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Preface


Is five years a long time? It depends on how you look at it. If you had been running your business successfully for five years, then that’s some achievement – half of new businesses disappear within 18 months.


It has been five years since I first wrote this book, and I am very glad I did. It has led to scores of fascinating conversations; the chemist from Wolverhampton who had expansion issues; the boatbuilder from Cornwall who wanted to break out of his locality; the accountant from Kent who had colour-coded the book by levels of advice – good, great and sublime.


There is always something new coming along – Facebook and Twitter didn’t exist when I started writing – but the fundamentals remain the same. Keep yourself motivated, don’t take yourself too seriously, and stay sane.


So let’s rededicate ourselves to what makes small businesses work. Dive in and enjoy it, and do let me know what you think.


Kevin Duncan, 2010
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1: Only got a minute?





	Assume that you have something to offer.





	Take the issues seriously, but not yourself.





	Sell yourself, more so than materials with a mark-up.





	Charge a premium price and do a great job.





	Remember that corporate time moves slower than normal time.





	Listen more than you talk.





	Be more positive than everyone else wherever you go.





	Do not distinguish between nice and nasty things to do.





	Whatever you plan to do, start now.





	Remember: everything you achieve, you have done yourself.








5: Only got five minutes?





	Assume that you have something to offer.


	Be honest with yourself.


	Research your market thoroughly.


	Work out how much money you need.


	Write a simple, realistic plan.


	Invest in a distinctive identity.


	Get connected.


	Appoint a good accountant.


	Work out the materials you need.


	Network constantly without being irritating.


	Now make it happen.


	Write out your contact list and new business hit list.


	Write down everyone you want to get in touch with.


	Put the phone number by every one of your contacts.


	Do everything when you think of it, otherwise nothing will happen.


	Constantly review the list to see if you are being realistic.


	Keep the numbers manageable.


	Keep inventing new ideas for contacting someone.


	Every time you get through to someone, move them to your contact list.


	Try to have 20–30 meetings fixed for the next 4–6 weeks.


	Never cancel a new business meeting because you are ‘too busy’.


	Concentrate on the money, but don’t become obsessed with it.


	Weigh up the Service v Product distinction.


	Work out how to have a near-infinite margin.


	Consider the lucky seven money questions.


	Try to avoid the most time-consuming issue ever: other people.


	Try to sell what you do, not materials with a mark-up.


	The price-quality equation: if you cost a lot, you must be good.


	Aim for 50 per cent repeat business within three years.


	Don’t be small-minded about money.


	Be canny about requests for free or ‘win only’ work.


	Consider Everyday Flexible Pricing.


	Choose the right method of communicating.


	
Become adept at describing what you do in less than 30 seconds.



	Be prepared to improvise on the spot.


	Introduce some humanity into your CV.


	Remember that people give business to those with whom they like having meetings.


	Meet lots of people and stay open-minded.


	Take your customers to lunch and insist on paying.


	Rewrite all your marketing materials.


	Design a clever mailing to send to your customers.


	Ask your customers what else you could do for them.


	Don’t call it ‘cold calling’.


	Admit that the phone will never ring unless you market yourself.


	
If you make 100 calls, you will get 40 meetings, and three jobs.



	Prepare your selling angles.


	Don’t use jargon to disguise what you do.


	Tell them you are available.


	Try selling the opposite of everyone else.


	Tell them it is simple (because you are experienced).


	Offer to solve their issue quickly.


	Be ready with examples of customers for whom you work.


	Don’t start discounting before you have even met.


	Have a system for noting your calls.


	Be natural and human.


	Everyone views time differently.


	Everything you do will involve a six-month time lag.


	Corporate time moves slower than normal time.


	One day of personal time equals two weeks of corporate time.


	Whatever you plan to do, start now.


	You are the company culture.


	Only do business with people you like.


	Subsume your ego.


	Do not distinguish between nice and nasty things to do.


	Talk to yourself.


	Remind yourself of all the positive things you have done.


	Never moan.


	Never drink during the day.


	Never watch daytime TV.


	Never finish a day before deciding what to do the next morning.


	Never do anything unless you know why you are doing it.


	Have reserve plans for every day.


	Remember that Plan B is often more productive than Plan A.


	When you secure a meeting, get organized straightaway.


	Get chronological.


	Research everything thoroughly.


	Give them a list of ways in which you can help.


	Include things that you could do, even if you have never done them.


	Ask what is on their mind at the moment and offer to fix it.


	Listen more than you talk.


	Be more positive than everyone else in every meeting.


	Never be late.


	Be spontaneous and act naturally.


	Take the issues seriously, but not yourself.


	Never do one thing for too long.


	Don’t forget to build time off into your year plan.


	When you take time off, be genuinely unavailable.


	Develop new hobbies to alleviate monotony and make yourself more interesting.


	If you have had a good day, reward yourself.


	Only over-deliver to a level that reflects your premium price.


	Get your working environment right.


	Just because you work on your own, it doesn’t mean you are alone.


	Establish your own self-employed network.


	Balance the service equation.


	Learn to say no politely.


	Refer your surplus work to others.


	Enjoy the camaraderie of other companies.


	Blur the lines between work and social life.


	View it like an extended family.


	If you stay in touch, they will too.


	One man’s solitary confinement is another man’s freedom.


	Look back at all the customers you have worked for and your work for them.


	If something you offer is very popular, work out why.


	If something you offer doesn’t generate enough profit, work out why.


	Think of everything that is similar to what you do and consider whether to do that as well.


	Describe your business to a respected friend and listen to what they say.


	Pretend you couldn’t work for six months: what would you do?


	Develop the knack of working out whether something is a waste of time.


	Resurrect something you used to enjoy doing.


	Remember: everything you achieve, you have done yourself.








Introduction


LOTS OF BOOKS TELL YOU HOW TO DEAL WITH THE PRACTICALITIES. THIS ONE TELLS YOU HOW TO DEAL WITH YOURSELF


It is a fairly simple matter to walk into a bookshop and pick up a whole range of books on the practical aspects of setting up your own business. You know the sort of thing – clever ways to arrange your financial systems, how to organize your filing, tips on how to win customers, and so on.


But it is significantly harder to find something that helps you to deal with your own frame of mind. When you do actually start running your own business, the first thing that you have to confront is that the whole thing is down to you. This is not a one-off sensation at the beginning. In fact, it never quite goes away, even after you have had a successful start and have established a bank of regular customers.


During the past ten years I have often found myself discussing this feeling with friends and colleagues who work on their own. Discussions became tangible ideas and this book was born. It offers lots of ways to help increase your chances of independent success. All the suggestions here have been test-driven to one degree or another by the author or someone I respect. They are humbly recommended in a pragmatic and sympathetic style by someone who has been there and done it already.


We owe it to ourselves to make business enjoyable even if the central reason for it is to make money. The central principle of this book is that working on your own doesn’t mean that you are destined to feel lonely or isolated. It can actually be the best feeling in the world. Free of the constraints of company life, or brimming with enthusiasm at the prospect of at last being able to realize the benefits of your own idea, you are all set to experience the thrill of being your own boss.


LEARN HOW TO MOTIVATE YOURSELF, ADOPT SUCCESSFUL HABITS, AND STAY SANE


So now you have total responsibility. That’s right, total responsibility. The glory is all yours when things go well, and of course the problems are all yours when they don’t. So, as well as being a hugely rewarding experience, it can also be a very scary state of affairs – a world where there never seems to be a weekend because you can’t stop thinking about a problem or fretting over where the next payment is coming from.


But with a sound business idea and the right approach, millions have already shown that you can definitely run a successful business and have a better-balanced personal life as a result. That means a much fairer equation between the effort you put in and the reward you get out, whether that is financial or emotional.


What can never truly be quantified is the degree to which people who run their own business really enjoy this level of autonomy and revel in the freedom it brings, or quietly find it a constant daily struggle. Perhaps the answer will always be a little bit of both.


What is certainly true is that being organized, thinking ahead, and learning to switch off are some of the qualities that those who work on their own must master. While a lot of books are filled with technical advice on running the practical side of your own business, few of them delve into this more tricky area of how to deal with your emotions.


This book attends to what are sometimes referred to as the softer issues: how to conduct yourself, how to understand why other people behave as they do, ensuring that their actions don’t upset you unduly, establishing how to do the things you don’t like without becoming unbearably grumpy, and so on. In short, how to be successful and stay sane.



LEARN HOW TO TAKE THE ISSUES SERIOUSLY, BUT NOT YOURSELF


A huge proportion of the country now work from home in one form or another, whether they use their home as an office, or run their own business from a shop or workshop. They are used to the reaction ‘You work for yourself? That’s great.’ But many end up walking away from such a conversation thinking: ‘If only they knew the headaches involved.’


Once you have made the decision to run your own business, where do you start? What happens if you are halfway through something and encounter an issue you had not expected? What do you do if things aren’t going quite as you had planned? How do you have a discussion about resolving a business problem with a colleague or partner if you don’t have one?


This book is intended to help all those people who have decided to go solo. It is designed to be your business companion. It has been written by someone who actually does work on his own, and so has experienced most of the issues you are likely to face. Someone who knows the joy of a satisfied client, the personal pride in a job well done, or a cheque arriving on the doormat whose value truly reflects your individual contribution.


Run Your Own Business helps you prepare for the unknown and makes running your own business more of a pleasure.


It’s a bit like having a business partner who has already been through what you are likely to face next. A large number of the mistakes have already been made for you and some of the lessons learned, hopefully saving you a large amount of the hassle. It also frequently lends a humorous angle to take the edge off some of the trickier issues you are likely to encounter.


Dip into it frequently.


Oh, and one final thing. Running your own business is all about self-confidence. It is essential that you believe that you are good at what you do. Equally you will never be perfect, so don’t beat yourself up if you don’t do everything that this book suggests, or if you do things very differently.


Do it your way and make it work for you. Because that’s what working on your own is all about.


SUMMARY: WHO IS THIS BOOK AIMED AT?


You should read this book if:




	You are thinking of running your own business.


	You are already running your own business but are finding it a bit of a struggle.


	You are having trouble motivating yourself.


	You are frustrated with books that only deal with the practicalities rather than the emotional issues.


	You work for a company but wish to harness some of the qualities of someone who works on their own.





Kevin Duncan, Westminster, 2010





1


Where do I start?


In this chapter you will learn




	how to be honest with yourself


	what you need to prepare in order to be a success


	how to write a simple, realistic plan


	how to work out the materials that you need


	how to get it all under way





It’s a daunting prospect, isn’t it? An empty desk, no customers, no confirmed money coming in, and no one to gossip with. Welcome to running your own business. Every issue is now yours to wrestle with, and yours alone. But then so is all the satisfaction when things go well, whether that is mental or financial. So let’s dive straight in and work out how you are going to turn what many would regard as an ordeal into a fantastic success.



1 Assume that you have something to offer


Let’s start by assuming that there is a market for your talents, otherwise you wouldn’t have got this far. We have to believe that this is true otherwise you probably wouldn’t be reading this book. By now you will have established the basics in your mind. Your thought pattern will have been something along the lines of:




	I am good at what I do.


	There is a market for my product/service (whether this is actually true and how you set about proving it to yourself will come later).


	
I can do it better on my own than in my current set-up.



	I have a way of doing it that people will like.


	What I put in and what I get out will be a better balanced equation than my current state of affairs.





That should just about cover it. Thousands of people go through this basic thought process at some point in their working lives – sometimes on many occasions. However, even if you have been able to tick all the boxes so far, the issue that you have to grapple with next is far more fundamental:


 


‘If I ran my own business, I’m not sure if I could live with myself.’


What do people mean when they say this? Well, first, there are important issues with regard to exactly where you are going to do your work. What are your domestic arrangements? Could they possibly accommodate you achieving everything that you need to without disrupting all the other aspects of your life?


Second, there is your frame of mind: are you cut out to operate outside of a conventional work environment? Could you cope without the interaction? Could you motivate yourself when no one is there to give you a kick-start?


Evidence suggests that the majority of people are very capable of working on their own. They simply need a little guidance and encouragement to point them in the right direction. If you don’t make the leap, you’ll never know, so let’s make a start.


It is essential that you feel good about yourself. You must genuinely believe that you can offer something of value to others, otherwise you would not have taken the plunge to set up on your own, or even be toying with the idea. Make this vital assumption and start from there. Don’t be apologetic about your skills, either to yourself or to a potential customer. State them clearly, get used to saying them out loud, and become comfortable with explaining them to others. Without being arrogant, everyone who works on their own has to have a certain level of self-confidence. You no longer have colleagues to witness your performance and help you with encouraging observations. You rarely get debriefed objectively on how something has gone. Consequently, you have to be very adept at self-assessment. Now all the motivation has to come from within.
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