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Foreword

The authors, Dr. Babu George and Dr. Ontario Wooden, examine how Artificial
Intelligence (AI) intersects with entrepreneurship within the African American
community. This book is written as the digital age is being defined through
advances in computer technology and software systems that are emerging rapidly
to think like a human and perform complex tasks that simulate reasoning, human-
based learning, creativity, problem-solving, and decision-making. As Al evolves as
a powerful general-purpose technology like the steam engine, railroad, electricity,
automobiles, and information technology, entrepreneurs aim to understand how to
harness Al in many different industries in transformative ways to create new
businesses. Al has the potential to help entrepreneurs enhance productivity,
streamline operations, and drive innovation.! This book addresses the gap in
understanding how Al and its benefits are accessible for all entrepreneurs. George
and Wooden draw on their scholar-practitioner expertise in leading the adoption
of digital innovations in higher education and other industries to engage the reader
to consider frameworks, policies, and practices necessary to drive the growth of
entrepreneurship among African Americans in the fast-emerging Al era. With
their expertise, George and Wooden also examine the Al-entrepreneurship
ecosystem in terms of the importance of the education and community networks to
address the digital divide, algorithmic bias, and access to capital.

Al Empowered opens with the journey of entrepreneurship among African
Americans. Recent surveys report that entrepreneurship among African Ameri-
cans has grown. Pew Research reports, “In 2022, there were 194,585 U.S. firms
with majority Black or African American ownership. That’s up from 124,004 in
2017, according to the latest estimates from the Annual Business Survey (ABS),
conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau and the National Science Foundation.”?
The report also identifies that African American entrepreneurs own businesses in
the healthcare and social assistance sector as well as the professional, scientific,
and technical services sector.

1King, K., & Ganguli, A. (2024, March). Impact of artificial intelligence (Al) on
entrepreneurship. In Research-to-policy collaboration written briefs. Penn State University,
Social Science Research Institute. https://evidence2impact.psu.edu/resources/impact-of-arti
ficial-intelligence-ai-on-entrepreneurship/

L eppert, R. (2025, February 12). A look at black-owned business in the U.S. Pew Research
Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/02/12/a-look-at-black-owned-busine
sses-in-the-us/
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The book describes how the entrepreneurial spirit of African Americans is
rooted in resilience and cultural identity that has opened the door for unprece-
dented innovation and economic innovation in the emerging Al era. Through this
journey, Al Empowered articulates how African American entrepreneurs have
turned their ideas into businesses and innovations through an expansive range of
time and capital consuming tasks. The case studies and examples highlight that
entrepreneurship is not easy. However, Al Empowered shares how Al can help
entrepreneurs with the day-to-day work of creating and building a business.

As George and Wooden walk the reader through this journey, the authors
reveal that the heart African American entrepreneurship story is learning to
support entrepreneurship powered by Al. Al offers the promise of improving
performance and productivity for the growing number of entrepreneurs. How-
ever, organizations struggle with understanding how to utilize technology and
where to find the workforce with the skill sets to use the technology.
Entrepreneurs need to understand how to tailor Al systems to meet the specific
needs of their businesses and customers as expectations for digital technologies
continue to change. The social media era has ushered in a participation culture
and new sets of expectations for access and control over information. The public
is armed increasingly with information, applications, and myriads of inter-
connected devices along with the expectation to participate in their service
experiences. Consequently, entrepreneurs must thrive with the emergence of data
analytics or “big data.” With each digital transaction or performance of a process,
bits of vital data are collected and stored. As organizations develop large col-
lections of data, it is vital that they leverage Al tools to transform the data into
intelligence to be competitive. Organizations need to develop the resources and
capabilities to take data, which can be thought of as the raw material of infor-
mation, and combine it with experience, context, and insights discover and create
new knowledge to create relevant products and appropriate service experiences
for their businesses. Al can assist with these requirements.

The authors detail interesting ways that Al can help entrepreneurs. Under-
standing Al requires the entrepreneur to learn through formal and informal
means by tinkering, playing around, creating, and learn by doing to create and
build business in specific institutional and cultural contexts. Al, like any digital
tool or information system, does not exist in social or technological isolation.
Contemporary practices in Al-enabled technology management and innovation
rely on entrepreneurs developing strategic management skills to meet the specific
needs of their customer base. Leading scholars in strategy and innovation observe
that innovation relies on information and communication technologies to focus
on the individual needs of its customers. It also relies on the ability of the
entrepreneur to leverage the knowledge and skill of its workforce, coordinated
organizational processes interlinked internally and externally, and highly devel-
oped data analytics.®> The entrepreneur also learns how to make decisions to
determine the right investments in human capital, innovations of processes and

3Prahalad, C., & Krishnan, M. (2008). The new age of innovation: Driving co-created value
through global networks. McGraw Hill.
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services, and strategies to overcome uncertainty in markets, create business
models, supply-chains, and financing.

For example, George and Wooden consider the importance of education and
community networks to drive learning for entrepreneurs support the Al-entre-
preneurship ecosystem. AI Empowered helps the reader to consider how local
communities may enhance opportunities for entrepreneurship to drive the impact
for greater innovation and economic development. This ecosystem of interactions
between individuals, industry, colleges and universities, schools and libraries, civil
society, and nonprofit and governments may foster the conditions to create eco-
nomic development and to increase opportunities for employment and entrepre-
neurship while addressing conditions to improve the persistent barriers to
entrepreneurship. It is expected that access to the Al along with positive support
for digital literacy and development of skills will lead to individuals achieving
important life-changing outcomes. This will depend on the extent to which
everyone perceives the relevance of the Al, develops skills for living a part of their
life in digital form, and the availability of easy and affordable access to Al
platforms, the internet, and devices.

Al Empowered considers the opportunity and challenges for colleges and
universities to support entrepreneurship in the Al era. From the perspective of
minority serving institutions, Al Empowered takes lessons from historically Black
colleges and universities (HBCUSs) as part of the local Al ecosystem for entre-
preneurship. HBCUs are among the diverse set of stakeholders who serve as
community anchor institutions endowed with resources and capabilities to sup-
port Al-driven entrepreneurship. This may include access to centers for entre-
preneurship, incubator spaces, computer networks and resources, along with the
ingenuity of its faculty, students, staff, and alums. The authors help the reader to
understand what it takes to align a college or university with other stakeholders in
the community to accomplish together what they cannot do separately to support
entrepreneurs.

In the closing chapters, Al Empowered helps the reader to name and frame the
key challenges for entrepreneurship in the Al era. As generative Al, chatbots and
natural language processing, and other uses emerge, the authors shed light on the
ethical concerns of Al for responsible innovation. This considers issues with
ethical AT development, inclusive data practices, and intellectual property issues
that are demonstrated in several case studies. This book primes the reader to
participate actively in strategies to help entrepreneurs among African Americans
in full consideration of the public policy and ethical context that shapes inno-
vation in the United States and global economy.

Jon Gant, PhD
North Carolina Central University
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Preface

Many times I’ve felt it’s really to our advantage that we don’t fit in
and that we don’t have that seat at that table. That to me is often a
benefit because it allows us to step back and really observe in quite
an objective way as to where the gaps are and what’s needed for
change. — Marian Croak, Vice President of Engineering at Google

Al is reshaping our world at an unprecedented pace, transforming industries and
redefining opportunities across sectors — from healthcare and education to com-
merce and community engagement. Yet, as with many technological revolutions,
its benefits are not evenly distributed. A1 Empowered: Pioneering African Amer-
ican Entrepreneurship in the Digital Age investigates how Al intersects with
entrepreneurship within the African American community. Rather than focusing
on individual biographies or isolated success stories, this book investigates the
broader concepts, systemic challenges, and transformative potential that Al holds
for African American entrepreneurs and their communities.

The convergence of Al and African American entrepreneurship presents
immense possibilities for innovation, growth, and social impact. While Al offers
tools that could democratize access to opportunities, significant challenges persist —
issues of accessibility, representation, and ethical considerations remain at the
forefront. It is vital to take proactive measures to ensure that Al serves as a means
of empowerment rather than exacerbating existing disparities. By fostering inclu-
sivity in AD’s development and deployment, supporting education and skill
development, and addressing structural barriers, we can work toward creating a
more equitable entrepreneurial landscape where African American entrepreneurs
can thrive and drive meaningful change.

Al holds the promise of an economy where historical barriers such as race,
geography, and economic disadvantage no longer determine success. For African
American entrepreneurs, this represents a pivotal moment to engage with Al,
redefine industries, innovate amid adversity, and build generational wealth.
However, these opportunities coexist with significant obstacles rooted in historical
inequities, structural disadvantages, and under-representation in the tech indus-
try. This book examines these barriers and envisions pathways to overcome them,
laying out a framework for inclusive progress.

Far from being an abstract or inaccessible technology, AI’s transformative
power lies in its ability to amplify human potential. For African American entre-
preneurs, Al can unlock innovation in often-overlooked spaces, transforming
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community businesses into enterprises with national or global impact. This
democratization of technology enables individuals to surmount structural barriers,
leveraging Al to turn disparities into opportunities. Yet, realizing this potential
requires confronting and addressing systemic biases within technology itself — from
algorithmic discrimination to unequal access.

AI Empowered critically examines the frameworks, policies, and practices
necessary to ensure that Al fosters equitable progress. It addresses the digital
divide, the ethical implications of algorithmic bias, challenges in securing funding,
and the importance of education and community networks. Each chapter builds
upon the last, offering actionable insights into how African American entrepre-
neurs can navigate and succeed in the Al-driven economy.

The African American entrepreneurial journey, from the resilience of early
Black business pioneers to today’s digitally connected startups, is one of crea-
tivity, ingenuity, and unwavering determination. By documenting this journey
and its intersection with Al, we aim to shift the narrative surrounding techno-
logical progress. The African American community, with its history of innovation
in the face of adversity, has much to contribute to shaping an equitable Al future.
This book serves both as a roadmap for entrepreneurs and a call to action for
policymakers, investors, and educators to support these efforts.

Our goal is to illuminate the structural and cultural dimensions of entrepre-
neurship in the Al era. While we include anonymized case studies and examples
inspired by real-world scenarios, they are crafted to illustrate key themes and
protect the privacy of the individuals and enterprises involved. This approach
keeps the focus on ideas and systemic changes that can empower a new generation
of entrepreneurs, rather than on individual narratives.

As you read, we invite you to reflect on AI’s transformative potential and its
capacity to drive inclusivity and innovation. Whether you are an educator,
entrepreneur, technologist, investor, or policymaker, you have a role in ensuring
that the Al revolution fosters a more equitable future for all. Let us strive toward
a world where technology uplifts communities and bridges divides, enabling
everyone to thrive and succeed. This is the promise of Al, not as a tool of
exclusion but as a bridge to opportunity and progress.



Introduction

It’s important to be an ally. You don’t have to be a Black woman
to think we should have more Black women in tech. — Bozoma
Saint John, Chief Marketing Officer at Netflix (2020-2022).

The advent of Artificial Intelligence (AI) marks a defining moment in the evolution of
entrepreneurship. For African Americans, this technological revolution offers a
transformative opportunity to address historical inequities, redefine industries, and
create pathways to generational wealth. At its core, this book explores how African
American entrepreneurs can harness the power of Al not merely to participate in the
global economy but to shape it in meaningful ways. This is not a story about indi-
vidual success alone; it is an inquiry into the ideas, tools, and systems that can enable
inclusive innovation and dismantle systemic barriers.

African American entrepreneurship has long been characterized by resilience
and ingenuity — a legacy shaped by both systemic exclusion and creative adap-
tation. From the self-sustaining enterprises of Reconstruction-era communities to
the thriving Black Wall Street of Tulsa, African Americans have built businesses
that not only generated economic value but also served as pillars of social and
cultural empowerment. These stories of entrepreneurship are a testament to the
capacity for innovation, even in the face of adversity. Today, this entrepreneurial
spirit is meeting the vast possibilities of Al, a technology capable of amplifying
human potential and unlocking new avenues of opportunity.

African American entrepreneurs are innovatively integrating Al across various
industries through companies like Gro Intelligence, founded by Sara Menker, which
analyzes agricultural data to provide insights on food security and climate change.
Silas Adekunle’s Reach Industries developed MekaMon, a gaming robot combining
augmented reality and Al, and later pivoted to create Lumi, an Al device aiding
scientists in data collection and experiment reproducibility. Rodney Williams’s Lisnr
uses Al to transmit data over audio frequencies for seamless device communication
without traditional connectivity. Candace Mitchell-Harris’s Myavana offers
personalized hair care recommendations by analyzing hair types and conditions with
Al. Travis Montaque’s Holler enhances digital conversations by suggesting con-
textually relevant content using AI. Anthony Buchanan’s Let Bob Al Momentum
ETF simplifies stock market investing with an Al-driven approach, targeting

Al Empowered, 1-8

Copyright © 2025 Babu George and Ontario S. Wooden
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underrepresented communities. Skilldora, collaborating with Michael Roberts,
provides Al instructor-led courses to students at historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs). Ellington West’s Sonavi Labs develops Al-powered diag-
nostic tools like smart stethoscopes to improve patient care. Iman Abuzeid’s
Incredible Health uses Al to efficiently match nurses with hospital job openings.
Colin Kaepernick’s Lumi Story Al empowers creators with Al tools for content
creation, such as generating graphics and pairing illustrations with text. These
companies exemplify the innovative application of AI technologies by African
American business leaders across diverse fields.

By making use of Al-driven tools, businesses can automate operations, enhance
efficiency, and reduce costs, allowing entrepreneurs to focus on strategic growth and
customer engagement. For instance, chatbots can handle customer inquiries, while
predictive analytics optimize supply chain management, enabling small businesses to
compete with larger corporations. Al also provides access to valuable data and
insights, helping entrepreneurs analyze market trends, understand customer pref-
erences, and predict opportunities with precision. This data-driven decision-making
levels the playing field and fosters innovation. Moreover, Al technologies such as
recommendation algorithms and sentiment analysis enable personalized customer
engagement, strengthening brand loyalty and creating unique experiences that
resonate culturally and emotionally. In terms of education, Al democratizes access to
learning through self-paced platforms, mentorship tools, and skill-enhancement
programs, addressing systemic gaps and preparing future generations for a
tech-driven economy. Finally, Al-powered crowdfunding platforms and fintech
solutions offer new pathways to funding, connecting entrepreneurs with aligned
investors and providing analytics to refine pitches and improve funding outcomes.
Together, these advancements position African American entrepreneurs to thrive in
an increasingly Al-dominated world.

It is not an exaggeration to say that Al has shifted the paradigm of entre-
preneurship in profound ways. By automating routine tasks, providing advanced
data insights, and enabling hyper-personalized customer experiences, Al is
reshaping how businesses operate. For African American entrepreneurs, Al can
reduce traditional barriers to entry, such as limited access to capital or profes-
sional networks, by offering tools that optimize resources and expand reach. Yet,
these opportunities come with challenges. Structural inequities, algorithmic bia-
ses, and the persistent digital divide threaten to widen disparities if left unchecked.
Ensuring that Al serves as a bridge rather than a gatekeeper requires intention-
ality, education, and advocacy.

Our engagement with thinkers and entrepreneurial practitioners yielded a
range of perspectives. The following are some of the quotes we received:

Artificial Intelligence can be the great equalizer, providing Black
entrepreneurs with tools and insights previously inaccessible.

By harnessing Al, we can bridge the opportunity gap and unlock
untapped potential within African American communities.

Al empowers Black-owned businesses to compete on a global scale
by automating processes and enhancing decision-making.
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Through Al-driven mentorship platforms, we can connect
emerging Black entrepreneurs with the expertise they need to
thrive.

Leveraging Al for market analysis allows African American
entrepreneurs to identify and capitalize on niche opportunities.

Atrtificial Intelligence can help dismantle systemic barriers in
funding by providing unbiased credit assessments for Black
businesses.

Al can facilitate virtual networks that foster collaboration and
innovation among Black entrepreneurs worldwide.

By analyzing cultural trends, AI enables the creation of products
and services that resonate deeply with the Black community.

Access to Al education is crucial for empowering the next
generation of Black innovators and entrepreneurs.

Embracing Al technology is not just an option but a necessity for
Black businesses aiming to lead in the digital economy.

These quotes highlight the range of transformative potential of Artificial
Intelligence in empowering African American entrepreneurs.

Sixty-seven entrepreneurs and business executives from African American
background completed the survey we shared. Based on feedback to our survey
prompts and also based on current thinking as reflected in the literature, the
following are some of the central themes related to Al and African American
entrepreneurship, according to us.

Transformative Potential of Al in Entrepreneurship

Al is revolutionizing how businesses operate by automating processes, enhancing
decision-making, and uncovering new market opportunities. For African Amer-
ican entrepreneurs, Al tools can streamline operations, reduce costs, and enable
data-driven strategies. For instance, Al-powered analytics can help identify
consumer trends within specific communities, allowing entrepreneurs to tailor
products and services effectively.

Al as Both an Enabler and a Disruptor

While AT offers tools that can level the playing field, it also poses risks of widening
existing disparities. Accessibility to Al technologies often requires substantial
resources, technical expertise, and infrastructure that may not be readily available
to all. The digital divide can exacerbate inequalities if not addressed, making Al
both a potential catalyst for growth and a barrier to entry.
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Accessibility and the Digital Divide

The gap in access to high-speed internet and advanced technologies dispropor-
tionately affects African American communities. This digital divide limits the
ability of entrepreneurs to utilize Al fully. Efforts to increase access to technology
and internet infrastructure are crucial to ensure that the benefits of Al are
inclusive.

Cultural and Contextual Relevance in AI Applications

African American entrepreneurs bring unique cultural insights that can inform Al
applications, making them more relevant and effective in serving diverse markets.
Incorporating cultural nuances into Al algorithms can improve customer
engagement and satisfaction in underserved communities.

Representation and Inclusion in AI Development

The lack of diversity in Al development teams can lead to biased algorithms that
perpetuate stereotypes and exclude minority perspectives. Increasing representation
of African Americans in tech and Al fields is essential to create technologies that are
fair and equitable. This includes roles in data science, machine learning, and Al
ethics.

Structural Challenges and Barriers

Persistent challenges such as limited access to capital, mentorship, and profes-
sional networks hinder the growth of African American entrepreneurship. Al has
the potential to mitigate some of these barriers by providing alternative solutions
like Al-driven funding platforms or virtual mentorship programs. However,
without deliberate efforts to address structural inequities, these tools may not
reach those who need them most.

Policy Interventions and Community Initiatives

Government policies and community programs play a pivotal role in bridging
gaps. Initiatives that provide funding for tech education, incentives for
minority-owned tech startups, and support for incubators can foster an envi-
ronment where Al is accessible and beneficial to African American entrepreneurs.

Education and Upskilling

Investing in education is crucial to empower entrepreneurs with the skills needed to
use Al This includes promoting STEM education in schools, offering training
programs in AI and machine learning, and creating pathways for continuous
learning to keep pace with technological advancements. Institutions of higher edu-
cation play a critical role. HBCUs will be even more central to the upskilling of
African Americans in Al
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Ethical Considerations in Al

Ethical issues such as data privacy, algorithmic bias, and transparency are sig-
nificant concerns. African American entrepreneurs must navigate these challenges
to build trust with consumers. Additionally, they have the opportunity to
contribute to the development of ethical AI standards that protect minority
interests.

Future Outlook and Emerging Opportunities

Looking ahead, Al is expected to become even more integrated into all aspects of

business. There is potential for African American entrepreneurs to lead in areas like

Al-driven healthcare solutions tailored to minority populations, smart city initiatives

in underserved areas, and educational technologies that address learning gaps.
Proactive measures identified in the literature include:

e Collaboration Across Sectors: Partnerships between tech companies, educa-
tional institutions (collaboration between K-12 and higher education), and
community organizations can facilitate resource sharing and innovation.

¢ Advocacy for Inclusive Al Policies: Engaging in policy discussions ensures that
regulations around Al development and deployment consider the needs of
African American entrepreneurs.

e Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Development: Building supportive ecosystems that
include access to venture capital, mentorship, and networking opportunities
can foster sustainable growth.

Impact on Employment and Economic Opportunities

Al has the potential to create new job categories while rendering some obsolete.
Preparing the workforce for this shift is essential. Entrepreneurs can play a role by
creating businesses that not only use Al but also contribute to job creation within
their communities.

The Role of AI in Social Equity

Al can be a tool for addressing social issues such as healthcare disparities, edu-
cation gaps, and economic inequality. African American entrepreneurs are
uniquely positioned to develop Al solutions that tackle these challenges from an
insider’s perspective.

This book is about possibilities. Through anonymized case studies and
real-world examples, it illustrates how African American entrepreneurs are using
Al to transform industries, address community needs, and build scalable enter-
prises. It exposes the systemic changes needed to create an environment where
innovation flourishes equitably, emphasizing the importance of education,
mentorship, and inclusive policymaking. The chapters ahead explore these themes
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in depth. We begin by examining the historical context of African American
entrepreneurship and its intersection with technology. From there, we explore the
mechanics of Al, the barriers to equitable progress, and the strategies for over-
coming those challenges. Each chapter builds toward a vision of the future where
African American entrepreneurs are not only participants in the Al revolution but
leaders shaping its course. This vision is rooted in the belief that innovation
thrives in diversity and that equitable access to technology is essential for sus-
tainable progress.

The core theme of each chapter is summarized below:

Chapter 1: A New Era for African American Entrepreneurship. The entrepre-
neurial spirit of African Americans, rooted in resilience and cultural identity, is
now poised to capitalize Al for unprecedented innovation and economic
empowerment.

Chapter 2: The AI Revolution and Its Implications. Al’s ability to automate
tasks, analyze data, and personalize experiences is reshaping entrepreneurship and
creating new pathways for African American businesses to thrive.

Chapter 3: Barriers to Equitable Progress. Addressing systemic inequities and
ensuring equitable access to Al technologies are critical to unlocking the full
potential of African American entrepreneurship.

Chapter 4: The Digital Divide. Bridging the gap in access to digital tools and
Al literacy is essential for enabling African American entrepreneurs to compete in
the modern economy.

Chapter 5: Innovation at the Margins. African American entrepreneurs are
turning cultural insights into competitive advantages, using Al to create authentic
and impactful innovations.

Chapter 6. Policy and Progress. Strategic policy interventions and public—
private partnerships can drive equitable AI adoption and support African
American entrepreneurial success.

Chapter 7. Funding the Future. Al-driven tools and alternative financing
options offer promising solutions to address the funding disparities faced by
African American entrepreneurs.

Chapter 8: Education and Empowerment. Al education and STEM initiatives,
especially through HBCUs, are vital for empowering the next generation of
African American innovators.

Chapter 9: Networking in the AI Era. Al-powered networks and digital
mentorship platforms are revolutionizing how African American entrepreneurs
connect, collaborate, and innovate globally.

Chapter 10.: Global Perspectives on African American Entrepreneurship in AL
Exploring global parallels, African American entrepreneurs can draw inspiration
from Al-driven innovations in Africa and the diaspora.

Chapter 11: Ethical AI and Responsible Innovation. Developing inclusive,
ethical Al systems is both a moral imperative and a competitive advantage for
African American entrepreneurs.

Chapter 12 Leveraging Al for Frugal Innovation. Al-powered frugal innova-
tion is enabling African American entrepreneurs to address underserved markets
with cost-effective, high-impact solutions.
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Chapter 13: Looking Ahead. The future of African American entrepreneurship
lies in embracing Al as a tool for equity, innovation, and leadership in the global
economy.

Fig. 1 below is a conceptual mapping of the key ideas presented in this book.

As you embark on this journey, consider your role in this transformative era.
Whether you are an entrepreneur, investor, educator, or policymaker, there are
opportunities to contribute to a future where AI uplifts all communities. The
challenges are significant, but so are the rewards. Let this book inspire you to
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8 Al Empowered

think critically about the potential of AI and to take action toward building an
inclusive, equitable digital economy. The future of African American entrepre-
neurship in the Al age is not predetermined — it is a vision waiting to be realized,
and your role in shaping it matters. Together, we can create a world where
technology empowers all voices, driving progress and equity for generations to
come.
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