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With over 25 years of legal experience, Susan is a trusted advisor to
certified businesses, including Disadvantaged Business Enterprises
(DBEs), Women Business Enterprises (WBEs), and Minority Business
Enterprises (MBEs). Her practice is dedicated to empowering
entrepreneurs by guiding them through the complexities of
certification, compliance, and growth in both public and private
sectors.

A seasoned strategist, Susan excels in drafting compelling certification
applications, helping clients articulate their unique stories and
demonstrate eligibility with clarity and confidence. She understands
that certification is more than a designation—it's a gateway to
opportunity—and she works closely with clients to ensure their
narratives reflect the strength, resilience, and value they bring to the
marketplace.

When she's not advocating for her clients, Susan frequently speaks at
industry events and conducts workshops on certification readiness,
supplier diversity, and legal best practices for small businesses. Susan
also serves as General Counsel for DBEs of America, a 501(c)4 pending
NFP comprised of DBEs and focused on educating and empowering
disadvantage business enterprises across the country.

Susan 
Dawson



The
Narrative
All applicants must demonstrate social and economic
disadvantage (SED) affirmatively based on their own experiences
and circumstances within American society, and without regard
to race or sex. 

Background 
& Experience

Disadvantage 

The Components:



Background &
Experience

Who Are You?



Break It down 
Identify the Disadvantage

List Incidents/Experiences

Who, What, When, Where, How, Why

Show Proof

Compare to Non-Disadvantaged



Disadvantage 
Socially disadvantaged individuals are those
who have been subjected to racial or ethnic
prejudice or cultural bias within American

society because of their identities as
members of groups and without regard to

their individual qualities.

Social disadvantage must stem from
circumstances beyond their control.

Evidence of individual social disadvantage
must include the following elements:



Educational Barriers

Employment

Access to Capital“specific instances of economic
hardship, systemic barriers, and

denied opportunities that
impeded the owner’s progress

or success in education,
employment, or business” 

Instances

Geographic Isolation

Regulatory and
Bureaucratic Hurdles

Cultural Bias

Contracting Bias



Appendix E to Part 26: 
Recipients will consider any

relevant evidence in assessing
this element. In every case,

however, recipients will consider
education, employment and

business history, where
applicable, to see if the totality of

circumstances shows
disadvantage in entering into or

advancing in the business world. 

Education. Recipients will consider such factors as denial of equal access

to institutions of higher education and vocational training, exclusion from

social and professional association with students or teachers, denial of

educational honors rightfully earned, and social patterns or pressures

which discouraged the individual from pursuing a professional or business

education. 

Employment. Recipients will consider such factors as unequal treatment in

hiring, promotions and other aspects of professional advancement, pay and

fringe benefits, and other terms and conditions of employment; retaliatory or

discriminatory behavior by an employer or labor union; and social patterns or

pressures which have channeled the individual into non-professional or non-

business fields. 

Business History. The recipient will consider such factors as unequal access

to credit or capital, acquisition of credit or capital under commercially

unfavorable circumstances, unequal treatment in opportunities for

government contracts or other work, unequal treatment by potential

customers and business associates, and exclusion from business or

professional organizations. 



Who What Where When Why How ...
The individual or individuals who have experienced social disadvantage.
The individual or individuals who engaged in the activity.

The incidents of bias or discrimination that occurred.

Who 

What

Where The places where these incidents took place.

The reasons why the discrimination was more likely motivated by bias or discrimination.

How

When

Why

The dates of the incidents, although exact dates are preferred but not necessary.

The impact of the incidents on the individual's entry or advancement in the business world.



SBA Example 1:
 A woman who is not a member of a

designated group attempts to establish her
individual social disadvantage based on

gender. She certifies that while working for
company X, she received less compensation

than her male counterpart. 

Without additional facts, that claim is insufficient to establish an incident

of gender bias that could lead to a finding of social disadvantage. Without

additional facts, it is no more likely that the individual claiming

disadvantage was paid less than her male counterpart because he had

superior qualifications or because he had greater responsibilities in his

employment position. She must identify her qualifications (education,

experience, years of employment, supervisory functions) as being equal or

superior to that of her male counterpart in order for SBA to consider that

particular incident may be the result of discriminatory conduct. 

Without additional facts, that claim is insufficient to establish an incident of

gender bias that could lead to a finding of social disadvantage. It is no more

likely that she was not permitted to attend the conference based on gender bias

than based on non-discriminatory reasons. She must identify that she was in

the same professional position and level as the male employees who were

permitted to attend similar conferences in the past, and she must identify that

funding for training or professional development was available at the time she

requested to attend the conference.

SBA Example 2:
 A woman who is not a member of a

designated group attempts to establish her
individual social disadvantage based on

gender. She certifies that while working for
company Y, she was not permitted to attend a

professional development conference, even
though male employees were allowed to
attend similar conferences in the past. 



SBA Example 3:
A woman who is not a member of a

designated group attempts to establish her
individual social disadvantage based on

gender. She provides instances where one or
more male business clients utter derogatory

statements about her because she is a woman.
After each instance, however, she

acknowledges that the clients gave her
contracts or otherwise continued to do

business with her. 

Despite suffering discriminatory conduct, this

individual has not established social disadvantage

because the discriminatory conduct did not have an

adverse effect on her business.



WHEN

WHO 

Where 

W
hat 

HOW
Why



“establishes the
existence of

disadvantage by a
preponderance of

the evidence based
on individualized

proof” 

Proof



Similarly
Situated
Persons 

“similarly situated
persons 

did not face barriers in
obtaining terms” 



Identify the Disadvantage

List Incidents/Experiences

Who, What, When, Where, How, Why

Show Proof

Compare to Non-Disadvantaged

Remember the List
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