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By Lucy Sutherland

April 11, 2005

LEOMINSTER, MA -- Cheryl Baumgarten makes a monthly 40-minute trip from 
her home in Rindge, N.H., to the growing array of big-box retailers at the Mall at 

Whitney Field. "We don't have any shopping," she said of the local retail scene 

near her town.

Preferring the less congested southward commute to Leominster than a trip to 
Nashua, N.H., Baumgarten said the Twin Cities' large and diverse retail stores 
are well worth the long drive.

"It's a step up," she said outside Circuit City's teeming parking lot on a recent af-
ternoon.

Baumgarten is one of thousands of shoppers driving up sales at area retailers, 
said Amy Greaney, marketing director at Leominster's Mall at Whitney Field.

The Twin Cities' growing number of large-scale retail stores -- and Wal-Mart and 
Target are on the way -- lure customers from an ever-widening swath of commu-
nities across Central Massachusetts and Southern New Hampshire, according to 
Greaney and other local industry observers.

A convergence of factors, including shifting demographics, highway accessibility, 
growing congestion on highways skirting Boston and a diverse mix of area retail-
ers lure shoppers from at least a 30-mile radius, Greaney said.

"It is a large base," said Greaney, who recently completed an in-depth study of 
regional demand for large-scale retailers to help market the mall to prospective 
tenants.

A retail hub
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Women-owned businesses are increasing their num-
bers, profits

By Lucy Sutherland

When Marina Raher launched her Sterling-based accounting firm 11 years ago, 
many of her friends and associates assumed she would work from home on a 
part-time basis. ‘No, I have an office,’ Raher, a full-time CPA, would repeatedly 
answer back.

Raher, who worked for a Leominster accounting firm for seven years before 
launching her business, said she was surprised so many people underestimated 
her. Now Raher makes more money than she did at her old accounting job. "It's 
exciting to have your own business," she said. "It's fun to see it grow."

Raher and other North Central women are fueling what business researchers call 
an explosion of women-owned businesses in the state and nationwide. The 
growth rate of women-owned firms was nearly twice that of all U.S. businesses 
between 1997 and 2004, according to the National Women's Business Council.

Revenues of these firms rose 46 percent in the same period, compared to 34 
percent for all privately-held firms nationwide, the same study found. In Massa-
chusetts, the number of privately held women-owned companies increased by 14 
percent between 1997 and 2004, according to the Center for Women's Business 
Research.

Three local entrepreneurs interviewed for this article said access to loan pro-
grams through business organizations, less gender discrimination and growing 
confidence among women are driving the growth of women-owned firms in North 
Central Massachusetts.

Jennifer Williams, executive director of the Center for Women and Enterprise in 
Worcester, said more women in Central Massachusetts are launching their own 
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When Marina Raher launched her Sterling-based accounting firm 11 years ago, friends and associates 
assumed she would work from home part-time. Raher, a full-time CPA, remembers the numerous times 
she had to correct them. “I said ‘No, I have an office’.” 

Employed at a Leominster accounting firm for seven years before launching her business, said she was 
surprised so many people underestimated her. Now Raher makes more money than she did at her old 
accounting job. "It's exciting to have your own business," she said. "It's fun to see it grow." 

Raher and other North Central women are fueling what business researchers call an explosion of women-
owned businesses in the state and nationwide. The growth rate of women-owned firms was nearly twice 
that of all U.S. businesses between 1997 and 2004, according to the National Women's Business Coun-
cil. 

Revenues of these firms rose 46 percent in the same period, compared to 34 percent for all privately-held 
firms nationwide, the same study found. In Massachusetts, the number of privately held women-owned 
companies increased by 14 percent between 1997 and 2004, according to the Center for Women's Busi-
ness Research. 

Three local entrepreneurs interviewed for this article said access to loan programs through business or-
ganizations, less gender discrimination and growing confidence among women are driving the growth of 
women-owned firms in North Central Massachusetts. 

Jennifer Williams, executive director of the Center for Women and Enterprise in Worcester, said more 
women in Central Massachusetts are launching their own ventures because they crave more flexible 
schedules, a creative outlet and more money. "The power that you feel by running a business is just ex-
traordinary," Williams said. 

Amy Dean, president of Wiltec, Inc., a Leominster plastics manufacturer, took over the company 15 years 
ago when its founder, her father, stepped down. "I couldn't have asked for a better mentor, a better 
teacher, or a more trustworthy person--someone who had that depth of experience," Dean said of her fa-
ther. 

Dean said gender discrimination in the business world has receded in recent years. But it hasn't van-
ished, Williams said: "I wouldn't be surprised if it's still more difficult for a woman to get (loan) money than 
a man." 



The CWE offers loan programs, Williams said, making financing easier for some women who can't get 
bank loans. "For most women, the idea of going to a bank and requesting a loan is sort of intimidating," 
said Donna Warshaw, who runs another loan program for women and minorities at the North Central 
Chamber of Commerce in Leominster. "Generally speaking, most of the loan officers are male," she said. 

She said the challenges of getting bank loans drives many women to finance ventures with credit cards. 
"We would hope that all businesses, including women and minority businesses, would understand that 
there are better and more efficient ways," added Warshaw. 

Entrepreneur Sharon Jordan, who operates Lola's Gift & Gourmet in Leominster, got turned down by local 
bankers when she sought a loan for her four-year-old venture. Now, Jordan runs a booming retail and 
food business that she says has grown in sales every year. 

She said without a loan from the Small Business Administration and the North Central Chamber of Com-
merce, her venture would never have been possible. "I don't know that I could have done it without them," 
said the Leominster retailer, who cut her teeth as a business operator by running her father's music store 
in Ayer. 

Jordan said that her collaborative management style helps to build loyalty among her four employees, 
adding that the friendly, nurturing environment she fosters also brings in business. 

"They like to come here for a laugh and a friendly face," she said of the roughly 100 customers who walk 
through her door every day. But Jordan said women still have a long way to go in the business world. "We 
really have come a long way, but we're nowhere near where we want to be...culturally, we still don't think 
of women being business entrepreneurs," she said. 

"I do think women have hurdles," said Williams. "I don't think it's an even playing field," she added. Ac-
cording to Dean, entrepreneurship is proving to be an effective way for both men and women to access 
more personal time. 

"I think men are looking for that (flexibility) too," said Dean. "And it's just not the golf games anymore. 
They want to be able to see their families." 
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