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Curry Focuses on Economic Options for State's Micro-Enterprises

	She was named the Home-based Business Champion for 2005. 

Story by JoAnn C. Elmer 


CHARLESTON -- In Pam Curry's world, small-scale enterprise is big business. 

For the past 17 years, Curry has served as the executive director for the Center for Economic Options in Charleston. The non-profit agency offers assistance to small-scale businesses across the state. 

Under Curry's direction, the non-profit has grown from a woman-focused agency to one that represents more than 300 small-scale enterprises, owned by both men and women, throughout the state. This year, Curry and the Center for Economic Options have been named the Home-based Business Champion for West Virginia by the U.S. Small Business Administration. 

Curry graduated from Marshall University in 1970 with a business degree in marketing, a non-traditional degree for a woman at that time. 

"My father actually suggested I get a business degree. Most women studied to be teachers or home economics or things like that back then," the Kanawha County native said. "But I picked marketing. A lot of times, I was the only girl in the class. I didn't go into the field thinking it was non-traditional, but I found out pretty quickly." 

Upon graduation, Curry took a job with The Villager, a high-end retail shop in downtown Charleston. She eventually was named manager of the company's St. Albans store. She stayed there for a year, before taking a job as a social worker. 

Curry maintained a career in social work for more than 17 years, first at the local level then with the state. But by the late 1980s, she was ready for another change. The founding director of Women and Employment, a local advocacy group for woman-owned businesses, was retiring. 

"The position was advertised and I jumped at the chance to work for a non-profit," Curry said. 

She was named executive director in 1988. Five years later, the agency was renamed the Center for Economic Options. 

"A lot of people didn't understand what we did at the time," Curry said. "Because of the name, they didn't know if we were a women's group, an employment agency or something else. ... And our services have never been exclusively just for women." 

As director of the Center for Economic Options, Curry has been involved in creating a social enterprise program that serves rural entrepreneurs in West Virginia. Between 1992 and 1995, she directed the development and legal spin-off of Appalachian by Design, a knitwear-based enterprise that continues to operate today out of Lewisburg. 

By the late 1990s, the Center for Economic Options was organizing Money in the Mountains, a two-day conference designed to promote small-scale enterprise in West Virginia. To illustrate the importance of small businesses to mountain cultures, Curry recruited business representatives from other mountain cultures to discuss their experiences. The list included speakers from Nova Scotia, Wales and Ireland. 

As final plans were being laid for the conference, Curry was in the throes of another endeavor -- Showcase West Virginia, a store designed to market the state's artisans and "creative home-based businesses." 

In October 2000, Showcase West Virginia opened in the Charleston Town Center mall. The original plan called for the store to be open during the three-month holiday season. But the store's success kept it open for much longer than that. 

During the past four years, Showcase has grown from a seasonal shopping experience to a full-time store selling the products of more than 300 West Virginia artisans. 

Last year, the company launched a corporate gifts service called Promotions. And during the most recent holiday season, Showcase West Virginia went online at www.showcasewv.com. 

"When I left The Villager, I never thought I'd be back in retail," Curry said. "Even when I took the job here, I didn't think I'd be back someday making sure the window displays are just right. But I still pull from all the experiences I had years and years ago. When I worked at The Villager, doing the windows was a very big deal. People don't really talk like that anymore, but I still make a point of it at Showcase." 

Showcase West Virginia recently closed in the mall with plans to reopen downtown near the new Appalachian Power Park this summer. 

When the staff at the Center for Economic Options isn't managing Showcase or organizing an event to spotlight small enterprises, there's still plenty of work to be done. The non-profit also acts as an advocacy agency when it comes to public policy. 

"We just like to remind people that our economy is not just about the companies who employ hundreds of people," Curry said. "We mostly represent those companies that employ five people or less. These play an important role and we just try to keep them in the discussion." 
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