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To Aura, Riikka, Jarmo and Arto










For the reader


Entrepreneurship is a cornerstone of society and its development, driving economic growth and prosperity at multiple levels. The role of public authorities is to create favourable conditions for entrepreneurs and businesses to operate in Finland. This also generates export trade, which is vital for the country’s economy and general well-being.


Compared to many other countries, the Finnish business sector is distinguished by a high proportion of sole proprietorships and small businesses. These entrepreneurs operate with dedication day in, day out, often overlooked by the spotlight of major headlines. However, their impact should not be overlooked, as they are significant contributors to job creation. Encouragingly, an increasing number of young people are considering entrepreneurship as a viable career path.


Those considering entrepreneurship, as well as those who have previously been entrepreneurs, are likely to face similar questions and challenges. These include choosing an entrepreneurial career, developing a business idea and managing day-to-day operations. Drawing from my own experiences, this book explores these key themes. Rather than offering theoretical concepts or a single truth, it provides a genuine insight into the everyday life of a sole trader and small entrepreneur. The narratives are authentic, told from the author’s perspective.


I have introduced and reflected on the themes of the book in courses designed for aspiring entrepreneurs. By sharing these experiences, my goal is to shed light on the realities of entrepreneurship and to offer perspectives for reflecting on one’s own entrepreneurship. I hope that readers, whether studying or teaching entrepreneurship, considering starting a business or already running one, will find practical insights that support them in their endeavours.


Finally, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the colleagues, partners, suppliers, customers and studentsI have met along the way who have enriched my life and my entrepreneurial journey.


Meilahti, Helsinki


October 2025










CHAPTER 1 – THE CALL TO ENTREPRENEURSHIP





How doI become an entrepreneur?



Entrepreneurship isn’t for everyone. The world’s shortest commute from thought to action is simply too long for some. For others, living in uncertainty is a nightmare. Some find courage and risk-taking only in the pages of a dictionary. For others, the idea of selling themselves and their skills is terrifying. Not everyone is cut out to be an entrepreneur, and there is no shame in that.


Some people, I believe, are born to be entrepreneurs. They know from the start that sooner or later they will want to work for themselves and build a livelihood for their families through entrepreneurship. For others, entrepreneurship is a long-term dream that takes years to mature.


The final impetus to embark on the entrepreneurial journey can come from boredom with being a small cog in a large organisation or the monotony of routine work. For some, a unique opportunity or a change in life circumstances sparks the decision to start their own business. This may happen when an employer or familiar entrepreneur retires and offers the business for sale.


Children of entrepreneurial families are strongly influenced, either positively or negatively, by the model set before them, shaping their future career choices. Ideally, a generational change occurs when a successor comes from within the family or family line.


An internal entrepreneur, or intrapreneur, embodies an entrepreneurial mindset and approach within a company in the service of others or as part of a large organisation. They take responsibility for their community, proactively seeking ways to drive development and improvement. If their initiatives are met with resistance rather than encouragement, they may ultimately choose to pursue their vision by launching their own company.


It isn’t uncommon these days for individuals to find themselves in a state of exile. As the business landscape evolves, companies are outsourcing support functions and, in the worst cases, resorting to layoffs. As a result, many people are forced to reluctantly give up their jobs and are left wondering how they will sustain their livelihood in the future. For some, there is no alternative to self-employment, either due to the nature of their profession or because of the difficulty of finding employment. In such cases, cooperative membership, franchising or light entrepreneurship can lower the threshold to entrepreneurship, providinga less risky path to starting a business.


The most ideal example is that of Moses’ mother, as described in the Old Testament (Exodus 1–2).


Moses was born in Egypt to Jewish parents at a time when the Hebrew population was growing so rapidly that they were perceived as a threat to the native Egyptians. Pharaoh, who was unfamiliar with Egyptian and Jewish history, feared that the Hebrews would align with Egypt’s enemies in the event of war. In response, he first subjected them to harsh slavery and later ordered the killing of all newborn Hebrew boys, having them thrown into the Nile. This was the fate that awaited Moses.


Moses’ mother hid him for three months after his birth. When she could no longer keep him hidden, she madea reed basket, placed him inside and set it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. Moses’ sister stayed nearby to see what would happen to him.


In the morning, Pharaoh’s daughter came to the river to bathe. She noticed the basket among the reeds and had someone fetch it. When she opened it, she saw the baby crying and was moved with compassion.


Moses’ sister approached Pharaoh’s daughter and asked, “ShallI go and fetch a Hebrew woman to nurse the boy for you?”


“Go,” Pharaoh’s daughter replied.


The girl went and got the baby’s mother. Pharaoh’s daughter then said to her, “Take this child and nurse him for me, and I will pay you for your care.”


For Moses’ mother, the dream that many entrepreneurs share came true: she was able to do what was closest to her heart and get paid for it. The same can happen to someone whose beloved hobby or long-held skill gradually evolves into a career. Passion for the craft, in this case one’s own business, provides both motivation and longevity. Who would willingly stop doing what they love most, especially when someone else is paying for it? At its best, when an entrepreneur pours their heart and soul into their business, this is transmitted to their customers.


#


My childhood home was in a block of flats in the early 20th-century Eira district of Helsinki. When the buildings were constructed, each block was givena name – ours was called Rauhalinna (Castle of Peace). Next to our home was a small street-level shop that sold magazines, stationery, toys and tobacco. To enter, you had to walk downa few steps beside the shop window. The middle-aged shopkeeper was always dressed in a long, brown, buttoned-up work coat, witha black beret perched on his head.


I used to visit the shop every week when I was still at school. It was the late 1950s. There was a clear sense of order; everything had its place. Magazines, notebooks, envelopes and other stationery were neatly arranged ona shelf behind the shopkeeper. Cigars and tobacco were displayed under the glass counter, with boxes featuring a camel taking the most prominent spot. The shop’s stagnant air was thick with the scent of cigars and paper. In the summer, the shopkeeper left the front door open, letting in the fresh air. He took the time to chat with me and allowed me to admire the toy cars displayed on a shelf against the back wall.


“How much does a race car cost?” I asked.


The shopkeeper had sold plenty of small, plastic, race car-like go-karts to local boys who played in the sandboxes of nearby parks.


“How much money do you have?” he replied.


I pulled three 50-mark coins from my pocket and placed them on a plate on the counter. The shopkeeper reached for a blue and a yellow-green car from the shelf and set them in front of me.


“That will get you one of these. Which colour do you prefer?”


I stared at each one in turn, trying to remember if any of my friends had one in the same colour. Before I could decide, the shopkeeper handed me both cars and wished me luck in the Eläintarha Grand Prix.1


When we moved from Helsinki to Mikkeli a few years later, he gave me a battery-powered grey racing car, about the size of a shoebox, asa parting gift. It became my most treasured possession. The shopkeeper was the first entrepreneur I ever met.


I had my first sales experience at the age of seven, selling blue flower pin-badges for the Mannerheim League for Child Welfare. My catchphrase was: “Will Auntie buy a flower badge?”


I would wander the streets of Eira, clinging to ladies’ sleeves like a thistle. My persistence paid off – I sold so many badges that I got free tickets to the Linnanmäki amusement park as a bonus. It was there that I first experienced the thrill of sitting in the last car of a roller coaster as it roared up and down the wooden tracks, gaining full speed on the descent. The following spring, the ladies of Eira were again greeted by a small, persistent entrepreneur.


After high school and military service, I studied economics at the Helsinki School of Economics in the 1970s. In those days, economists didn’t become entrepreneurs, and neither did I. Like many of my peers, I was practically vaccinated against entrepreneurship during my studies. The ultimate career goal, in the minds of many students, was to secure a position in a large, preferably international company with promising career prospects.


In the decades following the Second World War, there were some entrepreneurs in the field of business and commerce,2 but more from vocational business schools.3 Many entrepreneurs, like my father-in-law, had only a limited formal education, typically just six years of primary school.


My father-in-law, Ahti, was a refugee from Suojärvi.4 He started his entrepreneurial education as an apprentice in his father’s company, drivinga truck in East Karelia at the age of fourteen. His father, Vihtori, was involved in heavy haulage and timber transport, using Ford and Chevrolet trucks.


His father asked Ahti to take a truck for an inspection test in Joensuu. Since it was wartime, the inspector didn’t question the driver’s age or the vehicle’s condition. A quick stamp in the registration book, and that was it. Two years later, the same inspector administered Ahti’s driving test. During the test, he poseda question about the vehicle’s performance that other test takers couldn’t answer. He turned to Ahti.


“Tell me, car man,” he said.


Ahti answered correctly and, with special permission from the ministry, received his driving licence at the age of 16.


Later, as an adult, Ahti established his own construction company on this side of the border. Through hard work, courage and perseverance, the company avoided pitfalls, grew and thrived ina highly competitive environment. Even when the business had over a hundred employees, Ahti knew each one by name.


Such was the impact of my father-in-law’s relentless work ethic on the family that one of his daughters, Aura, vowed never to marry an entrepreneur. She later became my wife.


#


My long-term employment ended unexpectedly at the end of 1994. I had envisioned spending the rest of my life working with students, a role that blended my passion with a genuine need in the world. It’s called a vocation. The need for young people to find a sustainable basis for their lives didn’t go away, but the voluntary association I worked for was running out of resources, and its members decided to disband. I myself had faced burnout a year earlier, struggling with long-term personnel issues that came with managerial responsibilities. And so, at forty-one, as a man with a family, I found myself in a new and strange position, wondering what I was going to do when I grew up.


Within a month, I decided to become an entrepreneur. I found the thought of living on welfare repulsive. I was undoubtedly influenced by my mother’s attitude towards life. She had been shaped by war, her husband’s return from the war wounded, early widowhood and the responsibility of raising four children. These experiences had forged her intoa resilient and self-reliant survivor who, even in her eighties, shunned social support. Instead of applying for unemployment benefits, I sought start-up funding. I was granted support for four months, even without a proper business plan.


My business idea, starting in February 1995, was to do anything that would generate income. I decided to give it everything I had for a year. For twelve months, I wouldn’t question whether it would succeed or not; I would just work hard. Only then wouldI make the first assessment of my future.


The local newspaper in my hometown, Kangasalan Sanomat, ran a column called “Business-friendly Kangasala”. AfterI had been an entrepreneur for a good six months, they asked to feature a story about me.


Under the subheading ‘Starting from scratch’, the article quoted: “My job ended at the turn of the year, and I started thinking about what to do next. With a background in economics, I had a strong basis for entrepreneurship. Since I hadn’t worked as an economist for a long time and had no interest in being on the unemployment register, I decided to become an entrepreneur.”


The journalist used the headline “Unemployed, I’d have a bigger bank account” and quoted me directly in the article:


“I decided right from the start that I would give it my all during the first year, without worrying about the salary.”


“But I wasn’t so drawn to inactivity that I would have stayed at home.”


The article concluded by sharing some figures to show how much I had invested in my business, and how much less I would initially earn compared to any income-based unemployment benefits I would have received.


The whole community knew that the stakes were high, and that Mikko was prepared to put everything on the line. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind who Mikko was, because there was a picture of me on the same page.


After a year had passed, I realised it was far too soon to make any final judgement about success. Even proper marketing required at leasta year of planned, comprehensive effort, and even then, it would take time before it started to bite. I learned that it takes at least two years to truly know whether things are taking off. At the time, it was hard to imagine that, as a serial entrepreneur running four companies, the flight would last for more than two decades.


#


Anyone considering entrepreneurship should take an honest inventory of themselves and their readiness to succeed as an entrepreneur. In addition to self-assessment, it is helpful to seek input from friends who are candid and unafraid to offer genuine feedback. At the same time, avoid those who focus only on the negatives.


The literature identifies four factors that contribute to success, which can help you evaluate your own starting points. The first is competence, having the knowhow at the core of your business idea. It should be something that you know well and can continue to develop. It must be something that can be monetised and for which customers are willing to pay.


The second is entrepreneurial capability. This includes a wide range of knowledge and skills that help to run a business, such as marketing, sales, contract management, financial planning, accounting, taxation and communication. These are skills that can also be outsourced. It is a good idea for an entrepreneur to regularly assess what is worth doing personally and what can be delegated. The focus should be on what the entrepreneur does best and what decisively contributes to the realisation of the business idea.


For example, hire an accountant to handle your bookkeeping, and make sure you get a full night’s sleep. Personally, I never handled payroll for my staff, leaving it entirely to the accountant. My only instruction was that the salaries, employer contributions and percentages had to be accurate.


It is often the case that an entrepreneur’s interest in and understanding of business skills grow as they gain more experience running their business.


The third factor is resources, both human and financial. Various assessment tools are available to identify entrepreneurial qualities and determine a person’s aptitude for entrepreneurship. Courage, a willingness to take risks and creativity are usually key indicators of potential success as an entrepreneur.


A story of two frogs illustrates something about the mindset needed to be an entrepreneur. The frogs were playing in a large kitchen, with one determined to chase the other. They hopped from the floor to a chair, from the chair to a table, and back again. Eventually, the jump fell short and both frogs landed in a large container of cream. The sides of the tub were so steep and slippery that all attempts to climb out were unsuccessful.


The frogs began to swim in circles. After a while, one frog said to the other, “I can’t take this anymore.” Soon it started sinking and eventually drowned. The other frog persevered and decided that the only thing it could do was keep swimming. And so it did, until it noticed that the cream under its legs was starting to thicken and solidify. Eventually, a hard mass formed under its feet, and it was able to jump out of the tank.


Buildinga solid customer base takes time at the beginning. Delayed purchasing decisions – or worse, outright rejections – will test the entrepreneur’s confidence. Only perseverance will keep them from giving up and throwing in the towel.


Money is a resource without which it is difficult to start or grow a business, although now it is possible to establish a limited company without any initial equity. Investment requirements vary from sector to sector. For example, setting up a restaurant can easily require tens of thousands of euros. In contrast, a consultant may only needa briefcase, a laptop anda phone, which cost relatively little.


Finally, every entrepreneur needsa bit of luck. Depending on your perspective, luck might mean fate, chance, divine blessing or simplya statistical anomaly. For some, there is no such thing. Luck can mean many things. Favourable circumstances, the right timing, and finding the right business partner either come to pass or they don’t. What role luck, or the lack of it, has played only becomes clear in hindsight, when the entrepreneur looks back over their career.


#


Motivation plays an important role in everything we do. This is also true for aspiring entrepreneurs. Without the fire and inner belief in what you are doing, the outlook is poor. Initial difficulties or setbacks can easily derail the whole journey. Of course, the flickering flame at the start can flare up over time, as the freedom and autonomy of entrepreneurship become increasingly attractive.


#


Decades ago, the ice hockey community organiseda training seminar at the Vierumäki Sports Academy. Anatoly Tarasov, the legendary architect of Soviet hockey dominance, was invited to speak.


At the same time, a training camp for ten-year-old boys was taking place at the academy. The coaching legend was invited to watch a practice match between the youngsters. He took on the role of a playful head coach, dividing the boys into two teams, red and blue, before the match.


At the start of the game, attentive parents and seminar participants sat in the stands alongside the organisers. What followed came asa surprise. While all the boys did their best, the result was one-sided. The reds won by more than ten goals. Parents and coaches watching from the stands couldn’t help but notice that all the best players had been placed on the red team. The teams were clearly not evenly matched.


After the match, the seminar audience was eager to ask Tarasov a question. They wondered how he had managed to place all the best players on the same team without knowing any of them.


The seasoned coach had been watching the boys outside as they arrived at the hall. Before they went into the locker rooms, he had handed them either a red or blue shirt. When asked about how he chose who wore each colour, he replied:


“I watched each boy as he came in. Those whose parents carried their equipment bags were placed on the blue team. Those who carried their own heavy bags went on the red team.”


#


My career had lasted seventeen years when I was forced to stop. Finland was also at a standstill, caught in the grip of the early 1990s recession. Like many others, I was wondering what to do with my future. I had never seriously considered becoming an entrepreneur, nor had I needed to. However, the idea didn’t scare me. I knew it would be a leap into the unknown, but deep down, I sensed a small voice urging me to take the plunge. There was something about it that intrigued me, the thought of having a central role in shaping my own work and seeing how far I could go. But more than that, I felt a deep responsibility for my own livelihood, for my marriage, and for the exampleI would set for my three children. I wanted to avoid slipping into passivity, both for my own sake and for those closest to me.


Some projects are so valuable in themselves that they are worth pursuing, even if they ultimately fail. I decided that I wanted to, and could, carry my own toolbox.





1 Eläintarhan Ajot (Finnish: Suomen Suurajot; Suomen Grand Prix) was a Finnish motor racing competition held in Eläintarha, a large park in central Helsinki, from 1932 to 1963.


2 Merkonomi: Business college graduate.


3 Merkantti: Vocational business school graduate.


4 Suojärvi, in East Karelia, was ceded to the Soviet Union in 1944 by Finland as part of the war reparations.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DARE

Life lessons from entrepreneurship

=
=
==
==
=
=
=
==
==

MIKKO.LOIKKANEN






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




		Dedication



		Table of Contents



		For the reader



		CHAPTER 1 – THE CALL TO ENTREPRENEURSHIP

		How doI become an entrepreneur?







		CHAPTER 2 – IT ALL STARTS SMALL

		Where Can I Finda Business Idea?







		CHAPTER 3 – SERIAL ENTREPRENEUR

		How doI develop my business idea?







		CHAPTER 4 – BUSINESS CARD

		How doI build networks?







		CHAPTER 5 – ADIDAS FOOTWORK

		What does footwork mean to me?







		CHAPTER 6 – ADVISERS

		How doI make use of experts?







		CHAPTER 7 – MONEY

		Where can I get money, and how doI make it?







		CHAPTER 8 – ENCOUNTERS

		How doI approach customers and subcontractors?







		CHAPTER 9 – AGAINST THE GRAIN OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

		How doI participate ina public procurement?







		CHAPTER 10 – ENTREPRENEURIAL TAN

		How doI take care of my own well-being?







		CHAPTER 11 – THROUGH THE HEEL

		What can I learn from my mistakes?







		CHAPTER 12 – HIGHLIGHTS

		What makes me cheer?







		About the author



		Copyright









Page List





		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125











