
UT’sfull-timeMBAInnovation
andEntrepreneurshipprogramselects
ventureclientpartnerstoallowMBA
studentsto“walkinthefootsteps”of
entrepreneursandapplyclassroom
learningtoreal-worldbusiness
challenges.Arecentpartnerwasthe
KnoxvilleAreaUrbanLeague.

Theproject:TheKnoxvilleArea
UrbanLeaguerequestedsupport for
twoof itsclients,SmokyMountainDeli
andBlissHome,withtheexpectation
that thestudentswouldprovidethese
businesseswithanotherenabler for
theirsuccess.

Clients:ShermanJones,vicepresident,
KnoxvilleAreaUrbanLeague;Koudou
Broux, founder,SmokyMountainDeli;
ScottSchimmel,owner,BlissHome

Students: J.R.Hertwig,project
manager,andAmyL.Lambert,
collaboratingwithfacultyadviser,
GlennSwift.

“Wewerepleasedthatwecould
partnerUT’sMBAstudents— future
entrepreneursthemselves—withour
clientsaspartofourprogramtohelp
startandexpandbusinesses inthe
empowermentzone,” Jonessaid.

Client1:SmokyMountainDeli
isadelicatessen,gasstationand
conveniencestoreofferinganarrayof
signatureGreeksalads,gourmethot
dogs,sandwichesandweeklyspecials.

Theopportunity:SmokyMountain
DeliaskedtheMBAstudentsto
evaluateachangeinlocation,aswell
astohelpthembetterunderstandthe
deli’scustomers,customers’needs,and
revenueandprofitabilitysources.

Approach:Thestudentsevaluatedthe
deli’scurrentbusinessmodel,needsof
thebusiness,andplansforthefuture.
Theylookedatproformacashflows
ofthebusinessbeforeandaftertheir
proposedchangestothedeli’sbusiness
plan,andtheyevaluatedhowthese
changeswouldaffect thelong-term
viabilityof thebusiness.

“WorkingwithSmokyMountainDeli
helpedmeunderstandhowimportant it
is toplanandprojectcashflowstospot
problemsbeforetheybecomeareality,”
Hertwigsaid.“Anentrepreneurmust
dowhatever it takestofill inthegapsin
theirskill levelswhenforminganew
venture.”

Results:Thestudentsrecommended
toSmokyMountainDeliarevised
pricingstructure;newlocations
toconsiderwithinKnoxville’s
EmpowermentZone;waystocontrol
inventoryandcosts, suchasthrough
supplierconsolidationsandthrough
bettercontrolofmaintenanceand
repaircosts;arevisedproductmix(for
example,stopsellinggasoline);ways
toincreasecustomertraffic,suchas
byincreasingdeliseating;andwaysto
reducefixedcosts.

“Thestudentshelpedusbetter
understandourcashflow,revenue,
andmarginissues,”Brouxsaid.“They
helpedusbetterunderstandwhatdrives
oursuccess.Workingwiththestudents
hasbeenagreat,greatexperience.”

Client2:Asuccessfulbusinessof four
years,BlissHomeiscurrentlyoperating
intwolocationsonMarketSquare.

Theopportunity:BlissHomeaskedthe
MBAstudentstoanalyzethemarketing
impactofexpandingthebusinesstoa
larger locationandtorecommendbest
practicesforanintegratedmarketing
communicationsplan.

Approach:TheMBAteamdesigned
bothacustomer-valuesurveyandan
observationstudytobetterunderstand
thespendinghabitsofBlissHome’s
customers, todeterminetheeffect
ofastoreexpansiononsalesandto
evaluatetheimpactof itsMarketSquare
locationonattractingandretaining
customers.Theteamalsoresearched
industry-wideresponseratesforvarious
marketingtacticstobenchmarkbest
practices.

Keyfindings:Thekeyconclusions
of thesurveywerethat themajority
ofcustomersarevisitingBlissHome

becauseofthestore’spresenceon
MarketSquareandbecauseofreferrals
byfriendsorfamilymembers.Research
showedthata largestoreselectionis
importantbecausecustomerswant
toseeandtouchthefurniturebefore
buying.Theobservationsurvey
revealedthatabout12peoplevisit
BlissHomeperhour,approximately18
percentofvisitorsmakeapurchaseand
theaveragepurchasetotals$640.

Results:Baseduponitsdataanalysis,
theteammadethreerecommendations
toBlissHome:usemarketingresearch
tobetter identify, segmentandtarget
primecustomers; implementseveral
differentdirectandmassmarketing
programs;evaluateeachone’s
effectiveness indrivingcustomer
visitsandgeneratingrevenue; initiatea
formalreferralprogram;andconsider
expandingtoalarger locationon
MarketSquare.

“Thestudentswereabletoverify
ourtargetmarket,marketingstrategies
andconfirmthatourMarketSquare
locationwasappropriate,”Schimmel
said.“Thepacketof information
theMBAstudentsprovidedwillbe
incrediblyvaluablewhenwework
withfinancial institutionstodiscussa
potentialexpansion.”

Lambertsaidthestudents learned
more“aboutthechallengesthat
entrepreneursfacetryingtobalance
strategictaskswithday-to-day
operations.

“Thisprojectreinforcednotonly
theimportanceof listeningtoone’s
customersbutunderstandingthatan
entrepreneur’sassumptionsabout its
customersandbusinessmodelmay
differsignificantlyfromthat learned
throughresearchresultsandanalysis,”
Lambertsaid.
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Lisa Sorenson and Scott Schimmel, owners of Bliss and Bliss Home, worked with
UT MBA students to determine the feasibility of expanding its stores on Market
Square.
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