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For every woman running a small business who is defining success on her own terms, bringing her values to work, and creating community along the way: We hope we’ve done you justice. And for those of you fantasizing about making your business dreams a reality: Welcome.






INTRODUCTION

SO: YOU WANT TO BE THE BOSS of you, right? We’re guessing that’s why you picked up this book. You’ve got an idea or a hobby that you absolutely love (or a skill you want to liberate from cubicle tyranny), and you’re pretty darn sure that with the right plan in place you could launch your own creative, independent venture; pay the bills; and maybe even make more than you’re making now. Whether your dream is to open the tastiest vegan bistro in town, to make and sell your one-of-a-kind hand-screened tea cozies online, or to start an allfemale graphic design consultancy, your head is probably swimming with questions. Of course you’re an expert at baking vegan lasagna/ sewing a tea cozy/designing a brochure, but what about all the details of business ownership? Do you need a business license? How will you do your taxes? Do you need a website? What about employees? And what’s all this going to cost? These kinds of questions have probably cluttered up your head as you’ve pondered how to take the idea of doing what you love for a living from daydream to reality. We know all the questions you’ve got because we’ve been through it all, eight years and counting. As we took the path from “Hey, why don’t we do this on our own?” to writing our first paycheck, we quickly learned that there was more to becoming your own boss than just figuring out what color your business cards should be.

At the time we set out on our entrepreneurial adventure, we scoured the bookstores for resources that would help answer our most basic questions about the details of business ownership and support us in figuring out what the big picture was really going to look like. Sure, there were plenty of books out there, but none of them spoke to us, or to the size and type of business we were looking to establish. Most seemed to assume that every businessperson was pushing for big growth, plenty of staff, and massive profits, and while we wouldn’t have said no to a windfall, we knew that we wanted to start out small (just the two of us), work with people we loved, and grow at a sustainable rate over time while still being paid what we were worth. To be honest, it has always seemed to us that starting small and growing slowly was a much more reasonable—and achievable—approach than the high-stakes, adrenaline-filled business games that make financial headlines. Some people love living on the edge, but we’re not among their number. We wanted to beat the odds and see our business survive a good long time—and we didn’t want to have to work twenty-four hours a day to get there. We figured there had to be another path to entrepreneurship than the one we were seeing modeled in books and the media.

After thumbing through many dull business tomes (and frilly pastel books for “girl” entrepreneurs), we were able to put our finger on what it was about the other business books that didn’t work for us: They wanted to tell us what success looked like. As fiercely independent and strong-willed gals, we were having none of it. So that’s what makes this book different: We don’t assume we know what success looks like for you, though we are going to help you figure out your own vision. Because the true beauty of being an entrepreneur is that you get to answer that question for yourself. (Then you get to work your butt off to make sure you achieve your dream.)

We’ve been inspired over the years by the many, many businesswomen we’ve met who are doing business in nontraditional ways,  starting with setting their own standards for success. For some, success means earning a living wage while funneling a portion of their revenues to charities; for others, it means having a work schedule flexible enough that they can walk their kids to and from school every day; still others define success by being able to create a fantastic work environment for their staff. You’ll have your own definition, and it may look quite different from these examples. We’re here to tell you that you don’t need to follow the herd to have a thriving business that sustains you for years to come. Just because your dreams don’t include being described as a “tycoon” doesn’t mean you can’t experience life as a wildly successful entrepreneur!

This book is the savvy and oh-so-practical resource we wish we’d had in our early days. By the time you’re finished reading it, if we’ve done our job, you’ll have a clear sense of what’s involved in running a business your way. We’ll guide you through the process of defining what success looks like for you so that you can create a business that reflects your values, that’s ethically sound, that serves your community, and that pays you (and your staff, if you choose to have any) what you’re worth. And we’ll help you work through the details of starting, running, and maintaining your soon-to-be-successful venture.

We’ve structured the book to follow all the stages your business will go through, from those initial brainstorming sessions to the first few years of running your own show. We’ll start by helping you define what it is you’re going to sell, who’s going to buy it, and what it’s all going to cost you. We’ll help you decide what you’re going to call yourself, and what kind of digs your new venture will require. Next, we’ll move on to helping you figure out how you’re going to let the world know that you and your new business exist (a.k.a. marketing). Marketing is just as important in the early days of your business as it is two years later when you decide you’d like to get a bit of a pay raise and so need to round up some more work. As any business owner can  tell you, marketing is a story that never really ends, so the whole section is one you’ll want to come back to over time (and that may hold some useful gems for those of you already a few years into being the boss of you). The last section in the book explores ways to grow and maintain your business over time. While much of that information is useful to consider in the early years—a girl’s got to dream big, after all—a lot of it will become more relevant as time goes on. So if you’re picking this book up after being your own boss for a few years, there’s also wisdom here to help you navigate the challenges of your business as time passes.

But don’t just take our word for it. In addition to sharing our own experiences, we’ve included examples and advice from some of the smartest businesswomen we could find, all of whom are running businesses like the one you want to create: the kind that jibes with the owner’s values and personal goals. We’ve used their stories and fabulous wisdom throughout the book to illustrate the challenges and opportunities that being your own boss will bring.

One of the things that bothers us most about the way business is discussed out there in the world is how little time or space is given to profiling smaller, sustainable, and creative businesses. While we’d really like to think that has nothing to do with how many of them are started by women, chances are that plays into it. It is our hope that the collected wisdom of the women we spoke to and the stories we tell in this book will help you realize that you aren’t alone on this awesome journey to becoming your own boss. And, with any luck, this book will be one of the tools that help you on the way to becoming one of those examples that other women can learn from.
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WE’VE ALREADY ESTABLISHED that you want to start a business, and are reading this book either to guide you in taking those steps or to explore whether or not it’s a viable option for you. Well, get out your pencil and put on your thinking cap—we’ve got work to do.

A lot of traditional business wisdom will tell you that you absolutely must write a formal business plan before you get started. While we’re not ones to suggest skimping on doing all your homework, unless you’re seeking outside investment or a bank loan, writing a formal business plan may not be the best way for you to spend your time. That said, there are a lot of components of a business plan that you need to spend some serious time thinking about before you quit your job or invest your life savings in bath bomb ingredients. And, as you may have already guessed, we’re going to help you along your way.

The following four chapters cover a lot of ground, from initial plans and schemes right down to the ins and outs of pricing and finding the right name for your company. Believe it or not, this handful of chapters takes you right through from “I’ve got a dream” to your opening day. (So why are there two more sections? ’Cause just getting your doors open is not going to ensure that the rent gets paid and business sails along smoothly, silly.)

We’re going to start with the fundamentals as we see them: First, you’re going to set some business goals. Next, you’ll define what success looks like for you, personally. We believe that in order to feel successful, you need to know what success means to you. After all, if you don’t know what it looks like, how are you going to recognize it when it’s staring you in the face? Then you’ll figure out where your personal strengths lie, so you can make sure to get the help you need along the way.

Once you’ve set some goals, we’ll go about making them a little more concrete.You’ll define what you’re going to be selling, and who you’ll be selling to—the core elements of every business. Those may seem like questions with obvious answers, but in fact, it takes quite a bit of effort to answer them well. (Here’s a hint: “Everyone” is not your target market.)

And of course, we’ll talk in depth about money—how much you’ll need to get started, how to create a budget, and how to price your wares.You may or may not consider money to be your friend, but better your friend than your enemy, right? Plus, it turns out you can do a whole lot with it. And really, we’d love for you to have plenty of it.

The last chapter in this section will guide you through the various steps in bringing your business to life: coming up with the perfect name, finding the right location (even if it’s that sunny corner of your bedroom), and getting your legal and financial ducks in a row. By the time you reach the end, you should be well on your way to hanging out your shingle.

If you’re as eager to get to that last step as we were when we started out, you’ve possibly skipped ahead to the good stuff already. For the rest of you, let’s get on with it.





CHAPTER 1

Define Your Vision


WHAT MADE YOU PICK up this book? Do you already have a crystalclear vision of the business you want to create? Or is it a bit fuzzy around the edges? Even if you’re still in the idle curiosity stage, there is one thought that must have entered your mind at some point or other:

What if I could do my own thing, be my own boss, and make a living at it?

Well, before we get into all the glorious details of how you can do that, we want to make sure you’ve got a solid handle on why you want to do it. That way, when you get into the trickier decisions that will follow, you’ll have something to come back to—a set of goals for your business that makes sense for you.

So, sharpen your pencils: Welcome to the Chapter of Great Big Lists!


One of the things that make our partnership such a great one is our differences. While we are regularly known to finish each other’s sentences in public, and on more than one occasion have shown up at a function in verging-on-matching outfits, we are in fact  not exactly the same person. When we first started the company, Lauren was passionate about reading every book she could lay her hands on that looked like it could be of use to us. She is the reigning queen of going through exercises and lists to get focused on the challenges ahead. Emira, on the other hand, tends to work through one list and then decide she’s probably nailed all there is to know—and begins to get a bit itchy about getting started. But it didn’t take long before Emira came around to Lauren’s approach—and while we can hear you squirming in your chair (and flipping ahead to the next chapter) from here, we urge you to stick around. The time for moving ahead at full tilt is coming soon, we promise.






❁ Bringing Home the Bacon (Vegan Options Available) 

When Lauren was an impressionable first-year university student, she decided it would be a great idea to sign up for Economics 101. (This was all part of her grand scheme to infiltrate the hallways of power and take over the world. Alas, Econ 101 pretty much wiped out that plan.) On the first day of classes, the teacher got up in front of the hundreds of students crowding the lecture hall and announced the founding principle of the entire year’s curriculum: “Businesses exist for one reason: to make money.” At that moment, Lauren should have walked right out of there and enrolled in a nice Feminist Film course. But she didn’t, and found herself totally baffled. Was this guy telling her that she would never be a successful businessperson because she thought there was more behind it than a grab for cash?

Whenever we find ourselves checking out the business section of the newspaper or bookstore, we get the same feeling of mild confusion. Most of the discourse about the world of business is totally focused on making money. End of story. And while in the end, money is certainly a factor for our own business—if we didn’t make any, it  would be a hobby, not a day job—it wasn’t the only thing on our list of goals when we started out.

Each business is a reflection of its owners, and we suspect that’s even more the case for those of you reading this book—because if you were the sort of person who only cared about making the most money in the shortest possible time frame, you probably would have picked up one of those other “how to succeed” business books that have a cover photo of a dude on a yacht. Chances are, you’ve got a host of reasons why you want to start your own business, and here’s where you get to write them all down.


▶ When we started our business we were pretty clear on why we wanted to do it. We had been daydreaming about it over soy lattes and cocktails for months: wanting to be the ones calling the shots, no longer working for someone else’s dream, making more money, working with the clients we wanted to work with, and so on. But that list was really more about the things we didn’t like about our current jobs. What about the things we hadn’t yet allowed ourselves to dream about, like working in an office space where we could see the ocean every day, setting a budget for professional development, and having a chance to meet some of our idols and mentors in the field as colleagues? It’s worth taking the time to imagine what your job might bring you in your wildest, most successful dreams.



While we can’t guarantee that every fantasy on your list will come true—the ones involving private jets are particularly tricky—it’s a fact that you’re more likely to realize your ideas if you’ve taken the time to think them through and write them down. And conversely, if you don’t give yourself a chance to dream a little, you’ll be stuck within the limits of your stale old ideas, from modest paychecks to overlong work hours. When you’re at the helm of your business, you’ll be responsible for producing all of your own rewards, so if you ever want to surprise yourself with your own successes, you’d better ask yourself what secret desires you’ve been keeping cocooned within. Once you give yourself  a chance to set some goals that really inspire you, you’ll be amazed at how they start to “magically” materialize. (The “magic,” of course, is the power of intention.)




❁ Exercise #1: Business Goals 

To get you started, here are some of the answers we’ve heard from other established and aspiring businesswomen we know:
• To spend my days doing my own thing (e.g., designing clothes, teaching yoga, managing PR for innovative businesses, selling the best in quality sex toys to couples who care), rather than sitting at a desk answering phones.

• To be able to work less (or with more-flexible hours) than I do now, so that I can spend more time with my kid(s)/family, pursuing my hobby as an amateur cross-country unicyclist, or perfecting my ollie.

• To have the opportunity to travel to faraway places and see the world as a legitimate part of my job—or simply to have more time off to travel.

• To make enough money to buy a house, expand my shoe collection, spend part of the year as a surf diva, or _____________________.

• To work with the clients I love, not the ones my boss puts on my desk.

• To ensure that I always get to have final say.

• To support my personal cause, ___________________ (e.g., creating environmentally friendly menstrual products, making clothes for women of any size so we can all feel like fashionistas, supporting animal rights through cruelty-free body products, etc.).

• To get paid to explore my creative side rather than feeling like I have to leave it to my spare time.

• To serve an underserved client base/market that is absolutely pining to get its hands on what I have to offer.





Here’s some space for your list—get busy:[image: 002]



Now, hang on to this list; we’ll be coming back to it.




❁ I Want It All! 

If your list is a long one—or if, upon looking it over, you wonder if it’s really possible to achieve all of your goals—you may want to prioritize it.You can either list your goals in descending order of importance, or break the list into “must-haves,” “nice-to-haves,” and “maybe someday when all my dreams come true”—whatever seems to fit you best. Ultimately, it’s important that you not try to accomplish every one of your life goals through your business; don’t forget that you still need ways to have fun on weekends, and sadly it may not be practical to build your business around your stilt-walking hobby.




❁ Defining Success 

Here’s a quick exercise to determine whether your list of business goals is complete: If you were to achieve everything on your list, would you consider yourself a raging success? If the answer is no, try going back and refining it further. But if you’re feeling like you’re off to a pretty good start, we’ll move on to the next step: setting some parameters for success.

When you are the one running the ship every day it can be hard sometimes to remember where you are going or even to notice when you get there. Once your business gets going, there are so many things to do and details to focus on that it is really easy to lose sight of what you wanted in the first place. That’s why you need to have a clear idea of how you will define success.


THE UNTOLD STORIES OF SUCCESS

One of the things that compelled us to write this book was the lack of business books that tell you it’s okay not to want to strike it rich. Now of course, if untold riches managed to find their way to us, it’s not like we wouldn’t invite them in for tea, but that’s not what we had in mind when we set out to start a business. Financially speaking, our goals were pretty simple: to start and maintain a business that would pay us the salary we felt we were worth, including an excellent extended health plan. Starting an IT company in the late 1990s meant that most people assumed we were hedging our bets on an IPO or some big cash injection, and we spent the first few years constantly defending our modest business model. This is not to say that striking it rich is a bad goal—just that it may not be your number one driving force. So, if making enough to pay the bills and take four weeks’ vacation a year is enough for you, right on. Don’t second-guess what you really want out of life just because it doesn’t fit with what you think you should want.




Take a moment to look ahead . . . down the path a ways, when you’ve been in business a while and can reflect back on your achievements. What are the things that will make you proudest? Will it be the day your favorite local celebrity stopped by your store and gushed at length about how great your pants make her butt look? Or is it going to be the month you managed to surpass your old salary? Maybe the idea of being home to send your daughter off to school, and greet her when she gets home, is the ultimate reward. Whatever it is that gets your juices flowing, set it down on paper right this instant! These are the visions that will keep you going during the more challenging days of self-employment.

Hint: Try to be as specific as possible. The more concrete you can be, the more likely you’ll be to reach your goals.




❁ Exercise #2: Personal Measures of Success 


Sample answers—I will know I’m successful when: 
• I make more money than I do now.

• I am working no more than ___ hours a week.

• I see myself or my work on the front cover of a magazine/paper.

• I land an invitation to speak at a conference.

• I can afford to put a down payment on a drum kit/house/ piece of art.

• I find myself looking forward to Monday morning.

• I have a roster of clients that I love working with.






Okay, your turn!

[image: 003]


I DON’T WANNA WRITE ANYTHING DOWN!

Are any of these thoughts going through your head?

 



I’ll do this later . . . Looks suspiciously like work to me! . . . What if I change my mind later? . . . I bet if I sleep on it, I’ll come up with something better tomorrow . . . I don’t have a pen handy . . .

 



Stop! Get up, grab the nearest pencil, and jot down a few thoughts. They don’t have to be brilliant, or final, or anything—but you need to do it now. Why? Because it really, truly makes a difference to be able to look back on these goals later and see whether they still hold true, whether they need adjusting, and how far you’ve come. You’ll honestly be amazed at how helpful this stuff is when you’re looking back a year from now and want to get a handle on how you’re doing. Otherwise, you’ll end up holding yourself to unspoken standards—like an unconscious belief that until you’re lunching with power brokers every day, you haven’t made it—which are almost always impossible to live up to!







❁ Do What You Do Best (and Farm Out the Rest) 

You now have a set of business goals, as well as your personal measures of success. The final piece of your visioning puzzle has to do with identifying your core skills. This exercise will help you evaluate where to focus your energies, and where to ask for help. Knowing all of this will be particularly important when your business really gets going and you find yourself wishing there were extra hours in the day.

What are your strongest assets? Unless you’re opening a restaurant here, your killer pumpkin cheesecake doesn’t count; we’re talking about business skills. Things like your ability to multitask—very handy for administrivia and the daily running of almost any business. Or maybe it’s your fearlessness when it comes to meeting new people, which will make you great at getting new business or selling your products. When you are making this list, don’t just think of it as a list of qualities that you might include on a standard job application, or skills that you know you’ve learned in “the workplace.” If you’re thinking about becoming an entrepreneur, chances are you’ve got a lot of extracurricular stuff going on that you can draw from as well. Skills you’ve picked up organizing the monthly drag cabaret, volunteering at the farmers market, and keeping all the girls getting along at intramural soccer are valuable talents that are going to be very helpful in your new venture. Many women find it’s in their spare-time pursuits that they developed their most critical business skills—whether it’s because they’ve been stuck in a thankless job with little room for upward mobility, or taken time out of the rat race to have kids . . . or have always known that their expertise has long gone untapped at their day job.

Now: What things do you absolutely dread? Are there things you know you’ll keep ignoring until one day they pile up so high they need their own zip code? Or maybe there are skills that you know aren’t your strong suit, and you’re okay with that. For us, it’s taxes. That’s not to say we don’t file them—because we’ve seen others make  that mistake and it’s not a pretty picture! But we don’t want to be the ones to keep on top of the seemingly random and wildly complex rules of income tax, so every year we take our file of sorted receipts down to our favorite bookkeeper’s office and she makes it all better for us. Easy as pie. And it’s well worth the few hours of her time we pay for; we’re just so much happier not worrying about it.

It’s helpful to know these things from the start, but it becomes invaluable as your business gets busier; a clear list of your competencies and less-than-favorite tasks will help you to reflect carefully on what you’re willing to delegate, and what you’d rather keep a close eye on. And it will help to remind you what it is that you love to do at work.


▶ Tiffany Threadgould of RePlayGround makes eco-gifts out of recycled materials. It’s creative work, but it also requires a lot of attention to detail on the product design and manufacturing side of things. Tiffany’s currently running things solo, but she found an intern to help her out with the hands-on stuff so that she can focus on what she does best: coming up with new ideas, marketing her wares, and running the business. Her eventual goal is to offload the manufacturing entirely to someone else. When you’re clear on your strengths, delegating gets a whole lot easier—even for do-it-yourself types—and that’s crucial if you want to deliver the highest-quality goods and stay focused and efficient.



Don’t be surprised if this is one of the most challenging exercises for you; often it’s difficult for us to identify our own strongest and weakest qualities, and even if we know ourselves really well, it can be tough to put it down on paper. In our experience, it tends to be harder for women to speak up about our accomplishments than it is for many men—so try to put yourself in an expansive, generous frame of mind, and get ready to blow yourself away! Imagine you’re your own mentor, and are offering up words of wisdom; you might be surprised to hear what your “teacher self” has to say about those hours of patient  homework help you offered your neighbor’s kid (excellent communication skills and creative brainstorming ability!) or your vast network of friends and acquaintances (born marketer!).

And remember, just as it can be handy to get your best gal pal to write your bio for that web personals ad you’re thinking of placing, friends can be a great resource when you’re going through this exercise. You may want to grab a couple of friends or a family member for a coffee (buttering them up with homemade banana bread isn’t cheating!) and have them list out some of your best qualities and—if you’re brave—weak points. Be sure to write down everything they give you, but don’t feel like you have to take it all as gospel truth. If your sister insists you’re no good with money because she never got over the time you raided her piggy bank, let it go and move on to the stuff about how your years of working at summer camp make you a great team leader, and make a note that you’ve got skills in management and conflict resolution.

Finally, don’t get too stuck on what you’ve done in the past. If you’ve never done any marketing per se, but you’re confident you’re the best person to handle those aspects of your business, write it down anyway. If you change your mind later, you can always bring in some help—but what we’re looking for here is a set of guidelines to help you get focused as you’re getting started.

When you’ve had a chance to work through your initial list, as well as the contributions of your lovely assistants, try to get concrete about how your personal qualities can contribute to your business. In our example below, we’ve assembled a list of what our sample business gal might want to focus on in her aromatherapy company, along with some of the stuff she might want a hand with.




❁ Exercise #3: Skills, Strengths, and Passions 

Sample: Aromatherapy Company


What I do best is 
• product design: coming up with creative new formulas;

• quality control: keeping an eye on the details;

• customer service/sales;

• visioning: developing and refining a vision for the company that will inspire others.






It’s not my strong suit, but I absolutely love • marketing.





Although it makes me nervous, I will learn to deal with • money: bookkeeping, developing financial scenarios such as cash flow projections, finding investors.





I would rather walk across hot coals than • deal with the press.





If I had to, I could give up or share • day-to-day operations: managing production facilities, answering phones and email.




Once you’ve got your own Skills, Strengths, and Passions list together, pair it with your Business Goals and Personal Measures of Success. This is your “holy trinity” of visioning documents; put them in a folder (ours is a bright, colorful one with stickers on it) and set it down somewhere you can refer to it often. Or, if you know that putting it in a folder means you’re likely to never look at it again, then get all Teen Beat on yourself and tack it to the wall. Our friend Signy is a big fan of making things a bit more concrete than just a list on paper. When she wants something to stick in her mind she gets out a stack of magazines, some glitter, and her trusty glue stick—and creates a glossy collage that quite literally makes her goals sparkle. Then she hangs it up beside her desk, on the fridge, or above the phone, where she’s sure to see it all the time. Do whatever works for you to make  all these ideas feel real (though getting a “measures of success” tattoo might be a bit pricey).




❁ Girls (and Boys) on the Side: A Word on Business Partnerships 

Let’s take a little detour into the world of partnerships. You may have already set your heart on sharing the reins with someone else, or you might notice that your Skills, Strengths, and Passions list has a particularly large gap in it that might be best filled by a partner rather than an employee or subcontractor. Whether or not to go into business with a partner is one of the most significant decisions you can make. Some of the factors that will play into this decision are:


Complementary skill sets: Many business partnerships are born of necessity; one partner has the technical know-how, while the other is a natural salesperson . . . and so on;


Financial concerns: Businesses that require a significant investment of start-up money may tap a pool of investing partners, each of whom has a stake in the business;


Friends and relations: It’s quite common for friends and family members to go into business together; the existing relationship can form a strong base for the various challenges of running a business, and ensures that when things get rough, you have someone to talk to who really gets what you’re going through.

If you do decide to go into business with a partner (and we must say, from our personal experience, it’s a great way to go!), you absolutely must do one thing:


SIGN A PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT 

This has a tendency to be one of those things that people procrastinate on, like writing thank-you cards or cleaning under the fridge. We  cannot stress enough how important it is to get an agreement drawn up, reviewed by a lawyer, and signed . . . as soon as possible in the life of your business. This is the document that outlines what will happen in all of those scenarios you can hardly imagine right now . . . like when one of you decides to leave the business, or when one of you becomes unable to work, or any number of other possibilities that could cause you untold grief if you don’t have a plan in writing.

Here’s why it’s important. Imagine this scenario (based on a true story):

Three friends start a company together, as partners. As time goes on, they develop a roster of clients, hire employees, and move into a big, beautiful office space. Eventually, Partner A decides it’s time to move on. There’s no partnership agreement, so the three partners sit down to negotiate what should happen next: Will the two remaining partners buy Partner A out? Will A get some kind of “severance package”? How does ownership get divided for Partners B and C?

Well, as luck would have it, Partner A’s sister is a lawyer, who steps in and informs B and C that because there’s no partnership agreement, they can either accept A’s offer or get themselves into a long and costly legal battle. The remaining partners don’t have a leg to stand on (and they can’t afford to go to court), so they end up paying off Partner A in spades, and in the process, their friendships with A are irreversibly damaged—not to mention the sleepless nights and emotional torment they went through during the confrontational and ultimately unfair negotiation process.

Please, we beg of you: Get it in writing, and do it now. The time will come when you’ll need it—and you’ll be glad you took care of it early on.




❁ Well, How Fabulous Are You? 

Congratulations on completing the first steps on your entrepreneurial journey! We hope you’re starting to feel a little clearer about what you want out of your business—and a bit more confident about your ability to do it. (If you’re still nervous, just remember: Women-run businesses have a much higher success rate than the ones with men at the helm—so you’ve already got the odds stacked in your favor!)

Treat yourself to a reward (an outing, a copy of your favorite magazine, a pastry, or whatever tickles your fancy) before you tackle the next chapter: You’ve earned it!





CHAPTER 2

Have a Plan


NOW THAT WE HAVE CONVINCED you that you, too, can be the mistress of your own domain (we have convinced you, haven’t we?), it’s time to make your vision a reality. Starting with the goals that you outlined in the last section, you will now need to start connecting the dots so you’ll have a clearer picture of where you’re headed.

If you have your lists from Chapter 1 (your Business Goals; Personal Measures of Success; and Skills, Strengths, and Passions), you’ve got all the tools you need. The next step is to answer three questions:1. What are you selling?

2. Who are your customers?

3. Do you want or expect the answers to questions 1 and 2 to change in the first two years of your business?



If you think those first two things are no-brainers, hang tight for a few more pages—you may find that they aren’t as simple as they look. “What you’re selling” may seem simple if you’re making felt accessories—but consider for a moment that you may also be selling a feeling (like comfort), or an idea (such as artisanship), along with the products themselves.

And if your immediate answer to item 2 is “everyone,” then boy howdy, do you need to read this chapter!


▶ In one of the many business books we’ve read over the years, we came across a great example of the “What am I selling?” conundrum. A years-old company selling wheelchairs, walkers, and other equipment for people with disabilities was having some growth challenges, and they decided they needed a fresh perspective on what it was, exactly, that they were really selling. Their answer? Freedom. Once they’d shifted their perspective from selling tools to selling an idea, they were able to open their minds and figure out how to better serve their customers.



By the end of this chapter, you should not only be on solid ground with respect to your business goals but you should also start to see how your business is going to look through other people’s eyes—from your customers, to your bank (should you require a start-up loan), to prospective partners and staff. This is an important step, as it will help you shift your focus from what you want out of the company to what your customers want—which is kind of helpful if you want to be able to, you know, sell stuff to them.




❁ Big Question #1: What’s for Sale? 

So how do you figure out what it is you’re actually selling? This will, of course, vary according to the type of business you’re setting up. If you’re designing furniture, that’s a pretty concrete start to your answer right there. On the other hand, if you’ve been tackling research projects on a freelance basis and have decided to set up a consultancy, that’s another matter entirely. Either way, though, you’re going to want to figure out how to explain to other people what it is you do—and how to explain it with some flair, so that you don’t get lost in the crowd.

Here are some questions to get you started (those lists from Chapter 1 may come in handy here):


What’s the core of my business? At the end of the day, you should be able to sum up your business in a single sentence. It may not encompass the full breadth of your work, but it should get the key elements across. For now, we’re looking for the baseline description—the one you’d use to fill in a form, or explain to your second cousin what you do for a living. (In other words, this ain’t the place for the “freedom” bit we discussed above.) So you might be selling fridge magnets, or massage therapy, or graphic design work.... This might seem like a silly question, but if you aren’t clear on this part, you’ll only get more confused from here on in. (One final piece of advice here: Try to be as detailed as possible—e.g., “portrait photography services” or “local and organically grown plants and gardening supplies,” rather than “photography” or “garden stuff.” For example,Teri Dimalanta, who runs Giddy Giddy, describes her line of hair accessories as “handcrafted felt hair clips for babies and little girls.”)


How will I deliver the goods? Sometimes what sets you apart isn’t just what you’re selling, it’s how you sell it. Products might be sold wholesale, retail, or both; at craft fairs, over the Internet, or in your own storefront; service providers might plan on working primarily as subcontractors, or directly with clients. Or perhaps you’re setting up a consultancy. What services are you planning to offer? Will you be working alone, or do you plan to hire staff (or take on partners) at some point? Are you focusing on a particular subject area, or do you want to keep things varied? Do you plan on working at your client’s offices, or mainly from your home?


What motivates me to do what I’m doing? Sometimes, although the product is easy to describe (like those fridge magnets), there’s something else going on behind the scenes that’s a bit more theoretical—but that cuts to the heart of your business. Maybe the fridge magnets came about as a way for you to design creative home accessories to brighten up people’s lives and provide a sustainable income for the  stay-at-home moms who help with your production. Experiment with a few answers, and hang on to all the ones that feel strong to you . . . they’ll come in handy a bit later on.

Cinnamon Cooper started Poise bags as a way to increase the amount of money she donated to her favorite charities. She knew that her own income limited how much she could donate, but that if she started a successful business that donated a percentage of its sales, her ability to support the causes that mattered to her would increase.


What’s my scope? Are you going global, staying local, or something in between? Do you plan on working on small-scale or large projects? Will you be expanding your product line over time? How many clients do you intend to juggle at one time? Try to get a sense of how broad your range of work is. (And there’s no right answer here—sometimes small is beautiful.) In five years, when your business is wildly successful, your products and services may need to change. You can always revise your business plan down the road; for now, set yourself a range that feels achievable (while still stretching you a little—challenging yourself is good!).

For example, when we started Raised Eyebrow, we thought we’d be working primarily with women small business owners in and around Vancouver, as well as nonprofit groups. That seemed like our ideal market at the time, because those two groups were where most of our personal contacts lay. Seven years later, though, our client base has expanded to include national and international clients, larger nonprofits, and some bigger businesses as well. However, we’ve stuck with our original goal to specialize exclusively in website design and development—it’s what we do best, and we don’t want to spread ourselves too thin.


What kind of personality does my business have? Try to get a handle on how you want your business to be perceived by your customers. If you’re making belt buckles, are they arty, DIY, or classic (or all three)?  Are you a tailored-suit kind of organization, or a let-your-hair-down organic food co-op? We’ll delve into this more a little later on, but for now, some broad brushstrokes will do.


Where do I fit in? You should have some idea of what the competition is up to, and how your business compares. Are you the high-end, top-notch tattoo shop? The health-conscious, organic deli? Or perhaps you’re planning on using your years of nonprofit volunteer work to your advantage in your new career as a communications consultant? List the things that set you apart from the other kids on the block. (By the way, marketers call this “positioning,” so if you want to come off as a pro, drop that term into your conversations and watch people nod sagely.)

Are you starting to feel like you have a handle on what it is you’re selling? Hopefully you’ve been able to do some fine-tuning on your business idea, taking it from “research and consulting services” to something like “research and consulting services in the field of health and wellness, performed by a small and flexible team of expert contractors.” Now that the Big Question has been answered, the rest should fall into place fairly easily.


Depending on the nature of your business, one of these questions may turn out to be more interesting than the others—if so, make a note of that. It may be that your product or service (question 1) is so unique that it sets you apart. On the other hand, it may be that personality (question 5) is going to be the key to your success as an approachable, no-bull legal firm. Most likely it will be a combination of the various elements that produces your recipe for success, but often one or two will dominate.







❁ A Visit to the Specialist 

Many budding entrepreneurs are afraid of overspecializing, thinking that they’re cutting off potential customers. While a size-9-only shoe store might be pushing it, don’t shy away from defining your territory and sticking to it; many customers appreciate a clear-cut specialty, and some of the most successful businesses we know have a very distinct focus. Large businesses can afford to be “one-stop shops”: think department stores, supermarkets, global ad agencies, or big law firms. But to really set your small business apart, specializing is the way to go. If you can do one thing very, very well, you’ll become known as the “go-to” shop for your particular specialty, whether it’s flavored olive oils you’re selling or Thai massage.

You can specialize in any number of ways: by client base (such as a copywriter who works with arts groups), by product or service offerings (like Jenny Hart at Sublime Stitching, who sells incredibly funky embroidery patterns), or both (e.g., organic aromatherapy products for moms and babies).

The more precise you can be about your niche, the easier your sales become, because you’re not trying to be all things to all people (an impossible job at the best of times!)—you can focus on the people who matter to you, and let the rest take a back seat.

So give your niche some thought. How can you set yourself apart from the competition? Will you offer lower prices? Better customer service? More specialized expertise? One-of-a-kind products? You’ll want to have a very good idea of what your selling points are, because the more specialized you are, the easier it is for you to market yourself to the right people, sell your wares, and, most importantly, produce happy customers.




❁ What’s Your Type? 

This will probably not astonish you, but people really aren’t that rational. (Thanks, Mr. Spock, for pointing that out.) When we make decisions about where to spend our money, we’re almost as emotionally driven as we are in the romance department. If this weren’t true, there would be no such thing as Chanel or Nike—no trends or outrageous splurging, just careful decisions based on comfort and affordability.
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