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Preface


Business is becoming more complex every day, and the tools we use to run our companies are becoming increasingly sophisticated. This is creating tremendous opportunities for the business support services industry.

Other factors contributing to the growth of business support services include the increasing number of small businesses and homebased businesses, and the trend of outsourcing non-core business tasks. It just doesn’t make sense for small companies to hire someone with every skill they need,  especially when those skills are readily available from other small companies that specialize in various support-type services.

Consider a business that wants to send out a quarterly newsletter. It can purchase desktop-publishing software and a high-end laser printer and hire a staff writer and graphic designer (paying salary, benefits, etc.) to do what amounts to a few hours of work four times a year. Or they can contract with a business support services company to do a comparable job and pay only for the services they use. Which makes more sense?

Maybe a business needs tapes transcribed. Should it hire a typist and buy transcription equipment, or send the tapes out to a service that can do it for them? Or what about when a business has a short-term special project that needs to be done but doesn’t have the staff available to do it? Should it hire for the short term or outsource to a business support service? And then there’s the homebased business owner who needs administrative work done but doesn’t have the physical space to hire someone to come in and work, even on a part-time basis—a business support service company may be the answer.

Small businesses are not the only customers of business support services. Large corporations also regularly use them to outsource routine tasks and special projects. Individuals are also a substantial customer group: students who need term papers typed; job seekers who need professional-looking resumes; writers who need help with typing, editing, and manuscript preparation; and more. Given this variety of potential clients, a business support service firm can successfully operate in just about any part of the country and in communities of all sizes.

Another lure of the business support service industry is the diversity it offers operators. You determine your hours and your specialty or you can offer a wide range of services from basic word processing to database management to desktop publishing. You can earn a comfortable income working from home as a solo operator, or you can set up in a commercial location with employees. The main requirement of this industry is the quality of your work and the dedication you have to improving your craft. Although this is an easy-to-enter industry, you will soon find the difference between the business support services that are thriving and those that are not.

Regardless of the particular type of business services you want to start, this book will tell you how to do it. We’ll start with an overview of the industry, look at the services you’ll want to consider offering, and then go through the step-by-step process of setting up and running your new venture.

Be prepared; when you finish this book, you should be well-equipped with what it takes to make this a prosperous and long-lasting career!
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Much More than Typing



The business support service industry has changed radically in the past several years, and many of the entrepreneurs we’ve interviewed said that the business they built originally looks almost nothing like what it has become. Even more, each one had difficulty forecasting how the industry will change in the next 10 years because it is so dynamic. We  surveyed 40 members of the Alliance for Virtual Businesses and interviewed a few of them further so we could give you current information, feedback, and statistics about how they entered the industry, built their business, and how they continue to tailor their services and skills to make their businesses thrive.

There are many terms for this type of business from “administrative support services,” “office support services,” and for many, “virtual assisting services.” No matter what title you apply to this business, it still doesn’t fully explain the vast scope of services you can offer since these businesses now offer everything from desktop publishing, web design, and many more sophisticated and talented service packages. Given the growth of the industry in the past several years and the trends for even greater growth, it’s easy to assume that the more flexible you are in your ability to customize your services, the better you will do.

The size of the market for business support services is difficult to estimate for a number of reasons—primarily because the U.S. Bureau of the Census mixes other types of businesses with business support services. Also, the providers, services, and customers are constantly evolving with technological advances. Many of our surveyed experts are talking about using remote desktop access to conduct virtual meetings, using Voice-over IP to teleconference, and utilizing online meeting rooms and online conferences.

Keep in mind that this is a professional service business and your services are always going to be needed. Depending on your specialty, seasonal fluctuations may vary, but if you offer a portfolio of services, most likely one service demand will complement a slowdown in another. We will cover the vast variety of services you can offer and think about which services will balance each other and how you can gain the knowledge and training necessary to truly be a specialist in each area.

As a business support service owner, be prepared for the reality that the company you start today will likely bear little resemblance to the one you’ll be running in the future. Sharon Williams, chairperson for the Alliance for Virtual Businesses gives the following four forecasts for the industry in the next five to ten years:1. Business support services entrepreneurs will begin standardized training and certification programs making them more widely accepted among professional organizations and throughout the industry.

2. The industry will receive greater recognition and acceptance as a viable and cost-effective alternative to on-site staffing.

3. Business support service owners with mediocre skills will realize the demand in the industry that requires tech-savvy and highly-trained experts.

4. Savvy service owners will continue their education, increase their familiarity with new and changing technologies, and develop targeted marketing strategies to educate ideal clients.



As long as you pay attention to what’s going on in the market, stay flexible, and continue to educate yourself on new technologies, your chances of having a strong, profitable operation are excellent.


“I was surprised at how few companies really understood how much money could be saved by not hiring a full-time or part-time employee. I still spend a lot of hours educating companies on the benefits of outsourcing.”

—Michelle Schoen, The Permanent Record






Industry Trends 

Let’s look further into the trends for this industry from some successful owners. Sharon says that “savvy [owners] are breaking new ground and educating the business community about the advantages and benefits of partnering with them. As a result, the industry is exploding. More and more industries are aware of outsourcing and demand highly trained and qualified service providers.

Since external and intra-industry awareness is evolving, service owners, individually and as part of organized media and promotion campaigns, must keep up with increasing demand. Currently, there are unlimited opportunities for business growth and development. I expect this trend to continue for years to come.”

She explains that “virtual assisting and outsourcing is a relatively new industry. Since its origin in the mid-1990s, more than 20,000 professional office support staff located around the globe have transitioned into savvy business owners. I recommend that newcomers considering this industry as a viable business opportunity take advantage of much of the resources, education, and networking offered, as it will aid in their development and ultimate business growth and success.”

Sherry Watkins says that the industry has changed a lot since she’s been in business. “Four years ago when I first started watching the industry, many people were hesitant of hiring someone they could not meet in person. Today, more and more businesses are realizing that they can get the expertise without the face-to-face, and this offers them freedom from the hassles of being an employer on top of trying to do their business. Now they are not limited to the work force in their local communities. I see a surge of growth coming in the next five to ten years as more entrepreneurs take advantage of the technology and freedom this industry offers. We too are no longer limited to our local communities.”


“I think the industry will become increasingly more computerized.”

—Gay Lynn Kirsch, Executive Secretarial Services, LLC




Is It In You? 

Who is likely to start a business support service company? Many of today’s owners were employees doing similar tasks for other    companies and saw the opportunity to be in business for themselves. Some wanted full-time businesses; others were looking for a solid part-time income source. Most saw the demand in the industry and have found it a rewarding experience. Even more, they saw that by becoming an expert at those services, they could surpass their competition and gain loyal clients. Do you have the resolve to craft your skills and become an entrepreneur?


Trend Analysis Checklist

To track emerging trends that can affect small businesses in general and your business in particular, you need to stay informed.


❑ Read a major metropolitan newspaper, as well as one or two papers serving your local community. This way, you can stay informed on current events on both local and global scales.

❑ Join associations that serve your industry. To find an appropriate association, consult the Encyclopedia of Associations, published by Gale Research. You can find this publication in larger libraries.

❑ Keep track of bestselling nonfiction books. Although these books may not always apply directly to your business, they may reveal trends that you can use to your advantage.

❑ Contact government agencies or consult government publications for industry-specific information. The departments of Commerce and Labor as well as the Census Bureau, for instance, have data tracking various industry trends. You might also consult large libraries (particularly those in large public universities) for information gathered by the government. Such libraries often have sections devoted to government publications.

❑ Contact manufacturers, wholesalers and distributors serving your industry. They can furnish information on their products and on market research they may have done.

❑ If you have access to an online information service, you might be able to find a source of the latest information on your industry.

❑ Subscribe to relevant trade periodicals and newsletters. Many trade associations publish periodicals, which are usually filled with valuable management tips, industry trends, buying guides, etc.

❑ Attend industry conventions and inventor trade shows. These venues offer an exciting array of information regarding specific industries as well as new product ideas.

❑ Read journals and magazines on a local as well as national level that deal with small-business or business in general. Publications like the Wall Street Journal and Entrepreneur are valuable sources of trends that are developing on a national scale, and of detailed information on specific business opportunities. Local business journals that cover key developments in your own community are also important because you can track new ideas and trends that appeal to a specific geographic market.



Check out more checklists like these at Entrepreneur.com.



Next we’ll show you some of the start-up stories from some of our surveyed entrepreneurs, and although their businesses vary by location and services provided, the common thread among these operators is that they all did the type of work involved before they actually began running their own company. This explains one of the biggest challenges of starting and running a business support service: the need to go beyond pure technical skills and experience and understand how to manage and grow a business.




Start-Up Stories 

Charlene Davis had been a full-time legal assistant when she started her part-time homebased business in Florida. Her goal was to have more time and flexibility to be at home with her newly-adopted son, but to not completely give up her career and income. In fact, one of her key challenges is keeping her business part-time and small. “I could easily turn it into a big business because I’ve gotten a lot of referrals and I turn down a lot of work,” she says. “Fortunately, I don’t [need] the income, and I prefer to keep my hours light. I choose when and when not to work, and I keep my client list very short and manageable.”

Sharon Williams tells that she was “downsized from government employment and promised [myself] that no one would ever determine if I received a paycheck again. I saved a date and opened my business doors without having one client and said, ‘I can do this.’ I have since built a successful international practice.”

Diana Ennen started her business to be with her son. “He went to daycare for three weeks and I just knew it wasn’t for me, having others raise him and spend more time with him than me. I also knew I could do better than working at the medical office I was at. I practically ran that office and after two years, I received a small 25-cent raise. I knew I was worth more. Plus, I was tired of being someone’s secretary.”

For Gay Lynn Kirsch, this was her second homebased business. She had started one in South Carolina that she ran part-time while working a full-time job. She then came to the DC area and was working full-time when she was laid off while pregnant and after she had her baby, decided to reopen the business in her new area.

Janice Byer says, “I ran my father’s company from my home and when he retired, I knew that I didn’t want to go back out to work. I wanted to work from home. It just    felt right to me. Not to mention, I had a very young daughter at the time and couldn’t imagine going back out to work and putting her in daycare.”


Self-Assessment Worksheet

Use this self-assessment worksheet to see if working for yourself is right for you. After you’ve completed all the questions, look for a pattern in the answers. For example, do you see a need for your services and skills in areas where you excel?
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Adapted from Entrepreneur Magazine’s Start Your Own Business.



Lyn Prowse-Bishop said her reasons were “a combination of needing the money and wanting to be available to my new child. I was on 12 months maternity leave from my full-time job. Maternity leave is unpaid in my field at the current time. Six months in, I found I needed to return to work because the money ran out and my husband’s salary was not enough to cover all of our expenses. I approached my boss with the suggestion that I return to work six months early if he could be flexible and have me for only two days a week onsite and work remotely the other three and had even drafted a proposal. He was not at all interested and said I should return at the end of my 12 months. I then went out and got a job share role in a law firm working two days a week and pursued the idea of working from home for myself. Within 6 months, I had discovered niche marketing and had my first client. Within 12 months, I had three clients. By 18 months, I was working full-time at home.”

Sherry Watkins wanted to get rid of her commute. “Five years ago when my husband and I purchased our home, we set a goal to eliminate the 60 mile one-way commute in five years. The growth in technology has literally wiped away the necessity to commute, combined with the fact that I had a back injury last summer  and the commute became too much. We’ve met our goal and now we don’t need to commute.”


Sit this One Out


If you have small children and you’re starting a homebased business support service, don’t try to do it without a sitter. You won’t be able to concentrate on your work if you’re also listening for the kids. To be fair to yourself, your company, your clients, and your children, arrange for someone to watch them while you’re working and meeting with clients.

“You can always run errands with the children in tow—it may take longer, but it’s not a real hardship,” says Charlene. “But when you’re actually working on projects, you need time to do it uninterrupted, when you can really focus on the job itself.”

Keep in mind that if you’re going to be at home working within earshot of the kids, you can hire a younger, less experienced, less expensive sitter than you might hire if you were going to be out.



Lanel Taylor started a business because of the need for the services and autonomy. “I was going back to school and needed something flexible to allow me to work around my school schedule. I continued with it after I graduated because of the need for my services and I liked what I’m doing.”

Carol Deckert needed the income but found that she was overqualified for many administrative positions. “The company employing me at the time went out of business and I was told by the Unemployment Bureau that my skills were too advanced to be an administrative assistant. I then began working for myself as a secretarial services owner, now known as a virtual assistant. I have now found my niche as a Virtual Marketing Assistant.”

Lisa Wells has a bit of a different story. “My husband received military orders to move from Camp Pendleton, California, to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. The job market in North Carolina was extremely tight for my position as an IT Specialist. So I decided to start my own business.”

Wendy Weightman had numerous reasons to start her own business. “I needed the extra money in addition to my husband’s income but wanted to work part-time on my own terms and have flexible hours to achieve a better work/life balance. I also wanted to save on time and costs of being an employee, such as two hours commuting each day, expensive work clothes, bought lunches, getting home and cooking dinner late, reducing family stress at the end of the day, and helping my teenagers with homework problems, etc. I had wanted to work from home for years and finally finding out about the industry on the internet made it easy for me to get connected and start my business—my dream job!”

Joann Voss began doing transcribing for court reporters at night to supplement her income from her full-time office manager’s job. “I became overwhelmed with how much outside work I was getting, so I quit my job and started doing this full time,” she says. That was in 1984; today, her company, Voss Transcriptions specializes in audiotape and videotape transcription, and does work for clients across the country.

Bill Pypes’ path to owning a business support service was less traditional. His wife actually started the business he now runs in Iowa. She was successfully working from home, and after their second child was born, Bill began helping her while he attended graduate school. When their third child came along, she opened a homebased daycare center, and Bill took over the business support service and moved it into a commercial office.

Each business owner has a different story, but of our forty survey participants, most of them looked at this industry because they either saw a need for their services, needed the extra income, wanted the autonomy, wanted to stay at home with their  children, or had other motivations, but each has worked hard to make it a success and have met their goals.




The Sky’s the Limit 

To understand the future potential, take a look at how the industry has evolved. Over the past decade, the administrative demands of doing business have grown tremendously, creating a need for experienced support. With the advent of complex computer systems and increasingly sophisticated software and online capabilities, the skill and knowledge requirements of business support owners have also increased. The newest technologies today, according to the Alliance for Virtual Businesses are VoIP, whiteboarding, webcams, video podcasting, and online meeting rooms. Furthermore, they foresee autoresponders, PDAs, and iPods becoming more integral to the daily functions of the business support service industry. Sharon Williams of the Alliance says that, “The influx and standardization of web-based secured and encrypted sites has revolutionized the transcription industry as [business support service owners] now offer online, secured, digital dictation, and transcription services. Administrative support services and time accountability software can be tracked and reviewed by team   members. [Now you] can share client desktops via access software such as GotoMyPC and PCAnywhere. [Owners] meet with clients in interactive meeting rooms, equipped with whiteboarding and VoIP capabilities. As a result of the influence of these innovative technologies, client information is easily accessible and the services are more accountable and marketable.”


Profit Prophet


A business support service is not a get-rich-quick operation. Like most legitimate businesses, it takes dedication, hard work, and a lot of time to build a profitable company. But with a well-thought-out, enthusiastic marketing plan, you’ll probably see your income exceed your cumulative expenses three to 12 months after opening your doors. How much you’ll ultimately make depends on how hard you’re willing to work, how many hours you put in, and the type of business you start (small, one-person shop, or larger operation with employees).

If you work alone, keep in mind that you’ll only be able to bill about 75 percent of your available business hours—the rest of your time will be spent marketing, doing your own administrative work, and on other non-billable tasks. And even though you can get “out of the red” fairly quickly in this business, it could take a year or more before you are actually working full time on clients’ projects.



At the same time, the general business landscape has changed dramatically. Big businesses are looking for ways to streamline their operations, and one popular option is outsourcing, where they retain another company to provide a service that may have traditionally been done by employees. Small companies want to stay lean and profitable, so they, too, are turning to outsourcing, rather than fattening up their payrolls.

Combine the obvious need with the new way of operating in the business world, and you have a dynamic young industry wide-open with opportunity: business support services. In fact, even though there is so much opportunity, if you don’t have a clear plan, specific services, and a target market, your chances of success are slim. But with a lot of thought and preparation, and a minimal amount of cash, you can quickly be on the road to profitability.
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Making the Choice



Owning a business support service doesn’t necessarily require building the company from scratch. You might want to consider buying an existing business, especially if the appeal of being in business for yourself is in running the company rather than starting it.
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Beware!

Don’t be a victim of a scam. You’ll see plenty of ads out there that promise you can make lots of money working from home on your computer. Sadly, many of these offers are scams that ask you to send money you’ll never recoup. Be a smart consumer: If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.



This alternative route to business ownership has some advantages worth considering. It allows you to bypass all the steps involved in creating a business infrastructure because the original owner has already done that. You can take over an operation that is already generating cash flow—and perhaps even profits. You’ll have a history on which to build your forecasts and a future that includes an established customer base. Also, you’ll have had all the procedures and policies in place so you won’t have to work through those issues alone. And there’s generally less risk involved in buying an existing concern than there is in creating a whole new company and financing is typically easier because lenders like to see a proven track record.

Of course, there are drawbacks to buying a business. Though the actual dollar amounts depend on the size and type of business, it often takes more cash to buy an existing business than to start one yourself. When you buy a company’s assets, you’ll usually get stuck with at least some of the liabilities. And it’s highly unlikely that you’ll find an existing business that is precisely the company you would have built on your own. Even so, you just might find that the business you want is currently owned by someone else.

Why do people sell businesses—especially profitable ones? For a variety of reasons. Many entrepreneurs are happiest during the start-up and early growth stages of a company; once the business is running smoothly they get bored and begin looking for something new. Other business owners may grow tired of the responsibility, or be facing health or other personal issues that motivate them to sell their companies. In fact, some of the most successful entrepreneurs go into business with a solid plan for how they’re going to get out of the business when the time comes.

When looking for a business to buy, make sure you have a good idea of what you’re looking for. How many employees should it have? How many miles from your home can it be? If you decide to shop around for an existing business support service, look at every service provider in the area that meets your requirements; just because it isn’t on the market doesn’t mean it isn’t for sale. Use your networking skills   to find potential companies; let friends and colleagues know what you’re looking for. Start by checking out your local newspaper’s classified ad section under “Business Opportunities” or “Businesses For Sale.” You might even consider placing a “wanted to buy” classified ad.
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Smart Tip

Check out www.bizbuysell.com if you are looking for a business to buy, need broker to help you along the way, or you want to get involved with a franchise. It also has great tips on business valuation and financing.






Evaluating a Company 

One of the most challenging financial calculations is figuring out what a business is worth. You may want to take the time to research the selling price and terms of recently sold companies in the industry, and use them as a guide. Or you may value the company based on its after-tax cash flow, or on the value of the company’s assets, if they were liquidated, minus the debts and liabilities. You should call on your financial advisors to assist you with working through these calculations.

The figures are only part of the equation. Elements that are not as easy to assign a value to include the company’s reputation and the strength of the relationship the current owner has with customers and employees.

Thorough due diligence is an essential part of the acquisition process. Be aware that purchasing a company takes a lot more than just signing a contract and writing a check. The amount of research and due diligence is sizable and you need to review everything from tax returns, loan compliance, customer satisfaction, cash flow, supplier contracts, and more. Remember that you have the right and the responsibility to know exactly what you are buying and from whom. If you don’t do enough research before buying the company, it’s usually too late to avoid problems and possible financial losses. You should have a team of experts to assist you in the valuation process. Have your accountant assist you in evaluating the financial statements and tax issues, your banker help with financing issues, and your attorney guide you in reviewing contracts, corporate status, and other legal concerns. Don’t forget that you want an expert to assist you with personnel if the company has employees and a sales and marketing expert to assess the marketing strength and customer service health of the company.
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Smart Tip

If you buy an existing business support service, include a non-compete clause in your terms of sale; your new business won’t be worth much if the seller opens a rival operation down the street a few weeks after you take over the old company.



So after you have had your team assess the current standing of the company, how do you agree on a purchase price? The best information for determining the value of the company is the present value of future cash flows, which is how much the business will bring in. To start, have your accountant prepare forecasted financial statements for the next five years and analyze the current cash available compared to the     business debt. Your accountant can help you assess the risk of buying this business and determine if it’s a better value to buy a business versus starting your own. And remember that you can walk away from the deal at any point in the negotiation process before a contract is signed.


Business Evaluation Checklist

Use this extensive checklist to make sure you get answers to all your important questions before you purchase a business.
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Excerpted and adapted from Entrepreneur.com on How to Buy a Business.






Things to Consider When Buying a Business 

The following is a list of items to consider verifying for the value of the business you are looking to buy. It is excerpted and adapted from Entrepreneur.com on How to Buy a Business.


1.Inventory. Refers to all products and materials inventoried for resale or use in servicing a client. Important note: You or a qualified representative should be present during any examination of inventory. You should know the status of inventory, what’s on hand at present, and what was on hand at the end of the last fiscal year and the one preceding that. You should also have the inventory appraised. After all, this is a hard asset and you need to know what dollar value to assign it. What is its quality? What condition is it in? Keep in mind that you don’t have to accept the value of this inventory: it is subject to negotiation.

2.Furniture, fixtures, equipment, and building. This includes all products, office equipment, and assets of the business. Get a list from the seller that includes the name and model number of each piece of equipment. Then determine its present condition, market value when purchased versus present market value, and whether the equipment was purchased or leased. Find out how much the seller has invested in leasehold improvements and maintenance in order to keep the facility in good condition. Determine what modifications you’ll have to make to the building or layout in order for it to suit your needs.

3.Copies of all contracts and legal documents. Contracts would include all lease and purchase agreements, distribution agreements, subcontractor agreements, sales contracts, union contracts, employment agreements, and any other instruments used to legally bind the business. Also, evaluate all other legal documents such as fictitious business name statements, articles of incorporation, registered trademarks, copyrights, patents, etc. In the case of a real-estate lease, you need to find out if it is transferable, how long it runs, its terms, and if the landlord needs to give his or her permission for assignment of the lease.

4.Incorporation. If the company is a corporation, check to see what state it’s registered in and whether it’s operating as a foreign corporation within its own state.

5.Tax returns for the past five years. Many small business owners make use of the business for personal needs. They may buy products they personally use and charge them to the business or take vacations using company funds, go to trade shows with their spouses, etc. You have to use your analytical skills and those of your accountant to determine what the actual financial net worth of the company is.

6.Financial statements for the past five years. Evaluate these statements, including all books and financial records, and compare them to their tax returns. This is especially important for determining the earning power of the business. The sales and operating ratios should be examined with the help of an accountant familiar with the type of business you are considering. The operating ratios should also be compared against industry ratios which can be found in annual reports produced by Robert Morris & Associates as well as Dun & Bradstreet.

7.Sales records. Although sales will be logged in the financial statements, you should also evaluate the monthly sales records for the past 36 months or more. Break sales down by product categories if several products are involved, as well as by cash and credit sales. This is a valuable indicator of current business activity and provides some understanding of cycles that the business may go through. Compare the industry norms of seasonal patterns with what you see in the business. Also, obtain the sales figures of the ten largest accounts for the past 12 months. If the seller doesn’t want to release his or her largest accounts by name, it’s fine to assign them a code. You’re only interested in the sales pattern.

8.Complete list of liabilities. Consult an independent attorney and accountant to examine the list of liabilities to determine potential costs and legal ramifications. Find out if the owner has used assets such as capital equipment or accounts receivable as collateral to secure short-term loans, if there are liens by creditors against assets, lawsuits, or other claims. Your accountant should also check for unrecorded liabilities such as employee benefit claims, out-ofcourt settlements being paid off, etc.

9.All accounts receivable. Break them down by 30 days, 60 days, 90 days, and beyond. Checking the age of receivables is important because the longer the period they are outstanding, the lower the value of the account. You should also make a list of the top ten accounts and check their creditworthiness. If the clientele is creditworthy, and the majority of the accounts are outstanding beyond 60 days, a stricter credit collections policy may speed up the collection of receivables.

10.All accounts payable. Like accounts receivable, accounts payable should be broken down by 30 days, 60 days, and 90 days. This is important in determining how well cash flows through the company. On payables more than 90 days old,  you should check to see if any creditors have placed a lien on the company’s assets.

11.Debt disclosure. This includes all outstanding notes, loans, and any other debt to which the business has agreed. See, too, if there are any business investments on the books that may have taken place outside of the normal area. Look at the level of loans to customers as well.

13.Customer patterns. If this is the type of business that can track customers, you will want to know specific characteristics concerning current customers, such as: How many are first-time clients? How many customers were lost over the past year? When are the peak buying seasons for current customers? What type of service is the most popular?

14.Marketing strategies. How does the owner obtain customers? Does he or she offer discounts, advertise aggressively, or conduct public-relations campaigns? You should get copies of all sales literature to see the kind of image that is being projected by the business. When you look at the literature, pretend that you are a customer being solicited by the company. How does it make you feel? This can give you some idea of how the company is perceived by its market.

15.Advertising costs. Analyze advertising costs. It is often better for a business to postpone profit at year-end until the next year by spending a lot of money on advertising during the last month of the fiscal year.

16.Price checks. Evaluate current price lists and discount schedules for all services, the date of the last price increase, and the percentage of increase. You might even go back and look at the previous price increase to see what percentage it was and determine when you are likely to be able to raise prices, and in the business support service industry; rates. Here again, compare what you see in the business you are looking at, with standards in the industry. Are they charging the rates that you would charge?

17.Industry and market history. You should analyze the industry as well as the specific market segments of the business targets. You need to find out if sales in the industry, as well as in the market segment, have been growing, declining, or have remained stagnant. This is very important to determine future profit potential.

18.Location and market area. Evaluate the location of the business and the market area surrounding it. You should conduct a thorough analysis of the business’s location and the trading areas surrounding the location including economic outlook, demographics, and competition. For service businesses, get a map of the area covered by the business. Find out, based on the locations of various accounts, if there are any special requirements for delivering the product, or  any transportation difficulties encountered by the business in getting the product to market.

19.Reputation of the business. The image of the business in the eyes of customers and suppliers is extremely important. As we mentioned, the image of the business can be an asset, or a liability. Interview customers, suppliers, and the bank, as well as the owners of other businesses in the area, to determine the reputation of the business.

20.Seller-customer ties. You must find out if any customers are related or have any special ties to the present owner of the business. How long has any such account been with the company? What percentage of the company’s business is accounted for by this particular customer or set of customers? Will this customer continue to purchase from the company if the ownership changes?
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O List at least five things you like to do or excel in at work:

.

2

3

4

5

O List at least five things you don't like or areas where you need to improve at work

.

2

3

a

5

O List three services that would make your life easier at work:

.

2

3

O When people ask you what you do, what's your answer?

O List three things you enjoy about your work:

.

2

3
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O List three things you dislike about your work:

.

2

3

O When people tell you what they like most about you, they say:

O Some people dislike the fact that you:

© Other than your main occupation, list any other skills you possess, whether you
excel at them or not:

O In addition to becoming more financially independent, you would also like to
become more:

O List at least three things you would like to improve about your personal life:

.

2

3

O List three things you think need to be improved in your industry:
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0 Does the business have exclusive rights to market any particular services? If so,
how has it obtained this exclusively? Is it making the best possible use of this
exclusivity? Do you have written proof that the current business owner can trans-
fer this exclusivity to you?

0 What competition does the business face? How can the business compete suc-
cessfully? Have the business’ competitors changed recently? Have any of them
gone out of business for instance?

0 Does the business have all the equipment necessary? Will you need to add or
update any equipment?

0 What is the business' current inventory worth? Will you be able to use any of this
inventory,or is it inconsistent with your intended service offerings?

0 How many employees does the business have? What positions do they hold? __

0 Does the business pay its employees high wages, or are the wages average or low?

0 Does the busir

ess experience high employee turnover? Ifso, why?

1 What benefits does the business offer its employees?

0 Will the change of ownership cause any changes in personnel?

0 Which employees are the most important to the company?

0 Doany of the business's employees belong to any unions?
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0 Why does the current owner want to sell the business?
) What type of growth potential does this business have?
1 1f the business s in decline, wil you be able to save it and make it successful?_

Q) s the business in sound financial condition?

() Have you seen audited year-end financial statements for the business? Have you
Teviewed the most recent statements? Have you reviewed the business's last five
taxreturns?

1 Have you seen copies of all of the business's current contracts?

1 Have you planned any sales promotions?

U Have you planned a publicity campaign?

(U Is the business now, o has it ever been, under investigation by any government
agency? If so, what is the status of any current investigation? What were the
Tesults of any past investigation?

(1 1s the business currently involved in a lawsuit,or has it ever been involved in one?
If s0,what i the status or result?

() Does the business have any debts or liens against it? If so, what are they for, and
inwhat amounts?

() What percentage of the business's accounts are past due? How much does the
business write off each year for bad debts?

Q) How many customers does the business serve on a regular basis?

(0 Who makes up the market for this business? Where are your customers located?

Ul Does the amount of business vary from season to season?

U Does any single customer account for alarge portion of the sales volume? If so,
would the business be able to survive without this customer? Remember, the
Targer the customer base is, the more easily you will be able to survive the loss of
any customers. I, on the other hand, the business exists mainly to serve a single
dlient, the loss of that client could be catastrophic.

Ul How does the business market its business support services? Does its competi-
tion use the same methods? If not, what methods does the competition use? How
successful are they?
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