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Project Overview

Sweet Auburn is one of the

nation's most historically

significant Black business

districts. Decades of

disinvestment, economic shifts,

and storefront vacancies

threatened both the economic

vitality and cultural identity of 

the corridor.

As investment returned to the neighborhood, community
leaders faced a critical question:

How might we support economic growth without losing
the businesses, culture, and community that make
Sweet Auburn unique?

At the same time, entrepreneurs faced a different
challenge. While funding and recommendations were
available, there was no structured system to move
entrepreneurs from problem identification to
implementation.

Role: Program Manager
Timeline: Jan 2022 - Dec 2023
Stakeholders: Entrepreneurs, Legacy Businesses,
Community Leaders, Sweet Auburn Works Board, 
Visitors & Customers
Partners: Sweet Auburn Works Inc., Main Street America,
Bank of America, SCAD SERVE

What began as a graduate school community design
project evolved into an award-winning economic
development initiative. As a graduate student at SCAD, I
partnered with Sweet Auburn Works Inc. to help local
entrepreneurs identify barriers to growth and uncover
opportunities for business development. 

After graduation, I was hired to lead the organization's
economic development efforts and transform those
insights into action. Over the next several years, I
designed and operationalized SPARK Innovation Lab, an
entrepreneur support ecosystem that connected small
businesses with funding, technical assistance, strategic
resources, and community support.

The Challenge

1

OVERVIEW & CHALLENGE



Building the 
Entreprenuer Journey
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RESEARCH & DISCOVERY

Understanding the
Ecosystem
Before designing SPARK Innovation Lab, I needed
to understand how the program fit within Sweet
Auburn’s broader revitalization strategy.

Sweet Auburn Works followed Main Street
America's four-point approach to revitalization:
organization, promotion, design, and economic
vitality. SPARK served as the organization's
economic development initiative.

Through workshops, stakeholder interviews, and
business assessments, I synthesized findings into a
framework that informed the design of the
entrepreneur support program and identified three
primary audience groups

Guiding Lights: Legacy Businesses &
Community Leaders
Fire Starters: Entrepreneurs & Future Business
Owners
Moths to Our Flame: Visitors & Community
Supporters

Through entrepreneur workshops, business
assessments, stakeholder interviews, and
strategic planning exercises, we uncovered a
critical gap in the existing support model.
Each entrepreneur required different forms of
support, but there was no consistent process
for assessing needs, allocating resources,
connecting service providers, or tracking
outcomes.

This insight became the foundation for SPARK
Innovation Lab and ultimately shaped the
entrepreneur journey I would later design.

See Appendix A for complete audience report

Main Street America provided the framework,
Bank of America funded the pilot, SCAD
SERVE helped identify business challenges,
and Sweet Auburn Works transformed those
insights into community action through SPARK
Innovation Lab.
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How might we create a repeatable support 
system that:

Adapts to different entrepreneur needs
Connects assessments to implementation
Allocates resources effectively
Measures outcomes over time

Solution Direction: Design a structured
entrepreneur journey that connects assessment,
resources, implementation, and outcomes.
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INSIGHTS & OPPOTUNITIES

Key Findings
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Every entrepreneur had different needs.

Businesses varied in maturity, resources,
operational readiness, and growth challenges.

Opportunity: Create a flexible support model that
adapts to different business needs.

Funding alone wasn't enough.

Many entrepreneurs requested financial support,
but deeper assessment often revealed operational,
marketing, or infrastructure issues.

Opportunity: Address root causes rather than
symptoms.

The biggest gap was implementation.

Recommendations existed. Funding existed. A
pathway between the two did not.

Opportunity: Design a repeatable entrepreneur
journey that connects assessment, resources,
implementation, and outcomes.

Co-creation workshop used to uncover 
entrepreneur needs, service gaps, and
barriers to program participation.

Insights from these workshops informed
recruitment campaigns designed to engage
emerging entrepreneurs and grow the SPARK
pipeline.



Designing the Entrepreneur
Support System

I designed a repeatable program journey that
guided participants through assessment, planning,
technical assistance, implementation, and outcome
measurement. The goal was to create a flexible
framework capable of supporting businesses at
different growth stages while ensuring resources
were aligned to validated needs.

The entrepreneur support model established a
shared process for entrepreneurs, consultants, and
program staff. It defined how participants entered
the program, how business challenges were
diagnosed, how resources were allocated, and
how progress was measured over time.

Application & Assessment: Evaluate business
readiness, goals, and support needs.

Diagnosis & Discovery: Identify root causes
through workshops, assessments, and strategic
planning activities.

Business Success Plan: Develop
recommendations, priorities, and
implementation pathways.

Implementation & Resource Allocation: Match
entrepreneurs with funding, technical
assistance, consultants, and retail
opportunities.

Measurement & Graduation: Track progress,
document outcomes, and prepare participants
for long-term sustainability.

Entrepreneur Journey
Milestones
Entrepreneur Journey
Milestones
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STRATEGY & SOLUTION

This early service
blueprint helped visualize
entrepreneur touchpoints,
decision points, resource
allocation pathways, and
success measures. It
became the foundation for
the operational framework
used to deliver consistent
support across
businesses with different
needs and growth stages.

See Appendix B for
complete artifact
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I began this work as a SCAD SERVE graduate student and continued as an
independent consultant after the engagement concluded. By leading
implementation and demonstrating the value of execution support, I
established an early proof of concept for the entrepreneur journey that
would later become the foundation of SPARK Innovation Lab.
See Appendix C for complete artifact

From Strategy to Execution:
Shealo Glo

As an emerging entrepreneur, Shannon Mitchell,
founder of Shealo Glo, had built a promising skincare
business rooted in natural ingredients and wellness.
While the products were well received, the business
faced challenges common to many early-stage
entrepreneurs: translating a strong vision into a
cohesive customer experience and scalable 
retail offering.

The Challenge: 
Following participation in the SCAD SERVE entrepreneur
program, recommendations and strategic direction
had been developed, but implementation remained a
challenge. Like many entrepreneurs in the ecosystem,
Shannon needed support turning ideas into tangible
business outcomes.

Key opportunities included:
Strengthening product differentiation
Improving packaging and shelf presence
Create a more cohesive brand experience
Increase understanding of product offerings
Preparing the business for retail growth

5

Led end-to-end implementation, directing merchandising, photography, customer
experience execution, and redesigning product packaging.
Scan to see Shealo Glo photoshoot BTS 
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This project validated the flexibility of the SPARK framework across
different business types and growth stages. While emerging entrepreneurs
often needed support bringing new ideas to life, legacy businesses needed
support reimagining established ones. Together, these projects
demonstrated that a structured entrepreneur journey could adapt to
distinct business needs while maintaining a consistent pathway from
assessment to implementation.

From Strategy to Revitalization:
Sweet Auburn Bread Co.

As one of Sweet Auburn's longest-standing
businesses, Sweet Auburn Bread Co. represented more
than a neighborhood bakery. It was a cultural landmark
and community gathering place with decades of history.
As investment returned to the neighborhood, the bakery
faced a common challenge among legacy businesses:
modernizing the customer experience while
preserving the identity and community trust that made
it a neighborhood institution.

The Challenge: 
The physical environment no longer reflected the
quality and legacy of the brand, operational
improvements were needed, and the customer
experience required revitalization. Like many legacy
businesses, the challenge was not creating something
new, but thoughtfully evolving without losing the
character that made it meaningful to the community.

Key opportunities included:
Modernizing the storefront experience
Improving customer flow and functionality
Strengthening brand presentation
Preserving the business's historic identity
Positioning the bakery for long-term sustainability

SPARK INNOVATION LAB SERVICE DESIGN  |  CASE STUDY

Led storefront revitalization from concept to implementation, coordinating budgets,
vendors, environmental design, stakeholder engagement, and experience improvements.
Scan to view project reflection featuring process highlights
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Program Outcomes 
& Impact
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IMPACT & REFLECTION

The revitalization of 

Sweet Auburn Bread Co.

received recognition from the

City of Atlanta and served as a

flagship example of the SPARK

model in action.

What began as a community revitalization initiative ultimately became a lesson in systems design. Whether
supporting an emerging entrepreneur launching a new venture or a legacy business reimagining an established one,
the challenge remained the same: helping people move from insight to action. SPARK proved that when research,
strategy, and implementation are connected through a thoughtful framework, meaningful change becomes
repeatable.

See Appendix D for the complete award submission.

What began as a pilot initiative evolved into a
repeatable entrepreneur support ecosystem. By
connecting assessment, planning, technical
assistance, implementation, and outcome
measurement, SPARK provided a structured
pathway for both emerging entrepreneurs and
legacy businesses.

The success of the initial cohort demonstrated
the viability of the model and helped attract
additional investment. Following the pilot, Truist
joined the initiative as a funding partner,
providing further validation of the program's
approach and community impact.

Most importantly, the framework proved
adaptable across different business types and
growth stages. Whether supporting emerging
entrepreneurs launching new ventures or legacy
businesses reimagining established ones, SPARK
provided a consistent process for moving from
identified challenges to implemented solutions.

Recognition

15+15+
Entrepreneurs Supported

5+5+
Businesses Incubated

55
Retail Storefronts Activated

$200k+$200k+
Funding Distributed

MultipleMultiple
Community Events & Entrepreneur Showcases
Including a visit from the Mayor on Small Biz Day
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APPENDIX A

Target Audience - Communications Plan
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APPENDIX B
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APPENDIX B
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APPENDIX C
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APPENDIX D
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Sweet Auburn Bread Co. - Before & After
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Sweet Auburn Bread Co. - Award Submission
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