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Personal introduction


We started our own business DEVA Training Services in 1980. Before that we were involved in the retail industry for many years, David being the Training Manager for a widespread supermarket chain. Vera became Senior Training Adviser with the Manpower Services Commission specializing in office and retail training.


Redundancy gave us the push to start out on our own, training in a wide variety of organizations, so we have an extensive knowledge of the business world. We run our business as a partnership experiencing all the rewards and traumas of setting up and running a very small business.


In 1999 we set up Chester House Productions, our own theatre production company. We have a product (theatre presentations) which has to be written, learnt, rehearsed and performed. It has to be staged, with furniture, props and costumes. We have to know and attract our customers, mainly small clubs and societies. We have to market our product, through display boards, flyers, mailshots and our website. We have to keep our records, do the books and eventually pay our taxes. We do all this ourselves, so we know in depth and in detail what setting up and running a small business really means.


Like every other business, Chester House Productions has its peaks and troughs, its difficulties (fortunately very few) and its triumphs. Over the last ten years we have performed to over 12,000 people, and are still going strong. We hope you enjoy your own business as much as we enjoy ours. Please visit our website: www.chesterhouse.net.


Vera and David





1: Only got a minute?



Thinking of starting your own business? Just under way with your own business and wondering what to do next? These are the things you will need to consider to get your business up and running.


First of all, are you the sort of person who can run their own business? Not everybody can. Then, does your business meet a market need? You should do a customer profile and check on your competitors to make sure your product or service will sell.


You cannot run a business without some knowledge of business finance: how to cost your product or service, making a business plan and having sufficient finance to make sure your working capital and cash flow are under control.


Will you be working from home, or will you need to rent premises? And what sort of method of trading would best suit you? A partnership? Limited company? Network marketing or a franchise perhaps.


Then marketing. Customers need to know that you exist and what you have to offer. You need, too, to be able to sell yourself and your product or service to your customers.


Of course you have to do the books, see to your annual returns and eventually pay your taxes. A good accountant is a friend for life. This all ties in with business and personal finance and how to organize this. In all cases you will need an office of some sort.


Maybe you will need to employ others, even if only one part-time assistant. You will need to know and put into operation all the rules about employing other people. Opening a shop or an eating establishment are specialist areas, as are import, export and e-commerce.


Finally you need to know who to contact for help and advice and what ‘the professionals’ and various government and local authority agencies can do for you.


Good luck with your new enterprise!





5: Only got five minutes?



If you are just thinking of setting up your own business, or perhaps have just started it and are wondering what to do next, this short summary of the things you will need to know and do will help you on your way.


Are you the right type of person to be self-employed? Not everyone is. You will need motivation, organizational ability, time management skills, personal health and fitness and good communication skills. Then you will need to know whether your product or service will meet a market need. Study your competitors, make your own customer profile and, if possible, do a pilot scheme to make sure what you are offering actually works well for the customers you have in mind. A limited amount of market research will help you refine these ideas. Organizations such as Business Link are very helpful in these early stages.


Business finance will obviously be a very important part of your working life. How much will you charge for your product or service? A survey of your competitors on the internet will help you establish this, but you should also know how to calculate mark up and margin, and what the difference is. You may need some working capital to set up your business, and there are various avenues to explore, including bank loans and various grants. You will almost certainly need to make a business plan, and once you have been trading for a little while, will need to make and use a cash flow forecast. Cash flow problems are one of the main causes of business failure, even in large international organizations.


What about premises? Will you be able to work from home, or will you need to rent premises? A shop or workshop perhaps, not forgetting office and storage space for raw materials and products ready for delivery. Consultants such as management or HR consultants or trainers can often work from home. In all cases the premises must be fit for the purpose.


Next, what method of trading will best suit you and your business? Sole trader, partnership, limited partnership, limited company? Or perhaps franchising or network marketing, or even a registered charity. Each method of trading has its own merits, with rules about making annual returns and other accounting aspects.


Customers and clients need to know you exist, so marketing is a very important part of any business. For some, advertising and mailshots are appropriate. For others brochures, flyers and leaflets are a must. For all publicity materials you will need to think about design, layout, production and distribution, always bearing in mind the image you want to convey about yourself and your product or service. Networking is an excellent way to market your small business, so you will probably find it beneficial to join business clubs. Marketing means keeping your name at the front of your customers’ or clients’ minds.


Selling a service is different from selling a product in many ways, but you still need good selling skills to get your message across. You will need to think about how to prepare, how to approach customers or clients, how to establish their needs and the difference between features and benefits. You will need to be able to deal with objections and how to close the sale. Finally you might be able to sell up or sell on – those additional sales and services.


Inevitably you will have to do the books, keeping track of all your receipts and payments, petty cash, banking procedures and, very often, VAT returns. These arise sooner than you think, as your business expands. You will need to keep records of your customers and your sales, so that you know what sells well and what doesn’t, and adapt accordingly. Will your system be done manually or on computer? Probably the latter, particularly if you employ others, or have many business transactions to account for. If this is not one of your great strengths, you might consider employing a book-keeper, who will keep your records and returns straight throughout the year. At the year end you will have to account for your trading for the past year, and this is where a good accountant is essential.


All this ties in with personal and business finance. How will you be paid, personally, for your contribution to the business? What about your National Insurance payments and pension provision? HM Revenue & Customs will need to know your tax situation. What, for example, should be recorded as fees or takings, and what are legitimate business expenses?


You may well need the help and advice of the professionals, and where to find them. Depending on your business, you may need the services of accountants, architects, banks and building societies, estate agents, HM Revenue & Customs, insurance brokers, printers, office services and solicitors.


You will certainly need your own office space somewhere, even if it is the corner of your dining table to begin with. You will need office stationery and know what to include in documents such as invoices, estimates, quotations and statements. Your email and, sometimes, letter communication must continue to reflect your image and be accurate and well laid out. Office equipment will include a desktop and/or laptop, phones and a photocopier. Then there is The Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974.


If you employ other people, even if it is only one part-time assistant, you will need to know and put into effect all the rules about employing others, which is where a good book-keeper can certainly help. You will need to consider staff recruitment, wages and salaries, particulars of employment, insurance and, again HASAWA (The Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974). The Data Protection Act will also apply to your business.


If you are opening a shop or an eating establishment, there are many additional things to consider. For example, would your premises be better in a town centre, or on the periphery, and what shape of premises will best suit your business? You have to think what image you want to portray and the people you need to work with you. Of course there is stocktaking to be done, and many things to do with taking money and banking it to consider. Security will be a high priority, and so will complying with various legal requirements. Once you are ready, you will need to advertise your grand opening.


Your business may need to import goods, so you will need to know how to deal with suppliers not based in the UK. What documentation will you need, and how about customs and transportation? Insurance is an important part of all this. You may not at first be into exporting, unless you develop an e-commerce business, when you will be sending goods worldwide.


E-commerce is an exciting form of trading, but, as in any other business, you need to know what you are doing. Starting in a small way by buying and selling small items yourself, perhaps on eBay, can be a good way to start. Then you can progress to opening an eBay shop or creating your own website, which must be attractive, accurate and easy to use. You will need to take good photos of your products and describe them succinctly, and this takes a long time. How will your customers pay for your products, and what is your policy on returns, damage and so on? A professional website designer may be a great help to you.


Running your own business can be exciting and rewarding, but it can also be stressful and exhausting. The unwavering support of your family is essential, as is your ability to balance home and business life. You will need very good planning skills, particularly if children and other dependants are involved. Your health is an important part of your life – you literally cannot afford to be ill, so you must take steps to eat and exercise sensibly. Good health also helps with your appearance and the personal image you project. You will certainly need plenty of energy. In most cases your business and personal finances should be kept separate, so that other adult members of your household know where they stand. Running a home and a business is not an easy thing to do.


Finally you need to know where to go for help and advice when you need it. As well as the professionals, there are many extremely useful websites especially those run by government departments. Make the most of your networking opportunities such as your Chamber of Commerce, breakfast and other business clubs, and the Federation of Small Businesses. Business Link is an invaluable source of advice and information, specially set up to help small businesses. Your local authorities can also be a helpful source, often facilitating short courses and sometimes providing funding. And don’t forget your local college, particularly if you need certain qualifications such as a First Aid Certificate.


This summary can only give you an overview of all the many business aspects you will need to consider. Each chapter contains details to guide you along the way, with checklists to encourage you to check that you have done everything you should do.


Good luck with your new enterprise!
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1


The first step


In this chapter:




	Is it saleable? A sound product or service; the market need; suppliers


	Can you sell it? Personal attributes required; self-motivation; organizational ability; management of time; energy and health; communication skills; pilot scheme





The first thing anyone needs before setting up any kind of business is an idea, or perhaps more precisely the idea of starting in business at all. It sometimes happens in a blinding flash, but more than likely it insinuates itself and gradually the idea of setting up a business develops until it is hard to remember when it was not there.


Before the idea takes over too much, certain questions need to be asked in order to keep things realistic and in proportion – not to kill off the idea, but rather to have a controlled development of it.


Talking to a neutral business adviser could be a sound way of doing this. For example, good Business Link managers say that the most important part of their counselling work for potential business start-ups lies in dissuading people from investing their life savings and re-mortgaging their houses for a business idea that is flawed and will never succeed. The majority of people who get as far as going to their local Business Link for advice turn up with ideas that could spell disaster for them if the ideas are not at least adapted significantly and they are often abandoned. Of those who go ahead and launch businesses, many will fail within three years (30 per cent according to the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills’ statistics), and only a small minority will actually grow. So while not wishing to put a damper on things from the start, it is only fair to point out how important it is not to get carried away with an idea just because you want to believe in it. Ask an objective business counsellor to assess the idea before you sink your money and your family’s security into it.





Insight


Contact your local Business Link for objective advice. They helped us with our broadband application.





Is it saleable?


A SOUND PRODUCT OR SERVICE


The first question to ask about your idea could take the following form: What precisely is the product or service I am going to offer? followed by the key question: Why should customers buy MY product or service rather than those which exist already?





Insight


If you are not honest with yourself, you might get the answer you want, not the right answer.





There is a distinct advantage if the product you are intending to offer is a legal requirement, in the sense that, potentially, you have a captive market. Items related to health and safety, for example, fire extinguishers or even Fire Exit and other related statutory signs would come into this category. You can probably think of other areas which could apply.


Nevertheless that key question still needs to be answered, and answered realistically: Why should customers buy MY product or service rather than those which exist already? Make a list of the good points about your product – they could form the basis of your marketing strategy.


THE MARKET NEED


Continue to question your idea:


 




	How many people are likely to want to buy product or service?


	Will the numbers be sufficient to justify proceeding with the idea?


	What competition already exists?


	How well established is it?


	Will I be able to compete?


	Is there a particular segment which I could concentrate on?


	Is what I am considering generally an expanding or a contracting market?


	Will I be infringing, even inadvertently, other people’s intellectual property rights? Is your idea really your own, or are you copying someone else’s? Visit the Patent Office website, www.patent.gov.uk.





The finding of the answers to these and other related questions forms the basis of the market research exercise which is necessary at this early stage to turn a hunch or idea into something more down-to-earth and practical, or to confirm that the original idea is sound.





Insight


If you are using questionnaires, allow people to be anonymous if they wish. If people want to add their name, they’ll always find somewhere to write it.





As a small trader or partnership, you cannot afford to embark on a very large market research exercise, but it is worthwhile trying to establish whether what sells well to friends and colleagues, or business contacts, will be bought by others.


You can research the market in an informal way by asking friends, family and colleagues what they think of your idea. A more businesslike approach is to send out or give out a short questionnaire. You could do this at networking meetings, on-line, or with gatherings of family or friends. Expect a better response if you hand out the questionnaires personally and get people to complete them then and there.


Whichever method of distribution you choose, design your questionnaire carefully, taking these guidelines into account:


 




	One A4 sheet at most, or computer equivalent


	Ask questions which require tick box responses, people don’t like to write long answers


	If you ask people to rate an attribute of your product/service, give them an even number of boxes to tick – four or six. If you give them five they are likely to go down the middle


	Leave space for additional comments


	Don’t ask for a lot of personal information. You might be infringing the Data Protection Act – refer to www.dataprotection.gov.uk


	Make giving their name optional. People often give ‘truer’ answers if they know they are anonymous


	Draw up a good system for analysing the responses.








Insight


Use your networking contacts to do some market research, your local Business Clubs, for example.





Your local Business Link runs market research courses for people starting up in business. Ask at your Job Centre, your local Business Link or your local college to see what courses are available. The courses include not only market research, but marketing, book-keeping, selling and many other matters dealt with in this book. A book can give you useful general guidelines – a course tutor can give you personal attention and expertise. ‘Taking it further’ includes typical courses run by Business Links.



SUPPLIERS


If your business idea involves selling a product, you will need to obtain either the raw materials which you are going to transform into something else, or the components which will create your finished article.


These items will need to be obtained from suitable suppliers. You will find that there is no shortage of people wanting to sell you things for your business. What you must do is draw up your product specifications very carefully and decide on the suppliers (it is probably better to have more than one source) who will provide that quantity and the quality you need at the price you wish to pay.





Insight


Search the web – it’s the only place we could find collarless shirts and stiff collars!





Make a list of the components you need, and for each component write down the potential suppliers, their prices, delivery dates, settlement terms and product quality. Making such a list helps you to think clearly and objectively.


Can you sell it?


PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES REQUIRED


The personal attribute most required is belief in the product or service you are about to sell. If you do not have absolute faith in your product or the quality of your service, you will never get your business off the ground.


You must try not to be put off if other people’s reactions do not initially match your enthusiasm.



SELF-MOTIVATION


The belief in your product or service is the first step in self-motivation; what follows depends on your own ability to move off the starting line and keep up the momentum.


Sometimes people feel that those who have their own businesses are lucky, because they can suit themselves whether they work or not. To a certain extent this is true, of course: if you decide one morning that you would rather stay in bed than turn out in the cold to sell your product or service, that is up to you – your competitors will be delighted!


Self-motivation is an attitude of mind as much as anything, and your attitude must at all times be to develop your business. If you are a sole trader this can be more difficult, since you may not have anyone else to help you with your motivational process. So self-motivation should perhaps be coupled with self-discipline. Determine to set yourself a regular business routine, and do all you can to keep to it. As you achieve this regular routine, you will find that your self-motivation improves dramatically. There is nothing like a successful meeting or telephone call to stimulate motivation – the hard work is the initial effort needed to arrange that meeting or make that telephone call in the first place.


ORGANIZATIONAL ABILITY


An absolute requirement of anyone who starts a new business is the ability to operate in an organized way. You cannot work effectively in a muddle.


This has nothing to do with the workshop with wood shavings on the floor, or even the desk with papers strewn over it. This is the ability to know when and where the next appointment is, of having a system to pick up messages periodically, of dealing with correspondence quickly and efficiently, of being able to put your hand on specific pieces of information promptly and responding effectively to queries or enquiries.


This is all part of self-discipline which, as we have just seen, is also part of that all-important self-motivation.


MANAGEMENT OF TIME


Whether you are the chairperson of an international business organization or a sole trader, the amount of time available to you is exactly the same: there are precisely 24 hours in the day for both parties.


How those 24 hours are utilized is where the differences arise. Chairs of multi-nationals probably have other people around them to ease the pressure on their time, while the sole trader more than likely has no such luxury, or at best very limited help. The management of available time effectively is therefore significant, requiring, once again, a high degree of self-discipline.


One of the greatest causes of the mis-management of time is the very human one of doing those things which we want to do. You can always find a valid reason for putting off the unpleasant job.


Consider the following checklist – select those which are your most important ones now:


50 time management guidelines: for people setting up their own business


PLANNING


 


1 Plan your time; do not let it control you


2 Assess your work – projects, tasks, etc. – and allocate priorities


3 Arrange and allocate your priorities into categories A, B, C and D


4 Throw away the Ds


5 Keep the Cs to be read during non-priority time


6 Date and/or time check the Bs: they are usually important but not urgent


7 Sub-prioritize your As – A1, A2, A3, etc.


8 Do the A1s now, then your other As – not those attractive Cs!


9 Chop the big task down into smaller, more manageable pieces


10 Estimate the finishing time for a task, not just the starting time


11 Always ask the questions: What? Who? Where? Why? When? How?


OPERATING


 


12 Use the ‘To Do’ system


13 Have a daily ‘To Do’ list – particularly for your A items





Insight


On your TO DO list, write down and cross off a job you have just done – it’s a wonderful motivator!





14 Review your daily list, first thing in the morning or last thing in the evening, and plan your priorities


15 Keep your daily ‘To Do’ list always in sight


16 As you clear each item, delete it in brilliant red – just looking at a list of completed tasks makes you feel even better!


17 Do not include too many items – remember the jobs which always crop up unexpectedly


18 Maintain a second ‘To Do’ list for longer-term tasks or those to which a date cannot yet be given


19 Transfer items from the second list to the daily list whenever relevant


20 Use the ‘To Do’ lists, do not ignore them – they are probably your most powerful time management tools


21 Write it down: do not try to keep your ‘To Do’ lists in your head – keep that free for actually doing them!


22 Leave some time for the unexpected


23 Have the things you need constantly to hand in one place


24 Identify and concentrate on the high-yield tasks if you have the choice



TELEPHONE CONTROL


 


25 Master your telephone techniques


26 Plan your telephone calls: use telephone ‘To Do’ lists as telephone agendas


27 If possible, arrange a specific ‘call back’ time – do not just say ‘I’ll ring you later’ or, even worse, ‘You ring me later’


28 If interrupted during a task by a telephone call, before answering pencil in your next thoughts. When you return to your task you will know what you were going to do or say next


29 Cross-index your telephone directory: name as one entry, organization as the other


30 Quickly get to the purpose of the call: it is pleasant to socialize (gossip?), but it wastes a lot of time


31 Make sure you get the call-back name and number correctly: do not hesitate to ask for information until you have got it right


DISCIPLINE


 


32 Time management is 99 per cent self-discipline


33 Do the unpleasant task first, or as early as possible, particularly if it is your A1. It is most people’s experience that these tasks usually turn out to be less unpleasant than was anticipated


34 Use the recommended time management techniques: they have been proved to work


35 Learn to say ‘No’


36 Make sure you do it right first time: every time you have to re-try, you are wasting time


37 Avoid procrastination: get on with it


38 Set yourself personal deadlines for most tasks and stick to them if at all possible


39 Stick to the task you know must be done


40 Do one thing at a time


41 Always have something to do: even if it is constructive relaxation


42 Always be on time yourself


43 Handle paper only once if at all possible


44 Read only what you must: the rest can be read in your C time



TRAVELLING


 


45 Do not leave it until the last minute to set off


46 Do not be a one-side-of-the-town-to-the-other traveller: plan groups of visits within easy range of each other


47 Use car cassette or CD learning


48 Use waiting time to make mobile phone calls


49 Use train time to: read, write, brainstorm ideas with yourself


SUMMARY


 


50 Plan what you have to do, how it is going to be done, where it is to be done, by when it has to be done. Why has it to be done at all?


 


From ‘Training and Development’ April 1988,
in an article by Leslie Rae FITD


Consider this checklist against the prime purpose of this section, Can You Sell It? If a sensible use of this checklist creates more selling time for you, then you will be getting your priorities right.


Everything you do should contribute to your self-improvement and thereby the improvement of your business. So use this checklist at regular intervals to review your progress and assess how much you have achieved – you will probably be pleasantly surprised.


ENERGY AND HEALTH


The show must go on, as we who work in the theatre know well. The show certainly must go on as far as a small business is concerned, especially for the sole trader, since there is no one else to ‘perform’.


In setting up a new business, the energy and health of the participants is something which should receive serious consideration, since a lot of energy is going to be needed in those all-important early stages.


For example, if prior to setting up your own business you received, as part of your employment package, an annual health checkup, it is well worth considering continuing with this. Ask yourself whether you can afford to be ill in your new business situation, and whether the fee for an annual checkup is a worthwhile expense, not to say investment in the most valuable asset your business has – you and your health.


There are many ways in which this can be done. It is worthwhile sorting out your arrangements at this early stage, before the pressures begin taking their toll.


If you are going to be selling your goods or services face to face with your prospective customers, you will need to be well on top of the task. In order to be alert and able to respond to the situation of the moment, you will need to have at least reasonable health.





Insight


Use exercise time (treadmill, running etc.) or car time to do some planning in your head. We use these times to ‘do lines’ for our performances.





You will find a lot of this initial activity both physically and mentally taxing, and you will need to be able to start each new day with a certain amount of zeal and enthusiasm. Even if you have been used to doing this sort of work before, the pressure of having your name ‘over the door’ adds an extra incentive to – and is a drain on – your energy resources.


COMMUNICATION SKILLS


In order to sell something, whether it is a product or a service, a certain degree of skill in communication is required. The actual process of selling is covered in detail in Chapter 6, but there are other methods of communication which are relevant in business.


Spoken


Spoken communication does not only apply to the selling situation, but is necessary for discussions with all sorts of people – potential customers, suppliers, reps, professional advisers, etc. These can be either face to face or via the telephone. The ability to be fluent and comprehensible, particularly on the telephone, is a skill to be developed.





Insight


If you are texting, rather than speaking, make sure the person you are texting understands your text language.





One way of doing this is to record yourself – if possible making a real telephone call. When listening to it afterwards, do not think in general terms of how good and bad it is, but try to analyse:


 




	whether all the words can be clearly heard


	whether you say a lot of ‘ums’ and ‘ers’


	whether you repeat yourself too much


	whether your voice sounds pleasant and friendly (try smiling down the phone).





You need not be afraid of recording the other person, because that voice will not be heard on your tape.





Insight


Do you know how to get rid of ‘chatters’ on a business phone call? It’s easy. You do three things. First, stand up. It makes you sound more authoritative. Next, summarize, yet again if necessary, what has been agreed between you. Then thank the caller and end the call. Try it – it works!






Written


Written communication is necessary in a number of areas – emails, letters, estimates, quotations, invoices, etc. Your business communications must go out without spelling, grammar and punctuation mistakes. If you know you are weak in this area, use the services of someone who knows what they are doing. You will probably not have the time at this stage to improve your own English language skills. If you only need to brush up on your written English, try English Language Skills by Vera Hughes, published by Greenwich Exchange.


Presentation of written communication is almost as important as the content, because the way written material is laid out reflects your business image. This is covered in Chapter 10.


PILOT SCHEME


Before committing yourself too deeply to your prospective business, it is quite a good idea to ‘test the water’. If it is possible, create a sample batch of your product, and embark on a selling exercise to test the reaction of potential buyers or outlets.


Try to gather as much useful information as possible during this exercise – pluses and minuses, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of what you have to offer, and the way in which you are presenting it.
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