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vThis book is dedicated to my son, Zeb, my stepdaughter, Yasmine,  and to all those aspiring to create a successful startup.


‘If you’ve ever dreamed of running your own business,  this is where it begins.’vi





xvIntroduction


‘Are you ready to create something extraordinary?’



Welcome to 100 Things Successful Startups Do: Little Lessons in Entrepreneurial Success. Whether you dream of launching your own business or you’ve already started your entrepreneurial journey, this book is for you. Like my previous books, it’s designed to equip you with actionable, easy-to-understand insights, to help you whatever stage of the journey you’re at.


Starting your own business can feel overwhelming and daunting but it’s also exciting and full of hope. It’s full of challenges and risks, and you’ll have many moments of doubt.


What separates successful entrepreneurs from the rest isn’t necessarily a groundbreaking idea or being the smartest or hardest worker in the room; it’s a combination of mindset, habits, strategies and skills that will help you overcome obstacles and thrive in your chosen business environment and marketplace.


In this book, I’ve gathered 100 impactful lessons, each one sharing insights and practical tips that will give you the best chance of success as you grow your business. So whether you’re looking for guidance on writing a business plan, attracting investors, managing a growing team or staying resilient when the going gets tough, you’ll find everything you need within these pages.


Use this book’s insights as guiding principles rather than fixed rules, applying your own judgement to decide what fits your circumstances, stage of growth and personal goals. Take what is useful, adapt what isn’t, and trust yourself to shape a path that works for you. Where specific expertise is required, particularly around legal, tax, or regulatory matters, always seek advice from qualified professionals.


N.B. In this book, I use the terms founder, entrepreneur, and self-employed interchangeably to describe anyone building and growing their own business.


Setting the scene


Before we dive into the 100 chapters, take a moment to ask yourself: what does success look like to you? Is it about financial independence? Creating xviinnovative solutions? Making a positive impact on the world? Your answer will be as unique as your journey.


Becoming successfully self-employed is never one-size-fits-all because we all have different goals, motivations and definitions of what it means to ‘make it’. Perhaps you are driven by the desire for the freedom to be your own boss, or perhaps you want to create something unique. Whatever your reasons, this book is designed to help you define and achieve your version of success.


The advice I share applies to all types of startups from small solo ventures like a bookkeeping firm or a local retailer to a manufacturing business with a few thousand staff.


Your roadmap to startup success


The lessons you’re about to find are divided into broad themes covering the essential areas that any budding entrepreneur will appreciate and understand:




	Vision and purpose


	Mindset and resilience


	Planning and strategy


	Branding and marketing


	Sales and customer focus


	Financial management


	Leadership and team


	Innovation and adaptability


	Operations and scaling


	Self leadership


	Funding and investors


	Co-founders and partners


	Governance and ownership





Each chapter is designed to offer both insights and actionable takeaways. On the first page of every chapter, you’ll find an explanation of why the topic is important, and on the second page, you’ll find practical steps, so you can immediately start applying what you’ve learned.



1The startup journey


If you’re anything like the many self-employed individuals I’ve coached and worked with over the last two decades, you’re probably feeling a mixture of nerves and excitement. This is totally understandable. Starting and growing a business is a rollercoaster of ups and downs, with unexpected twists and moments of triumph along the way. That’s why it helps to have something you can turn to when you need a bit of inspiration or practical advice to keep moving forward.


When people hear the word startup, they often think of high-profile tech companies employing hundreds and chasing venture capital, stock exchange listings and global headlines. In reality, well over 99% of startups are small, modest and self-funded businesses, typical serving local markets and run by one or two people.


The lessons in this book are designed to support any type of startup, no matter its size or ambitions, whether you’re just thinking about starting up, building the foundations of your newly created business, overcoming a tough challenge or scaling for a next-stage growth.


The great thing about this book is that you don’t need to read it cover to cover in one go. Dip into the chapters when you need some inspiration. Each of the 100 lessons stand alone, providing valuable insights on their own. Think of this as your go-to resource for encouragement, advice and practical steps to help you succeed.




Now it’s time to get started.
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START TODAY, NOT TOMORROW


‘Stop procrastinating – there’s never a perfect time to begin.’



A common mistake holding back many potential entrepreneurs is the belief that everything has to be planned and in place before you get started. The truth is that waiting for that ideal moment could mean waiting for ever.


Many of today’s well-known startups began in a simple, basic form. Airbnb started out by renting out air mattresses in an apartment. Apple was launched out of a family garage. They got started and then their businesses evolved.


Of course, you need to plan and research. But waiting for some ideal set of conditions can become procrastination. It’s common not to feel ready, but no amount of preparation will ever fully equip you for the surprises, challenges and setbacks that await.


Action creates momentum, and doing something now, no matter how small and imperfect, puts you ahead of everyone else who’s still stuck in planning mode. You’ll learn by doing, and your confidence will grow more from taking action than by sitting around and thinking.




Ask yourself, if not now, then when?






3Put it into action


Rethink what ‘being ready’ means


If you’re holding back from taking the leap, is it because you’re genuinely not ready or are you just uncomfortable about what lies ahead? Challenge yourself: list all the things you think you’re missing and then ask yourself if they’re genuine reasons to pause or simply excuses.


Nine times out of ten, it’ll be fear that’s holding you back. Use your nerves to sharpen your focus rather than stopping you in your tracks. Try saying to yourself, ‘I might not feel ready, but I’m getting started anyway.’ You’ll find more additional tips on facing your fears in the ‘It’s OK to feel scared’.


Launch something small today


Take inspiration from the global brands we know and love today which launched embryonic ideas that evolved over time. You don’t need a fully developed version of your product or service any more than Airbnb did; why not get going with a beta version or a test run for your family and friends? Starting small is still starting, and once you’re on your way, the momentum will take you in directions you could never have anticipated.


Announce you’re starting soon


What better way to get off the fence than by announcing your plans? We’re not talking national press release here. It could be as simple as sending a marketing email to your contacts, sharing a post on social media, or offering your services to friends and family at a discount. Going public raises the stakes and commits you to your plan. What a great way to generate clarity and focus.
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VISUALIZE SUCCESS


‘See it first, then go out and achieve it.’



Visualization is a powerful and proven method for helping you reach your goals. It’s used by successful entrepreneurs to achieve all kinds of outcomes, from making a winning sales pitch to reaching that elusive first million pounds or dollars of revenue .


By imagining future success, you’re creating a mental roadmap of what is possible. It isn’t simply daydreaming or wishful thinking; it’s about creating a mental image so vivid and specific that it becomes a blueprint. The clearer and more detailed your image, the easier it becomes to transform it into reality.


Supported by psychology and neuroscience, visualization engages your mind at different levels to focus your energy and attention on what really matters to you. By imagining what is possible, you are able to break down psychological barriers such as fear of failure, self-doubt and procrastination, leaving you with a greater sense of clarity and control over your goals. The result? You’re more likely to have the mindset you need to achieve your startup success.




The mind is an amazing thing, and what we visualize has more chance of becoming reality.






5Put it into action


Take time out to visualize


For 5–10 minutes every day, close your eyes and imagine yourself reaching your goals. Vividly imagine yourself achieving success. For example, you might visualize the meeting room where you’ll be making a winning pitch to an investor today, the handshake after signing a sales deal next week, or the celebration after a big win later this month.


Visualize how achieving each particular goal makes you feel. Explore feelings such as pride, fulfilment, relief, confidence and excitement.


Don’t simply focus on end goals such as a new investor coming on board. Visualize the steps needed to get there, such as preparing presentations, refining your business plan and networking.


Mentally rehearse challenges


As well as focusing on achieving your goals, try visualizing yourself overcoming challenges. This helps you train your brain for when you have to face them in real life. For example, you might picture yourself confidently responding to difficult investor questions during a pitch, or calmly resolving a conflict with a client.


Create a vision board


To serve as a permanent reminder of what you want to achieve, bring together images, quotations and other visual reminders of your aims and goals. You could do this online by creating a mosaic of images and using it as your laptop’s screensaver, or you could physically place them on the wall by your workstation.


Take real-world action


After a visualization session, identify at least one specific action you can take today to move closer to the goal you’re imagining. If you visualized winning a new client, do one thing before the end of the day to move yourself towards achieving that goal.
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FIND AND FULFIL A COMPELLING NEED


‘Create what people truly want, even when they don’t know it yet.’



Whether it’s solving a pressing problem, enhancing an experience or introducing something entirely novel, startups thrive when they offer something their customers can’t resist. Some of the most successful startups anticipate demand by creating products customers haven’t even realized they need yet. Famous examples include:




	Apple, which by changing how smartphones looked and operated, created a global and loyal following


	Airbnb, which, through making booking short-term rentals easy, fast and trustworthy, became the go-to hub for booking weekend getaways


	Deliveroo, which reinvented the takeaway and became a household name.





These former startups are thriving today because they creatively identified and addressed their future customers’ pain points and unmet needs while making their lives better. Any type of startup can copy them – if you’re a small law firm, you might focus on a niche that other firms don’t serve well; if you run a nail bar, you might send technicians to customers’ homes. I once co-founded a startup which supplied the internet along electric power lines in a country which lacked sufficient telephone lines.


Focus on what people want – or, even better, find something they don’t even know they want yet!




Success comes from identifying the most compelling needs and then fulfilling them.






7Put it into action


Think out of the box


If identifying and meeting customer needs was easy, established businesses would already be doing it. The reality is that gaps and opportunities are everywhere. Your challenge is to think differently, to innovate, and to create products or services that customers are drawn to because they’re fresh, valuable and hard to ignore. The big, established players struggle with this, as anyone who’s worked in a corporate environment will know. This is your competitive advantage: you are nimble and opportunistic and don’t carry the baggage of a legacy business.


Understand your customers


Identifying a compelling need demands a deep understanding of your target market – as well as a large dose of creative thinking and imagination. Spend time getting to know your potential customers. What do they really need that they’re not currently getting? Try working through these questions to focus your mind:




	What frustrations or problems does your customer group face (and have you also experienced them)?


	Where could their experience be improved or made easier?


	What fresh or unconventional approaches could meet their needs?


	How could a new product or service provide a better solution?


	Are you serving existing demand better or identifying an unmet demand?





Understand your competitors


As well as understanding your audience, become the expert on the competition. Leave no stone unturned in analysing your potential competitors and what they are offering. If you know your competitors inside out, it will help you brainstorm how to make your offerings unique and compelling. List the ways you are different. Perhaps you provide superior quality, innovative features, a faster turnaround, exceptional customer service or a memorable brand experience.
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HAVE A VISION


‘Your vision is your north star.’



Every successful startup begins with a founder who has the vision to create something different and better – transforming how things are done, what is available or how problems can be solved. Without a vision no startup would ever get off the ground.


So how do you become that visionary founder? It involves seeing things in different ways, imagining possibilities and bringing your dreams and passions to life. It means looking beyond what exists today, beyond what everyone else is doing, and seeing clearly what future customers will be buying. A vision is the framework around which a new business can scale and evolve.


Don’t think your business idea is too small or simple to require a vision. This isn’t a nice-to-have. For any size of startup, the founder’s vision is the compass bearing that guides choices and decisions and serves as an inspirational signpost. Your vision should keep you grounded and true to your purpose.


But it doesn’t need to be complicated or awe-inspiring. Just make it meaningful and authentic. It probably won’t provide all the answers, but it will provide a direction of travel that people can align around.




A vision keeps you on the right path with a clear long-term direction.






9Put it into action


Create a bold vision


To shape your vision, work through this simple three-step reflection:




	Look beyond money. Ask yourself why your startup exists. What problem are you solving? Are you filling a market gap or offering customers an easier, smarter solution?


	Picture the future. Imagine your business five years from now. What will it be known for? Whom will it serve? How will it make a difference?


	Write it down. Use these answers to describe what success means for your startup. Make it clear, meaningful and inspiring.





Here’s a couple of examples to get you started:




	‘To create cost-effective, ecofriendly and carbon-neutral holidays for everyone.’


	‘To revolutionize how small businesses access financial services and support.’





Communicate it often


A vision that you keep to yourself is just a daydream. Your vision becomes powerful when people know about it. Be sure it’s visible and memorable for everyone connected with your startup. Include it in your business plan, investor pitch decks, marketing materials, website, social media, job adverts, and, if you have one, on the walls of your office. The more you share it, the more it will becomes part of your startup identity and serve its purpose of providing an overarching direction.


Use it as your decision-making compass


Your vision should be the standard by which you make decisions. Always ask: ‘Does this move us closer to our vision?’ If the answer is yes, it’s worth exploring; if the answer’s no, stop, no matter how tempting the short-term benefits may appear.


Revisit your vision over time


You’ll want to refine your vision as your business grows. This isn’t a sign that it was wrong; it’s simply a reflection of growth and maturity. Over time you may discover new opportunities or realize that your original thinking needs adjusting.
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PLAY TO YOUR STRENGTHS


‘Build on what you do best, rather than relying on what you know least.’



By building a startup that aligns with your strengths, you give yourself a greater chance of success. No matter whether you’re a great communicator, good at data analytics or expert in using design software, you’ll have more success when your core skills are at the heart of your business. When you work with your strengths, it’s easier to stay positive, motivated and focused, too – particularly when faced with challenges.


For that same reason, designing your startup around what you already do increases your chances of success. There are plenty of examples of people who have taken a leap into the unknown and made a success of it in a new sector, but prioritizing your existing experience, skills, knowledge and natural talent will give you the edge.


If your background is in finance, you’re more likely to succeed by leveraging your expertise and contacts to create a fintech startup than launching a new clothing brand. Playing to your strengths gives you the advantage of building a business that’s aligned with who you are, and where more of your time and energy can be spent on things you already shine at.


This isn’t about ignoring your weaknesses. We all have areas for development. When your startup demands expertise in something you lack experience in, you need to be strategic about how to fill the gap. You might delegate or outsource a particular task, find a workaround, or decide that you need to acquire the skill yourself.




Your strengths are what will make you a truly successful entrepreneur.






11Put it into action


Know your own strengths


Unless your areas of expertise are obvious to you, draw up a list by asking yourself:




	What activities and tasks have you consistently excelled at in your career, education or personal life?


	Which industry sectors or business functions have you worked in and developed a good understanding of?


	What skills and abilities come naturally to you? For example, are you great at connecting with new people, solving technical problems or managing conflicts?


	What types of tasks or responsibilities make you feel energized and passionate, rather than drained and bored?


	What would other people see as your strengths, positive qualities and areas of expertise?





Find an opportunity that taps into your strengths


Think carefully about the kind of business you want to start, and what will be required in terms of expertise and skills, whether it’s market knowledge, product development expertise, relationships with resellers, building a client base, creating a technology platform or working with that sector’s supply chain.


Compare the requirements with the list of strengths you created. Check off everything that aligns, and where there are gaps, think about who could help you plug them. Could it be a co-founder, a freelance contractor, a team member or a supplier?


This analysis will help you decide whether you’re a match with the particular business opportunity you’re considering, or you should pass on it. Do be particularly cautious if there’s limited crossover with your existing skills and expertise and if the business is outside your comfort zone.
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SET GOALS TO DRIVE SUCCESS


‘Goals keep you motivated and focused.’



Starting a new business without clear goals is a bit like setting out on a journey without knowing where you’re heading. This is particularly true in the early days of your startup when everything seems urgent and important. Without some well-defined goals, it’s very easy to jump from one task to the next, wasting valuable time and resources.


Creating specific, clear and measurable goals ensures you take control of your startup journey, rather than leaving things to chance. Your goals will serve as benchmarks helping you keep your business on track and growing over time, by enabling you to monitor progress and make any adjustments you need to make.


Thoughtfully designed goals help you stay focused on what truly matters, so that every decision and dollar spent moves you closer to success. Whether they’re about reaching a revenue target, building your brand or signing up your first customers, they’ll also help you stay motivated and accountable.


You’ll need to determine how challenging your goals should be. If they’re too easy to achieve they’re of little value, but if they’re too hard and unrealistic, they can be demotivating and frustrating. Successful entrepreneurs typically find a balance by setting longer-term aspirational goals, while creating short-term goals that represent achievable milestones – all linked to your longer-term plan.




Goal setting keeps your business moving in the right direction.






13Put it into action


Turn your vision into SMART goals


Write down your startup’s vision and aims. You want to translate these into goals that are specific, clear, achievable, measurable and relevant and have a clear timeframe. By creating so-called SMART goals, you’ll be able to take your longer-term vision and turn it into detailed short- to medium-term goals that you can work with on a monthly basis.


As an example, you may have a vision of becoming the number-one player in your market by the end of the decade. To achieve this, you might create some specific goals, such as:




	Sign up at least 50 new corporate customers each year for the next three years.


	Open a new production plant by the year end, operating at 90 per cent capacity with 99 per cent quality in 24 months’ time.





These clear milestones, which will form part of your budgeting, resource planning and performance management processes, will help turn your entrepreneurial vision a reality.


Be ready to flex your goals


It won’t all be plain sailing. Your startup journey will be unpredictable and uncertain, and it’s important that you’re ready to refine and update your goals as needed, which might include changing targets, deadlines and even core business ideas in the face of unforeseen challenges and opportunities.
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IT’S A MARATHON, NOT A SPRINT


‘Stay the course, by never giving up too soon.’



Starting a new business isn’t a path to overnight success. If you want instant results and career predictability, becoming an entrepreneur probably isn’t for you. It’s a long and demanding journey requiring patience, persistence and resilience. Many people find this frustrating, particularly if instant gratification is your thing.


Too many startups fail not because of a poor business idea, strategy or plan, but because their founders give up too quickly, calling it quits after the first couple of setbacks or obstacles.


Being an entrepreneur demands grit. You need to be comfortable playing the long game. Successful entrepreneurs need determination, resolve and mental toughness in abundance to help you face all obstacles that cross your path.


If you can get into the mindset of seeing your startup as a marathon, you’ll stop expecting immediate rewards and learn to roll with the setbacks. You’ll start to appreciate the steady progress and recognize the small wins along the way. You’ll be calmer, more motivated and less likely to become frustrated.




The marathon mindset prepares you for the long haul.






15Put it into action


Expect it to take longer than you hope


You might get lucky and hit your goals quickly, but that’s rare. Most seasoned entrepreneurs have learned that success takes time, and that startups rarely grow in a straight line. Roadblocks, setbacks and unexpected challenges will inevitably slow your progress and stretch your timelines beyond what you planned for. If you can align your expectations with this reality, you’ll be better prepared to keep pushing forward.


Patiently hang in there


When setbacks slow you down, pause, take a breath, and don’t let impatience or frustration take over. Progress in a startup takes time and persistence. Be ready to put in the extra effort to overcome whatever challenges appear. Use your problem-solving skills and past experience, and balance them with patience and adaptability.


Learn from other founders


Talk with fellow entrepreneurs to appreciate how long and tough the journey can be. Many of them will have taken years to see any real success. Their stories will remind you that quick wins are hard to come by.


Avoid shortcuts


Don’t be tempted by ‘get rich quick’ shortcuts – if it looks too good to be true, it probably is. Remember why you started your business in the first place and shift your focus from the short to the long term.
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ROLL UP YOUR SLEEVES


‘No task is too small if it helps get your business off the ground.’



Creating a successful startup is about doing whatever it takes to make your business idea a reality. It’s about being willing to jump into anything that needs doing – from packing boxes to manning the phones, from visiting customers to managing the finances. Nothing should be off the table in the early days of your new business.


It’s easy to get caught up in the glamour of being an entrepreneur – playing the CEO role while all the little things you need to do to get your business off the ground get ignored. Successful entrepreneurs are humble enough to know that nothing is beneath them, because everything that needs doing contributes in some way to your startup’s success.


In some ways this is even more true if you’ve raised a bit of startup capital and created the temptation to sit back and pay other people to do things for you. These early days are your opportunity to learn every aspect of your business firsthand and to experience for yourself how your processes can be improved:




	When you’re the one making cold calls, you’ll see how to tweak your sales pitch to win new clients.


	When you put in a shift at the warehouse you’ll spot ways of improving your supply chain to make them more efficient.
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