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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to the brave souls who start up a new business – currently over 400,000 a year in the UK.
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TIME TO SET THE WORLD ALIGHT . . .


If you had a choice between employment and self-employment which would you pick? The fact that you have bought this book suggests that you have either taken the decision to go it alone or at least consider it a choice in your life. This is a big responsibility for me, as author – a part in a change in your life!


As a self-employed business start-up trainer and adviser I have worked with a wide variety of self-employed people – over 3,000 of them, and rising. Some succeeded and some failed, though I’m glad to say the majority are in the first category.


But why is one landscape gardener a success when another fails?


I would like to believe that the level of training and advice for both had been similar. Both know their plants and where to source supplies. Both are well trained and knowledgeable. But one makes it and the other calls it a day, licks his wounds and seeks employment.


Working with the self-employed has shown me time and time again that it’s not the business idea that will make things work out or otherwise – it’s the individual. Couple those individual qualities with a sprinkling of common sense and the willingness to learn from and network with other self-employed people. OK, OK: a barmy idea is always a barmy idea. But the barmy never recognise it!





INTRODUCTION


Tips and Yet More Tips


That’s what this book is about: common sense and tips from those that are in, or may be considering joining, the world of the self-employed. And let’s make a clear distinction here: the self-employed – rightly or wrongly – often don’t consider themselves to be in business. At least, not in business in any academic sense of the word. Rather, theirs is often a lifestyle decision. But, to go back to our landscape gardener who failed, might he have fared better if he had actually considered himself to be in business?


At one point the title of this book was going to be How to Fail in Business Before You Even Start. But I thought that was too negative and cynical.


However, rather than theorise about self-employment, I hope to give examples of what worked, and why, for some of those many fearless, self-employed characters it has been my pleasure to work with over the years.


Perhaps you have reached the end of your tether with working for that large organisation? Fed up with the boss who doesn’t care? Or does redundancy loom? Perhaps now is the time to create your own empire or get a grip on your lifestyle? People enter self-employment for various reasons. One client said she was ‘tired of the neglect of the large employer’.


Whatever your reason, welcome. Self-employment can be many things to many people. This book, I hope, will guide you through the maze and out the other side waving the sword of self-employment.


(Sorry, I can get a bit carried away on occasion.)




Advice


To some taking advice is a sign of weakness rather than a necessary skill. No one congratulates you for being good at it. When was the last time you were congratulated for ‘taking advice well’? In the advice game, we would rather be perceived as the one dispensing wisdom rather than seeking it.


Mark McCormack
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THE MIND GAME STUFF



Where to Begin?



Well, how about with you? Would you be right for self-employment? Perhaps you have friends who are self-employed and the lifestyle looks appealing. Or you feel you are in a dead-end job with little or no prospect for advancement. The fear of redundancy may make you want to take control of your own destiny.


Well, answer these questions:


Do you like regular holidays?


A steady income with add on benefits?


And, go on be honest: do you find that the odd day when you can look busy shuffling some bits of paper about isn’t too bad either?


If you’ve answered ‘yes’ forget it… self-employment isn’t for you.




Fear


That little darkroom where negatives are developed.


Michael Pritchard





Over the years I have collected some thoughts from the self-employed themselves on what it is like to be self-employed. How do you measure up?



Essential Skills



•   Motivation: simply the ability to get up in the morning and get going without instructions from an employer or boss. ‘Lazy’ and ‘self-employed’ don’t go in the same sentence.


•   Belief: in your product or service. If you have any doubts, customers will sense them and run a mile!


•   Marketing: of you. No one else is going to do this for you. Sadly, this is an area the self-employed often neglect.


•   Focus: (or is it vision?) and a clear sense of purpose about where you want to be and how you plan to get there.


•   Resilience: bucket loads of this will be needed! The capacity not to give up when orders are lost and delays are faced will be essential.


•   Organisation: deal with those piles of paper. Get your invoices out and be ready to chase when they are not paid. Remember you are not in business to be a money-lender – unless, of course, money-lending is your business!


•   Loneliness: if you think this should be in the next section, then perhaps self-employment is not for you – or not yet! Linked closely to motivation, there is a different mind-set to grasp: emotional loneliness, which isn’t as bad as it sounds!


•   Inspiration: sometimes just seeking it and looking forward to creating new opportunities.




The Future


What you are now comes from what you have been and what you will be is what you do now.


The Buddha






Beasts to Avoid



•   Over-caution: learn to take risks and when to stick your neck out. The faint-hearted won’t progress. Can you accept that by starting your own business you are a risk-taker? Are you comfortable with risk-taking?


•   Easy target-setting: while you need to be sensible, fear of failure may make you set your sights too low.


•   Financial motivations: sounds bizarre, but if you think self-employment is a quick road to riches, you could be in for a rude awakening. Try the lottery or Pop Idol instead. Keep cash in sight, but let other reasons for self-employment be your prime motivators, at least to start with!


•   Procrastination: or, put simply, over-indulging in thinking and planning and never getting on with it. Oh yes – time management for the self-employed is an important skill to master.


•   Butterfly mind: in other words, one that flits from task to task. Self-employment can offer variety, just avoid all 57 of them!


•   Cul-de-sacs: a polite way of saying keeping on course and not chasing too many other opportunities. Yes, keep an open mind to new ideas, but without losing focus.


•   Poor delegation: seeing your business too much as ‘yours’ and precious to you. Others – and it could be your employees – can help you achieve your goals, so work with them.


•   Not watching the opposition: it exists and it wants to take your customers away. Keep an eye out; remember that your customers always have a choice. Never, ever fall into the trap of believing that you have no competition. You are too sensible for that surely? Your competition may not be direct. Just remember that customers always have a choice how and where to spend their cash.




Decisions, Decisions


My advice about decision-making is this: whatever you do, don’t camp at the fork in the road. It is far better to make the wrong decision, than not to make one at all.


Jim Rohn






Lifestyle



•   Flexible working hours: you may be able to choose your own working hours or, as the saying goes, ‘the self-employed can only work half a day – and you can pick your own 12 hours!’


•   Skills: this could be the chance to develop or learn new ones. No matter what your background, you won’t have all the skills needed to run your own business. Get trained. And don’t be too proud to admit you need it!


•   Work from home: yes, this can hover about in the ‘avoid’ section! No longer having to commute can be a great boost to your lifestyle. But be warned. I remember one new start-up who didn’t get out of his pyjamas for a week. The novelty of working from home became soporific until he realised he had to get out there and sell.


•   Spend time with the family and friends: remember them? They are important to your business. Seize every opportunity to say ‘thanks’ for their support.


•   Self-control: you are the boss, and you will have the chance to start doing things your way.


•   Choice: of customers and whom you deal with in your working day. Unpleasant customers and work colleagues can no longer make demands on your time. Actually it’s not true, that one about unpleasant customers; you just may have a better chance of avoiding them.


•   Variety: linked to the last one, but while the self-employed are loners to some extent, you will find your days will become more varied and your circle of contacts will probably grow.




Optimist or Pessimist?


A pessimist sees difficulty in every opportunity. An optimist sees opportunity in every difficulty.


Winston Churchill






Pitfalls to Avoid



•   Your business takes over: learn to balance your ‘precious’ business with your family, friends and social life. Your friends will stop asking ‘How is the business?’ They’re fed up with you boring them rigid about it!


•   Health: watch it, and keep fit. You will need the constitution of an elephant. Take out some health insurance.


•   Survival income: check this and if the business idea does not provide it, then ask why are you bothering? You want to make money, don’t you?


•   Income variations: the income graph for the self-employed can be, to put it mildly, volatile! That regular pay day vanishes and some customers will take as long as they like to pay. Will you be able to cope with this degree of uncertainty?


•   Unemployable: the self-employed lifestyle can become addictive. But the more you do it, the less you may become employable by orthodox employers. In short, you will no longer fit the mould, be unable to do as others tell you, or confirm to the rules of the company ‘game’.


•   Ostrich approach: burying your head in the sand and avoiding that nasty phone call, invoice or red tape. They don’t go away. Remember one of your motives for choosing self-employment was to be ‘in control of your own destiny’ – so deal with them!


•   Ego: status sometimes plays a great role in choosing self-employment. You may seek a certain standing in the local business community and be tempted to buy ‘baubles’ like a fast car, posh office equipment, perhaps just to impress former work colleagues. Don’t – not until you can afford to!


•   Playing at it: self-employment isn’t a game, though if you are going to be miserable doing it consider staying in the world of the employed, as the chances are that you will earn more by that route. So, have fun and get a buzz from it – but take it seriously.




Disappointment


A hot water bottle with a hole – you seek warmth and rest but instead you get dampness and discomfort.


Anon





After several years of helping start-ups I have become convinced that while people can be trained to do bookkeeping, marketing, selling and so on, training can only go so far with instilling the ‘attitude’ of the self-employed.


Often when I ask those considering self-employment, ‘Why do you want to do it?’, they will answer ‘Freedom’.


But freedom from what?


Stroppy customers? Erratic suppliers? They don’t go away just because you are self-employed. So is it a mental freedom, or perhaps liberation from boredom? Whatever this freedom principle is I can usually detect it in the glint in their eyes, or from the sparkle in their voice as they describe their business idea. This will be lost on non-Trekkies (there – now you know I’m weird) but the employed are the alien race ‘the Borg’ featured in Star Trek. The self-employed, well then we must be Picard. For non-Trekkies the Borg absorb races into a ‘sameness’. Their credo is ‘you will be assimilated’; well, they ain’t met us self-employed yet!




Problems


The man who can smile when things go wrong has thought of someone he can blame it on.


Anon






Why do Businesses Fail?



Many reasons . . . a mix of these:


Credit problems.


Poor location.


No, or too few, customers.


Red tape.


Under-capitalised.


Over-trading.


Health problems.


Family commitments.


Poor management skills.


But one of the biggest in my humble opinion:


Lack of experience.


Don’t assume that being your own boss makes you automatically a good boss.


My background is in sales and marketing management. When I went self-employed I thought I knew how to run a business. Well, I knew those aspects. But not finance, administration and all those other skills. When you were employed, others took care of their sections.


Remember – employment is nothing like self-employment.
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TO BUSINESS PLAN OR NOT TO BUSINESS PLAN?



Why Bother to Write a Business Plan? Is it That Important?


I must admit to having mixed feelings about business plans, particularly when it comes to a new business. I’m not alone either. Start-ups will often say that they find the idea bemusing.


It is the figures bit that gets them. ‘If I’m starting a new business then how do I know what my sales are going to be?’ A good point – you’ve got to give it to them. Sure, when buying a business there will be figures to go on and the projections will be easier. Perhaps also you will have been running the potential business on a part-time basis. So again the projections are easier. I think for any new business a business adviser would be negligent if he didn’t encourage research, promotional planning and consideration about day-to-day running issues.


The financial projections? Well, perhaps we can encourage you to look on it as cash budgeting rather than forecasting. When you put it that way it doesn’t sound so bad does it? The money bit will be covered later. For the moment we will stick to a broader view of the business plan.


Unfortunately, too many start-up businesses are put through a business planning process (by those that should know better) that is irrelevant, ponderous and stifles the creative process of business start-up.




Planning Software


Business Plan Software


Don’t go and buy business plan software. All the software you need is available for free from your local bank.





One of my favourite business writers, Geoff Burch, has likened the writing of your first business plan to trying to pin a jelly to a ceiling.


Geoff’s metaphor can sum it up sometimes – encouraging isn’t it?


Your business plan will clarify your thoughts and help you to identify elements you need to consider – in short, help to set your jelly. Once you have been in business for a couple of months you can measure your figures against those you projected in your plan. This will allow you to adjust and spot any potential problems – and I hope avoid adding yourself to the failure statistics!


Though the other way you could look at it is to consider the plan your first sales document. Get other people to read it and give their views. You could also look on it as a job description for you. A job description is something we self-employed don’t get the opportunity to have. Well now is your chance to write one. When you’ve written your plan, ask yourself if you’re the person to be carrying this through. What training or help might you need to get going?


After all, a business plan is simply bringing together answers to the questions you have been asking yourself about your idea. ‘Business plan’ is just a fancy name for written-down common sense, really.




Business Plan Myths


There are some cracking myths about the production of a business plan.


‘Size’


‘My plan needs to be big to impress. The more pages, the better my chances of funding.’


Wrong – content is the key.


‘Only About Finance’


A dazzling cash flow will look good by itself.


Wrong – the whole plan will need to answer those people who say ‘prove it!’ to you.


‘Get Someone Else to Write It’


Yes, there are business plan writing services. They’ll do the best job.


Wrong – you write it, this is your life. The first thing a contractor will add is a disclaimer.


‘File It – Forget It’


Put it away and then forget all about it.


Wrong – review it and check your progress.


‘Only for Large Businesses’


Large-style business plans are written by committee members who only work on their own section. They are often aimed at impressing investors and the writers don’t really own the plan – if anything, a plan is more important to us.


‘It’s In My Head’


No need for a plan; no need to write it all down.


Wrong – well, if your head is getting anything like mine, the hard drive is getting overloaded.






Business Plan Contents


One of the most important elements to get in your first business plan is the ‘WOW’ factor. Business bank managers and grant-awarding people see loads of business plans, often produced by an accountant or some other third party – who incidentally will usually add a disclaimer to the plan. Avoid this negativity from the word ‘go’ by writing your own plan!


While a professionally-written plan will have all the right ingredients it won’t have the ‘WOW’ factor – only you can provide that. So if you choose to employ a third party to write your plan, make sure you understand what they have produced for you and at least try to write the ‘selling you’ bits. After all, that’s what your first plan is – a sales tool possibly to persuade a bank manager to part with his money. And even if you do not need funding to start, write a plan anyway because this document is going to be one of the most important things you ever write.
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