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Introduction

At the age of 30, I was a penniless beach bum. At the age of 37, I was a millionaire. I honestly believe that anyone - absolutely anyone - can do exactly what I did and turn their life around; you just need to wake up to the possibilities that are all around you and make a decision to change your life.

I left school at 15 without any qualifications. At 19, I was dishonourably discharged from the Royal Navy. For the next ten years I made ends meet with a series of dead-end jobs - cabbying, selling ice creams on the beach, bar work, fixing up old motors - until I found myself sitting on a beach one day wondering where I was headed. I wanted to get married and start a family, and that meant I needed to find a way of earning more money than I could pick up with casual jobs. However, I wasn’t qualified for anything and I was unemployable in any profession that paid well. I really didn’t have many options. However, I had just read a piece in a newspaper about a guy who had started a business from scratch and had made his first million. His name was Alan Sugar. As I sat on that beach, I decided that this was my wake-up call. I was going to do exactly what this Alan Sugar had done: I was going to change my life and make myself a million.

Starting a business is, I believe, the best option for people whose skills don’t fit the job marketplace. For all those people who don’t fit into Human Resources recruitment pigeon holes - too young, too old, not enough experience, over-qualified, criminal record - working for yourself is the most enjoyable and lucrative option if you want a meaningful career. And for everyone who finds themselves in jobs where they spend most of their day watching the clock in return for a modest wage, then becoming an entrepreneur means an end to low pay, and low esteem. It might also make you very rich.

Perhaps you’ve invented something, maybe you’ve discovered a gap in the market, or possibly - like me when I was 30 - you don’t know what business you want to start so long as there’s decent money in it. People become entrepreneurs for all kinds of reasons, but I also know that many more people find even more reasons not to become an entrepreneur. This book is all about removing the barriers people put between themselves and their dreams, and helping you see the opportunities that are all around you. There is no reason why you can’t start a business that will change your life.




Who is this book for? 

I honestly believe that anyone can make £1 million, even £100 million. That doesn’t mean to say that everyone should make a million. Many businesses will find their natural size with much lower turnovers, and many of those businesses are run by talented, dynamic and contented people who get a kick out of working for themselves. As far as I’m concerned, that’s still a successful business. As Bob Dylan famously said, ‘A man is a success if he gets up in the morning and gets to bed at night, and in between he does what he wants to do.’

Most successful entrepreneurs start a series of businesses before they start the one that makes them wealthy. This book will help you see your enterprise as a stepping stone in your career, either as you grow your first business or as you transfer the knowledge and skills you gain from your  first business on to your second. The insights this book shares can just as easily be applied to small businesses as they can to ventures where the founders have very ambitious targets.

But this is also a book for someone who has never thought of starting a business before, perhaps someone who’s looking at the shelves in a bookshop hoping to find a career manual or guide that will get them out of a rut. The techniques I describe are designed to be used by people unfamiliar with jargon and traditional business practice, and they will help take you from having an idle notion to a concrete plan for success.

I’m going to make a bold claim: this book is also for you if you earn less than £30,000 a year and want to earn more. I’m convinced that if you jack in your unrewarding job and follow the advice in this book, there’s nothing to stop you earning more than that next year. You’ll work harder than you’ve ever worked in your life, but not only will you be starting an amazing adventure, you will learn skills that will transform your career. You’ll start to understand things about business that will enable you to earn good money regardless of what’s happening in the economy, or if your employer goes bust or your sector is outsourced to cheaper companies overseas.

What this book isn’t, though, is a Get Rich Quick book. It is possible to get rich in a very short space of time, but it’s usually a fluke and not something you can properly teach. Through case studies from my own career and other entrepreneurs I have met - most of whom are not household names - I want to show that it’s possible for anyone to acquire the basic insights and strategies for starting and growing a business.

Whether you’re working on your own or as part of a small team, this book will help you plan a route through the early days of a business and get you on the road to business success. If you want to start a business that you will run for the rest of your career, or you want to start something you can sell for a large lump sum in the not-too-distant future, then you’ll find plenty here to help you reach your goals.




What is an entrepreneur? 

When I was a kid, no one had ever heard of the word ‘entrepreneur’ in Clydebank where I grew up. I was in my thirties when I first heard the word while I was trying to arrange a loan for several hundred thousand pounds from a bank manager who thought I was too big a risk. ‘The problem with entrepreneurs,’ he said, ‘is that they just don’t understand how the system works.’ In fact, just about everything he had to say about entrepreneurs started with the words ‘The problem with them is…’ I didn’t really know what he was talking about, but I got the impression that entrepreneurs were seen as troublemakers by the establishment. It was only when I got home and looked it up in the dictionary that I realised that I was one.

The dictionary told me the word is made up of the French words for entering and taking, and I thought that was pretty appropriate - you enter an industry and you take the profits. Business is just common sense - if you buy bananas for 50p and sell them for £1, you’ve made a profit. If you can grasp that, then you’ve got the makings of an entrepreneur.

Entrepreneurs come in all shapes and sizes. Some of them are incredibly competitive, some are dogged and hard-working, some of them are cavalier risk-takers, some of them are creative geniuses, while a few are visionaries and others opportunists. Some are dyslexic, some have PhDs, some are very upper crust, but most have pretty ordinary backgrounds. Some were teenage wunderkinds, some were late-starters like me. In my book, anyone who gets off their sofa and gives it a go is an entrepreneur.

I’ve found that most entrepreneurs fall into one of two camps: those who build up a business and can’t imagine ever doing anything else because they love it so much, and those whose ambition is to create so much value in a business that they can then either pay someone else to run it for them or sell it for a lot of money. I certainly fall into the second category, but I know a lot of people in the first category who have a fantastic lifestyle working for themselves.

There is also a growing band of social entrepreneurs who start businesses for the greater good. The late Anita Roddick was one of the pioneers of social entrepreneurism, as she used profits from the Body Shop to support poor communities around the world and invested in things like recyclable packaging when other retailers hadn’t heard of such innovations. It didn’t stop her becoming a very wealthy woman. Using the same disciplines that make ventures profitable, social entrepreneurs run their businesses to benefit others and plough their profits back into their venture. Social entrepreneurs are responsible for some of the most exciting new businesses I know of. In fact, just about the best entrepreneur I know is a guy called Magnus MacFarlane-Barrow. He runs a charity called Scottish International Relief with the same focus and determination that chief executives run their companies in the commercial sector, and he has done things with a limited budget that larger organisations fail to achieve with much more money.

I’ve worked with many of the most successful entrepreneurs of my generation on TV shows like Dragons’ Den, Mind of a Millionaire, Fortune  and Britain’s Rich List: Giving It Away and although we’re all different, we probably share a few key traits: we take responsibility for our actions, we are a pretty principled bunch (contrary to popular belief, very few of us are ruthless), we love what we do, we’re open to possibilities, and we are extremely hard-working. Anyone hoping that reading a book is a substitute for hard graft can put this back on the shelf now.




What is in this book? 

I don’t know about you, but I am bored with business manuals that tell you about the struggle Edison had getting the light bulb made, or Dyson had proving his cyclone cleaner was better than the vacuum cleaner. Through my public speaking and TV work, I meet a lot of people at all stages of running a business, from serial entrepreneur millionaires to first-timers working on the kitchen table. I’ve asked ten of them to share their stories for this book. Part of the reason I do so much public speaking -  apart from the fee, of course, which pays for a few treats - is to meet other people in business, as I learn something from everyone I meet. Sometimes I learn what not to do, but I learn nonetheless. So the case studies I’ve included here aren’t the usual suspects; they’re profiles of people in business today who are doing remarkable things that we can all learn from. As you’ll see, we each have different skills, different attitudes and different advice.

A lot of new businesses fail in the first couple of years, and I’m pretty sure I know why, so this book is designed to alert you to common mistakes and to steer you clear of trouble. By arming you with the tools and techniques that can make your business profitable, this book will help you anticipate and deal with problems that often trip up new ventures. That said, you can only really learn about business by being in business. A book can’t teach you everything you’ll ever need to know - I firmly believe that only experience can do that - but it can get you started and over some of the hurdles that new businesses frequently encounter.


❛ You can only learn about business by being in business. ❜






Anyone can do it 

When I started in business, I didn’t have any money, any useful contacts or a track record. All I did was work hard to stockpile a bit of cash, look around for opportunities and reach for the Yellow Pages when I needed a phone number - and there’s nothing to stop you doing exactly the same. You don’t need to invent anything, you don’t need to be ‘first to market’, you don’t even need to do anything unique. You just need a bit of common sense and a lot of dedication.

I started my first business with £450, and when I sold it for £28,000  a few years later I had already started my next one. I sold my second business for £46 million. I can’t promise that this book will make you a millionaire, but if you’re smart, and you keep looking for opportunities, the skills you learn here will help you make your fortune.

What are you waiting for? It’s time to wake up and change your life!




My CV 


1964 I left school at 15 with no qualifications and joined the Royal Navy.

 




1968 I was dishonourably discharged for attempting to throw my commanding officer overboard.

 




1968-78 I trained as an agricultural fitter and welder, and started a series of dead-end jobs around Britain - bar work, driving taxis, repairing farm machinery, selling ice creams on the beach.

 




1978 -79 I worked night shifts in a bakery to save up a deposit to buy a house. I made money on the side selling loaves from the bakery door to door. I also bought cars at auction, repaired them and sold them for a profit.

 




1979 My first business started when I bought a second-hand ice-cream van for £450. I looked up ‘Ice Cream Suppliers’ in the Yellow Pages and started selling ice creams at the weekend. As soon as it was clear I could make money, I quit my job at the bakery.

 




1980-85 Duncan’s Super Ices expanded to include six vans and lucrative concessions in local parks, producing a turnover of £350,000 pa. I used some of the profits to buy terraced houses that I let out to DHSS tenants.

 




1984 The government passed new legislation that guaranteed payment for care of the elderly. I decided this was a sure-fire way to make money and started researching the care-home market. I was so  appalled at dormitory accommodation where residents were forced to use commodes that I decided to build a nursing home with en-suite facilities from scratch. I sold the terraced houses and used cash from the ice-cream business to buy a plot of land. I then sold everything I had - my car, my TV, even my house - to secure a mortgage to build my first nursing home. I also sold Duncan’s Super Ices for £28,000.

 




1986-91 Quality Care Homes expanded steadily, building nine homes in our first five years.

 




1992 Quality Care Homes was floated on the stock exchange. The company was valued at £18 million, making my personal wealth £12 million.

 




1993 I injured my leg in a skiing accident and started using a local gym to restore my fitness. I decided I could build a better gym.

 




1995 The government introduced new legislation guaranteeing payment for nursery education. I invested £2 million and launched a new business in the day nursery sector called Just Learning Ltd.

 




1996-2003 In addition to running my own companies, I worked as a non-executive director for a range of businesses from a radio station to sheltered housing.

 




1997 I opened the first Bannatyne’s Health Club.

 




1997 I sold Quality Care Homes for £46 million.

 




1997-2007 Bannatyne Fitness expanded to become the UK’s largest independent fitness chain.

 




2001 Just Learning Ltd was operating twenty day nurseries, and I sold it for £22 million.


2003 I was asked to take part in a new TV show called Dragons’ Den  featuring entrepreneurs trying to raise money for new ventures. Several other TV shows followed.

 




2006 I published my autobiography, Anyone Can Do It: My Story, which became a Sunday Times bestseller.

 




2007 Bannatyne Fitness acquired a chain of health clubs from Hilton hotels for £92 million.

 




2007 The Sunday Times Rich List estimated my wealth at £200 million.

 




2008 I founded the Bannatyne Charitable Trust to support causes close to my heart.

 




2008 The Sunday Times Rich List estimated my wealth at £310 million.




1

Removing the barriers

When I give speeches, there’s usually a question-and-answer session afterwards, and virtually every time someone stands up and says, ‘It’s OK for you to say that anyone can make a million, but I can’t do it because…’ This chapter is all about the ‘because’s. Sometimes I can spend half an hour with people going through the reasons why they think they can’t do what I have done, and as soon as I’ve persuaded them the barriers they’re putting between themselves and their business don’t really exist, they find another ‘because’.

I thought twice about including this chapter - after all, many readers will be itching to get to the ‘how to make a million’ bit - but the truth is, you will come across all sorts of hurdles when starting a business. Even if you’re confident at the moment, the day may come when your confidence gets knocked and these imaginary barriers suddenly erect themselves right in front of you. They can make you consider quitting when there really isn’t any reason to. In the rest of the book, we’ll deal with the real problems you’ll face, but right now I want to eliminate the imaginary ones that might stop you from taking the plunge.




1 I don’t have the time 

When people tell me this, I ask them what they watched on TV last night, and more often than not, they give me a list of programmes. The simplest way to get more time in your life is to get rid of your TV. I’m not advocating giving up TV for ever - after all, I wouldn’t want you to miss anything I was in - but if you’re really serious about making this the year you start a business, put it in the loft or the shed for a year. Better yet, sell it and use the money to help get your business off the ground - you can always buy a bigger one when your new business starts making money.

When I was in the process of opening my first nursing home, I sold everything I had to raise the money I needed, and that included my TV. I’m so glad I got rid of it as it meant I was completely focused on starting my business. It also meant I had time to do up my house, which in turn meant I could sell it for a decent profit that I was then able to plough into the business. If I’d had a TV, I can honestly say I might not have had the career I’ve had. So ask yourself this: when you’re on your deathbed, are you going to wish you’d watched more TV? Thought not. But you might well wish you’d made more of your life.

Of course, people have very serious commitments - raising a family, working long hours to pay for that family, caring for relatives - but I bet if you sat down with your diary and made a list of everything you do each week, you could find an hour here or there. And if you can just move a few appointments around, you might be able to create an entire free afternoon. At the early stages of a business, you don’t need much time - a few hours checking out the competition, or a few hours doing a rough estimate of the costs is all it takes. If you plan a gradual transition from your current life to your new life as an entrepreneur, you can actually get a lot done each week.

If you’re still having trouble finding the time, try this: keep a really detailed diary of your life for just one week. Make a note of everything you do, hour by hour. Find out how much time you spend commuting, shopping or ferrying the kids around and then see what you can ditch:  supermarkets deliver these days, so that saves a couple of hours; perhaps your kids could walk or cycle to their karate class, which might give you another hour. And do you really need to mow the lawn every week? Does it matter if your house isn’t as clean as it used to be?

Look at all your commitments - perhaps you’ve taken on some extra responsibilities at work, or you’re involved in the PTA or the residents’ association - and see which you can step back from.

If you really want to start a business, you’ll find the time.




2 I don’t have any money 

There is a myth that starting a business costs a lot of money. Some businesses do, but most entrepreneurs I know invested less than £10,000 in their first venture, and a whole bunch of those got going with far less. I started my first business by buying a second-hand ice-cream van for £450. I spent another £50 on stock and started selling ice creams. Some businesses don’t cost anything at all, and if you can start your first business on a shoestring, you build up credibility with banks and investors for your next venture.

The average amount of cash Britons have in savings accounts is a whopping £18,705 (source: NS&I Savings Survey 2007). Although this is skewed by people with hundreds of thousands squirrelled away, most of us have access to a bit of cash. The same survey shows that 23 per cent have less than £1000 put aside, but I can think of plenty of businesses that can be started for less than a grand (see the list on page 24 for some ideas). And these are all ventures you might well be able to sell within a few years for tens of thousands of pounds - more than enough to start a much bigger business. You may have to amend your dreams to fit your circumstances in the short term, but lack of funds shouldn’t stop you making your move.

Costs in any start-up venture can be kept to a minimum by hard work and common sense. There are several mechanisms that new businesses can use to reduce outgoings - such as arranging 60 days’ credit to pay your  suppliers but getting your customers to pay straight away - that make it quite possible to start small and build up quickly.

If you only need a few hundred or a few thousand quid to get off the mark, then perhaps you can do a bit of overtime and stockpile some cash. A second job can really increase your ability to save, as not only are you earning more, but you’re going out less. Bar work is a great way to do this: the hours allow you to keep your existing job, and you can still hang about in your local and chat to your mates. And if you have a look round your house, you can probably find plenty of items - gadgets, books, CDs, even cars - that you can sell on eBay to raise a bit of cash.

If you need more than a couple of grand to get started, there are a number of ways you can finance your new business. If you have a brilliant business idea, and you can prove that you are the right person to lead that business, then there’s probably a financial institution or an investor who will back you. Some businesses might even be eligible for grants and interest-free loans, and later in the book I’ll introduce you to all the different sources of finance.

Homeowners are usually able to extend their mortgages, and adding an extra £10,000 to your home loan may have less of an impact on your outgoings than you think. At an interest rate of 7 per cent, on an interest-only basis, it would only set you back £58 a month (or around £72 on a repayment basis) if you paid it back over 25 years. I would never advocate equity release for frivolous purchases, but investing some of your wealth in yourself rather than your property makes good sense to me.

Tenants can borrow too. Unsecured personal loans of up to £25,000 are offered by most lenders if you’ve got a good credit rating. If you haven’t, you might have to pay a higher interest rate, or borrow slightly less, but you should still be able to borrow some of what you’ll need. My back was against the wall when I opened my first nursing home, and I borrowed an additional £30,000 on credit cards - probably £90,000 in today’s money - and juggled until I could make the payments. My fellow Dragon James Caan tells me he also maxed out his overdrafts to get his first venture off  the ground. This should probably be your last resort, but if you really believe in your business and, crucially, you really believe in your figures, then you should feel confident borrowing against future profits. When we come to the chapter on raising finance, you’ll see that I’m a big fan of getting into debt.

Finally, if you can’t get backing, then maybe you can scale down your launch, build up a track record and then seek investment later. By the end of this book, you’ll have a clear plan of your launch and how to tailor your business to the funds available. Lack of money is rarely a good enough reason not to give a strong idea a fighting chance, and in my experience people would rather blame a lack of funds than a lack of belief or desire.


Ten businesses that can be started for under £1000 

1. House-cleaning

2. Driving a taxi (if you already have a car. If not, why not hire someone else’s cab and drive it when they’re not using it?)

3. Setting up as a consultant in your existing profession

4. Trading on eBay

5. A market stall

6. A sandwich round

7. Gardening

8. Alternative therapies practitioner

9. Party planner

10. Painting and decorating

I bet if you took 15 minutes, you could come up with another ten - there are thousands of these sorts of business ideas out there.




3 I can’t afford a drop in salary 

For most people, the thought of leaving behind a regular salary for a career where the returns can’t be guaranteed is unnerving. That’s understandable, but some people become so focused on the insecurity that they lose perspective.

For starters, they don’t realise how insecure their current jobs are. Between March and June 2007, 120,000 people were made redundant in the UK according to the Office of National Statistics. That’s in just three months. With many more people employed casually or on a contract basis than ever before, increasing numbers of Britons are realising just how fragile employment can be. However, there is an upside: with a pay-off in their pocket, workers who are made redundant are often in an excellent position to strike out on their own. I hear stories all the time about the founders of new companies who had been thinking about starting the business for years, but who had needed the shock of redundancy to jolt them into action.

If you really want job security, then the best way to get it is to acquire the skills and acumen that will see your earning power survive downturns in the economy, outsourcing overseas or a technological innovation that leaves you surplus to requirements. The best way I know of doing that is by understanding how businesses are run and obtaining the skills to steer them through the tough times. Nothing teaches you how to adapt to change like starting a business. What people often fail to ask themselves is, ‘Can I afford not to take a drop in salary?’

On a practical level, there’s plenty you can do to get yourself into better financial shape, which will enable you to take a temporary drop in salary in your stride. Not all of my suggestions will work for everyone, but I’ve found that most people can find ways to cope by using a combination of these methods:1. Save up. One of the simplest things to do is to stockpile as much as you can before you leave your job, and if you can, do overtime or get a second job. Maybe you could even think about letting a room.  You can earn up to £4250 a year from a lodger under the government’s Rent-a-Room scheme without having to pay tax on the income.

2. Reduce your outgoings. It may be possible to remortgage to a better rate for the next couple of years. Or if you have debts, perhaps consolidating them with one lender would mean there’d be a couple of hundred pounds less a month you’d need to find. Switch to a cheaper provider for your phone and utilities, and stop paying for unnecessary insurance and payment protection policies.

3. Go without. Never a popular suggestion, but it’s amazing how much we buy that we don’t really need. Last year’s fashions will have to do. You’re not going to have time to play with gadgets, watch DVDs or go on holiday, so that could save you thousands. Ditch your TV subscription and cancel those direct debits for things you barely use. I promise you won’t miss them: you’re going to be far too busy.



The one thing that really annoys me is when people tell me they can’t raise the cash and then promptly get out a packet of cigarettes. If you smoke a packet a day, you are throwing away nearly £2000 a year, ruining your health and - in my opinion - failing to show the kind of common sense that makes a good entrepreneur. Give up.

If you start making all these changes now, by the time you’re ready to start your business in a few months’ time, you might have already built up a cushion that will insulate you from worrying too much about money.




4 It’s not just the loss of income; I can’t risk throwing away my career 

This is another very understandable concern, but again I think it’s a risk people get out of proportion. However, it probably explains why so many millionaires in the UK left school without any qualifications: people who feel they’ve got nothing to lose will risk it all. The prospect of a  decent career has deterred many people from becoming entrepreneurs.

What I can’t - and won’t - do is tell you that there isn’t a risk to leaving your job, but I can tell you that if you don’t leave your job, your dreams of starting a business (and perhaps of becoming a millionaire) are unlikely to amount to much. The crucial thing is to assess the size of the risk, and I bet with a little level-headed thinking you’ll see it’s not such a risky thing to do after all.

So you need to ask yourself what’s the worst thing that could happen if you walked away from your career for six months or a year? Women do it all the time when they take extended maternity leave, and although some have claimed this has hindered their career, there are very few who wish they hadn’t taken the time out to have children. It’s much the same way with a business: if you do end up compromising your career slightly, at least you won’t be sitting there when you’re approaching retirement wondering, What if?

However, the chances are that taking a career break to start a business will give your career a sizeable boost. Not only will you learn skills and insights that will be valuable to any future employer, but you will have proved yourself to be hard-working, passionate and pro-active. You’ll stand out a mile from the hordes of clock-watchers who apply for most positions, and I can bet you that the first thing you’ll be asked about at any future job interview will be your time as an entrepreneur.

People worry about explaining their absence from their career on their CVs. I always find this surprising: I can’t think why you would want to hide your entrepreneurial streak from a future employer. But if you’re really concerned, fudging a few leaving and starting dates might allow you to hide any perceived blemish on your corporate record.

I really don’t think anyone should do that, though. Not only might you be found out (and that’s no way to impress your new boss), but we no longer live in a society where people leave school and expect to work for the same company until they draw their pensions. Careers are becoming less linear and more and more people are having what’s known as a  ‘portfolio career’. That means taking their skills from sector to sector, from job to job, and they often wear two or three hats at once. The papers are full of articles about employees taking sabbaticals and career breaks, and I think the concept of work-life balance is now far better understood by many employers. A slightly unusual CV is actually very ordinary these days.




5 My partner doesn’t support me 

This is a serious stumbling block. Starting a business is such a massive commitment that it’s very difficult to do it without the support of those closest to you. I once received a letter from a woman telling me the only thing holding her back was the fact that her boyfriend didn’t believe in her. I wrote back and said, ‘Dump him’! I wasn’t being entirely flippant. In some ways, it’s easier to start a business when you’re single, but I also know that the support of a partner can be the one thing that helps to keep you going.

You need to find out exactly why your partner is reluctant to support you. Do they not want you to risk the money, or perhaps they’re worried you won’t be around so much to help with the kids? It might even be because they don’t believe in your idea as much as you do, or worse, perhaps they don’t believe in you.

Once you know what their objection is, you can offer reassurance. You can agree a limit between you for the amount of money and time you will invest in the idea. You can use the arguments at the beginning of this chapter to persuade them that the risk is perceived rather than real, and that the real risk lies in not giving it a go.

Of course, your partner’s doubts about your business might be well founded. If you discuss it together in detail, they may become convinced of its worth, or you may be persuaded of some previously unseen flaw. It may also help to find a way of involving your partner in the venture - what skills do they have that can help move you forward? Sometimes people are worried about being left out or left behind, and you need to  acknowledge that your bold move into business might make them feel vulnerable on several levels. What if your new life is more exciting? What if you meet interesting people and your partner feels dull by comparison? What if money’s tight? Before you can reassure them, you’ll need to know why they’re feeling insecure, so now’s the time for an honest and open discussion.

Finally, if the problem is that they don’t believe in you, then you have to be determined to prove them wrong. Many a fortune has been made by entrepreneurs who were determined to show doubters what they were made of, and I’d definitely include myself in that category.




6 I don’t have the experience 

Neither did I. Neither did Alan Sugar, or Gordon Ramsay, or most of the Dragons. We all started somewhere. One of the most important things I’d like to get across in this book is that you very rarely go from starting your first business to becoming incredibly wealthy in just a few years. Most entrepreneurs started a series of businesses - some of which will have flopped - before they started the one that made them a fortune.

As I’ve said before, you can only really learn about business by being in business. The truth is, you could read every book ever written on how to start a business, but until you start one yourself, you will never know what it’s like. So get out there, discover the skills you’ll need to make a success, and put a couple of years’ experience in the bank. Your ambitions may change once you’ve got your first business under your belt. You’ll also grow in confidence, and the time will come when you’ll be capable of making a success of any business.

The only way you can overcome this reservation is by taking those first steps.




7 I don’t have the qualifications 

Usually, the people I speak to think there are two types of qualification they lack: a) some kind of business management diploma, and b)  something specific to the industry they want to enter. I tell them that I still don’t have a single qualification to my name. I’ve never taken bookkeeping classes, let alone sat accountancy exams, but I can read and prepare a balance sheet. Over the years, I’ve made money in residential care for the elderly, day care for toddlers and health clubs - but I’ve never had a qualification in any of those fields.

All it takes to run a business is common sense. Throughout this book, there is advice on how to do everything from filling in VAT returns to dealing with health and safety legislation. One of the first things I discovered when I started in business is that the government produces a leaflet for everything. Absolutely everything. Whatever sector your business is in, whatever size your company is, and no matter what taxes and levies you become liable for, there is a leaflet and a helpline. Just take your time to read them and not only will you save on professional administration costs, but you will get to know your business inside out. It takes a little time, but it doesn’t take qualifications.

If you’re still daunted, then you can always employ external accountants, bookkeepers or lawyers to deal with these hassles for you. If you pay a monthly retainer, it might only cost you a few hundred pounds a month - not a lot for a successful business, but a bit of a drain on a small one.

Sector-specific qualifications in certain professions can also be bought in or employed directly. For instance, I needed to employ nurses in my care homes, but I didn’t need to be one. And the same is true for most businesses that employ qualified staff.

❛ All it takes to run a business is common sense. ❜



Top five things people are most afraid of in business 

1 VAT returns

They’re really not that difficult; you simply keep a record of the VAT you’ve charged on your goods and services, and the amount you’ve been charged on the goods and services you’ve bought in. The rest is simple arithmetic. Just make sure you keep good records. And you don’t have to do all the paperwork straight away. You’ll only have to register for VAT if your turnover is over £67,000, so don’t worry about it yet, and please don’t use it as an excuse not to grow your business.

 



 



2 Spreadsheets

Learning to create a spreadsheet is a very valuable skill for an entrepreneur. If you’ve never used one before, ask a friend for a tutorial, or follow the manual that came when you bought the software. Alternatively, go to an evening class or try the tutorials available online. I found a pretty good one at www.spreadsheet123.com, but there are loads of others out there.

 



 



3 Pay roll

Being responsible for employees’ salaries, tax and National Insurance payments is daunting for many. However, the Inland Revenue produce a very clear leaflet and have a well-staffed helpline if you have any questions. As soon as you’ve done it once, you’ll not worry about doing it again.

 



 



4 Incorporation

Incorporating your business to become a limited company involves a fair bit of paperwork, and first-timers worry they’re making a commitment to file reports for life and take on responsibilities as directors. It’s really not so difficult, and there’s a helpline at Companies House that can talk you through every step of the application process. Research by the  Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform shows that on average business founders spend five hours a week dealing with red tape. Their research also showed that most non-entrepreneurs assume the red-tape burden would be at least ten hours a week - enough to put most of them off starting a business. I promise you, you’ll learn what you need to learn as you go along.

 



 



5 Failure

I wonder if this is the real reason why most people don’t start their own businesses. A lot of people don’t want to have to face family and friends who were always sceptical of their chances of success. They’ve probably heard the statistic that 50 per cent of businesses fail in their first two years, but this statistic is usually based on the closure of business bank accounts,  not the closure of businesses. If you remove the number of businesses that change bank accounts when introductory deals run out, or the number of businesses that are wound up because the founder took up a lucrative job offer, or started another business, the so-called failure figure drops dramatically. Barclays’ New Business division estimates that the number of businesses that close because of ‘external financial stress’, i.e. owing money, is just 12 per cent in the first year, and 31 per cent within two years. If you follow the advice in this book, your exposure to failure will be reduced further.

 



 



And let’s not forget, no matter what happens to your business, you will have succeeded in acquiring skills and knowledge that will increase your earning power and give you the confidence to start another business. It’s true, if you don’t give it a go you’ll never fail, but if you don’t accept the possibility of failure, you’ll never get the chance to succeed.


CASE STUDY


Name: Alexander Amosu Age: 32  
Job: CEO, Amosu Luxury Ltd  
Qualifications: 4 GCSEs, left university in final year  
www.amosu.co.uk


 



I started my first proper business when I was 19, but I was making money long before that. I’ve always said that if you dropped me in the middle of Kosovo or Kazakhstan with nothing in my pockets, I could find a way of making money within a couple of hours.

 



At 14, I organised a five-a-side football competition at school. I never got picked to play, so I thought if I started my own competition, I could make sure I got a game. I went to the headmistress and told her what I wanted to do. When she gave her OK, I went to the school library and photocopied some flyers that said we wanted to find out who the best players were. It was £5 per player, and a minimum of seven players per team. I then went out and bought some medallions for £2, a trophy for £5 and persuaded the canteen manager to use the leftovers to provide the food for free. Like so many businesses, I had started out trying to fulfil a need, and along the way had spotted an opportunity to make money. In the end I forgot to enter my own team, so I refereed the matches, and that day I went home with £1,200.

 




The thing about me is that I don’t ask for permission to do anything. I didn’t tell the headmistress I was going to charge for entry, probably because I knew she would say no. These days, my business customises luxury mobile phones, and we have just produced a diamond-encrusted Motorola and Apple iPhone. I have a lot of advisers now, and my lawyer asked if I’d got permission from the mobile manufacturers to luxurify their phones. Of course I hadn’t. If I had gone to them, they would have said no because it’s the easiest answer to give, and then if they had a problem with it after I had customised their phones, they could  complain. One of the mobile manufacturers did call me in for a meeting, but only to offer me a contract as their exclusive partner for luxury customisations! I know I would never have got that if I’d asked for permission first.


 



Although I was born in England, I grew up in Nigeria until I was 11, when I moved back to live with my grandmother in a two-bedroom council flat in Kilburn. My brother and I slept in the living room and things were very tight. If I wanted anything, I knew it would be down to me to go out and get it. It made me very self-reliant, even after my parents came to Britain when I was 15.

 



After the football tournament, I started a mobile DJ business with my cousins. We all put in £100 to buy the equipment and then charged £250 to DJ at house parties. But the speakers were so big that I needed to buy a car to move them around. The car I wanted cost £2500, so I calculated that I could get the money together in a month if I worked nine to six at the electrical shop Tandy’s, and then from seven until midnight at Pizza Hut. I believe anyone can do what I did - get a couple of jobs, work flat out for a month and get enough money together to start a small venture. The car meant we could make even more money from the DJing, but I kept a weekend job at Tandy’s, which gave me about £500 a month, and I used that money to try out various little schemes, like buying and selling at boot sales. Some months I’d make money, some months I would lose the lot, but I knew at the end of the month I’d have another £500 to play with. I suppose it was a bit like Lewis Hamilton, who spent his teenage years go-karting in preparation for Formula One. All those little businesses I started were my apprenticeship, and I made the most of living at home and not having any financial commitments. I made a lot of mistakes, but it didn’t matter because I was so young, and now when I start a business I think I have a 70 per cent chance of success because I’ve already made my mistakes.

My family is Nigerian, and it’s part of our culture that you want your kids to be a lawyer or a doctor. Being in a profession is a kind of status symbol, and my parents didn’t see my schemes as the start of a career. My dad wanted me to be an aeronautical engineer, and even though I didn’t know what one was, I went to university to become one. After my first year, I transferred to a sound engineering course.

 



All the time I was at university, I carried on with the mobile DJ business and organised university and club parties at Christmas, Easter and Valentine’s, but I also started what I call my first proper business while I was studying. My aunt was heavily pregnant and couldn’t bend to do the housework, so I did her cleaning for her. I did such a good job that she gave me £20. I thought there must be other people who needed a cleaner, so I designed a flyer, distributed 1000 of them around our neighbourhood and, to my amazement, someone called up. When I turned up on her doorstep, however, she wasn’t sure about letting some kid in. I completely understood her reservations, so I went home and put on my dad’s suit. I asked my mum for a copy of my passport and a reference, and I also asked my aunt to write me a reference. I went straight back to my potential client and told her that she could read the references, she could see from my passport that I was who I said I was, and if anything got stolen, this was her security. I also made her an offer: I will clean your house free for a week, and if at the end of the week you are happy, then I charge £20 an hour for a minimum of two hours; and if you are not happy, then it won’t have cost you anything. So she said ‘yes’, and in typical Amosu style, I took off the suit there and then and started cleaning: I had my first contract.

 



I got in touch with the Prince’s Trust, and they helped me write a business plan for my cleaning business. I think they were very impressed that a young person not only wanted to start a cleaning business but already had some clients, and they gave me a grant for £2000. I used the money to advertise in the Yellow Pages and create a  website, and the business grew to 14 clients, half of which were commercial clients, and I employed two people I’d got from the job centre. I had a turnover of £2000 a month. It was the first time I’d had to keep proper accounts, and I quickly learnt that sitting behind a desk and dealing with paperwork is not one of my strengths. I’m good at coming up with ideas, setting things in motion and building them up. Knowing your strengths and understanding your weaknesses is a very important part of being successful. Wherever I can, I now employ people to do the jobs I know I’m not good at.

 



At 24, I believed I had spotted a massive opportunity to make a business out of mobile ring tones, and so I quit university and gave the cleaning business up. It could have been a really big business - people will always need cleaners - and if I’d stuck with it, I think it could be turning over £100,000 a month now, but the people I sold the business to ran it into the ground. It was still the right decision, though, as I was correct about the ring tones: my new business turned over £1.6 million in its first year and was sold for a lot more.

 




What’s the best advice you’ve ever had? My mum always told me that if there’s something you want to do in life, don’t let anybody stop you. If there’s something I really want, I don’t care how many people tell me I can’t do it, I’ll find a way.


 




What do you wish you’d known from the start? You know, I think because I had all those ventures when I was young, I’d figured out what I needed to know about starting a business.


 



What’s the one thing you’d say to someone starting their first business?

Know your strengths and play to them. Find out what your weaknesses are and find a way of plugging those gaps in your business. If you’re forced to do something that you’re not good at, it will drive you into the ground.
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