




[image: Cover image: The Art of Starting by Iona Mathieson and Romy St Clair ]











The Art of Starting



How to build your creative business from the ground up


Iona Mathieson and Romy St Clair 



 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Bluebird books for life logo]












Chapter 1



Who We Are 







1. Using this book



2. Starting SAGE


3. What are we like?!


4. SAGE state of mind


5. Our skills


A journey of self with Tiwalola, founder of Confident and Killing It 



1.	Using this book



This book is a practical guide on how to start your own creative business. It’s the guide we wish we’d had when we were starting our business. It’s the guide full of things no one tells you, things that you can’t google, things we learnt the hard way. This book will save you time, help streamline your thinking, and hopefully turn your idea into a fully formed creative business.


Each chapter makes sense on its own, so although we’d recommend reading the book cover to cover (a few times!), you can pick and choose the chapters that you need most. Need help with your marketing? We got you. Not sure on how to manage difficult clients? Look no further. Equipped with the information in this book, you’ll be operating a successful creative business in no time. We’ll start with setting up your business, go through branding and marketing, on to client management, then on to the nitty gritty of running a business day to day. From there, we’ll move on to the super important things that don’t get talked about enough, like community, diversity and the creative process.


Community is at the heart of what we do, so, in that spirit, we’ve pulled in some of our contemporaries, inspirations and pals to share their knowledge, from championing self-care to being instrumental in the progression of culture. We’re sure you’ll find them just as inspiring as we do.



2.	Starting SAGE



So who are we, and why are we writing this book? Well, we’re Iona and Romy, two twenty-something women who met through a shared passion for exploring London’s clubbing and music scene, and decided to start a flower business together. We borrowed a grand from a mate and started SAGE as a small pop-up flower stall in 2018, working on doing the flowers for events out of Romy’s kitchen. In 2019 we moved into a shop and we haven’t really stopped. We’re a few years down the line, and now have moved into a much bigger studio, have a staff of ten and are lucky enough to have an impressive and varied roster of clients across music, fashion, beauty and design. It’s worth letting you know that neither of us had any experience running our own business before SAGE, and we definitely wouldn’t have called ourselves creatives. Romy was working in healthcare consultancy after a biology degree, analysing the ways hospitals reported their data and managed resources. Iona was running restaurants, first in the UK, then in Hong Kong. We had worked in our industries for years, climbing to the top of them, but we were tired. Romy was tired of the industry and the personalities it attracts, and Iona was tired of the long hours and late finishes. 


We each found floristry in different ways. Iona wanted to work with her hands and had always loved flowers, and so took an unpaid internship (more on those later) a day a week at a flower shop, learning the basics. After a few months of washing vases, sweeping the floor and taking out the rubbish, she got to learn how to make bouquets, picking up the names and seasons of flowers as she went. 


Romy wanted to apply her strong project management skills to a more creative industry. After emailing architects, advertising agencies and florists, she ended up working with a London florist and flower farmer, looking at the logistics of the two businesses along the way.


We knew of each other through the club scene, always saying hey when we bumped into one another in a loud, sweaty room, but it was a chance meeting on a train platform between Iona and Romy’s fiancé, Raj, that led to the meeting where SAGE was born.


Honestly – and this is probably not the best advice that we would pass along – we didn’t know each other that well when we started SAGE together. But in our first ‘real’ meeting, something clicked. We were on the same wavelength, we had the same references, we loved the same florists, we wanted the same things. We knew we were women who liked to get things done, who had worked hard and whose drive to have a complete change of career (a daunting thing in itself) would push us to do the best we could do.


In some ways, not knowing each other super well had its advantages – we created a professional working relationship as well as a friendship, something that would perhaps be harder to do if we were childhood best friends. We weren’t over-familiar in the way close friends can be, we respected each other’s work ethics, boundaries and opinions, and always approached discussions professionally. That’s not to say you can’t do all those things if you’re best mates, but you will have to work a little harder at making sure the personal and professional lines aren’t too blurred.


People often ask us where the name SAGE came from. There are a few different reasons why we chose SAGE – its floral leanings, its strong, one-word, one-syllable sound. We love burning sage and its clarifying, purifying qualities. It’s memorable and recognizable, and the letters lend themselves well to a strong font. But the main reason we chose SAGE was based on Carl Jung’s twelve archetypes, one of which is ‘The Sage’.


The Sage is an archetype based in knowledge – the Sage use intelligence and analysis to understand the world around them. Their strategy is to seek out information and knowledge, stopping often for self-reflection. The Sage is also known as ‘The Scholar’ or ‘The Teacher’. This seemed to sum us up perfectly. Though very different people, we both value knowledge and education and go out of our way to share what we’ve learned with others. 



3.	What are we like?!



You learn a lot about yourself when starting a creative business – what you’re capable of, your drive, morals and values. You also learn boundaries, when to say no, when to ask for more, when to settle. Your path to starting your business will be a journey of personal growth as well as business growth, and in order to make sure you have your best foot forward at all times it’s important to know yourself. This can sound kind of self-helpy, but seriously, if you know your value, your worth, your values, what you stand for and what you don’t, it’ll make making tough business decisions a little bit easier!


To take further inspiration from the namesake of our business, according to Jung, people can be characterized by their preference or general attitude. This includes whether they are extraverted vs introverted, sensing vs intuitive, thinking vs feeling and judging vs perceiving. These characteristics also helped us think more about how we would run our business. Isabel Briggs Myers, a researcher and practitioner of Jung’s theory, created a personality test based around the twelve archetypes Jung believed all people fall into. Based on your answers to this short test, just a few questions about your personality and how situations affect you, you are grouped into a personality type. Using this information, you can further understand yourself – how you learn best, how others can best communicate with you, how you get the most out of a situation, and how someone can get the best out of you. 


It’s become a bit of a trend, especially among young start-ups, to ask their employees to take the Myers–Briggs test. From this, employers feel they can better understand the type of person working with them – how to communicate with them, how to motivate them and, essentially, how to get the best out of their employee. It might seem a little New Age, but in reality, everyone learns differently, everyone is motivated by different things, and everyone communicates differently. Why not get a better understanding of the person you’ve just welcomed into your business in order to make them the happiest and ultimately most efficient they can be? Doing so helped us understand better the differences we brought to the table and therefore where our skillset would be most useful. It meant we were using our strengths to the best of our abilities, rather than doubling up on some areas and falling short in others. Using a Myers–Briggs test is also a little less potentially rude/awkward/loaded than a colleague highlighting your strengths and weaknesses to you, or you to them.


Understanding people is a huge part of the working world – especially the creative one – whether working in a partnership or alone. Below, we map out our Myers–Briggs test results, as well as explaining a little about our education, experience and training to show you how two people with very different personalities and professional backgrounds work so well together in making a creative business a success.



Romy



MYERS–BRIGGS: Romy is an ENFJ (Extravert, Intuitive, Feeling, Judging) personality type. Typically, ENFJs are the teachers and problem-solvers, wanting to help and enable others. They tend to juggle many responsibilities at once, both professional and personal, often at their own expense. They are perfectionists who love to be organized, and quickly form opinions on plans and people, which they are unlikely to change. Sensitive souls – they wear their heart on their sleeve, always hunting for the silver lining in a situation.


PERSONALITY TYPE SHARED WITH: Oprah Winfrey, Martin Luther King, Jr., Maya Angelou, Helena Bonham Carter.


EDUCATION: Teacher’s pet by day, raver by night. Romy always found it easiest to justify underage clubbing by making sure she got her grades. Studied sciences, economics and art at college, then went on to study Human Biology at university with plans to develop innovative beauty products at the end (got a bit side-tracked).


LIKES: Holidays, music, clubbing, dancing, singing badly, jewellery, architecture, interiors, gardens, chocolate.


DISLIKES: Confrontation, queuing, cinnamon.


Iona


MYERS–BRIGGS: Iona is an ENFP (Extravert, Intuitive, Feeling, Perceiving) personality type. People with this personality type are often described as enthusiastic, charismatic and independent. They do their best in situations where they have the freedom to be creative and innovative. ENFPs have brilliant people skills and are great at generating new ideas, however they have the tendency to put off important tasks until the last minute and are easily distracted. Interestingly, ENFPs tend to do better in jobs that offer a lot of flexibility (hello being a business owner!) and, because of their empathy and interest in people, do well in service-orientated careers (ten years of hospitality before floristry can attest to that).


PERSONALITY TYPE SHARED WITH: Barack Obama, Salvador Dalí, Che Guevara, Hans Zimmer, Cher. 


EDUCATION: Very similar to Romy, Iona’s deal with her dad growing up was that she had to get straight As if she wanted to be allowed to go out clubbing. Not the most conventional parenting method perhaps, but one that worked for her personality type – being allowed freedom but with a strict understanding of what she had to do to fulfil her side of the deal. Finishing school with five As, having taken her A-levels two years early, she was then the youngest person ever to attend University of the Arts London at sixteen, graduating with an honour’s degree at nineteen.


LIKES: Going out to eat, chilled red wine, tanning, time with her husband and kids, very loud music, strong communication.


DISLIKES: Disorganization, ignorance, egg yolks.




Are you thinking of starting your business with someone else, debating who you can use for different aspects of your brand’s development, or thinking about someone to collaborate with? Find a personality test online or have a go at listing out your strengths and weaknesses and how you’ll complement each other. While you are doing this is a great time to think about your own strengths and weaknesses and consider where you need to do a little more work. Remember, something that you view as a strength might be experienced as weakness for someone else. For instance, if you are super driven and like working all hours of the day and night, you might get a tonne of work done, but if you’re working with someone who prefers to have their work/life balance boundaries protected and respected, they might not be such a fan of having to talk to or email with you at 10 p.m. Your strength has become a weakness in the partnership, and you’ll have to learn how to adapt accordingly. There can only be one Beyoncé in the band, but Lord knows we love Michelle’s solos.


Through establishing your strengths and weaknesses you can better identify where you need help. If your weakness is numbers/book-keeping, you acknowledge you need an accountant or to go on an accountancy course, as opposed to blindly trying to wade through it and likely creating more work for yourself in the long run.


This isn’t just pertinent to working in a partnership; it’s super important for working solo too. You may think ‘I know myself, I live with myself every day, what do I need to review my strengths and weaknesses for?!’, but actually, it’s probably MORE important you do this if working alone. If you’re not aware of your weak points, you may find yourself stumbling into a mess that’s hard to get out of (incorrect VAT return, I’m looking at you). When working in a partnership or team, it’s not guaranteed you’ll be working with someone who has an opposing strength to your weakness, but there’s a good chance of it. When working alone, you DEFINITELY don’t have anyone with an opposing strength to your weakness: it’s just you! Thus, learning where those gaps in your knowledge are and making sure you’re prepared for them way before any bumps in the road happen will put you in a much better position.






4.	SAGE state of mind



Part of the reason we decided to write this book, and possibly the reason you are in any way interested in what we have to say, is because we have a clear and demonstrated set of values that we hold ourselves to and a modern approach to work. They are a key to our success.


Our Values


When we first started SAGE, we got together and wrote down the values and morals that we wanted our company to have, the kind of place we would dream of working in, the way we wanted to treat the people we worked with and what we wanted SAGE to be. No matter what happened – how big we became, how large a job was, what the company turned out to be – these were the core values we always wanted to abide by. These are . . .


Accessibility


It was important to us to be accessible, as so much of floristry isn’t. Although a luxury product, flowers should be for everyone, and we wanted to be able to cater to all people no matter what their budget, be it a single stem for a few pounds, or an extra-large bouquet for £100+. We wanted to make sure we fitted in to the area around where we are based, Peckham in South London, and that we weren’t outpricing the people who live there. We were very aware of the gentrification of Peckham, and actively did not wish to contribute to that, instead wanting to be part of our existing community. It can be a challenge, but we do our best.


Sustainability


Sustainability is, quite rightly, a huge concern and we wanted to make sure we were considering the environment at each stage. This is a hard one for us, as by its very nature floristry isn’t a sustainable industry – most flowers are grown in South America, Africa or mainland Europe and flown, sometimes thousands of miles, to Holland, then driven to us in the UK. While British flowers are a thing, and we use them as much as possible, the season is short and the supply can’t always meet our demand. The carbon footprint of a single Kenyan rose, Columbian hydrangea or an Ethiopian pampas grass is huge. Floral foam, used en masse by the floral industry, is a non-biodegradable plastic that finds its way into landfill and the sea, adding to the mass of microplastics on our planet. Flowers often come wrapped in single-use plastic. Need we go on? So how do we make sure we’re being eco-conscious in an industry where it seems almost impossible? 


•  We steer away from floral foam. 


•  We recycle all of the cardboard and plastics we can. 


•  All of our green waste gets turned into biofuel, powering cars and vans. 


•  We don’t use single-use plastics in our designs. 


•  Whenever possible, we try to buy British flowers to cut our carbon footprint. 


It’s not always easy; finding suppliers and different ways of doing things requires a lot of research and development, but it’s definitely worth it. It’s worth remembering too that sustainability is not just about the products you use; it’s about the business itself and the environment you create for your staff/the people you work with. Paying staff fairly is hugely important to us, as is allowing them flexible working hours and letting them work from home. All of these things create sustainable work environments for the people we work with.


Empowerment


We started SAGE as a tool to take control of and redirect our lives, focusing on the things that are important to us, day to day, creatively, financially and ethically. Now that we’re more established, we seek to instil this in the environment we create for our staff and community. Inspiring others to be ambitious, take risks and believe in themselves in a safe and nurturing environment gives us every joy, be that through fair pay or creative experimentation. It’s all important and we’re here for it. 


These core values, they keep us who we are. As a business, it’s so important to think about these before you start, to give yourself moral guidelines from which you try not to stray. This doesn’t mean you have to beat yourself up if sometimes they’re not possible – but it means keeping them in mind when making business decisions – big or small! Not only do they influence the overall identity of your company, they also function as a beacon for anyone you work with, providing them with a unified ethos and a set of clearly defined daily goals.


Values also help massively with brand perception. People like shopping with and using the services of a company with a strong moral compass; building it into your brand will help establish customer trust and loyalty.




Try having a go at it now. Think about the things that are important to you, and the things that will inform your business. Maybe you want to have a company that creates a safe space for people, in which case your core value might be open-mindedness. Maybe a healthy work/life balance is really important to you, in which case you could list wellbeing as one of your values. Are you after high profit returns? If so, hard work and entrepreneurial spirit could be values of yours. Aim for a list of three to five. If you’re having trouble, look online at brands you admire to get a feel of what theirs are or ask a friend or partner to help you since having someone to bounce ideas off always helps.






Approach to work



One of the biggest advantages of starting our creative business as career changers (as some of you will be) is that we bring the skills we accrued in our previous jobs to our business. Our very different backgrounds help that even more – our individual strengths and weaknesses complement each other, meaning we always have each other’s backs and are able to split our workload according to what we do best. This was pure luck, but hopefully reading this might give you some thoughts on how you can make use of what you already know.



5.	Our skills



Romy’s project management background, her strength in looking at data and laying down processes, has been an asset to us since day one. You’d be surprised at how much Romy’s love for spreadsheets has helped us – from pricing bouquets correctly, to creating month-on-month profit-and-loss trackers, to keeping tabs on how much the business is making, and setting targets. It all provides us with solid, informed data that lets us know what we need to promote better, or what’s doing really well. The processes we have help keep us all on the same page: it’s especially important to have information stored correctly and step-by-step processes in place when you’re a small company, and there may be overlap between what two people do. If you’re just one person, good data housekeeping is the best way to keep on top of everything that’s going on, especially if you tend to become overwhelmed during busy periods. Knowing exactly where you’ve saved things and what lives where will definitely save some flustered ‘Oh gosh where is that email with that thing in it that I need right now’ moments! There is more on these processes and how much they help your business later on in the book (see here).


Iona’s background in running restaurants means her strengths lie in client and staff management. Having run large teams of thirty plus people, she understands what it means to manage people, which is applicable not only to SAGE staff, but also to the people we work with – brides, corporate clients and agencies. Managing expectations paired with strong communication and boundaries means there’s very little room for misunderstanding between us and the client. So often, disagreements stem from when people feel that their expectations have not been met: they expect something that hasn’t been provided or have to fork out more money to fix something, eating into their budget or their profit because something was not properly managed. A live example of having to DOUBLY manage expectations and reiterate terms is that it is the client’s responsibility to return all vases to us after events. Although it’s in our T&Cs at the bottom of the invoices we send, we always make sure to tell the client separately about this as well to manage their expectations. We’ve had a few ‘Well I didn’t know that, so I’m not paying for a courier to return them’ emails, when we’ve forgotten to tell them twice (we’re humans; sometimes we forget!), even though the terms are on the invoice they’ve paid, which, really, they should have already read. Much better to make sure communication is clear and there’s no room for the ‘I didn’t know’ excuse. When working with clients, even if you’re super stoked to be working with a big name or someone you’ve wanted to work with for ages, it’s important to remember it is essentially a business transaction, and as such there is a mutual responsibility there. This being so, making sure that’s highlighted is key – ‘I’m proving X; in return, you must do Y’. In most cases, ‘Y’ is money, though this is applicable to transactions where no money is exchanged too. For instance, ‘Y’ might be some press or social media coverage, or an exchange of goods for services later on down the line. 


Iona is also a number-one delegator, meaning staff are challenged and skilled-up quickly. This also protects her head space for bigger-picture. Client management is covered later on in Chapter 5 (see here).


When we started


At the beginning, we both worked full-time jobs alongside SAGE. Romy worked a 9–5, going to the flower market at 4 a.m., returning to her kitchen to make vases and bouquets before going to work for 9 a.m., then coming home to do emails and admin in the evening. Iona worked an evening job, starting at 4 p.m., meaning she was able to help Romy in the mornings and carry on making bouquets or dip into emails before starting work at 4 p.m., working then until 1 a.m. and up at 4 a.m. to go to the market. We did this for almost two years and we’re not going to lie, fitting in as much as we could around our full-time jobs was exhausting, but probably played a part in why our business grew so much so quickly. Looking back, we’re not quite sure how we managed it (I mean, we were younger, so that helps!), but most of all we were very, very driven. We believed in ourselves, we believed in our product, our brand and what we were trying to do. We knew how hard we could work, and we set ourselves very real goals that we wanted to hit. Each person is different, and what they’re prepared to sacrifice will vary, but we both love holidays and eating out, skint living wasn’t something that appealed to us, so we chose to lessen our free time, socialising and, sadly, sleep. We’re not advocating this as the only approach, it’s just what worked for us.


Looking back on it now, this worked so well for us for a few reasons. We had no real responsibility beyond ourselves – we were renting property, so didn’t have a mortgage that had to be paid looming over our heads. We had no children or other dependants, so had no one to feed or clothe other than ourselves. We were young, and so perhaps slightly more able to function with no sleep. It was the optimum time in both of our lives to give all of ourselves to something, because we had nothing else that needed us. Now, this isn’t to say it’s not possible to change career when you do have a mortgage and kids, but it might require a slightly greater level of sacrifice and a little more hard work. We’re not saying this to put you off – quite the opposite – we just want to be transparent about why we were able to do what we did.




Before you start, try this little exercise mapping out the pros and cons of how a career change would look for you and how it would change and affect your life, taking into account your particular circumstances, because at any stage in life it can be a bit scary! It’s important to think about not just the immediate implications, such as ‘I may have less time to see my friends’, but also the longer-term ones, such as ‘working for myself will give me a better sense of achievement’. Here are some to get you started:


CONS


•  Potential financial instability. Even if you work your ‘main’ job until your new business is in a position to pay you regularly, the first year or so can still be pretty up and down and you may not be able to pay yourself the same amount each month. This may be fine if your outgoings are minimal, but if you have a mortgage or other loans to pay off where defaulting on a payment isn’t an option, this could be a big con.


•  Less free time. This one is a given, especially if you’re working a ‘main’ job too. You are likely to have less time for family commitments, to see friends, go to the gym, do household chores, and so on. It’s important to think about this in terms of HOW this will make you feel. Will this cause problems at home? Will not being able to see friends so often make you feel a bit lonely? Will not being able to spend as much time in the gym affect your mental health? Will living and potentially working in a cluttered messy house affect your work flow? By thinking not just about the immediate effects, but also how they will make you feel, hopefully you’ll be better prepared to combat them. If you know you’re going to have less free time to see friends and that will make you feel lonely, perhaps going forward you can schedule in an hour or two a week to catch up with a friend on the phone, or go for a drink with a pal, making sure you get your essential socializing time.


•  Things may not go to plan. Sadly, not every idea you have will stick – some things you try out might just not work. This is totally normal and to be expected, but again, think about how this will make you feel. Are you the type of person to be deterred and de-motivated by the setbacks you encounter? If so, this could also be a big ‘con’ for you, as the odd setback is inevitable.


PROS


•  The obvious one is that working for yourself and making a success of it is highly satisfying! You’ll (hopefully) feel a huge increase in your work/life satisfaction levels, positively impacting your mental wellbeing.


•  A strong sense of self. Knowing yourself, what you stand for, what you want your business to stand for and the values you want it to have are all super grounding. Having a strong sense of who you are and what you do and don’t stand for, as opposed to working for a business whose values and morals don’t align with yours, will also have a strong positive impact on how happy you are.


•  More flexibility. If you’re your own boss, you make the rules! So long schlepping into the office come rain or shine to work 9–6 at a tiny desk in a dim ceiling-tiled room, hello flexible working at a coffee shop of your liking. See ya later strict Monday-to-Friday schedule, hello mid-week day off every now and then! It’s been proven that flexible working increases productivity, reduces stress and burnout and promotes a healthy work/life balance. BIG pros!





Our transition from two jobs to just focusing on SAGE was gradual. It made more sense for Iona to give up her job first. Hers was a restaurant job that she could return to easily, and even if she couldn’t, she knew she’d never be out of work for long as there are tonnes of other restaurant jobs out there. For Romy, working in a career job that had taken years to attain, leaving was not as easy, and finding another job in the industry should SAGE not work out was not a reliable option. One of us going full-time before the other also meant SAGE only had to sustain one small salary instead of two, which took the pressure off the business a little. We made this choice only after opening the shop (yes, we literally opened a shop while still working full-time main jobs), realizing it was more time- and cost-effective to have one of us working there as opposed to hiring someone to be there for us. We were also very aware that if we were going to have any success as a local business/brand, it was important for both of us to physically be there as much as possible, so we could get to know our customers and other local businesses.



As we’ve grown



Now, our approach to work is different. We’re lucky enough to be able to employ a small team of people, which helps with how we manage our time. A friend once mentioned to us in passing that doing a menial task wasn’t a good use of her time. That stuck with us – you can try and do it all but, as you grow, your time and what you have the head space for becomes increasingly precious.


We used to make all the bouquets at the crack of dawn, then spend hours driving around London delivering them, sitting in traffic thinking about all the email enquiries coming in about jobs and weddings that we didn’t have the time to answer. We soon realized the value of our time, and that it’s OK to employ someone to do something – because even though you CAN do it, doesn’t mean you SHOULD be doing it. We wish we’d thought about this earlier. It’s worth going back to those strengths and weaknesses we mentioned earlier (see here) to make sure that you are making the most of your time from the very beginning. We realized late that we should invest in the people around us, training and trusting others, but we have never looked back. After realizing that though delivering bouquets ourselves was cost-efficient in one way (we were saving some money by not paying a delivery driver to do it for us), it was hugely cost-inefficient in another way, as we weren’t able to reply to enquiry emails in a timely way, sometimes missing out on more lucrative work. Sometimes it feels like doing something yourself is saving your business some money, but if you could be spending that time working on something that’s going to earn you more money than you save, it isn’t worth it!




Make a list of all the things that you need to do to grow your business, from day-to-day operations (doing an Instagram post, posting out stock, replying to emails) to larger tasks (creating or updating your website, creating a three-year plan, for example). Think about how long each task on the list takes vs how much return it will bring your business. Posting out orders might take a while (post office queues, am I right?!), and yes, of course, people need to receive the products they’ve bought, but actually the time you’re spending walking to the post office and standing in line doesn’t bring your business any returns. Perhaps there’s a better way to do that task. Services that collect from you exist; wouldn’t that be quicker and a MUCH better use of your time?





As SAGE has grown older, we have also realized that for our physical and mental health, we have to take time off. You have to have balance, you have to have time when you switch off, take some time away from the laptop, away from emails or away from the workshop. It enables you to open your mind, be inspired by the world, to think more creatively and to think more long term. It may sound counter-intuitive – taking time off means the business will grow? But surely I need to be working on it for it to grow? Well, yes, but you have to be working on it efficiently – something that’s hard to do when you’re tired and mentally drained. It’s so easy to get caught up in the day to day – I must order more printer ink, I have to reply to so-and-so, I’ve got to book that plumber, need to order more stock – that you end up spending no time thinking about the bigger picture. Where do you want to be in five years’ time? Actually, could I be handing some of these jobs to someone else to do? This is where I am, that’s where I want to be; how do I get there? The coronavirus pandemic was a massive reality check for us. We were forced to slow down, and learned to create space, and this was a game changer for us.


We have got better at our work/life balance, telling each other – and ourselves! – when we’re tired, when we need a break or simply when we’ve had a tough week and need a bit of space. Hustling hard to get your creative business off the ground is great, but you must remember to take time for yourself too; working yourself into the ground, becoming run-down and potentially sick won’t be conducive to working as your most efficient self. 


Everyone manages their stress differently (hi stress eating), but if you’re going to have any success running a business it’s important to learn healthy ways of managing and balancing stress. Some people work out, some meditate, swim, go for a walk, bake a loaf of bread or cook dinner. Whatever it is you do, make sure you find the time to do it. Being your own boss comes with many challenges, but also many plus sides, one of which being that you are (generally) able to manage your work day. Remember you can take an hour out at lunch and go for a swim, or take the afternoon off to go for a massage and, most importantly, not feel guilty for it! You need to work most efficiently and be your happiest and healthiest self, and this only happens if you make the time to look after yourself. Cue the holiday.


This is also applicable to family time. We’re both now mothers to young babies, so we know first-hand how hard the mum/work balance is. If you spend too much time with your baby, you feel bad you’re neglecting work. Spend too much time working, and you feel like a bad mum. Mums, DO NOT feel bad about saying ‘I’m not working today, I’m hanging out with my kid’, as you’ll feel better the following day having filled up that mum love-tank and given your brain plenty of serotonin. When we’re away from our sons too much it makes us anxious, unfocused and, honestly, just a bit sad, and none of those emotions are conducive to working productively.



A journey of self with Tiwalola, founder of Confident and Killing It



Tiwa is a huge inspiration to us. Her no-nonsense brand of self-belief, self-love and business coaching is something we think all people starting a business should hear. She knows that building a successful business is as much (if not more) about a person’s self-belief as it is about the business idea itself. You can’t build upwards if you don’t have a strong foundation, and that starts from within.


Tell us who you are, what you do, if you went to university and, if so, what you did.


I’m Tiwalola Ogunlesi, a confidence coach specializing in cognitive psychology, as well as a speaker, podcaster and author. My mission in life is to wake women up to their worth so they can be confident, unstoppable and really live the life they truly desire. That’s done through courses, community building, corporate workshops and the podcast.


I studied Spanish and management at university and I lived abroad in Madrid for a year where I did a fashion communications course. I was really adventurous as a teenager and I loved the idea of moving to South America and living my best life, so I learned Spanish, but at the same time I was quite business savvy – in my A-level leavers’ book, the caption under my picture was ‘Most likely to set up an international business’ – so I’ve always had that mix of adventure, lifestyle and impact-driven, purpose-driven business savviness! 


I went through a personal growth journey really in my last year of university, which triggered the start of my business, Confident and Killing It.


What an amazing journey! It says on your website that you struggled with low self-esteem as a teenager, which obviously looking at you now is hard to imagine! How did you overcome that?


People always say, ‘You’re a confidence coach, how could you have been so insecure?’ but actually I became a confidence coach because I was so insecure and I figured out how to overcome it, so I made it my mission to help other women do the same. 


First of all, my confidence issues were really about my body – comparison, negative thoughts – but I think because I was surrounded by so much love from my family and friends that I still did well in school, still put myself up for opportunities, was still very much a leader, but in my internal world I didn’t love myself, didn’t love my body. It was very much like I was living two lives: on the outside I looked confident but on the inside I was crumbling.


When I started my personal growth journey I was twenty-one. My mum gave me a book called The 15 Invaluable Laws of Growth by John C. Maxwell, and before I read that book I always thought growth came with age. That’s why I never really invested in myself or my mindset, because I just thought, ‘Oh when I’m twenty-five, when I’m thirty, I’ll be making money, I’ll be grown up’ and then you get to twenty-five and you’re like ‘What is going on!’, so you realize adulting is such a huge scam, and growth has nothing to do with age but is actually about your mindset. When I read that book, I learnt that growth is something you have to be intentional about – confidence is a practice – and I had never seen or thought about it like that before. So I followed the steps of ‘Okay, I’m going to start being intentional with my growth, where do I start’. 


A great place to start is with your strengths: what are you good at doing, what comes naturally to you, what do people praise you and compliment you for? What are some moments where you’ve been proud of yourself? Ask yourself ‘What do I already have inside of me – what do I have to work with?’ Personal growth isn’t about going from ‘unworthy’ to ‘worthy’; it’s about understanding that your starting place is good enough. Wherever you are, whoever you are, the fact that you’re alive and breathing means that you matter, and so you’re starting on this journey to grow and evolve into a higher and better version of yourself, but your starting place is already good enough! 


So I had to first come to terms with ‘Who I am is good enough’. I started looking at my strengths. I looked at what I was passionate about, what really set my heart on fire and excited me, then I looked at what really mattered to me – what are my values? I knew I was really driven by impact; I knew I wanted to help women, I just wanted to see people win and thrive. So when you mix your strengths, your passions and your values all together, you create something called your power circle, and that’s where you will be your most confident self. When you live in alignment with your strengths and your passions and your values, you will begin to build confidence. Confidence is an in-depth belief in yourself and your abilities; it’s about trusting yourself to take action and believing you are capable of doing whatever it is you want to do. 


How much of building your confidence is letting go of other people’s expectations of you?


I think the more you learn about yourself, the more you learn and grow in your self-awareness, the less space you have for other people’s negative opinions, what they have to say and what they feel like you should be doing with your life. I was such a people pleaser, I wanted to be the good girl, make my parents proud, but luckily I had very chilled parents who prompted me to go after what I wanted to do, rather than focusing expectations on me. When you’re a people pleaser you end up living your life for other people, and we only have one life! You have only one chance to do this; are you going to spend your whole life living for other people instead of prioritizing yourself and your needs? It’s really not selfish to do so: you are a better servant to other people when you are honouring yourself and your calling.


Sometimes it can be quite a daunting thought, like, okay, I have to change my life, I have to make room for growth – it can be scary!


Yeah, we prefer to stay in our comfort zone, but nothing great or exciting happens in your comfort zone. Every time I have unlocked a new level in my life, it’s because I’ve taken a risk. It’s because I’ve done something to put myself out there, like quitting my full-time job to run Confident and Killing It full-time. Or going up to the Beautystack owner and start-up tech boss Sharmadean Reid when I saw her and asking her if she had any opportunities I could support and it ended up being a massive Big Woman Energy workshop that opened me up to so many women who are so aligned to the work that I was doing and created a multitude of opportunities after that. Fear is just a negative thought of something in the future that hasn’t happened yet. Your biggest fears and insecurities are usually the exact opposite to your biggest goals and desires and dreams. If you think about it in terms of a boxing match, a heavyweight fights a heavyweight; you don’t see heavyweights fighting lightweights, so you will feel most afraid around the things you want the most. When you realize that, it’s a sign you MUST move forward instead of retreating and running back. So instead of thinking ‘What if it goes wrong, what if people laugh at me, what if people judge me, what if no one buys my products?’ – ‘What if’ isn’t a hundred per cent guaranteed; it’s just a possibility, it’s just ONE option. And it’s a real option, but it’s only one, so what are the other options available to you? What if I DO start this business and people DO buy my products – that’s also a possibility! So let’s not ignore all the amazing things that can happen when you take a risk, when you push through all the resistance and fear and actually honour the dreams and desires in your heart! So lean more into those things.


We love that! Gotta lean into your light. How do you coach people through failure? We feel we’ve always learned the most through failing; we come back better and stronger after failing; when we do things wrong we know not to do it next time. It’s a great learning curve. How do you talk people through that?


Failure is an event; it has a start date and an end date. It’s not your identity; it’s not who you are. Failure is something you experience; it’s not something that is YOU. So understand that the same way you experience a birthday or get a new job is the same way you will experience failure. It will start and it will end, and you have the power of choice to move forward. So you can experience failure, but you can never BE a failure. I think that’s a big differentiation. When you know it’s something you experience, starts and stops and you can move on, you don’t let it have so much weight and power over you. Also, if you learn from it, is it really a failure? What if failure isn’t an irreversible dead-end? What if failure is a stepping stone to success? Now you know what doesn’t work, you can go and explore what does work and what will take you to where you want to go. So I think to be confident and to be an entrepreneur, you really have to define success and failure on your own terms.


One of my biggest issues in my early days of being an entrepreneur was that my idea of success was based on numbers. If two people came to a workshop, that was a failure, but if ten or twenty people came, it was a success. If my Instagram account didn’t grow, then I was a failure, but if I got a whole bunch of followers, then I was successful. The problem with that is there will always be someone with more numbers than you, so does that mean you’ll never be successful because you’ll never be the one with the highest number? So I had to learn how to take success and failure into my own hands by finding out what failure actually means to me, what success means to me. It’s not about the number of people that come or don’t come to a workshop; it’s really about what I am learning. Am I loving who I am, am I honouring my dreams and calling and capabilities? Change your focus away from what people are going to think – I’m a failure/fraud/imposter – and actually focus on ‘how can I learn and grow from this and use it to get closer to where I want to go?’.
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