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‘This book offers practical advice for anyone thinking of starting, growing or scaling their own business. The format is very user-friendly and allows businesspeople to reflect and think about the importance of getting the foundations right before jumping into the world of entrepreneurship. Working for the UK’s largest supporter of SMEs, I am confident that many of our customers and other aspiring entrepreneurs will benefit from Bianca and Byron’s personal experience.’


Gordon Merrylees – Head of Entrepreneurship, Royal Bank of Scotland, NatWest and Ulster Bank


‘Successful entrepreneurs learn fast. Self Made is a fantastic way to learn an incredible amount of hugely practical information very, very quickly.’


Dhiraj Mukherjee – co-founder of Shazam, investor and business consultant


‘Bianca and Byron have written an accessible and engaging route map for budding entrepreneurs. Not only do they take you through the process, they also offer their own perspective on the advantages and pitfalls associated with the many choices entrepreneurs have to make about funding, marketing and operations. Self Made will prove to be an excellent guide for many.’


Professor Steven McGuire – Professor of Business and Public Policy, and Head of School (School of Business, Management and Economics), University of Sussex


‘In Self Made, Bianca and Byron succeed in providing the necessary tools for young enterprising professionals. They meticulously construct their advice through four steps: Vision, Action, Reaction and Evolution, and by doing so craft a business mindset that is both daring and responsible. The book seamlessly integrates modern technology and social media tactics, making it a must-read for the new generation of entrepreneurs.


To climb any mountain, you need support. If starting a business is like climbing a mountain, Self Made is the support rope.’


Marc Adelman – media consultant, Los Angeles


‘For a business to survive in today’s challenging economic climate, you need drive, passion, knowledge and a pretty robust business network. Whether you are just starting a business or you’re an established entrepreneur with many businesses, Self Made shows you both the pitfalls and the opportunities entrepreneurs will experience on their business journey. Self Made is the essential toolkit that you absolutely need by your side! To the social media savvy it’s #mustreadselfmade.’


Heather P Melville OBE – Director of Strategic Partnerships & Head of Women in Business, RBS


‘Seriously this is the book entrepreneurs have been waiting for, it is truly excellent! Self Made is an absolute must-read for any budding entrepreneur. The book is full to the brim of practical tips and key insights in to exactly what it takes to start a business. Bianca and Byron write with such clarity and share their own experiences in an easy-to-consume format, including checklists and resources. You really could pick up this book and get to work setting up your business the moment you put it down! If there is one book you buy this year before expanding your business or taking that all important leap to start up, then this is one! I just wish this book had been around ten years ago! 10 out of 10 for Self Made.’


Vanessa Vallely – Managing Director, WeAreTheCity


‘This book reads like a conversation between old friends. No matter what type of business you are launching, Bianca and Byron give you a step-by-step guide to the questions that every business owner needs to ask themselves when starting up, and they advise you on how to avoid the pitfalls. Many people want to be an entrepreneur, but this book breaks down the work that comes with that title in an easy-to-grasp format.


Compared to a lot of authors out there, Bianca and Byron have actually done it and they share their experiences in an easy-to-read, easy-to-apply format that will have you up and running your business in no time.’


Melanie Eusebe – entrepreneur and co-founder of the Black British Business Awards


‘Ten years ago I started a charity to help young people from underserved communities to set up their own businesses. Over 270 businesses started as a result, yet we still see people confused about what business is all about. What Bianca and Byron have provided in their comprehensive guide to starting up a business, is an easy-to-follow but detailed roadmap of things that the aspiring business owner should consider. Additionally, for those who have already begun the journey the guide offers insights that can help their business go to the next stage. As the world continues to change, the need for helpful and sage advice increases. Self Made: The definitive guide to business startup success does what it says on the tin and adds to the much needed information for the next generation of successful business owners.’


Tim Campbell – entrepreneur and winner of The Apprentice, 2005


‘I am very excited about this book. It is beyond brilliant and much needed as it covers absolutely everything you need to know when setting up a business – there is even a chapter on mindset which is so important. I really wish this book was around when I started my ventures.’


Emma Sexton – founder of Make Your Words Work™, co-founder of Flock Global™, broadcaster, Creative-in-Residence at King’s College London
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Foreword


As I begin this foreword it is only fair that I declare a strong bias in favour of Bianca Miller-Cole.


I first encountered Bianca when she successfully applied to be one of the candidates on The Apprentice. She excelled throughout the gruelling 12-week process and was hugely impressive during the interview episode with her calm manner, professionalism, well-structured business plan and an ability to articulate her proposal.


It was therefore no surprise to me when Bianca launched her business and it has been a pleasure to observe from afar how she developed and adjusted her business plan, overcame obstacles and now has a business that is going from strength to strength. I wish her and Byron continued success.


Self Made: The Definitive Guide to Business Startup Success is a pretty bold statement, and to embark on a book with that title is surely something of a stretch. I therefore read the manuscript with a certain degree of scepticism and a sense of foreboding that Bianca and Byron had taken leave of their senses!


After all, the only way to really understand about being your own boss and launching a business, is to actually go out and do it. In reading the book, I immediately warmed to it. I enjoyed the anecdotes and was able to relate to many of them; they were peppered with real-life experiences and frank advice. I began to find it compelling reading, and my thoughts turned to how much I might have benefited from such a book before embarking on my career in business; I would surely have avoided some of the more common mistakes.


The book is presented in a clear, logical, and very readable format, simplifying and explaining company and business jargon. There are some really valuable nuggets to help you map out your business, address the matter of gaining access to sources of finance, build your brand and use networking to the best advantage. Indeed, the book is so comprehensive and well researched that it leaves no stone unturned in its effort to live up to its title. In my opinion is does exactly what it says on the front cover!


Anyone who has started a business knows that it can be a tough and lonely existence. You need to be resilient, single-minded, adaptable and lucky! On the journey to becoming Self Made there is no-one to blame but yourself if things go ‘off the rails’; however, the massive sense of satisfaction, and relief, when business picks up and you gain confidence is absolutely exhilarating.


The thing about business is that it is dynamic, and what has worked today, may not work tomorrow! Self Made: The Definitive Guide to Business Startup Success identifies the skills required no matter what the change in landscape: qualities such as being inquisitive, asking questions, listening to the answers, spotting trends and business opportunities, and learning from your own experience and from those of others.


I can now summarize my thoughts. Read the book, you won’t be disappointed.


Claude Littner


Entrepreneur and advisor to Lord Sugar on The Apprentice




Introduction


In business, as in life, you don’t know what you don’t know. And so you make mistakes. And, whilst mistakes can be useful learning tools – showing you what not to do and what you should do differently next time – when you are starting a new business with a limited budget, there might not even be a next time, as mistakes can be crippling. If a mistake wipes out your vital capital, there might not be a second chance. As a startup, what you often lack is capital and time (as you will be juggling several roles and wearing all the hats). So you really need to carefully consider your time and your money and how you invest those two things. As such, it’s incredibly helpful for new business owners to learn from those who have already made the mistakes and learned from them – which is where this book comes in.


As budding entrepreneurs, you all know why you want to be ‘self-made’: the flexibility, the higher earning potential, the limitations removed, the chance to fulfil a dream or passion. The million dollar question is how do you make it happen?


Self Made is a definitive guide to becoming a self-made business success. It is based on the experiences and frank opinions of me, Bianca Miller-Cole, entrepreneur, consultant and The Apprentice finalist, and my husband, serial-entrepreneur Byron Cole, as we fulfil our roles as owners and Chief Executive Officers of The Be Group/Bianca Miller London and The BLC Group respectively. The book provides practical step-by-step advice on all aspects of business enterprise – from startup through growth to exit – and benefits from our insights into our achievements and the challenges we have faced.


For decades, the plethora of business books out there have advised you to develop a ‘millionaire’s mindset’, create a ‘circle of influence’ and ‘turn your dreams into reality’. Now it’s time to really scratch under the surface to discover precisely how to start, sustain and sell your own enterprises and be successful.


Supported by anecdotal evidence at every tier of the business development process, this is a ‘go-to’ book for all entrepreneurs at any stage of business. Decoding the jargon that is prevalent in business circles today, our aim for this book is to provide straightforward advice on converting an innovative business concept into a commercially viable proposition.


Our story so far – Byron and Bianca


In pursuit of his childhood dream of becoming self made, Byron accumulated a wealth of knowledge from a vast reading list written by a ‘who’s who’ in the international business community – past and present. Initially enamoured with the core principles governing business success, Byron eventually began to feel short-changed by the glaring lack of detail about how to become self made.


Moreover, Byron observed that, whilst their content was theoretically sound, the majority of published works he read were written by speakers and consultants – many of whom had never run their own business before. He set out to fill this gap and write a definitive ‘how-to’ guide to business success which includes the struggles, the hindsight ‘hacks’ and straightforward practical advice.


Having grown up in entrepreneurial household, I also shared Byron’s childhood dream of running my own business. Having made that dream a reality at the age of 23, I witnessed first-hand the many pitfalls and potential mistakes that can be made in business. Conversely, I also saw the success that can come from areas often overlooked in business such as networking, personal branding and mentoring.


I chose to seek guidance from training programmes, books and mentors. In doing so, I discovered that it was often the experienced mentors and business people who were able to relay the most important, helpful and relevant information. In business, it is from experience that you learn what to do, and what not to do; although, notably, that experience doesn’t always have to be your own! For me, it was financially more prudent to learn from other people’s mistakes and successes when creating my own legacy. And so I did.


Now, together, Byron and I have used our experiences of riding the rollercoaster of running businesses, to produce an easy-to-read guide that provides budding entrepreneurs with all of the tools needed to achieve success.


From dreaming up an idea and bringing the vision to fruition, to being proactive and reactive and evolving, the book is split into four parts. You will learn how to:


•  start up with an alternative to a business plan


•  find information that really matters


•  form a company and create a website on a budget


•  stand out from the crowd


•  build a personal brand


•  communicate effectively with anyone


•  find the best deals to save money


•  find the best customers with only a computer and a phone


•  make networking work for you


•  convert social media into revenue


•  source funding


•  sell, grow and collaborate


•  manage time to make the most of every minute


•  value and sell the business on.


Self Made is intended to be a personal coaching manual that readers can dip in and out of and work through at their own pace. Both practical and inspirational, this book will show you how to overcome challenges, learn from those who have gone before you and run your best possible enterprise.




Part 1: The Vision


You’ve got your business idea: now you need to set about making it a reality. In Part 1, we’ll look at how to get your new startup off the ground, covering subjects including business plans, market research, brand identity, marketing and finance. We’ll also get an expert insight into legal requirements for business from solicitor Trevor Japal.




1


Business mapping


A clear vision of where you are heading on your business journey is the first and most vital imperative. You can’t plan your route if you don’t know where you are going, so your dreamed destination as you see it in your mind’s eye, is critical. Every successful self-made person has a vision of what they are striving to achieve.


From Bill Gates’ dream to ‘put a computer on every desk’,1 and Sergey Brin and Larry Page’s vision ‘to organize the Internet,’2 to Jason Vale’s goal to ‘juice the world’:3 they all started with the end in mind. Your own long-term objectives are what will drive you when the going gets tough and are what will help shape your business decisions. Your vision is your ‘why’ – it’s your ultimate reason for doing this. Yes, you probably want to be self made because you want the flexibility that being self-employed affords you; you want to remove the earnings ceiling that being employed creates, and you want to be your own boss, but you should also have a vision of what you hope to do, and what problem you wish to solve.


You may also have a personal vision of what your self-made success will make possible, such as having a big house and nice car, but what we are talking about here is your ultimate business destination.


Once you are clear on what your destination is, you can begin mapping out your journey and start planning. First of all you need to decide on your business status and name so that you can notify the appropriate authorities.


Define who you are and where you’ll be based


The status you choose to operate under will impact a number of things, including personal liability for debts, and how much paperwork you will have to do. There are three main options to choose from in the UK:




1  Sole trader – just one person owns the business and there is no need to register with Companies House (so no company registration fees). You must register with HMRC however, so that you can fill out an annual self-assessment income tax form. If anything goes wrong, you will be personally liable for any debts incurred by the company.


2  Partnership – a general partnership is run like a sole tradership but with two partners rather than one person (making you both liable for any debts). Alternatively, a limited liability partnership is run like a limited company.


3  Limited company – there is more paperwork involved but you have a level of personal protection, and have the credibility of being a legitimate company. You register your company with Companies House and, as the company owner, you have limited liability. This means that, should anything go wrong, the company is liable for debts, rather than you personally. You and the company are separate entities which means that money generated by the company belongs to the company, rather than the owner. You are a director and shareholder of the company and are paid dividends and/or a salary via a payroll system.





The majority of businesses tend to start up as sole traders due to the lack of complexity and the ability to get on and test the market. Registration and record-keeping is straightforward too. As a sole trader you can still use a business name but, when you fill out your tax return, for example, you’d be ‘Joe Bloggs trading as Acme Floristry’ rather than ‘Acme Floristry Ltd’.


Sometimes a business needs to be established as a limited company from the start because of the kinds of customers it seeks. So, for example, a consultancy striving to win a contract with an organization which doesn’t use sole traders has to set up as a limited company. It certainly lends credibility in some industries.


There are also some tax benefits to being paid dividends as a director of a company, rather than a salary or taking income from profits. However, as a limited company you have to pay corporation tax as well as income tax (whereas, a sole trader only pays income tax on their earnings). As well as your annual tax return you are required by law to file an annual company return. Furthermore, anyone can look at your company accounts, just as you can look at your competitors’ accounts via Companies House, so there’s less privacy.


Before you can register your new business with HMRC and Companies House you’ll need a name for it, so make sure you choose something that’s easy to spell and is memorable.


Before you commit to the name, it’s also critical that you check its availability as a domain name via a domain name registry, such as GoDaddy or 123 Reg. Furthermore, you should search Companies House online register to check that your preferred name isn’t already being used. As well as availability and uniqueness, it’s important that your name fits with your brand persona. It may even feature your own name, especially if you have built up a strong profile. That’s why we chose ‘Bianca Miller London’ for my new business, as during my time on The Apprentice I had become known as the ‘tights lady’, so it made sense to utilize my name for the brand. It was also a name that allowed me to diversify the offering in the future. Also consider how the business is likely to be perceived in the marketplace. For example, the name of another of my businesses, The Be Group, has the instant connotation of being a large company and, given its corporate clientele, this is important.


Define and understand your product or service


If you imagine your business as a map, your vision as your final destination and your strategy and associated actions as the stop-off points along the way, you need to first define what your product or service is (what problem is it solving and/or what benefits is it providing?) You also need to decide on the business model (how will your product/service generate revenue?) Once you know what you will be selling and via which model, you need to figure out your routes to market and plot those onto your map. However, before you can do that you need to go out into the market and gather as much information as you can.


Clarity around all of this is key.


So, let’s take this one step at a time:


  1  What product or service do you aim to provide and why? What do you intend to sell? What problem (if any) does your product or service solve, or what need does it fulfil?


  2  What benefits will your product or service provide for your customers? For example, will it provide them with more choice? Will it help them to save time or money? Will it help them to perform a task better or faster or with less waste or more accuracy?


  3  What business model will you use in order to generate revenue and how will you reach your customers? For example:


•  Will you sell direct to your customers from your website or from a high street shop or market stall (retail), or will you sell to businesses who then sell those products on to the customer (wholesale)?


•  Will you charge a monthly membership/subscription fee for your services (subscription model)?


•  Will you ask for money up front and get your customers to vote on what you sell in order to pass on the savings of bulk buying (me-tail)?


•  Or will you provide free versions of your product or service to generate significant awareness and package up a premium version to sell on the back of that widespread coverage (freemium)?


•  You might set up a marketplace, charge fees and earn commission from each sale that is made on your platform, or maybe you want to join forces with another business that already has significant reach in your market and split the proceeds (revenue share model)?


•  Will you sell the licence to your material and enable others to sell your product, service or software under their own brand name (licensing model)?


•  Or will you set up a business that, once successful, can be duplicated across regions (franchise model)?


Once you have the basics in place and know who you are, what your status is and what you intend to sell via which business model, it’s time to do your homework and dig deep into the market that you are about to enter.


Knowledge is power – research your market


Many businesses come to life because the entrepreneur has identified a problem and found a solution. Bianca Miller London came about when I couldn’t find nude hosiery that complemented my skin tone, so the business idea was born out of a problem that I had personally. Similarly, when Byron and I got engaged we started going to wedding shows and realized how time-consuming and overwhelming they can be. We were given bags filled with leaflets which we then had to wade through, hindering rather than helping the planning stage. That feeling of ‘surely there’s got to be a better way’ led Byron to set up the ‘Happy Bride Guide’, a one-stop-shop for couples getting married: essentially, an online wedding planning directory. However, he still needed to do his homework: assess viability and see what was already out there in the marketplace.


Before you sell anything to anyone you need to answer the following questions: who is most likely to want what you are selling? Why so? Where might they buy it from? And how much would they pay? You also need to have a good handle on who else offers similar alternatives.


Ultimately, you need to ensure that there is a demonstrable demand, and that you are not simply inventing a problem to solve. The good news is that, once you’ve found a real problem and have ascertained what solutions (if any) already exist, you can get out there and put your idea to the test to assess its viability with minimal funds. You need to consider how you are going to make your solution different and/or better than existing ones; the best way to do that is to get your hands dirty, get into the marketplace and ask lots of questions.


I learned a great deal from my experience on The Apprentice. Apart from the power of video editing and the importance of having a strong network, I learned the importance of focus groups and gathering feedback. For example, Bianca Miller London sells a range of hosiery designed to match women’s natural skin tones; whichever way you look at it, it’s a great concept. The issue we had on The Apprentice was the pricing which, according to focus group feedback, was too high. My plan had been to launch with a high-price item and then, a year later, launch a diffusion range at a lower price point for mass market appeal. My idea was to sell into both the luxury and mass markets. In fact, when I researched the most expensive brands I discovered a gap in the market, as they didn’t offer the same colours, so I thought I could charge a premium on that basis. On paper, that works. However, in reality, perhaps it was too high. Were people going to pay £30 for a pair of tights? Some, perhaps, but not as many as I’d hoped. So the focus group and industry feedback from The Apprentice was very valuable; it gave me a powerful opportunity to test the market and see what it said. What came back was the absolute validation of the idea being a great one, but that the initial retail price would be too high. That feedback was consistent, and I was able to use it to refine and fine-tune my business prior to launch and develop it into what it has become today.


Establishing a new business and trying to stand out in a crowded market – that’s really tough. But all of it is made easier if you get to know as much as you can about your chosen marketplace, so you can uncover how best to distinguish yourself from your competitors and persuade customers to buy from you rather than from them.


New entrants, disruptive game-changers, copycats – they will constantly enter into the marketplace in which you operate, that’s a given. So you need to keep your ears to the ground and your eye on the ball from the outset. Furthermore, because trends can come and go, you can never know it all in business. So, if you factor in time to gain as much knowledge as you can about your market, current trends, customer needs, competitors and so on, you’ll be well positioned to lead the way and to change course if necessary.


So, you know that you need to keep your finger on the pulse of your industry and equip yourself with knowledge. But where do you start? Wherever you like is the answer. It’s best to gather information from multiple resources. So, go online, join relevant Facebook groups and participate in forums. Post questions and visit the library to read trade journals and research papers. Set up Google News alerts for terms you are researching. Dig out figures from the Office of National Statistics. Read white papers and government reports, visit trade shows, order competitors’ products and download their brochures. Find out from suppliers what their best-selling items are and whether the market is rising or falling in terms of demand. All of this research will add to your knowledge of the marketplace and allow you to better position your brand.


Customers


Create a customer profile based on who your customers are. Do they fit into a niche? For example, Byron’s wedding directory business has individual customers, all of whom have one thing in common – they are getting married. On the other side are the business customers, all of whom are suppliers within the wedding trade. But we can break these groups down further into customer segments; for example, suppliers might be florists and chauffeurs, and individual customers could be brides-to-be aged between 21 and 35. We could break the latter segment down even further to target professionals and city-dwellers who are planning a wedding. We then need to consider what they aspire to have, be and do. What problems are they facing? What is keeping them up at night? Then, if we picture an individual who is representative of our drilled-down target audience, we can find out where that person might go to source information and products such as ours, or uncover what someone with that profile is liking on Facebook or following on Twitter. We can then make our presence felt in those places, ask the right questions at the right time, and speak directly to that specific customer.


As you begin to consider the customer profile for your business you will also need to establish:


•  How much money is spent in the industry you are about to enter?


•  What is important to your target market? What do they spend their money on?


•  Who are the key influencers on this target market (e.g. bloggers with large audiences)?


•  What publications do your audience read and which websites do they frequent? Do they use social media much and, if so, do they prefer Facebook or Twitter, Instagram or LinkedIn?


•  How much might they pay for a service such as yours? It’s important to know what your competition charges.


•  What do they like and dislike about what’s already out there?


•  What core benefits are they seeking and which problems do they need a solution for? Your goal is to determine demand.


You can plot all of this information into your business plan, and when you are ticking off your marketing mix checklist, later in the chapter.


Competitors


In business, being knowledgeable about other people in the market is crucial. As well as gathering information from potential customers about which benefits appeal to them most, what price they would expect to pay, where they currently shop for items/services such as yours, and so on, you also need to study your competitors and gain as much competitor intelligence as possible. You can then find windows of opportunity and turn competitors’ weaknesses into your strengths.


•  Dig deep to gather competitor intelligence. Find out who the market leaders are, the main players and the main suppliers, how much share of the market they possess and why? Examine their weaknesses as well as their strengths.


•  List what they do and don’t offer. Can you provide something not currently offered and find a gap in the market by serving an area currently underserved?


•  What could you do to persuade their customers to switch to you? What are their best- and worst-selling items? What channels do they use and is there a gap in the distribution method that might be filled?


•  What is your unique selling point? How exactly will you stand out from your competition?


Equipping yourself with this data is valuable because, whilst belief keeps you focused when a handful of people question or don’t understand what you are trying do, it’s far better to back up your own belief in your business idea with hard factual evidence. Because sometimes you may question: is belief enough?


That said, your belief enables you to focus on your end goal and, importantly, to tune into relevant findings, ignoring distracting side issues. A big problem in business is that there’s a lot of ‘noise’. Everyone wants to give you advice and suggestions but not always give you actionable ways of achieving your goal. So, whilst you should listen to your customers and focus groups, you need to be able to filter out the constructive feedback – some of which may be different from what you were expecting – and take that on board, leaving aside the less helpful feedback (for example, the one or two people who have a different opinion from the majority). You should be flexible enough to pivot if needs be, but carve a path through the noise, listening to the consistent findings from your most treasured target audience segments.


One way to make sure you have answered all the questions you need to answer before you enter data into your business plan, is to focus on the marketing mix, otherwise known as the 4 Ps.


The marketing mix – the 4 Ps: Product, Place, Price and Promotion


There is no point setting up your business if there is no demand and, even if there is demand, there is still a lot of work to do to ensure that your product or service is in the right place (in front of the right people) at the right price at the right time. Furthermore, you need to be sure that, through your promotional activities, you will be able to notify those ‘right people’ of your existence.


It sounds simple enough – offer a product that a specific group of people have a need for, put it in front of those people in places that they visit regularly, price it at a level that makes them feel that they gain good value from it, and do all of this at the specific time that they are ready to buy.


Of course, in order to do this effectively you need to do significant groundwork to establish what customers actually want, where they go to find products and services such as yours, what their expectations are around price and ensure that this is all happening at the time they are ready to buy. Hence the importance of all of this research, because the more you know the more equipped you are to succeed.


If you get just one element of the 4 Ps wrong, it could be disastrous for your emerging enterprise. If nobody wants the product the way that you’ve created it, you won’t get any sales. For example, if you produce a range of owl t-shirts in a country where owls are associated with the occult, you won’t sell many. If you create some amazing pencil cases or schoolwear after the beginning of the new school year, you may not fare well. And if your product is priced too high or too low to attract your target market, again, you are likely to have few sales.


This all may sound rather daunting, but read on because, as well as defining key questions to ask to help you build up an accurate picture and develop a potentially successful marketing mix, you can also learn from a couple of mistakes that Byron and I made when we started businesses.


The 4 Ps – Product, Place, Price and Promotion – have been around for many decades, and were first introduced by E. J. McCarthy in 1960.4 These four elements can be defined by the questions you should aim to answer during your market research.


For example, to ensure you have the optimum PRODUCT or service for your target customers, try to establish:


•  What benefits does my customer want from my product/service?


•  What problems must it solve?


•  Does it have any features that are unlikely to be used?


•  Where and how will the customer use the product and why?


•  Will the name/colours/size appeal to the customers and why?


•  What makes it stand out from the competition?


When figuring out how best to PLACE your product or service, consider:


•  Where do buyers go when they are seeking out products or services such as yours? Do they go online, use a catalogue, visit trade fairs, opt for specialist boutique shops, supermarkets or department stores?


•  Is location important? Note: Do not just consider the location of your office or shop in terms of where your customers are, but also in terms of where the best staff are. In fact, here you can learn from something that Byron would do differently with the benefit of hindsight. Byron chose to open the Happy Bride Guide company in Blackpool for the following reasons: a key member of staff he had headhunted lived there, he would rarely need to be there, and establishing premises there would avoid the expense of recruitment and additional office space in London. He explains. ‘In reality, when we needed more telesales staff to move forward, geographically we had a much smaller pool of suitable candidates. This has impacted the recruitment side of the business. So, if I could go back and make that decision again, I would have based the business in London. The lesson I’ve learned is that location is important both in terms of customers and in terms of staffing.’


•  How might you be able to place your product into the correct distribution channels?


•  Will you need to hire a sales team or send samples to catalogue companies? Will you sell primarily via a physical retail outlet or your own website? What other websites might you need to register with?


PRICE is often the hardest to get right. Try to find out:


•  What is the value of the product or service to the buyer?


•  What are the established price points for products and services in this area?


•  How do your competitors price their products?


•  Is your target market sensitive to pricing? Might a tiny decrease in price provide you with greater market share, or might a little increase in price go relatively unnoticed yet improve your profit margin?


•  How might you discount your offering to trade (wholesale) customers or other segments of your market?


•  Does the price point have enough margin in it to allow you to pay for the product and sell at a wholesale rate to stores?


Once you have determined these key components of the marketing mix, you need to ensure that you can shout about your offerings from the rooftops. So, in terms of PROMOTION, establish:


•  How will you reach your audience? Which marketing channels are they most likely to respond to? Editorial in targeted magazines? Social media networks? Radio or TV? Direct marketing mailshots? Search engines? Networking face-to-face? Often, because you don’t know where the majority of your business will come from until you are out there in the marketplace trying to drum up business, it can be a case of ‘you don’t know what you don’t know’. For that reason, I advise not spending too much capital on any medium of promotion until you are really clear on which is generating the best results. I learned this the hard way, so you can learn from my mistake.


When I started my business in 2012 I managed to secure investment; however, I spent too much of that money on the wrong types of marketing activity: SEO (Search Engine Optimization) and PPC (Pay Per Click). I had seen this work incredibly well for Byron, who had spent £30k per annum on Adwords and got an amazing return on his investment. I assumed these methods would work for me too. But, what works for one business doesn’t always work so well for another. Once I understood my own industry better, I realized that more business was coming from my networking and building relationships with people. I gained a large number of referrals this way, and more business was coming from partnerships and networking than ever came from SEO or PPC. Evidently I would have got a much better return on my investment if I had focused on building relationships instead. So you need to have a keen understanding of the industry before investing heavily on promotion. Get to know where the majority of your business comes from and then concentrate your investment in that promotional activity.


•  When should you promote? Are there any timing issues that dictate when is best to do so, such as seasonality or occurrences of certain events, or media coverage of certain topics?


•  Where can you see your competitors’ marketing messages?


The next stage is to forecast your finances: how much you will need to spend and how much you are likely to make.


Create financial forecasts


From a startup perspective what you often lack is the capital. So you really need to carefully consider your time and your money and how you invest those two things. People often forget that their time is worth money. However, if you are out there making connections with people and building relationships, that’s time well spent, as I learned from my own marketing expenditure mistake.


And here’s another lesson that you cannot know until you have launched your business and learned by running it: everything tends to cost more and take longer than you think it will. For that reason, whilst it is important to create financial forecasts, you must understand from the outset that there will be costs you have forgotten to include and there will be projects that run on for longer and cost more than you estimated. Plus, products that look great on paper may not sell as well as other products which you may have assumed would have a low return. So you need to be flexible.


Everything in a textbook looks quite straightforward and manageable, but in reality business isn’t like that. You could write an astounding business plan but it doesn’t mean that what you have forecast will actually happen. For example, our business degrees were useful for lending us credibility and giving us a good understanding of the foundations from a theoretical perspective, but real life teaches you what being in business is actually like – what it feels like to bring an idea to fruition and give it life. A business degree teaches you to research, forecast and create the plan. It doesn’t tell you how to action that plan (that’s what we aim to show you in the pages of this book).


In real life, a customer might tell you they love what you’re doing and are going to book you tomorrow. But tomorrow in the business world sometimes means in two months’ time. And, if you haven’t forecast or allowed for that in your planning, then you could be in real trouble. What’s more, many people doing their financial forecasts don’t think about payment terms. For example, you might do a job in January but not get paid until March. And, when you start a business, it’s unlikely you’ll know that the bigger the company the longer they may take to pay. They don’t teach that in business school! Taking these sorts of problems into account will help you when you do your financial planning.


‘Projections are guesswork,’ says ‘Juice Master’ Jason Vale who has turned his vision to write a book and ‘juice the world’ into a multi-million pound juice business empire. ‘Intuitive business is the way forward,’ he adds. Of course, it’s easier to use your intuition when you know your customers and what they want, which comes down to market research and a passion for delivering what they need and exceeding their expectations. We’ll focus on achieving that and hear a lot more from Jason later on.


What you DO need to include in your financial planning, however, is:


•  Startup capital. How much you need to get the business off the ground. Remember to list expenses such as building a website, purchase of a domain name (web address), logo design, the cost of stock (once you know what minimum orders are likely to be), equipment, and so on.


•  Working capital. How much you need to sustain the business. Remember to list costs such as UK and international postage and packaging (find out how much it will cost to post your items by packaging some up and taking them to the post office), staff payments, renting premises, stationery, web hosting, marketing, loan repayments, tax payments, accountancy fees, business travel and so on.


Furthermore, although you can send all of your financial records to an accountant to manage your books, you should understand the basics and, at the very least, know the difference between cash flow, and profit and loss.


Cash flow is the balance of all the money that flows in to and out of your business on a daily basis. It’s not the amount you’ve invoiced which is owed to you, or money owed by you, it’s the payments that are actually received by and paid out from the business. If you spend more than you are earning, a cash-flow crisis could be on the cards, even if you will be profitable once the invoices are paid. Essentially, you need to know that you have money in the bank to pay bills on an ongoing basis, even when invoiced amounts are not yet paid. Not staying on top of this is how even profitable businesses can go bust. If you are a service company which sells on credit so, for example, you do work upfront and invoice with payment terms of 60 days, you won’t see the money in your account for at least two months; therefore, you need to be prepared for that and still be able to pay the bills in the meantime. By knowing your cash flow at any given moment you can ensure you have enough cash in the bank to cover your sales cycle (the period of time from when you secure an order to the time you receive payment for it).


A profit and loss account tells you whether your business is set to make a profit or a loss by giving you a snapshot of your trading performance over a given time/accounting period. So this shows when sales are invoiced, unlike cash flow accounts which show when invoiced sales are actually paid. Based on this snapshot you will know whether you need to boost your sales, sell assets or reduce costs, or seek finance to strive for a profitable account.


Once you have figured out who you are, what you will sell, why you will sell it and how (via which routes to market) you can plot this out on your route map, otherwise known as a business plan.


The business plan – your route map


To achieve great things, two things are needed: a plan, and not quite enough time.


Leonard Bernstein, composer and conductor


As we’ve outlined above, in business, everything tends to cost more and take longer than you think it will. With that in mind, whilst a business plan is helpful in terms of setting out how you will operate and what you will sell, to whom and why, it is not written in stone and should therefore be flexible. Things change, goalposts move, strategies pivot; you need to have a healthy balance between FOCUS and FLEXIBILITY in order to move forward in the most effective and lucrative way that you can.
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