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INTRODUCTION



My name is JJ Ramberg, and I am an entrepreneur. I was born into a family of entrepreneurs. I’m married to an entrepreneur. I host a national television show about entrepreneurs for an audience of entrepreneurs. And, when I’m not doing that, I help run my own business, which I co-founded with my brother, Ken Ramberg, called GoodSearch.com. Many of my closest friends are entrepreneurs. And my guess is if you just picked up this book, you’ve got a good streak of entrepreneurship running through your veins too.


This book is a collection of some of the smartest, most practical, and easy-to-understand business advice out there. It’s straightforward information that you don’t need a business school degree to understand, and you don’t need to be a Fortune 500 company to use. And believe me, thanks to these past six years of hosting Your Business on MSNBC, I’ve heard it all and seen it all—in action. This stuff works. Period. It’s worked for the people who figured it out and, in many cases, it’s worked for me at my own company. While some of it is just plain common sense, much of it is highly original and extremely clever.


Since I started hosting MSNBC’s Your Business in 2006, my colleagues and I have interviewed thousands of entrepreneurs to find out what they’ve learned about running their own companies. And honestly, no two individuals are alike. I’ve spoken with many different kinds of business owners, from sole proprietors working out of their own basements to people who pay the salaries of hundreds of employees working in large industrial facilities. I’ve met people funded by venture capitalists risking millions, angel investors risking hundreds of thousands, and plenty more who have funded their own ventures with nothing more than their life savings or a second mortgage on their home. And when you look at the industries they represent, they are all over the map. A random sample might include a dry cleaner in Pittsburgh, a tech start-up in Seattle, a restaurant in Manhattan, a real estate firm in Phoenix, a headhunter in New Orleans, a hot-air balloon operator in Napa, a dogsled-ride company in Aspen, a bank in Boston, a wedding planner in Chicago… the list is very, very long. But the common denominator is that each of these small business owners has had to confront and solve many different kinds of problems in all areas of business in order to survive and grow.


No matter where we are or what business we are in, I have found that there is one true quality that all of us entrepreneurs share—we are a very determined bunch! Even in the heart of the 2008 recession, I met people who simply did not have the words “I give up” in their vocabulary. We are people who, when you tell us “No!” we think “No for now.” Tell us “Impossible!” and what we hear is “Impossible for now.” We are go-getters who make things happen for ourselves, for our employees, and for our communities.


We are a very practical group and we generally don’t settle. We are always on the lookout for the fastest, simplest, least wasteful, and most efficient way to get the best results for the least effort, money, and resources. We also don’t spend a lot of time regretting our mistakes. In fact, many of our best ideas have come to us as lessons learned from huge mistakes. And those ideas, those tips, those hard-earned insights are what we’ve collected and organized into this book.


As both a reporter/writer of this book and a self-employed entrepreneur, I’ve found myself in the position of receiving and then using much of the advice collected here. Receiving it—as a journalist with a national audience of small business owners—and then using it in the day-to-day operation of my own business, GoodSearch. I cannot tell you how often I’ve come away from one of my interviews with scribbles on the side of my notebook, reminding me to try out what that person is doing when I get back home to GoodSearch. These scribbles run the gamut from how to change someone’s no into a yes (see Tips #101 and #102) to how to stand (literally—where exactly to put my feet!) when I’m giving a presentation (see Tip #40).


This book is basically a detailed look into these scribbles. It’s filled with all of those tricks of the trade that people who are in the trenches every day—people who are doing the things all small business owners do, such as hiring people, developing pricing schedules, and negotiating deals—have created to help them with these tasks. Many are things that we’re not doing because we just didn’t think of them before. Many are things we know we should be doing but haven’t had the time to figure out how. We’ll tell you how.


I’ve learned a great deal from the advice we’ve collected. For example, in Tip #115, Josh Brookhart of TZG Partners provides insight on getting your customers to give you feedback on a product launch. As you’ll see, I fortuitously spoke to Josh a week before a new GoodSearch launch and it totally changed the way we handled the introduction with our users. Other times I didn’t get the advice before doing something, but immediately changed my practices once I heard it. For example, Katherine Corp’s Tip #109 has completely informed the way I talk to customers and potential partners.


This book is written with two of the producers of Your Business—Lisa Everson and Frank Silverstein. You can imagine, with thousands of interviews under our belt, we had an enormous pool of tips and advice to choose from. But we were picky in deciding which ones to include. Every single tip in this book is practical, actionable, easy to implement, and will help your business succeed. You can read one and make the change in your business that very day! We ran each tip by our informal focus group of small business owners to make sure their reaction was, “Wow, that’s so smart, I have to start doing that in my company.” Or, “Wow, I can’t believe I’m not doing that already!”


Keep in mind, this not a comprehensive how-to-start-and-grow-your-business kind of book. If you’re looking for that, there are plenty of books out there that fill that need. We clearly do not cover every single thing you need to know to run a business, and we didn’t try.


What we did set out to do is put together a collection of “aha” moments—those magical discoveries in your business where you think, “Oh, that’s a much better way to do it!” Most of these tips are not big-picture—they’re very focused and very actionable. And, they’re all easy to digest and quick to read.


Using myself as the prime example, most entrepreneurs do not have the luxury of time. My co-authors are always making fun of me, saying that I’m usually in such a hurry that when I call them, I simply say, “Hi, it’s J,” instead of “JJ,” saving exactly one second. To that end, we decided not to spend ten pages on a piece of advice when we could get the point across in one paragraph.


You don’t need to read this book in the order it was written—and as a matter of fact, you probably shouldn’t. Poke around. Flip open to a page and see what you find. Or, if you’re focusing on an area of your business right now, head over to that section. If you have a meeting with your sales team coming up, go straight to chapter 6 on “Closing the Sale”; if you’re wondering about your management style, go to chapter 3, “Being the Leader.” Or, if you’re just starting your company, you may want to begin with chapter 2 and read on to see how others are getting things right.


I started my company, GoodSearch.com, in 2005. It was a typical start-up, founded out of my one-bedroom apartment in New York City. GoodSearch is a socially responsible company that empowers people to turn their everyday actions into ways to do good. Each time someone searches the Internet, shops online, or dines out, a donation is made to their favorite charity or school. More than 15 million people have used GoodSearch, and we’ve raised around $10 million for good causes. Together with my brother and co-founder, Ken, I’ve dealt with all of the issues we touch on in this book. I’ve had to contemplate what kind of funding to get, how to fire someone, how to find office space, and how to get potential partners who had never heard of us to take a meeting. After five years of running the company ourselves, we hired Scott Garell, the former president of Ask.com, to be our CEO, at which time we dealt with issues of how to grow at the right speed. You’ll hear a lot about my experiences as an entrepreneur in the following pages. Throughout our research and writing, I have used many, many of the tips in my own business. I’m quite sure you will do the same!


JJ Ramberg





A NOTE ON QR CODES



You’ll notice throughout the book that we’ve added QR codes to some of the tips. Grab your phone and if you don’t have a QR code reader, get one from the iTunes App Store or Android Market. We like Paperlinks, Scan, and RedLaser. Once you scan one of the codes with the reader, you’ll be taken to a web page.


We have amassed six years’ worth of videos from Your Business, and this gives us a way to share the best of them with you. Some of these codes will take you to segments going into more detail about the tip you’re reading. Others will take you to a segment we filmed on the featured small business owner or expert that focuses on another piece of advice we learned from them.


We’re thrilled that technology has allowed us to truly marry the show and this book. We hope you enjoy the segments!
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CHAPTER ONE



FINDING YOUR FUNDING


Attracting investors, getting loans, and tapping other sources of capital




      TIP #1    Four must-haves for your elevator pitch


      

      TIP #2    Do’s and don’ts of meeting an investor


      

      TIP #3    Sell your company—not the product—to investors


      

      TIP #4    Don’t choose investors based on valuation alone


      

      TIP #5    Don’t set a valuation during your friends-and-family round of funding


      

      TIP #6    Borrow through peer-to-peer lending


      

      TIP #7    Barter, don’t buy


      

      TIP #8    Ask your suppliers for funds


      

      TIP #9    Ask your customers for payment up front


      

      TIP #10  Have a bank loan application strategy


      

      TIP #11  Find a market for the stuff you’re throwing out


      

      TIP #12  Be ready with a photo pitch on your phone


      

      




 



TIP #1



Four must-haves for your elevator pitch


On Your Business, nearly every week we have a segment called “The Elevator Pitch.” Some are highly polished and some are quite raw. So we asked Brian Halligan to give us some advice on how to make sure your pitch is a home run.


As a venture capitalist, Brian has listened to many elevator pitches. As an entrepreneur and the founder of HubSpot in Boston, pitching for money is second nature. The most successful pitches, he says, include what he calls PATS:




P—Show your Passion for your idea—don’t hide it.


A—Ask for a number—be specific: how much you want and how you will use it.


T—Show Traction—website visitors increasing, early orders, press coverage, etc.


S—Make Sense—rehearse it in front of the mirror and communicate your message clearly.





As small business owners, we often get so excited about our idea that we talk too long or give too much detail in an elevator pitch. So here is a simple worksheet for you to fill out:






Explanation: One line saying what your company does: ________________________________


Traction: What statistics can you show to illustrate the upward success of your idea: ___________________


Size: How big can your company become: __________


Ask: What are you asking for: ____________________







Now take all of that information and put it into a paragraph and present it to someone who knows nothing about your business. Ask them if they now understand what you do, how successful you’ve been, and your potential for growth. Once you’ve got that down, stand in front of a mirror and practice, practice, practice so that you can deliver this pitch with passion and clarity. Remember, with a busy person, you’ve often only got one shot to impress them!


Added tip: David S. Rose, chairman of New York Angels, says you never know how much time someone is going to give you. So have an elevator pitch ready for every scenario: twenty seconds, one minute, five minutes, twenty minutes, and one hour.


 



TIP #2



Do’s and don’ts of meeting an investor


Don’t waste a good introduction with a poor follow-up. Too many people squander the opportunity to follow up with a potential investor once they’ve been introduced in a casual setting.


Mark Suster, a partner at GRP Partners, the largest venture-capital firm in Southern California, gave us this list of what to say and what not to say:


What NOT to say:


	“Can you please check out my website and let me know your thoughts?”

	“Here is my phone number, call me when you have time to talk.”




Investors are busy and are inundated with requests from people to “check out their company.” If you put the ball in their court, you’ll likely never hear from them.


What TO say:


	“Would you mind if the next time I’m in town I e-mailed you to see if you had thirty minutes for a coffee?”

	“I know that you’re very busy—would you mind if I asked for an intro to a junior member of your team to start a dialogue?”

	“I know my company may not be in the industry you focus on—do you know any angels who might be interested in our space?”




Take things into your own hands. This way you control the next step and can ensure that it happens.


 



TIP #3



Sell your company—not the product—to investors


Customers and investors have very different interests in your business. People often come on “The Elevator Pitch” segment of Your Business and spend the entire time talking about how great their product is. While that might get them a new customer, it does not necessarily get them a new investor.


Howard Morgan, managing partner at First Round Capital in New York, says that this is a common mistake and easily fixed. He says that entrepreneurs need to remember that when they are pitching investors, they’re not pitching the product (as they would to a potential client or customer), they are pitching shares of the company. For example, when the company Public-Stuff (which provides outsourced 311 services to local governments) pitched their idea to Howard, the founders showed their product and it was, no doubt, intriguing. But Howard was more interested in learning how they would monetize the product and get the buy-in of their heavily politicized target customers.


Bottom line: It’s important to talk about what drives the share value. This of course includes the product benefits, but also other things, such as your team, the marketplace, and your marketing plan. You need to be focused not on why the product is so great but on why your company is so great.


 



TIP #4



Don’t choose investors based on valuation alone


It’s not just the amount of money you get but whom you get it from that makes the biggest difference. When you’re looking for funding, while it may be tempting to go with the investor who will give you the most money or the best deal in terms of valuation, New York–based Jason Goldberg, who has founded four tech companies including Fab.com (and sold two), says you shouldn’t give in to that temptation. He says, when you are deciding whom to take money from, you should, in addition to the valuation, consider the following:




1. Are your business goals truly aligned? Here are the questions to ask yourself and your investors to see if you are on the same page:






	Do you want to grow quickly or build at a slow and steady pace?


	Do you want to sell the company soon or build a large business with hundreds of employees?


	Are you the person to run the company or should you bring in a CEO once you reach a certain scale?







2. Do you like working together and do you feel comfortable sharing your issues and getting advice from these people?




According to Jason, in the long run you’ll be much happier basing your decision on the answers to those questions than the valuation question. Remember, once you take money from someone, you’re in it with them for the long haul!


 



TIP #5



Don’t set a valuation during your friends-and-family round of funding


Problem: You’re raising a round of money from friends and family to get your company off the ground, but you don’t know how much of the company you should give away to them.


Solution: Don’t make that decision right now! David S. Rose, chairman of New York Angels and a serial entrepreneur, says that you can figure that out later. How? Give your friends and family convertible notes with a 20 percent discount on the next round. OK, OK… I realize that likely sounded completely confusing, so let me explain.


When your best friend gives you $5,000, don’t give her a percentage of the company. Instead, make it a loan that will be converted to equity if and when you raise your next round of funding. Then, when you raise the next round (presumably from more sophisticated investors), the company’s value will be set during the negotiation between you and this second round of investors. At that point, your best friend’s loan will turn into equity. But since she took the risk of betting on you from the start, she’ll get 20 percent more for her $5,000 than someone who put in $5,000 in this round.


Still confusing? Here’s a simplified worksheet to clarify things.




Round #1:


Mom: $10,000 convertible note


Brother: $5,000 convertible note


Best friend: $5,000 convertible note







Round #2: Company is worth $500,000 after the investment


New investor: $100,000—now owns 20 percent of equity


Mom: now owns 2.4 percent of company ($10,000 converted into equity plus 20 percent more)


Brother: now owns 1.2 percent of company ($5,000 converted into equity plus 20 percent more)


Best friend: now owns 1.2 percent of company ($5,000 converted into equity plus 20 percent more)





 



TIP #6



Borrow through peer-to-peer lending


Problem: You need a business loan, but your business is either too new or too risky for a conventional bank to put a large sum of money at your disposal.


Solution: Go online and check out peer-to-peer lending. Rather than a single entity putting up a large sum of money, you will be looking at a lot of people chipping in small sums that add up to the total of your loan request.


Here’s how it works: You list your loan request on a site like LendingClub.com or Prosper.com and then anyone on the site can see your request and decide if they want to lend you money. This could be your sister, your aunt, or, more likely, a complete stranger who likes what you’re planning to do and is looking to lend some money as an investment.


Case study: John Good, the owner of Bubbles Galore Car & Dog Wash in Davison, Michigan, had an idea a few years ago to add a self-serve dog wash to his car wash. He thought this combination would really set him apart from other car washes and that it would make his small business more of a destination than a dreaded chore. He did some market research, looked at trends in the pet industry, and decided it had a reasonable chance for success. All he needed was $16,000 to get it going.


He went back to his bank, which gave him the original mortgage on the car wash, but they refused even to consider a loan for this purpose. That’s when John went to “plan B.” He listed his business idea and his loan request with LendingClub.com. In less than two weeks, about two hundred people had pitched in to make up his $16,000. The money was instantly deposited in John’s account and the payments are automatically taken out every month. The term is three years.


Not every loan listed on peer-to-peer lending sites gets funded. John says he believes he got funded because of a combination of it being a good investment and because he told a good story in the application—which all potential lenders can read. He explained his idea, talked about his research, and was honest about the challenges. In addition, he was a little funny where it was warranted, making him likable. In the end, with peer-to-peer lending, people are lending to other people. Tell a good story and get them interested and you’ll have a better chance of getting that loan.


Please note: Not everyone can put up a loan request on these sites. There are strict credit standards and the loans generally top out around $25,000. Interest rates depend on your credit score.


 



TIP #7



Barter, don’t buy


When money is tight, you might be able to hold on to more of it if you can barter goods and services rather than use cash to pay for the things you need.


An easy first step is to approach your lawyer, your accountant, your landlord, and any others who might be willing to trade their services for your product. Reaching out a little farther, you can approach other businesses in your area that sell the supplies or services you need.


Getting even more creative, one business told us they traded the labor of an employee who had a special skill, in this case web design, in exchange for the labor of another company’s employee who was great at proofreading. This saved both companies the cost of hiring a freelancer or a contractor to do that extra job.


Finally, there are online barter exchanges where businesses list their offerings and the services they’re seeking, hoping to strike a deal to get what they need without paying cash.


Watch out! The IRS has rules about these kinds of barter exchanges, so it’s very important to check the regulations that may apply before diving in all the way.
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TIP #8



Ask your suppliers for funds


You may not realize it, but your suppliers may be willing to lend you funds. After all they have a vested interest in your staying afloat.


New York–based designer (and former Wall Street financial consultant) Aysha Saeed says you should make a list of the companies you buy supplies or services from to run your business. These companies will benefit directly from your success, so why not share your vision and business plan with them? Ask them if they are interested in making a direct investment in your business or if they can give you a line of credit. Aysha recently asked her factory for a $100,000 line of credit and got it. She’ll pay it back in one year and her cash flow problems are solved. The factory granted the line of credit because in the long run, her success means more business for them.
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TIP #9



Ask your customers for payment up front


One way to raise cash quickly is to turn directly to your customers or clients.


By offering a big discount to people who pay in advance for products or services they expect to buy later, you may be able to get the money you need now in a pinch. If you have loyal customers, it may also make sense to let them know why you’re doing this. Customers often want to help out a business they’re happy with—especially if they’re saving money in the process.


Case study 1: In Menlo Park, California, Kepler’s Books was just another statistic, another bookstore going under in 2005 in the face of stiff competition from Amazon.com and Barnes & Noble. Unwilling to lose their neighborhood bookstore, a group of committed local customers banded together to help reopen it. They created a “membership plan” where people paid up front to become a Kepler’s member and get discounts on future purchases. For instance, the basic membership costs fifty dollars and buys the customer a member rewards card where they get a ten-dollar store credit for every hundred dollars spent. It also gives people a onetime 15 percent–off shopping spree, as well as invitations to “members-only events.” This offering raised enough money to keep the store afloat long enough to allow it to enact other key changes to its business model that made it viable once again.


Case study 2: In Hastings-on-Hudson, New York, the owner of a restaurant called Comfort ran into difficulties during the past recession and needed money to pay off the cost of some renovations. The banks were not responsive, so the owner turned directly to his customers for help. He let them know he was struggling and basically asked them for an advance. He offered to sell them VIP cards for $500 each that would have a face value of $600. So right off the bat they got a 20 percent discount by using the cards. Doing this raised nearly $40,000 up front with no strings attached, no monthly payments, and no interest fees. Meanwhile, honoring the cash value of the cards required only the cost of the food, labor, and rent. And there was an added benefit—he created a core group of customers who had a very real interest ($500 worth!) in making sure that restaurant stayed open!
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TIP #10



Have a bank loan application strategy


Applying for a loan with too many banks can inadvertently work against you.


Too many bank loan applications can bring down your overall credit score by 5 to 10 points each time your credit gets pulled. That means hitting just five banks for a loan can lower your score by up to 50 points.


Monica Mehta, the managing principal of New York–based investment firm Seventh Capital, suggests you start by applying to those banks that know your business and have experience lending in your industry or in your geographic location. Going to the wrong lenders first may cost you more than you realize.


 



TIP #11



Find a market for the stuff you’re throwing out


Look carefully, there might be a hidden revenue stream being thrown out with the trash! No matter what business you’re in, you’re likely to be creating waste of some sort—from food scraps to shredded paper to who knows what! It might be worth it to find out if there is a commercial use for this trash.


How do you find out? It’s simple. First, figure out what kind of stuff you are throwing out. Then do an Internet search to see what uses there might be for this material. Contact the folks who use it and find out how to sell it to them. The rest is money in the bank.


Case study: Valerio Vindici and Tony DeFilippis are co-owners of Imperial Billiards in New Jersey, a company that makes custom billiard tables. One of their customers noticed all the sawdust lying around their workshop and suggested that they use it to make wood pellets. It didn’t take long for Valerio and Tony to find out that wood pellets are pieces of compressed sawdust that are used to fuel pellet stoves, which some homeowners use to heat their homes.


Today these pellets account for 40 percent of the company’s sales and have become a steady source of revenue.
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TIP #12



Be ready with a photo pitch on your phone


Have your cell phone loaded with photos to help you with an impromptu presentation. Gayla Bentley of Houston, Texas, knows a thing or two about successful pitching. She got Barbara Corcoran and Daymond John interested in her plus-size clothing line on the show Shark Tank. Gayla’s tip is simple: You never know when or where you’ll encounter someone interested in your business. Make sure you have an easily accessible link on your smartphone with photos of your product, service, or website so you can show that person a great visual of your business in seconds. On a plane, in a taxi, at a networking event—you always carry your phone; why not make it an easy elevator-pitch accessory? Makes perfect sense to us!
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CHAPTER TWO



GETTING IT OFF THE GROUND


Launching a new company, product, or service




      

      TIP #13    Focus on the “why”


      

      TIP #14    Get fresh ideas from your team’s brainstorming meeting


      

      TIP #15    Make sure you own your material


      

      TIP #16    Test your product idea with your audience before actually developing it


      

      TIP #17    Never do a fifty-fifty partnership


      

      TIP #18    Create a buy-sell agreement with your partner


      

      TIP #19    Ensure that the principals work on your account


      

      TIP #20    Clear your brand before launching it


      

      TIP #21    Get inspired by other industries


      

      TIP #22    Give your ideas a name so everyone remembers them


      

      TIP #23    Internally crowdsource new designs


      

      TIP #24    Three key questions to ask in a focus group


      

      TIP #25    Open up your brainstorming meetings


      

      TIP #26    How to compare vendors


      

      




 



TIP #13



Focus on the “why”


When you want people to get excited about your company—whether it’s an investor, a potential partner, a customer, or even your employees—you need to explain exactly what your company does, but you should really focus your presentation on why your company does it.


Why? Because people can become inspired by your passion for the work you do even if they’re not particularly inspired by the work itself. Focusing on that passion, the “why,” won’t stop you from talking about what you do, but it will establish a context of why your work is important to you and therefore why it should be important to them as well.


Simon Sinek, the author of Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, introduced me to this idea early on in the life of Your Business and I have since repeated it to so many others. Simon’s theory is that while people may start working with you because of “what” you do, they’ll stay loyal to your company because of your vision—“why” you do it. So don’t be tempted to spend your time talking about “what” when you’ll have much more impact if you focus on the “why.”


How I use this: Simon sat down with me to illustrate what he meant. He asked me about the “why” behind GoodSearch and I told him, “We are an online shopping mall and Yahoo-powered search engine that donates about a penny per search and a percentage of each purchase to the charity or school of the user’s choice.” Simon looked at me and I immediately knew I had said the wrong thing.


He then asked me a series of questions including: Do I like working with my brother as a co-founder? What did I do as a hobby when I was in high school? How do I spend my weekends? Admittedly the session felt more like therapy than a business meeting. But in the end, we had found my “why.”


I believe that the opportunity to do good should exist every day and not just when we write a check to our favorite charity. GoodSearch gives people the ability to do good in their everyday lives. It is this “why”—the reason we started GoodSearch—that is helping it to become a transformational new approach to philanthropy. At the end of my conversation with Simon, it was clear that the “why” of my company is much more magnetic than the “what.” And once you hook them with the “why,” the “what” is easy!
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