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Young professionals group flexes entrepreneurial

muscles

Organization revitalized in 2007 after initial effort in 2004
By JEREMY JOHNSON

Staff writer

For the local young professionals group, Future

Leaders and Entrepreneur Exchange (FLEX),
there is no time like the present to start preparing
for the future.

FLEX is a group born of the Venango County
Young Professionals Network, founded regionally
in 2004. The original group was one of 11 in the

i state and a subsidiary of the larger Pennsylvania
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Entrepreneur Exchange (FLEX) are working nation, according to FLEX member Emily Gill.
to provide valuable business networking and

°°”f‘a°‘ fesouroes and ?;03(‘9”‘“9 Y_ft’;“g As progressive an effort as it may have seemed,
protessionals’ roles in the community. .. . P
By Jerry Sowden the orlglpal program failed to gain interest and_
take off like some members hoped. However, it

reconvened in 2007 after attracting increased support and more invested interest from
local young professionals.

“That’s when we started getting together more regularly, we nailed down some structure,
elected officers and went through our mission statement to see what we really wanted out
of this group,” said Trent Moulin, the FLEX president and director of fund development for
the Allegheny Region chapter of the Red Cross. “We asked ourselves what we wanted to
see in the future, economically, socially and environmentally, and what we had to do to
effect change.”

Under the auspices of the Venango Area Chamber of Commerce, FLEX has found more

solid footing than its PYP predecessor, and the group has been able to use the chamber
as a launching point for further developing the program and increasing visibility in the
business community.

“It's a natural fit,” said Ashley McCauley, office administrator at the chamber office in Oil
City. “The chamber board is really encouraged by their enthusiasm and efforts in the
community.”

Gill said the chamber board (which has four thirty-something professionals of its own)
voted unanimously to include FLEX as a component of the chamber’s services.

“I'think a lot of the chamber’s goals align very well with ours ... as far as networking

capabilities and professional development and what we’re trying to do, both in our
professional lives and our social networking lives, too,” Moulin said.
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Young professionals group flexes entre...
Shana Smith, the FLEX chair of membership and civic engagement, said the

organization’s goals are to “create a professional atmosphere for young professionals so
they can develop and grow into leadership roles in the community.”

So, aside from providing valuable business networking and contact resources, FLEX is
also broadening its focus to include young professionals’ civic roles in the community.
FLEX leaders would do so by using their networking resources and acting as a liaison
between individual professionals and prospective board and service organizations.

Furthermore, FLEX would serve to educate young professionals on the basics of being a
board member, from Robert's Rules of Order and Parliamentary procedure to how board
meetings are run on a general basis. By doing so, FLEX members hope to add
substance to organizational youth movements, as opposed to paying lip service by

merely appointing younger board members who do not fully understand and appreciate
their responsibilities.

“We didn’t want to be brought onto boards just because we’re token ‘young people,” Gill
said. “We want to actually see how we can fit on those boards and committees, how we
can have sustainable focus, and how we can make a difference.”

It's a concept that Moulin said boils down to “equipping and connecting. We equip people
to serve on boards, and then make sure to connect people with the right boards.”

Many of FLEX’s 25-plus members serve on a number of local boards and organizations,
including the Chamber of Commerce, the Oil Region Alliance, the Main Street program,
the Take Pride in Oil City program and the Venango County Planning Commission.

The group has members and representatives from Qil City, Franklin, Titusville, Emlenton,
Cochranton and more, and meets regularly with other young professional groups from
throughout the region and state.

“Soon that leadership baton is going to be passed and I think the more equipped we are
in any capacity, the better off the community at large is going to be,” Moulin said. “I see
FLEX as a component in inspiring civic engagement.”

For FLEX, those civic engagements also include fundraisers, mixers, meetings,
luncheons and the Ultimate Frisbee tournament, held during the city's Oil Heritage
celebrations. The group is also in the process of starting a canned food drive to support
the needy in the area.

“We're definitely movers and shakers,” Smith said.

FLEX meets every third Monday of the month and will be meeting next week at the
Chamber of Commerce to discuss the group’s current agenda. Although the group is
designated for young professionals, membership is not ageexclusive and is free to
anybody interested in developing stronger business networks.

“If you call yourself a FLEX-er, you are a FLEXer,” Moulin said. “It's just about coming to
the meetings, having fun, getting your hands dirty and making valuable contacts.”
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