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  Have we met? I feel as if I know you. Let me see if I have it right. You’re a creative person, and you like working with your hands. You enjoy crafts as a hobby and have gotten pretty good at what you do. Many of your friends and relatives proudly display the craft items you have given them at Christmas, for birthdays, and on other gift-giving occasions.




  Maybe you’ve won some ribbons at the county fair or at some local craft club exhibits. You’ve gained confidence in yourself and in your craft. People have told you time and again that you should be selling what you make, and you’ve begun to believe them. After all, you’ve seen far worse on sale at gift shops, galleries, and craft fairs. You wonder how a person might go about getting into the business. The idea’s a little scary, but it’s exciting too.




  Plus, with economic times so tight, perhaps you’re thinking about how you can earn some extra money doing the things you’re already doing.




  Or maybe you have even bigger dreams. Wouldn’t it be great to chuck the nine-to-five, be your own boss, and run your own business your way? No more long, boring, and costly commutes. No more workplace hassles and politics. You’ll start pocketing the profits instead of making profits for others. You’ll be closer to home and family. You’ll be your own boss, and your successes will be based on your own skills and enthusiasm. And you can take a day off now and then simply because you want to. It’s possible, isn’t it?




  Of course it’s possible. It’s even probable, if you put your mind to it, research the prospects, develop a sound plan, and stay on course. What’s more, it won’t cost as much as you might think.




  You no doubt already own some of the necessary equipment and can afford to buy the required materials. You possess important knowledge and experience in at least one craft, or you’re willing to learn. Best of all, as a home-based entrepreneur, you won’t have to borrow a bundle to pay the lease on a shop downtown or at the mall.




  In most ways, starting and running your own home-based craft business is probably easier than you think; in a few ways, it might be a little tougher, but there are no obstacles impossible to surmount. You already possess the initiative and inventiveness to create something out of virtually nothing. Armed with a little extra knowledge on how to run the business side of things, you have the potential to build an enterprise that can supplement or even supplant your current income. What a wonderful feeling!




  In the pages that follow, you’ll find a wealth of valuable business information and many helpful tips and tricks that will take the edge off that little pang of fear and give you the courage to take the big step.




  So this is a book for artisans, but it’s not about any specific craft. Rather, it covers the craft business and tells you what you need to know about operating such a business from your home. In the following chapters, you’ll find practical solutions to problems and plenty of solid advice on how to tap your creative skills to earn a living.




  If you haven’t inherited millions or won the lottery, you’re going to have to work for a living for the rest of your life. Why not make a career of doing what you most enjoy? It won’t just happen, but you can make it happen.




  This book will help you along your path. So read, heed, and apply—and join the thousands of successful crafters, artists, and entrepreneurs who have left behind the nine-to-five drudgery and become home-based craft business stars.
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  Among the many businesses that can be operated from a home, craft businesses are particularly suitable. Most craft objects are relatively small and easy to store and transport. The tools are easy to use at home and won’t disturb your neighbors. Manufacturing materials aren’t gravely hazardous and probably won’t pose any major storage problems.




  Craft professionals shouldn’t find working at home any more difficult than craft hobbyists do. Depending on your craft, the transition from hobbyist to professional requires little or no adjustment in the way you manufacture your products. You may already have sufficient work space in the form of a shop or workroom. Because you will be increasing production volume, you will probably have to find or create adequate storage space, and you’ll want an office of some sort for attending to all the details of running a business.




  For many would-be artisan-entrepreneurs, it’s difficult to muster the necessary confidence to approach the marketplace. Confidence is every bit as important as skill in your chosen craft. You must have confidence in your craft, in yourself, and in your ability to run a business and sell your products.




  Don’t think of your products as homemade, but rather as meticulously handcrafted to exacting standards. Handcrafted products are in great demand, because they provide customers with an elusive quality too infrequently encountered these days: good old Yankee craftsmanship. Carefully handcrafted products are better made than assembly-line stampouts and cheap foreign imports and are unique because of their quality.




  Look Before You Leap




  Before getting down to the business of business, you have some pleasant preliminary work ahead of you. Visit the kinds of shops, galleries, and stores in which you would like to see your products sold. Browse, observe the customers, talk to the proprietors, and ask for advice.




  Attend local and nearby arts-and-crafts shows, Christmas bazaars, sidewalk exhibits, wine festivals, food fairs, and other events where there are craft booths and displays. Look for ideas and take notes. Watch the customers to see what stops them and what entices them to buy. Talk to the exhibitors when they’re not busy. Ask them about their experiences and tell them of your plans. Seek the advice of these readily available experts.




  Don’t trust your memory. Take notes, and later review them carefully. You’ll be surprised how the ideas you find will breed others. Jot them down too. All this will become a solid foundation upon which to build a secure business.




  Should You Start Your Own Business?




  No one but you can determine whether or not you should start your own craft business, but certain indicators can lead you toward the right choice. Of course, if you have little or no skill in any craft, minimal manual dexterity, and no interest in getting better, you needn’t go any further; find yourself another business. If, on the other hand, you’re a competent artisan—even a good one—but have no patience for or interest in managing a business, then you’d better work for someone else for the rest of your career and treat crafts as a hobby.




  Even if the notion of being self-employed as a home-based artisan appeals to you, and you either now possess or are willing to attain the necessary skills and knowledge, you still must question yourself thoroughly to learn where your strengths and weaknesses lie. This is part of the planning stage of your business: a process that’s never too early to start and one that should continue throughout the life of your business.




  Below are ten questions you need to answer in as much detail as possible before you start your business. So sit down with a pen and a pad of paper, and answer as many of them as you can. You probably won’t be able to respond to all the questions in one sitting. Those left unanswered will guide you toward your weaknesses or the areas where you simply need to do some work or research, or perhaps seek help.




  Answer the questions as completely and honestly as possible; to do less is to fool yourself and court disaster.




  1.   Why do you want to start a home-based craft business? Provide as many reasons as you can, such as being your own boss, having an opportunity to spend more time with your family, gaining control of your career, getting out of a dead-end job, avoiding the hassles of commuting, and anything else you can think of.




  2.   What craft experience and management skills can you bring to your new business? List craft-related jobs and management positions you’ve held, courses you’ve taken, books you’ve read, and how they have helped to prepare you. If you identify weaknesses in either area, explain how you plan to overcome them. If you’ve never held a management position, perhaps your plan to gain the necessary skills is to launch a research effort at your local library and bookstore, to take business courses at a local community college, to sign up for seminars offered by a small-business organization or cooperative, or a combination of these.




  3.   How much space will you need for your new business? First, determine what kind of space you will need: office, workshop, studio, warehouse or storage room, sales area or display room. Every home-based business must have an office. You’ll need some kind of workroom, workshop, studio, or a combination of these. Nobody ever has enough storage space. Although some businesses might get by with no more than a large storage cabinet or closet, most craft businesses require more, some far more. After determining your space requirements, estimate the size in square feet. Sit down with paper, pencil, and ruler and lay out your work area. (There are computer programs that will help you do this.) Allow for furniture and equipment so that you’ll get an idea of how much space this business is going to take up. (For more information, see chapter 2 under “Setting Up Your Business Space.”)




  4.   How do you plan to accommodate the space demands of your new business? Will you temporarily set up a home office at one end of the dining-room table or put a desk in your bedroom and work there? There is nothing wrong with that; many home-based entrepreneurs start out this way. Will you set up a permanent office in an unused room? Can your office double as a studio or workroom, or do you need separate rooms? Do you have garage, basement, or attic space you can convert? Can you build on? Everyone will have different answers to these questions; renters are more restricted than owners, and persons who live in small dwellings are more restricted than those who have plenty of space. For some, the answers might change within a short time. If you plan to move within the next five years, you would do well to list short-term and long-term space considerations. (Chapter 8, “Taxes and Record Keeping,” covers the use of a home as a business.)




  5.   What are your immediate and future equipment needs and how will you meet them? List all arts-and-crafts equipment you will need to start and operate your business for one year. Depending on the nature of your craft(s), that could include a wide assortment of hand tools, power tools, and various specialized instruments. List all office and other equipment you will need for the same period: computer, telephones, calculator, filing cabinets, office furniture, vehicle. Similarly, list your projected equipment needs for the next five years. In each category, indicate equipment you already own and note how you expect to acquire what you don’t have. Keep in mind that in addition to acquiring equipment, you’ll probably need to update and upgrade some during your first five years of business. (See chapter 2 under “Setting Up Your Business Space.”)




  6.   What licenses, permits, and laws do you need to know about to operate a business from your home? Laws vary from state to state, county to county, and city to city. Your state may require you to file your business name with a state agency or to apply for a business or vendor’s license. You might have to obtain a permit from your county government. There could be city ordinances regulating the operation of home businesses, even from one neighborhood to the next. You need to know about all such obstacles and determine how you’ll overcome them before you go into business. (Chapter 6, “The Legal Aspects of Your Craft Business,” offers more information on zoning ordinances, licenses, and permits.)




  7.   How much cash will you need to run your business for one year and where will it come from? This is no place to fudge the figures. Be as honest and as accurate as possible, even though you’re making an estimate, and possibly not a very educated one at that. Remember, if you must err on money matters, it’s always best to err on the side of fiscal conservatism: Overestimate the payables and underestimate the receivables—any outcome to the contrary will be a pleasant surprise. Estimate what it will cost you to run the business for a year, and don’t forget to include your own salary as part of the cost. Now determine where the operating capital will come from: savings, spouse’s income, pension or retirement income, the business itself, or elsewhere. (For more information on financial planning, see chapters 4, 5 and 7.)




  8.   Who are your competitors, how are they doing, and how do you expect to overtake them in the marketplace? The way you deal with this question depends on the kinds of craftwork you plan to engage in and how many other local artisans work in the same area. If certain kinds of crafts are popular in your community or region, and you plan to work with those same crafts, you’ll be in competition with many other local artisans. If they’re all driving fancy vehicles and living in expensive houses, there’s obviously plenty of room for competition. If they’re barely scratching out an existence, however, that could mean the supply is outstripping the demand, and you might need to look for another niche. Chances are, reality lies somewhere between the two extremes. If you have a particular area of expertise—say, clock making, picture framing, or basket weaving—in a small community, you could be the only artisan so skilled and may well fill a niche. Spend some time with this question, and answer it carefully. This is your first step into the realm of market analysis. (You’ll find more marketing information and ideas in chapter 3, “Marketing Your Craft Business.”)




  9.   What are your short-term financial and personal goals for your new business? In other words, what do you expect to earn and accomplish during your first year of operation? This question relates to question 1 and goes beyond question 7. Here you need to focus, get more specific. You should lay out objectives that go beyond mere subsistence or “just getting by.” What are your goals? What do you expect your income to be by the end of your first year? Will you have others working for you? What sort of hourly or daily rates or commission fees will you be demanding by then? How will you have improved or branched out? What will you have learned?




  10. What are your long-term financial and personal goals? Now discuss everything you covered in question 9 in terms of a five-year plan. How big do you expect your business to be in five years? How skilled an artisan do you hope to be? What sort of customers do you expect to have by then? Will your business continue to grow, or will you want it to level off at some point? Do you plan to hire help? Will you branch out into other crafts, arts, and allied fields? Will you get rich?
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  Hobby versus Business




  Just as there are amateur athletes who are as skilled as or better than their professional counterparts, many serious amateur artists and artisans are every bit as good as most of the people who make a living in their field. The difference has less to do with proficiency than what people choose to do with it.




  The distinction used to be a simple one: Amateurs don’t get paid for their work; professionals do. That line has been blurred considerably in recent years. While many amateurs are satisfied to treat crafts as a hobby—creating objects for their own enjoyment and perhaps entering amateur competitions to win ribbons and the occasional plum prize—some sell their work to help defray costs. Whether it’s a hobby, an avocation, or a profession, a craft can be expensive. Most materials are costly, and the equipment sometimes outrageously so. As a hobbyist, you might be able to offset some of your expenses by selling your work. As a professional, you’d better be able to sell enough to pay all your expenses and make a decent profit as well.




  One of the most attractive aspects of craftwork is the possibility of advancing from hobby to career, a sequence practitioners of other professions seldom enjoy. We don’t see amateur contractors, for example, building houses and office complexes for the joy of it, or hobby surgeons doing coronary bypasses evenings and weekends in their spare time. Many artisans, however, work first for the fun of it, then study and master enough techniques to advance to the level of serious amateur, and ultimately put that knowledge and experience to work earning money.




  Part-Time versus Full-Time




  The artisan who decides to work as a home-based professional is faced with deciding between part-time and full-time work. I suspect most of us begin working part-time and gradually or eventually steer our businesses into full-time operation. Starting part-time offers many advantages, and I recommend you seriously consider this route. Here are some of the things you can do when starting out part-time:




  ▪ Work at home in your spare time while retaining a full-time job and its steady income.




  ▪ Run a part-time home-based craft business and work at another part-time job to make ends meet.




  ▪ Retain the benefits package your employer offers while establishing your home-based business.




  ▪ Gain professional experience that will prove invaluable when you go full-time.




  ▪ Set up adequate business facilities in your spare time without financial hardship.




  ▪ Gradually invest in craft and office equipment and furniture.




  ▪ See to numerous details at your leisure, such as a logo, business cards, letterhead, brochures, a Yellow Pages listing, and an online platform.




  ▪ Set up files and establish customer accounts, vendor accounts, and bank accounts.




  ▪ Build an excellent credit rating and a solid professional reputation.




  ▪ Let your business grow until it’s making your projected or required full-time income.




  ▪ Build a cash reserve that’s big enough to finance your first year’s full-time operation.




  ▪ Get a feel for the potential of your business and markets before making a major commitment.




  You can do all this and more as a part-time home-based artisan and entrepreneur. You might continue working part-time indefinitely, until you feel like going into full-time business. Or you can do as I did: continue stowing away cash from the income of your part-time business while gaining valuable experience in other related fields.




  I ran my home-based business part-time for nearly four years, enjoying the diversity of the various kinds of work I was involved in while gaining a tremendous amount of experience. By the time I was ready to work full-time at it, I was making regular sales and earning a fairly steady income. I had established many contacts, set up good working facilities in my home, acquired the equipment I needed, and built good working files and a reference library. I had also established all the necessary accounts with vendors, banks, and oil and credit card companies.




  Four years as a part-time entrepreneur also enabled me to experiment with a great array of equipment and to gradually acquire more and upgrade what I had. I plowed my first year’s part-time income back into the business to upgrade existing equipment. The following year I started investing in new equipment and putting aside some profits to build a cash reserve.




  By the time I was ready for my home-based business to become a full-time occupation, all of my equipment was new, nearly new, or in excellent condition, which assured me of good service with minimal downtime.




  I bought a new IBM typewriter and a few other office items, as well as several new tools and six months’ worth of office supplies and materials. I paid for everything from the business cash reserve I had accumulated in four years of part-time work and had enough left to cover my first year’s expenses and salary. I can’t think of a safer, more comfortable way to start a full-time, home-based business.




  Of course, there is a downside to starting and running a part-time home-based business while trying to hold down a full-time job elsewhere. It’s difficult to do justice to your business while giving your best efforts to an employer. Your first loyalties must go to that employer, which is often a stretch and a hectic way to live and work. But it’s also excellent training and might be the only feasible way to realize your dream.




  Learning Your Craft




  I assume that most people who plan to start and operate a home-based craft business already possess some craft skills. At the very least, you should have some grasp of the basic tools and techniques of your chosen craft(s) and an abiding interest in learning as much as possible about every aspect of the business.




  Taking Courses




  My first recommendation is to take courses from good teachers at a local college, technical school, or arts-and-crafts school. I stress: good teachers. The same course can be taught by two different teachers, and the two can be as similar as platinum and pig iron.




  Your first job is to find a course. Then you need to determine the quality and competence of the teacher. You can’t be shy. Phone or visit the teacher and ask for a summary of what the course will cover. Tell the teacher what you need and expect from the course, and ask if this course will fulfill those requirements. Find out what texts are to be used and review them. Talk to the teacher’s former students. You should be able to tell within one or two class meetings whether you’ve found a guru or a bozo. In case of the latter, drop the course, get your money back, lodge a complaint with the school, and look elsewhere for instruction.




  Again, don’t be afraid to ask questions, and don’t think you’ll appear stupid for doing so. As someone who has taught a variety of college courses and workshops that range from basic to graduate level, I can tell you that one of a teacher’s greatest rewards is being able to work with inquisitive and interested students—people who are there to learn.




  Learning by Reading




  Another way to learn is by reading, and even small public libraries generally have dozens of craft titles on their shelves. In the small town where I live, the public library has nearly 500 craft books listed in fifty-eight subject areas.




  You probably already know about some of the general and specialized crafts magazines, but you would do well to spend time learning what other periodicals are available. You should subscribe to the best magazines in your field and plan to purchase the better how-to guides and reference manuals as a way of building a good business library.




  In the absence of a good basic course, locally available, I recommend a series of trips to bookstores, public and college libraries, and magazine stands. Browse through the craft titles until you find books on crafts you’re skilled or interested in. They should be clearly written and well illustrated. Make a list of all the relevant titles and begin investigating them. Quickly skim through the books to determine those that are worth borrowing from a library, those you’ll want to purchase for your own library, and the poorly written and illustrated books that aren’t worth your time and money.




  Do the same with magazines. At a good public library and at local magazine stands, you’ll find periodicals worth reading, some even worth subscribing to. At the library’s reference section, check the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature for titles in your interest areas.




  As a crafts professional, you’ll want to subscribe to The Crafts Report (www.craftsreport.com), a magazine that bills itself as “the business journal for the crafts industry.” This monthly publication runs regular columns and departments, as well as feature articles on topics of interest and importance to craft professionals. It tracks nationwide trends, announces shows and fairs state by state, and puts readers in touch with peers and prospects. (See the “Source Directory” at the back of this book for more details.)




  Don’t forget business literature. Investigate the business book sections at local libraries and bookstores, and pay special attention to volumes prepared for home-based business managers. Do likewise in the computer book sections. Also review the various business and computer magazines that are available.




  Internet access allows you to browse the virtual bookshelves at giant online bookstores, such as amazon.com and barnesandnoble.com. There you can make general subject searches for craft, business, and computer books. You can also search for specific titles, examine their tables of contents, and read chapter excerpts as well as publishers’ and readers’ reviews.




  You can’t conclude this initial research project and consider the job done. You’ll have to continue reading books and magazines from now on, not only to learn what you don’t yet know, but also to keep abreast of the ever-changing technology.




  Workshops and Seminars




  You should be able to find craft workshops and business seminars in your part of the country. You’ll learn about these in national magazines and local newspapers, as well as through direct-mail advertising once your name and address get established on various mailing lists as those of the owner of a home-based craft business.




  Other good sources for information about workshops and seminars are your local chamber of commerce, the business department of any nearby college or university, and your community’s Small Business Development Center (SBDC).




  The Optional Apprenticeship




  Sometimes it’s possible to learn from others as an apprentice of sorts. If you can stand the low pay (usually minimum wage) and gofer chores, working as an assistant to an established artisan can be a good way to learn a craft from an expert. Keep in mind, too, that although your paycheck is small, what you learn on the job might otherwise cost you dearly in the form of tuition paid to a school.




  Artist versus Artisan




  Are you an artist or an artisan? Or could you possibly be both? Often, a thin line separates the two categories; sometimes the line is invisible. That is, some artists are also skilled artisans, and a good many artisans are truly artistic in their endeavors. It’s often difficult to distinguish artworks from craftworks.




  For example, the watercolorist who learns how to mount, mat, and frame watercolors is an artist who engages in a craft to benefit the artwork. A good many artisans clearly have artistic abilities that enhance their craftworks and increase their value and salability.




  Some people seem to have innate artistic abilities, but they are the exceptions. Most practicing artists have an aptitude for art but were not born with the skills they possess; they learned them. The same is true of artisans.




  Both artists and artisans work with spatial relationships and must be conscious of size, shape, form, design, and composition in their respective works. Therefore, most artisans can profit from the study of art and design. Both fine and applied arts are disciplines you might consider studying as a way of improving your craft and making yourself a more versatile and skilled artisan.




  Specialist versus Generalist




  The decision to work as a specialist or generalist depends largely on acquired skills, personal choice, and the realities of the marketplace. Most artisans begin as specialists because their skills are limited. Those who decide to remain specialists usually do so because they enjoy working in one craft area and have found an eager market for their products.




  There’s certainly nothing wrong with the single-craft approach to the business, as long as you are happy with what you are doing and are generating the kind of income you need or want. Diversifying, however, is a good way to spread out your liabilities, reduce risks, and add other skills to your repertoire. For the person who is easily bored, diversity might be the only route to success in the home-based craft business.




  Whether to specialize or generalize is mainly up to you. The only advice I will offer in this regard is to learn your craft well; then evaluate your circumstances in light of the marketplace. If you then wish to begin diversifying, learn your next crafts equally well, one at a time.




  You also probably will do best to work in related or similar areas. This will enable you to use some of the tools and equipment required for one craft in other crafts. For example, if you’re a woodworker, you’ll probably find it relatively easy and inexpensive to move into picture framing or marquetry. The tools and materials you use for making wooden furnishings and fixtures will prove valuable if you start making wooden toys, puzzles, games, models, and decoys. Country, regional, and holiday crafts are other possibilities for the skilled woodworker.




  Salable Crafts




  For the most part, the home-based artisan can work in any craft area. Your options are manifold. You can pick the craft you’re best at or most interested in and build a business around that. You can specialize or diversify depending on your skill. To compete as a specialist—say, in ceramics—you should set out to become the best ceramist in your community. If you decide to work in several or many handicrafts, you needn’t strive to be, and probably won’t be, the best in your community in each craft. You’ll have to be good in each, though, and should strive to be outstanding. You might thereby prove yourself the most versatile artisan in your vicinity.
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