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Guide to Writing Your Personal Narrative 
 
As part of your Disadvantaged Business Enterprise (DBE) and/or Airport Concession 
Disadvantaged Business Enterprise (ACDBE) certification or renewal, each owner who seeks to 
qualify as socially and economically disadvantaged must submit a personal narrative 
describing their own experiences of disadvantage by a preponderance of the evidence based on 
individualized proof regarding specific instances of economic hardship, systemic barriers, and 
denied opportunities that impeded the owner's progress or success in education, employment, or 
business, including obtaining financing on terms available to similarly situated, non-
disadvantaged persons. This narrative should focus on you as an individual — not your business. A 
business with multiple owners must submit a personal narrative for each individual qualifying 
owner that contributes to reaching at least 51% ownership and control of the firm. This guide is 
designed to help you clearly describe your experiences using who, what, where, when, why, and 
how framework, ensuring your narrative is complete, factual, and easy to understand. 
 
Why this narrative is required 
 
As of October 3, 2025, new federal rules (Interim Final Rule, or IFR) from the U.S. Department of 
Transportation require all applicants to personally demonstrate social and economic 
disadvantage — even if they previously qualified based on race or gender under the DBE/ACDBE 
program. Under this rule, all applicants must clearly explain how their personal experiences show 
disadvantage based on their own individual experiences without the presumption of disadvantage 
being based solely on gender and race. 
 
The federal rule requires applicants to: 

• Provide specific, detailed, and fact-based examples of disadvantage that occurred, at 
any time, in American society. 

• Explain how those experiences created barriers in education, employment, or business 
opportunities. 

• Demonstrate that these barriers resulted in economic disadvantage (such as reduced 
access to financing, higher costs, or lost opportunities). 

• Avoid general or unsupported claims — statements must include concrete details (who, 
what, when, where, why, and how). 

• Focus on patterns of chronic and substantial disadvantage, not isolated or speculative 
incidents. 
 

This personal narrative allows reviewers to understand how your individual experiences have 
directly affected your ability to compete fairly in the marketplace. 
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Describe Your Individual Experiences of Social and Economic Disadvantage 
 
Your narrative should tell your personal story — not your business’s and demonstrate how your 
experiences have resulted in social and economic disadvantage over time. Include multiple 
examples where possible, focusing on the barriers you faced and how those barriers impacted 
your education, employment, or business success. 
 
Use the Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How framework for each example. 
 
Key Elements to Include: 

Element What to Include Example Guidance 
When When did the incident occur? 

Provide a specific timeframe 
(e.g., “Spring 2019,” “during 
my first year in business”). 
 

“In 2019, when I applied for a 
subcontracting opportunity 
with XYZ Construction…” 
 

Where Where did it occur? Identify 
the institution, organization, 
or setting. 
 

“At ABC University” or “During 
my employment at LMN 
Engineering in Hartford, 
Connecticut.” 
 

Who Who was involved? Identify 
the person(s) or organization 
responsible, if known. 
 

“My direct supervisor, John 
Doe” or “the loan officer at 
First Bank.” 
 

What What happened? Describe the 
action or event in detail. 
 

“I was told my company was 
‘too small’ to meet bonding 
requirements, even though 
another firm of similar size 
received approval.” 
 

Why Why do you believe you were 
treated unfairly or 
encountered a barrier? 
 

“After learning that two 
businesses with similar 
financials were approved, I 
believe the decision was not 
based on performance or 
capacity.” 
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How How did the incident affect 
your advancement or your 
business? 
 

“Because the loan was 
denied, I could not purchase 
equipment needed to perform 
on a public contract, delaying 
my company’s growth for two 
years.” 
 

 
What Constitutes ‘disadvantage’, Examples of The Types of Experiences You May Include 
 
1. Education or Training 

• Have you personally experienced barriers that limited your access to education, 
professional training, or certifications (for example, financial obstacles, exclusion, lack of 
mentorship, or bias)? 

• How did these barriers affect your ability to qualify for jobs, licenses, or business 
opportunities? 

 
2. Employment and Career Progression 

• Before owning your business, were you treated differently in hiring, pay, or promotions 
compared to others with similar qualifications? 

• Did you face exclusion from professional networks or leadership opportunities? 
• Were there recurring barriers that prevented advancement despite performance or 

experience? 
 
3. Business Ownership and Access to Opportunities 

• Since becoming a business owner, have you experienced denial or exclusion from 
contracts, partnerships, or procurement systems where others were accepted? 

• Have you faced unequal treatment by lenders, prime contractors, or procurement officials? 
• Were you excluded from informal business circles, supplier networks, or mentoring 

programs? 
 
4. Access to Financing or Capital 

• Describe barriers you have personally faced in obtaining business loans, bonding, or 
insurance on comparable terms to others in your industry. 

• Include when and where this occurred, who made the decision, what the outcome was, 
and how it affected your business. 

• Explain how these experiences limited your ability to start, grow, or sustain your business. 
 
 



 

2800 Berlin Turnpike 
P.O. Box 317546 
Newington, CT 06131-7546 
860-594-2000 

CT.GOV/DOT 

Pa
ge
4 

5. Magnitude and Type of Harm 
• Explain how these experiences resulted in measurable financial harm or delayed progress 

for your business. 
• Examples include lost contracts, higher costs, delayed expansion, or reduced revenue or 

capacity. 
• Estimate the magnitude of the impact if possible and note whether the effects are ongoing 

or have since been mitigated. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Standards of evidence – what does Preponderance of Evidence really mean? 
“Preponderance of the evidence” is the standard of proof required for DBE certification under 49 
CFR § 26.67. It means the owner must show that the facts supporting his or her claim of social and 
economic disadvantage are more likely than not to be credible. This standard does not require 
absolute certainty or exhaustive documentation; it requires that the evidence presented by the 
applicant, taken as a whole, makes the applicant’s explanation more credible than competing 
explanations.  
 
We will evaluate both the consistency and the plausibility of the evidence. In other words, we are 
looking for how well the documents, statements, and examples align with one another and with 
the known facts. If the totality of the evidence indicates that the most reasonable interpretation of 
the applicant’s circumstances is due to social disadvantage, we interpret that to mean the 
standard is met. Be specific and provide evidence.  
 

Conclusion 
In summary, the PN is a critical part of re-evaluating eligibility under the new DBE and ACDBE 
regulations. Each applicant must demonstrate that his or her social and economic disadvantage 
is real, specific, and has caused economic harm. CTDOT’s role is to evaluate these narratives 
objectively under the preponderance-of-the-evidence standard, ensuring consistency, fairness, 
and compliance with the Interim Final Rule. As the owner of a firm, you are encouraged to present 
complete, credible, and well-documented accounts that allow us to understand how 
disadvantage has affected your ability to compete on equal terms with similarly situated, non-
disadvantaged persons. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
CTDOT is committed to helping small businesses succeed through every step of the certification 
process. While we cannot write your personal narrative for you, our team is here to help you 
understand the requirements, answer questions, and provide examples of how to organize and 
present your experiences clearly and effectively. 
 
If you have questions or need clarification, please reach out — we’re here to support you. 
 
CTDOT DBE Website 

https://portal.ct.gov/dot/opportunity-and-business-development/dbe?language=en_US

