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In A Week


Kevin Duncan




Kevin Duncan is a business adviser, marketing expert, motivational speaker and author. He has written 17 books, among them winners of Telegraph Business Club Book of the Week and WHSmith Book of the Month. They have sold 120,000 copies and been translated into 15 languages and they all pursue the theme of simplifying businesses and making them more successful. After 20 years in advertising, Kevin has spent the last 15 as an independent troubleshooter and trainer.




Introduction


We owe it to ourselves to make our working life enjoyable, even if the main reason for it is to make money. The central principle of this book is that starting your own business can be the best feeling in the world. Free of the constraints of company life, and brimming with enthusiasm at the prospect of at last being able to realize the benefits of your own idea, you are all set to experience the thrill of being your own boss.


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


People who run their own business are used to the reaction ‘You work for yourself? That’s great’, but many walk away from such a conversation thinking, ‘If only they knew the headaches involved.’ However, with a sound business idea and the right approach, millions have already shown that you can definitely run a successful business and have a better-balanced personal life as a result. That means a much fairer equation between the effort you put in and the reward you get out, whether that’s financial or emotional.


Being organized, thinking ahead, and learning to switch off are some of the qualities that those who start their own business must master, whether they use their home as an office or run their own business from a shop or workshop. Being your own boss does not mean that you are destined to feel lonely or isolated: more people than ever before are now working from home and have found ways to ensure that they still see people during the working day.


This book is intended for anyone who has decided to start their own business. It is designed to be your business companion. Running your own business is all about self-confidence. It’s essential that you believe that you are good at what you do. Equally, you will never be perfect; so don’t beat yourself up if you don’t do everything that this book suggests, or if you do some things differently.


Do it your way and make it work for you, because that’s what running your own business is all about.


Kevin Duncan
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It’s a daunting prospect, isn’t it? An empty desk, no customers, no confirmed money coming in, and no one to gossip with. Welcome to running your own business! Every issue is now yours to wrestle with, and yours alone. But then so is all the satisfaction – mental and financial – when things are going well. Today we are going to work out exactly how you are going to turn what many would regard as an ordeal into the start of a fantastic success.


We are going to look at:


•  how to be honest with yourself about your offer


•  what you need to prepare in order to be a success


•  how to write a simple, realistic plan


•  working out the materials that you need


•  how to get it all under way.





Assume that you have something to offer


‘The beginning is half of every action.’


Greek proverb


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


•  I am good at what I do.


•  I believe that there is a market for my product or service. (Whether this is actually true, and how you set about proving it to yourself, will come a little later.)


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


•  I have a way of doing my job that people will like.


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


Thousands of people go through this thought process at some point in their working lives – sometimes on many occasions. However, even if you have been able to tick all the boxes so far, the issue that you have to grapple with next is far more fundamental: ‘If I ran my own business, I’m not sure if I could live with myself.’


When people say this, they mean that they are thinking about important issues such as where exactly they are going to do their work and what their domestic arrangements are. Could they possibly accommodate getting everything done that they need to without disrupting all the other aspects of their life?


Secondly, there is your frame of mind: are you cut out to operate outside a conventional office environment? Could you cope without the interaction? Could you motivate yourself when no one is giving you a kick up the backside? It is essential that you feel good about yourself and what you have to offer.
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Feel good about your offer


You must genuinely believe that you can offer something of value to others; otherwise you should not take the plunge to start up on your own, or even be toying with the idea.
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Be honest with yourself


Do remember, however, that confidence can be misplaced. In fact, over-confidence could beguile you into believing that you have a viable idea or a successful way of doing things when in fact you don’t, so confront your own hubris and work it out privately before it trips you up.


You are starting your own business now, so you shouldn’t have to pretend about anything. In fact, you mustn’t ever stray into the realms of fantasy, because you would only be fooling yourself if you did. From now on it is your job to be sensible and realistic. Don’t exaggerate your potential or delude yourself that you can do all sorts of things that you cannot. Equally, do not be sheepish about your skills. You will need to get used to showing a fascinating blend of confidence and humility.


Consider your position with extreme care and as much objectivity as you can muster. Get a piece of paper. Write down what you want to do in your business. Stare at it for a bit, and then decide whether anyone else would agree with you. This is the beginning of establishing whether there is indeed a market for what you do. Go for a walk. When you come back, stare at your piece of paper again. Is your idea any good? Is it nonsense? If so, write a new one. Stick it on the wall and live with it for a few days. Does it still make sense? Is it rubbish? Does everyone else claim the same thing? What’s so different about the way that you would run your business? These early enquiries are really important.


Research your market thoroughly
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If you reckon you have an excellent idea, the first essential thing to do is to research your market thoroughly. Actually it isn’t one thing to do – it’s a lot of things. Try asking yourself these sorts of questions:


•  What demand is there for what I provide?


–  If I am producing a product, who wants to buy it?


–  If I am providing a service, who needs it?


•  Who else in the area does this already? (This could be geographical or sector-based.)


–  Are they a success? If so, why?


–  Are they a failure? If so, what does that tell me?


•  What price can I put on my product or service?


–  Does that represent a going concern or will I be hard-pushed to make a living?


•  What outside factors am I subject to?


–  Can I influence these factors, or am I totally at their mercy?


–  If I have no control over them, does that make the whole venture too vulnerable?


•  If I were someone else, would I embark on this venture?


–  If so, why?


The questions are endless, but try to be like an inquisitive child and always ask why? three times in relation to every question.


Work out how much money you need


What is required here is not a forest of spreadsheets but just a really clear impression of how your business will work financially. Put simply, there are three types of money that you will need:


1  Initial investment


2  Monthly cash flow


3  The profit margin


Initial investment


Do you need to put any money in at all at the beginning? Just pause on this one for a moment. If the answer is no, then don’t do it.


If you do need to borrow from some other source, what demands will they make on getting it back? Banks want interest. Investors want cash back. They don’t do it out of kindness.


If you really do conclude that you have to put money in yourself, when are you going to get it back? Don’t delude yourself by excluding this amount from your assessment of whether the business is going to be a success.


Monthly cash flow


Next comes the monthly cash flow or the amount of income you need each month. Write down what you need. Now write down what you think you can get. Then build in time delays for late payment in the early days. This becomes your first cash flow projection. This has to be very, very realistic. You have to have a reasonable level of confidence that it is achievable otherwise you will have a disaster on your hands almost straight away. You need to distinguish carefully between income and profit. Income is not profit. You can have an infinite amount of income and yet still be making a whopping loss.


Calculate how much you need to make each month. Once you write it down, it’s more likely to happen. You can have a sensible minimum and maximum, but it’s better if you have just one figure. Now you have to work out where it’s coming from. Write down a realistic list of the value of your income in the first three months. If this turns out to be nonsense, write a more realistic list next time. As you become better at predicting this, you will naturally build in time lags to reflect slow decision-making and slow payment.


The profit margin


The third thing is the profit margin. Ask yourself:


•  How much is it?


•  Does it vary depending on what I’ve sold?


•  Does it vary by month or season?


•  Does it fluctuate wildly and, if so, why?


•  What would make it more consistent?


•  What would make it higher?


•  What are the tolerance levels?


•  What is the average target?


•  Is that realistic?


•  Is it good enough for me?


You need to keep a regular and close eye on this. You also need to have decided whether you need the margin monthly, annually, or over any other time period.


If you need it monthly, does this mean that your business plan does not include an amount for your own salary? If so, consider whether that is wise or realistic.


If you can take the profit annually, how are you keeping tabs on the surplus that you hope is building up? Can you equate it back to the running monthly amount?


The overall rule is to keep all this very simple.


Write a simple, realistic plan


Quite a few people starting a business write endless business plans before they start, and there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with that. However, it’s easy to get so involved in the spreadsheets and the financial projections of a plan that you lose sight of the basics. The best business plans can often be written on the back of an envelope, usually in your local café or bar. Try this simple process:


1  Write JFMAMJJASOND along the top of the page to represent the 12 months of the year.


2  Now cross out at least one or two of them because you will be taking some holiday and in the first year the whole thing will probably grind to a halt when you are not around.


3  Now write a figure under each month to determine your income.


4  Put the likely costs under each.


5  Subtract one from the other and see what you have left.


6  If you want to be particularly cautious, try crossing out the first three months’ income because businesses always take longer to get off the ground than you think.


7  Now go and do something else for a while.


8  Come back to your plan and ask yourself again: ‘Is this realistic?’


This exercise will tell you something a great deal more fundamental than a meeting with the bank or your accountant. It will be a big surprise if you are happy with it first time. In fact, if you are, you should be a bit suspicious. Live with it for a while. Try again. Make refinements (not on a spreadsheet, just in pen on another envelope). The great joy with this is that, by keeping it simple, you are now able to explain your business plan to anyone who will listen – and that includes you. Now, assuming that you have concluded that you do indeed have a going concern, there are some things that you will need to get under way.


Invest in a distinctive identity
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You need to look good. Your company, shop or service needs a memorable name, a good logo, high-quality headed paper, good-quality signage and business cards that invoke a reaction. The name may well be your own if you are known in your field. If not, choose something distinctive. Avoid bland sets of initials that no one can remember (such as BLTWP) or hugely cumbersome stacks of names like Jones, Duncan, Taylor, Hatstand European Consolidated & Partners. They are not memorable and they imply a lack of clarity on your part.


Every detail counts. Don’t skimp on quality of paper or thickness of business cards. Thin business cards are as weak as a limp handshake. Don’t have them done at a booth in a railway station! Check the spelling and punctuation really carefully on everything you produce. These days, the world appears to be one large typographical error. Don’t be part of it.


When you are describing your business, don’t tell people that you haven’t really made your mind up about what you want to do, or that you are ‘just giving it a go to see what happens’. If you are indecisive about your own concern, you may well unwittingly give the impression that you will be indecisive or unreliable when dealing with your customers. And why would anyone want to do business with someone who has already let you know that they might not be around for long? Customers are much more likely to be loyal to businesses that are reliable and consistent in their own right.


Get connected


These days, computers are an essential element of almost every business. They are not there to ruin your life but to make it easier. Put all your information in your personal organizer and computer, and back up your data regularly to avoid calamity. (Put these back-up reminders in your diary now.) Think carefully about what you want your computer to do for your business, and choose your system accordingly.


•  What information might you want to retrieve at some point in the future?


•  What might your customers want to know?


•  What might you want to know?


•  What about your accountant or the dreaded taxman?


•  What is the best way of cataloguing your records?
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