economic and sustainable business 

development.  The PRI provided the backing and the liberty for NI staff to become a 

quiet but powerful presence in the land.  In particular, Dennis West and some of NI’s 

board members served on a number of region- and state-wide boards focused on 

economic development where they brought neutral, apolitical perspectives, and the 

clout that comes from having and delivering resources in an effective manner.  Some of 

this involvement has led to doing the “deals that couldn’t be done.”  

 

NI continues to work on state policy issues as they relate to the Upper Peninsula region. 

The backing of Kellogg and ShoreBank has been vital to providing NI with a seat at the 

statewide economic development table, though much work remains. In addition, the 

decision to move “below the bridge” and Dennis West’s visibility within the state 

economic development community have positioned NI to have greater influence on 

state policy in the future.  

 

While NI has always given explicit focus to sectors important to the Upper Peninsula 

economy, such as wood and timber products, NI has a strong regional presence as a key 

partner in sustainable nature-based and cultural tourism in the region, specifically the 

                                                 
6
 As a result of some staffing changes, this type of consulting has been put on hold by NI.  
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Great Waters project in the eastern end of the region.  The Great Waters project, a 

collaborative focused on building the nature tourism industry in a five-county area, is 

guided by NI’s triple bottom line – sustaining natural resources, building the spirit of 

entrepreneurship, and focusing on economically-distressed communities. NI’s role has 

been to work and partner with a large number of organizations in the region, and to 

help secure funding to support the initiative. The key challenge is connecting regional 

strategies work to the other services provided by NI – lending and technical assistance. 

Staff sees the potential for making this connection as an opportunity for NI in the future. 

 

Beyond Michigan’s borders, NI has been a strong advocate for the CDFI industry and, in 

particular, has brought attention to the plight of rural towns and communities.  Dennis 

West’s leadership, among others, at the federal level has helped secure more resources 

for the CDFI industry. NI was an early participant and advocate for the CDFI Assessment 

and Rating System (CARS). This tool provides a third-party analysis of community 

development financial institutions that aids investors and donors in their investment 

decision making.  

 

The Kellogg PRI and the organizational growth it enabled helped NI build a strong 

reputation as a leader and important player in regional economic development. For the 

most part, this leadership position has not changed. Words used to describe NI provide 

acknowledgement of the organization’s role – competent, professional, above politics, 

respected, known for more than lending, focused on the business. Yet, interviewees 

acknowledged that internal changes and pressures have forced NI to look inward at 

times. And, the decline in manufacturing across the region and state has changed NI’s 

role to some extent, making the organization less focused on serving manufacturing 

customers and more focused on the broader business community.  

 

Sustainability 

 

Senior leadership at Northern Initiatives adopted the notion early on in the PRI phase 

that growing assets and net assets, and continuing to massage their earning power for 

the organization, would be essential to NI’s growth.  Staff expressed that one of the 

biggest impacts that the PRI had was that it put them on a “more promising path to 

sustainability,” where they could create and predict revenue from year to year.  Having 

that facility afforded them the time to deliberately and accurately plan and implement 

their market approach and business strategy. In addition, because the PRI was an 

investment that must be repaid, NI, in its role as an intermediary, purposefully focused 

on conducting its business in ways that would lead to the organization’s sustainability. 

 

The dramatic increases in both net and total assets from 1997 to 2007 indicated that 

this approach worked.  Northern Initiatives was highly successful at reaching new levels 

of self-sufficiency (57.2%) that exceeded their original projections.  This level of 

sustainability was achieved through the diligent management of assets, and the 

meticulous attention to minimizing expenses.  Operating costs increased about 19% 
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over the 10 years of the PRI, compared with a 600% increase in net assets for the same 

time period.  In 2007, it was observed that such growth had positioned NI for its next 

stage because it offered a stable and sustainable base for operations, with a “margin for 

creativity”.   

 

One of the most direct impacts of the repayment of the Kellogg PRI over the past two 

years was on NI’s balance sheet (see Figure 3). NI struggled over the past two years to 

reduce nonperforming loans and increase outstanding loans, at a time when stronger 

businesses were hesitant to take on more debt and weaker businesses were struggling 

to repay existing loans. As a result, NI staff concluded that it was not possible to “earn 

your way back to sustainability” and reduced operating costs as described above. 

However, there is some recognition now that NI has cut costs as far as they can go and 

the focus going forward must be on raising revenues. To get back on a path toward 

greater self-sufficiency will require raising additional resources – an ongoing challenge 

for NI and most entrepreneurial development organizations across the country. 

 

Figure 3 
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There was strong recognition that the management team at NI was highly skilled and 

had responded appropriately to the environmental upheaval that it faced in 2008-2009. 

NI has a renewed focus on communication, both among staff and with the Board. At the 

same time, NI has been “doing more with less” – both in terms of human and financial 

capital. The chief concern is whether NI will have the capacity to respond to the 

opportunities that arise going forward.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

This look at Northern Initiatives over more than a decade, including the most significant 

economic crisis of the current generation, suggested three overarching lessons that can 

be useful to NI as it continues to evolve as a regional economic development actor in 
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the Upper Peninsula. These lessons also provide insights for other practitioners who are 

working to encourage regional economic development by training and financing 

entrepreneurs. 

 

Lesson #1 – The injection of capital through a PRI or other means can help 

an organization move onto a path of growth and build toward 

sustainability.  

 

The PRI enabled NI to achieve a level of growth and, thus, presence in the region that 

would have been difficult (perhaps impossible) to achieve without this investment. Key 

stakeholders suggest that NI is 2.5 times as big as it would have been without the 

Kellogg investment. This patient capital, along with funds to support technical assistance 

and operations, enabled NI to become proactive in the region rather than reactive. NI 

could seek out bank partners more aggressively because they had capital (and expertise) 

to bring to a deal. The PRI helped NI’s staff and partners in the region recognize that the 

loan fund could be viable, particularly as a tool for achieving sustainability. In essence, 

Kellogg’s belief in NI, as demonstrated through the PRI, helped NI move from a training-

led organization to one that was capital-led – where loan capital draws potential 

entrepreneurs to the organization so that financing and other services can be provided.  

 

NI’s growth also contributed to its expanded role as an economic development partner 

in the region. The growth of the loan fund opened up more opportunities for 

entrepreneurs in the region to access appropriate capital as they started and grew their 

businesses. As the loan fund grew, NI’s profile in the region was raised and the 

organization’s ability to move outward from Marquette and Alger counties increased. 

This growth enabled NI to have a true regional footprint and contributed to the decision 

to expand NI’s service area to the lower Upper Peninsula region “below the bridge.”  

 

The capital foundation that NI built from 1997 to 2007 provided stability from which the 

organization could respond to and survive the economic crisis of 2008-2009. While this 

period was painful for the organization, their ability to maintain a focus on mission while 

making the difficult adjustments needed to manage their way through this crisis was 

facilitated, at least in part, by the capital base and staff capacity that the Kellogg PRI 

enabled. 

 

For other practitioners, NI’s experience suggests that becoming a sustainable, capital-

led entrepreneurship development entity requires a capital base that allows the 

organization to be aggressive in marketing its loan products and services in its target 

area and to actively partner with other organizations, private and public, to package 

deals that meet the needs of entrepreneurs. Finding or generating flexible funds that 

can be used to meet both the capital and technical assistance needs of local business 

people should be a priority for organizations like NI. The success of Kellogg’s PRI in 

Northern Initiatives also serves to demonstrate the power of this model as one way that 
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foundations can contribute to the creation of sustainable regional economic 

development entities. 

 

Lesson #2 – Growth of an organization’s loan fund requires a 

commensurate increase in the skills of its staff and the sophistication of its 

management systems. 

 

As the loan fund grew, NI needed to implement new systems for managing the larger 

loan volume. The loan rating system and technological innovations implemented during 

this time enabled NI to become more efficient. As the volume of lending increased, the 

staff matured into more experienced lenders. The relationship with ShoreBank and its 

affiliates brought a new risk management system to NI that helped it deal effectively 

with the larger volume of loans that the Kellogg PRI enabled.  

 

While these changes are notable for the more sophisticated operation of NI during the 

decade of the PRI, continued growth of the fund is not without challenges. Regardless of 

the systems put into place, loan demand is still dependent to a large extent on the 

regional and broader economy. NI operated for more than a decade within a regional 

context that was challenging and, to some extent, proscribed the broader impacts NI 

could have on the region. More recently, the general economic malaise afflicting the 

global economy and, more specifically, Michigan, has elevated the importance of sound 

lending and management systems, while at the same time demonstrating that NI’s 

lending experience is conditioned upon the performance of the Upper Peninsula, state 

and national economies.  

 

What NI’s experience suggests for other organizations is that raising capital to grow a 

loan fund is only part of the challenge in building a sustainable organization capable of 

having an impact on a regional economy. The organization itself must evolve, instituting 

new management systems, building the skills of the staff and transforming the 

institution to reflect the new strategic direction that a larger loan fund makes possible. 

However, the transformation of the organization needs to be done with an eye toward 

the customer and how a larger, more strategically driven institution can continue to be 

mission driven and meet the needs of entrepreneurs in the region. 

 

Lesson #3 – As an organization evolves and grows, with more capital to 

lend, it must continually seek to find the right balance between providing 

capital and providing technical assistance to meet the needs of 

entrepreneurs in the region. 

 

While the banks and other regional organizations interviewed certainly identified NI’s 

increased capital and sophistication as important factors in their decision to partner 

with NI, more often it was the non-financial assistance that NI brought to a deal that 

made a difference. NI was described as the lender that “walks with you” —providing 
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intense follow up and counseling assistance to customers that bankers cannot. But, as 

loan volume increased from 1997 to 2007, the organization was challenged to connect 

the consulting side of NI with the lending function. Entrepreneurs expected that the 

loan officer who helped them give “birth” to their enterprise would be their “go to” 

person as issues arose in the future. This intensive hand holding with entrepreneurs was 

not always conducive to building efficiency and scale into the lending function. NI also 

struggled with providing assistance to those who were still very much in the idea or 

“thinking about it” stage of business start up versus those who were ready for financing 

– “capital ready” – to take the next step with their enterprise.  

 

More recently, the challenge has been to provide much needed technical assistance and 

consulting at a time when resources to cover the costs of that service have diminished. 

The ability of customers to foot the bill during an economic downturn is limited, but 

grant support is also constrained. NI will need to continue to be creative in finding 

workable solutions to this challenge. 

 

What this lesson suggests for both NI and other practitioners is that being a capital-led 

entrepreneurial support organization still requires an entrepreneur-centric approach. 

Active and strategic consideration of the technical assistance needs of entrepreneurs 

and how best to meet those needs either directly or in partnership with other 

organizations is equally if not more important to building a sustainable organization 

than increasing the size and effectiveness of a loan fund.  

 

CONCLUSIONS AND CHALLENGES AHEAD 

 

Returning to the region in 2009, a common theme emerged – optimism for the future. 

Regional leaders, entrepreneurs, and NI staff expressed confidence that the region 

would recover and be stronger in the future. Interviewees remarked on the strength 

and “toughness” of Upper Peninsula residents and that “we’ve been through tough 

times before”.  This sense of hope for a better tomorrow bodes well for the people and 

organizations of the region. 

 

NI is well positioned to be a vital part of the future of this region. The strong base that 

was built, in part, with the support of the Kellogg PRI has helped NI through the 

tumultuous past two years. The organization is leaner, but has stronger capacity to 

serve as a source of gap financing to the region’s entrepreneurs. They have identified a 

promising model to reach a new market of microentrepreneurs. Technical assistance 

resources have been enhanced by the innovative use of students. Regional lending staff 

capacity has increased and the prospects for growing the lending market “below the 

bridge” are promising. NI’s role as a leader and facilitator of regional economic 

development remains strong. 

 

NI’s experience, although painful at times, offers important lessons for similar 

organizations and for those who fund them. The ten-year PRI by the Kellogg Foundation 
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helped NI achieve the solid foundation that has served them well during this period of 

economic challenge. This long-term commitment of resources was essential to building 

both lending and organizational capacity that has proven sustainable over time. NI’s 

goal of keeping “rural Michigan a viable and valuable participant in the economy” – a 

long term, aspirational goal – must be matched by the willingness of those who support 

this important work to invest for the long term as well. 

 

While there was strong consensus that NI has weathered the worst and retained a 

persistent focus on mission, the future is not without challenges. The prospects for 

economic recovery for the region and the state remain tentative. While the region faces 

some resurgence in mining and potential opportunities with alternative energy, gains 

made in those sectors must be balanced against the image of the region as a 

recreational and tourist destination. The most critical issues and opportunities facing NI 

for the immediate future are not unlike those faced by other regional entrepreneurship 

development organizations and include: 

 

� Accessing resources – attracting loan and operating capital to support lending, 

subsidized technical assistance, and regional strategies 

� Tapping the micro market – using the ACCION Texas model to serve 

microentrepreneurs in the region in an efficient and effective manner 

� Expanding the geographic reach of technical assistance – building new models 

for efficiently delivering support services across a broader geography through 

partnerships like the student internship program with NMU 

� Maintaining leadership in regional economic development – balancing the need 

to move economic development in the region forward with the need to focus 

internally on sustainability and performance 

� Increasing visibility with small businesses and entrepreneurs – building brand 

awareness among smaller, non-manufacturing businesses as customers for both 

financing and technical assistance  

� Securing leadership for the future – developing succession plans for the 

inevitable transition of long-time Board members 
 

The past 12 years since the Kellogg PRI have been a journey toward sustainability for NI. 

During this building process, the organization has experienced numerous challenges and 

has evolved in ways that address those obstacles and move NI forward. While the 2008-

2009 economic crisis presents perhaps the most significant challenge the leadership and 

staff of NI have faced, it appears that the organization has fought through this tough 

period and is on the upswing. Success in returning to a path of sustainability is due, in 

part, to the solid foundation they have built over time. From this foundation, Northern 

Initiatives will continue to contribute its leadership and enterprise development 

resources to the regions it serves, promoting their future prosperity and resilience. 
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APPENDIX I 

EVALUATION METHOD 

 

The evaluation focused on five important areas that collectively describe the evolution 

of Northern Initiatives over the decade associated with the Kellogg PRI. These areas 

included: 

 

� Outcomes – Specific benefits or outcomes achieved by NI during the period of 

the PRI and how these outcomes compared to those projected by NI in 1997 

� Context – An understanding of how the changes in the region from 1997 to 2009 

impacted NI, creating both challenges and opportunities for the organization and 

the operation of the loan fund 

� Implementation – How the PRI was implemented by NI and the changes that 

occurred in the organization and its operation as a result  

� Lessons Learned – Lessons from NI’s experience that are useful internally as NI 

continues to build toward sustainability and externally by other regional 

economic development organizations that are focused on encouraging economic 

growth through entrepreneurship 

 

In order to fully address each of these areas, the evaluation team chose a two-part 

approach to the evaluation – (1) review of existing organizational data and (2) 

interviews with key informants, both inside and outside the organization. This approach 

was used for both the initial evaluation in 2007 and the update completed in 2009. 

 

Organizational Data 

 

The evaluation team began by reviewing documents provided by NI that related to (1) 

the history and background of NI, (2) the Kellogg PRI, and (3) the financial performance 

of the organization. Specific documents reviewed included: 

 

� Northern Initiatives Loan Policy 

� Audited and un-audited financial statements 

� Documents detailing historical loan fund operation and performance 

� Opportunity Finance Network  and CDFI surveys for NI 

� Specific correspondence related to the Kellogg PRI request 

� Early external evaluation reports on the Kellogg PRI 

 

The data gathered from these historical documents were vetted through staff interviews 

and updated as needed to reflect NI’s current operating situation. 
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Key Informant Interviews 

 

To supplement the data gathered through this document review, the evaluation team 

chose to interview key representatives from four groups associated with NI – staff, 

board members, customers, and partners representing regional organizations. Each of 

these groups offered insights into at least one of the focus areas identified above. In-

person interviews were conducted during a September 2007 visit to the Marquette, 

Michigan region; phone interviews were completed with individuals who were 

unavailable during the field visit or located some distance from the Marquette area. A 

return visit to the region in November 2009 was used to complete additional interviews.  
 

These personal interviews were a critically important part of this evaluation. While data 

tell part of the story of the impact of the PRI and the subsequent economic crisis on NI, 

these interviews provided much more detailed and nuanced insights into how the 

organization changed over time and what role the PRI played in that transformation. 

The evaluation team was also able to develop a better understanding of the region 

within which NI operates and how that context both helps and hinders NI’s operation 

and performance. Protocols were developed to guide the interviews with each of the 

four key groups; however, these interviews were designed to be flexible so that the 

team could identify unintended impacts and changes in NI during the period of the PRI 

and the later 2008-2009 period.   

 


