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Introduction






ARE YOU PREPARED TO BUILD, MARKET, AND SCALE your new business? It can be a challenging and exciting journey that requires your full attention. With your purchase of the Entrepreneur Quick Guide: Building, Marketing, and Scaling Your New Business, you’ve taken a positive step toward making success happen.


Consider this book your essential toolkit designed to guide you through the early stages of growing your business. The information is broken down into manageable steps, so if this information is new to you, this guide will help you build a solid foundation.


Some of the topics covered include:




Building


Boosting your productivity with technology: Whether on the go or tethered to a desk, you can be more productive utilizing the latest technology. For example, you can hire a virtual assistant to assist with daily tasks and store content in the cloud for 24/7 access. Choose pared-down hardware and software tailored to your specific needs—no need to pay for pricey extras you won’t use. With costs falling, you can get great deals on the basics.


Establishing your web presence: Building a website that promotes your business is critical to your success. You need to ensure that you have a well-designed site that’s easy to navigate and has persuasive copy. Get the design, navigation, and compelling copy right from the beginning. Also, research before choosing a hosting platform, and don’t hesitate to pursue certifications to establish customer trust and credibility.


Staying connected with technology: Keeping in touch using technology such as broadband, Fios, and mobile devices continues to drop in price. Choosing the right carrier and determining your data needs becomes an important decision. In addition, texting to stay connected in real-time has become a ubiquitous form of communication. There are many options and things to determine, like how often you travel and whether you have access to hotspots or choose to use prepaid phones. Choose what keeps you seamlessly connected and on budget.







Marketing


Focusing on brand-building: Consider how customers perceive you to create a solid brand. Project a consistent identity across touchpoints to stand out. Your primary goals are to set yourself apart, know your target customers, and project the personality you want them to remember you by. And make sure to leverage social proof—your advocates are your best asset.


Advertising and marketing your business: You should continually focus your marketing plan on getting and keeping customers. That means you need to clearly understand where your company stands (called situational awareness) and how you will reach your marketing goals. Digital ads offer unmatched reach and analytics—make them your priority. Consider bringing in professionals for advertising, copywriting, and design to project a professional image. This will help you accelerate results.


Promoting your business: When deciding how to spread the word about your business, you’ll need to think about creating a publicity plan. Advertising is good, but publicity generated by word of mouth and attention from the media is always more powerful. Schedule special events or stage a brick-and-mortar store grand opening to create excitement and kickstart buzz. You may feel a bit uncomfortable “tooting your own horn,” but you’re the one who must step up and make things happen. Perhaps you can co-sponsor an event or be part of a local contest or charity event. There are many ways of promoting your business; you just need to network and see what is happening in your community.


Selling techniques: As an entrepreneur, you may feel you are not equipped (or don’t have the personality) to play a sales role, but you might be surprised by your expertise. As the creator, you are the expert on your product or service. Therefore, it’s your job to lead the development of your ‘unique selling proposition (USP). Your USP sets you apart from your competitors. You are just another faceless company trying to sell something without defining your USP. To nail it down, consider putting yourself in your customers’ shoes and be clear about what motivates them to buy.


Providing excellent customer service: After you make the sale, you still have work to do. Repeat customers are the key to a successful ongoing business, so you must continue building customer relationships. You need to stay on top of new trends and listen to their comments. Determine how to surprise them with a discount or a free service. Also, make sure to motivate your staff to provide excellent service too.







Scaling


Tackling online advertising and marketing: Your website should serve as your prime asset. It gives you complete control over your messaging, branding, and content. The challenge is driving targeted traffic to your site due to the heavy volume of competitors. Search engines are your essential tool for solving this problem; optimizing for relevant keywords improves your visibility. Consider leveraging artificial intelligence and specialized tools like SEMrush or BuzzSumo to outperform your competition in search rankings. Additionally, don’t overlook the power of local search to connect with your immediate community.


Spreading the word using online platforms: Social media platforms have become indispensable when building and sustaining a brand. A consistent content strategy, including blogging, is also crucial to your marketing. You can extend your reach by cross-promoting blog content on social platforms. In addition, establish your brand as a thought leader by strategically publishing expert articles on platforms frequented by your target audience.


Networking on social media: Businesses recognize the crucial role that social media plays in connecting with key business contacts. Platforms like LinkedIn are essential for connecting with two critical groups: (1) high-level networkers (HLNs) who are active and influential in their industries and (2) target market connections (TMCs) who are information seekers engaged in groups relevant to your business. Platforms like LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter are foundational for initiating these connections. Remember that it’s wise to keep your personal groups separate from your business groups when making connections.


Tips and Warnings: Many business resources and tip boxes (see examples below) are included in this book.




AHA!


Here you will find helpful information or ideas you may not have thought of before.







TIP


This box gives you ideas on how to do something better or more efficiently, or simply how to work smarter.





WARNING


Here we remind you to heed the warnings to avoid common mistakes and pitfalls that others have made before you.







FYI


This box points you to current and often comprehensive websites that you might seek out for business information.





SAVE


Look for this box to provide valuable tips on ways you can save money during startup.






Entrepreneur Quick Guide: Building, Marketing and Scaling Your New Business is a timely and essential book for committed entrepreneurs like you. It addresses the genuine joys and challenges of business ownership.


Use its guidance as your road map to success, and make sure to enjoy your exciting business adventure!













PART 1

Building






CHAPTER 1 BUSINESS 24/7


USING TECHNOLOGY TO BOOST YOUR PRODUCTIVITY


CHAPTER 2 YOUR ALL-IMPORTANT WEBSITE


BUILDING YOUR WEB PRESENCE


CHAPTER 3 KEEP IN TOUCH


USING TECHNOLOGY TO STAY CONNECTED













CHAPTER 1

Business 24/7




Using Technology to Boost Your Productivity


IF YOU’RE LIKE MOST BUSINESSPEOPLE, you probably have a main base of operations you call your “office,” “home base,” or “headquarters.” It could be a retail store, a factory floor, or a trailer on a construction site. It could also be a room in your home or a cubicle within a larger office complex. It is where you can usually be found 9 to 5 or whatever your typical office hours might be.


These days, thanks to mobile technology, your exact location could vary widely. Nowadays, entrepreneurs and employees alike are just as likely to be found working from home, at a client’s office, from a hotel room, at the airport, at a Starbucks, or while traveling on board an airplane or train. Widespread use of devices such as smartphones, tablets, and laptops means your office can be virtually anywhere, and you can stay connected to your co-workers, clients, and customers anywhere, anytime. Cloud computing has also allowed data to be stored remotely, in the cloud, and be accessed from any of your devices, from anywhere at any time.


Business that’s conducted away from the traditional office goes by a lot of names, such as mobile working or telecommuting—the latter term underlining the importance of telecommunications in enabling this activity. Another way to think about it is that, in reality, the office is you—or, at the very least, it becomes whatever work space you happen to be occupying at the moment. Work is now something you do rather than a place you go to.


Today, most businesses have moved far away from desktop computers and landline phones. Internet connectivity, powerful mobile versions of office tools, smartphones, and wireless tablets have changed the face of business technology, making the physical location for many businesses (other than restaurants and retail businesses) less significant than ever before.


Many entrepreneurs have the equivalent of fully equipped virtual offices in the laptops, smartphones, tablets, and other devices they carry around. Some enterprises have even become virtual companies with employees spending most of their time at separate locations and meeting only occasionally, often via Zoom, or some other online meeting provider. Basically, you’re “in the office” whenever you’re telecommuting.


The goal isn’t always to do away with the traditional office; it’s to use networking and communications technologies to create your “extended office.” Your extended office isn’t a real, physical location; it’s virtual just like the internet.


People have been teleworking for decades, but our current degree of mobility is a direct outgrowth of the internet and the mobile devices that allow us to easily connect to the internet from anywhere.




Virtually on the Road


Thanks to the latest technology, there’s a wide range of products and online services to help you become more productive. The Apple iPhone and iPad, for example, offer thousands of business-oriented applications that allow users to truly customize their phones and transform them into the ultimate time management, contact management, and personal productivity tools.


For the on-the-go entrepreneur, the trick is to choose technology-based tools, whether it’s an iPhone, iPad, Samsung Galaxy, Microsoft Surface, Chromebook, netbook, or laptop, that best fits your work habits and style, and that you’re most comfortable using.


After all, you want to boost your productivity—not drown yourself in technology that’s not appropriate or overly complicated for what you need it to do.







Equipping Your Virtual Office


Even though you may be starting your first business, you’re probably fairly experienced with desktops and/or laptops, tablets, and smartphones as well as other productivity equipment needed to get your enterprise off the ground.


One unfailing characteristic of consumer and small-business technologies is that each new iteration delivers more for less. Depending on how much mobility you need, you may find yourself buying more individual pieces of equipment than in years past, but the price tag on each one is typically lower than last year and the year before that. It’s not that they’re shoddy—quite the contrary. But their resale values are continuously being undercut by cheaper and more powerful successors.




Need an Assistant? Go Virtual


There’s a lot of busy work that comes with being an entrepreneur—or an executive of any kind. But are you making the most of your time doing a lot of this work? Not always. That’s where a virtual assistant can help. A virtual assistant can be a great first “employee” for your business—one you needn’t hire full time unless necessary.


Hiring a virtual assistant will give you a chance to see the real challenges of task delegation and a glimpse into managing people. Make sure you have a clear list of tasks you will delegate—and communicate exactly what you want done. This can take some time to get right, but in the end, you’ll free yourself from time-wasting tasks.


You should hire a virtual assistant when you realize you will soon be overwhelmed by your workload and can’t move forward without some help.




Here are several tasks that are perfectly suited for virtual assistants:




	
•SEO and social media. An assistant can research trending topics, keep on top of popular keywords related to your business, do research for your site’s content, help make sure you are aware of trends, create and maintain a social media calendar for postings, and even suggest social media content (and tweaks as you go) to help make your social presence stronger.



	
•Repeatable or template tasks. Repeatable tasks are those items on your to-do list that keep popping up week after week. These tasks follow the same process each time, which means that a little training can empower a virtual assistant to successfully complete these tasks and make more time for growing the business.



	
•Creative, but time-consuming. Other tasks for the right virtual assistant could include blog posting, creating simple workbooks and materials for clients, and developing email templates for future use.






Before you hire a virtual assistant, track your time for a few weeks and notice how much time you spend on each task. Then find the average time that each task takes. Next, make a list of the most time-consuming tasks, that will not require a lot of detailed training and create a specific virtual assistant job description. Include the tools, apps, and software that you are planning to use. And to make training easier, use screen capture technology to record yourself completing a task from start to finish—to be shared with your new assistant.


FYI—when it comes to financial tasks, do them yourself or leave them for the bookkeeper or accountant. You can’t risk handing over such tasks, or those with personal information, to a virtual assistant.





Therefore, you should think about office tools and technology slightly differently than you do other durables. Here are a few truisms to consider when buying hardware (although they don’t necessarily apply to software):






	
•Even the most expensive office item—the desktop or laptop computer—is dirt cheap by historical measures.


	
•Whatever you buy and whenever you buy it, it will appear expensive and underpowered compared to succeeding versions. New computer technology is available every three to six months. The computer you purchase brandnew today will be outdated by more powerful equipment within months and will probably need to be replaced altogether within two to three years if you want to stay current.


	
•Theoretically, office equipment pays for itself in a short period by enhancing your productivity; it then helps you make money by letting you do whatever you do faster and better.





Treat your current technology-related purchases as a simple business expense rather than investment in capital equipment it actually is. Irrespective of how you treat these items on your tax return, don’t try to extract the value of this equipment over years. Yes, the products will work just fine and continue to deliver productivity for years. But their costs are likely recovered within weeks or months—no depreciation calculations required.


That’s not to say you shouldn’t get the best buy you can. Cash is always precious. But so is your time, and price tags are usually overshadowed by the return on investment from most office products. The real issue when shopping for office equipment is whether the new machine will deliver a higher rate of productivity than the old. It’s a mistake to try to squeeze the last bit of usefulness out of older equipment when an update could result in higher levels of moneymaking. Conversely, don’t buy new products just because they have more bells and whistles. If your cell phone serves your purposes, hang onto it longer. If your computer meets your needs and the software is sufficient for your business, don’t spend more just because there’s a new model available. Remember, you don’t have to keep up with the Joneses unless they are competing for your business. Each time you get new equipment, there’s a learning curve that can slow you or your employees down. New versions of products are great if they benefit your business, but not necessary if they don’t.




TIP


While computers and mobile devices run using a wide range of different operating systems, most are designed to operate seamlessly in a work environment. So if you’re using an Apple MacBook Pro laptop, for example, you’ll have no trouble transferring data and files with co-workers or clients using Windows-based computers. You can run Windows-based software on the latest Macs, and Microsoft Word for iPad has gone a long way in making the iPad a virtual office, too. There are also multiple apps created for easy storage and transfer of documents between operating systems.










Being Well-Connected


The first concern when equipping yourself and your office (virtual or otherwise) is connectivity. You have an expanding constellation of stuff, and it’s more important than ever that it all works together for maximum effect. Efficiency today means being well-connected—both inside and outside the walls of your company.


Even if you start as a solo operator working from a home office, you’ll want to connect electronically to clients and suppliers and possibly share proposals, spreadsheets, and other data files. This not only requires a phone and texting but usually some level of compatibility among productivity software and wireless devices. That used to mean sticking with only the most popular operating systems and applications for seamless data transfer among employees and business partners.






SAVE


Depending on your needs, you might not need to invest $1,500 to $2,500 for a state-of-the-art laptop. If your main tasks when traveling include surfing the web, word processing, and spreadsheet management, for example, a less cumbersome, smaller, and lightweight netbook may work for you just fine. The latest netbooks cost only around $350. Or you might find that a tablet, like an iPad, Microsoft Surface, or Samsung Galaxy is all you need for the office. Those run between $400 and $1,200.





Today, however, PCs can usually communicate more easily with Macs, Androids, and iPhones; in fact, any peripheral that connects to a computer via a USB connection will most likely work with all computers on a network. Sure, you may still encounter minor compatibility issues, but for the most part, exchanging data and files is easier than ever regardless of what types of computer equipment are being used.


What’s more, Google’s rise in the shared document space has been tremendous. It’s easy to selectively share—and set parameters around who can edit and who can simply view—spreadsheets, Word documents, PowerPoint presentations, and many other kinds of documents through Google Drive. Many large companies even use Gmail’s business services. Free or low-cost services like Dropbox, WeTransfer, and Box.com have also made it possible to skip the USB and thumb drives altogether by acting as a transfer and file storage and collaboration service—with the added element of tight security for transferring and storing files.


At your office, it’s the network that helps you coordinate your tools—both those inside the office and out—and share them and the data on them among co-workers and partners. Networks include your local area network, Bluetooth connections between devices, cellular connections over a wide area, and of course, the ultimate backbone: the internet. Increasingly, these files and connections can all be backed up to “the cloud.”




It’s not really our portable devices—laptop computers, smartphones, netbooks, and tablets—that extend our office. It’s this infrastructure that connects all our devices together and provides quick and easy access to shared information, both in-house and outside, via global network providers.




The Cloud and You


Simply put, the cloud means applications and services that people access via the internet instead of installing software on their computers. If you’re online, you’re somewhere in the cloud. If you use Facebook, Gmail, or Twitter, you’re using the cloud. “Many valuable services that once required installing applications have become available as cloud services,” explains Mikal Belicove, a market positioning, social media, and management consultant specializing in website usability and business blogging. Often, businesses can use free versions of these applications in the cloud, while full-featured versions are available at low subscription rates.


“The cloud is more heavy-duty and provides more utility than initially perceived,” says Belicove. You can access customer relationship management tools like those offered by Salesforce.com but also project management applications and many other types of helpful programs and utilities. In fact, most applications and functions, from email to Google Docs and more, are cloud-based or stored in “the cloud.” The upside: access when and where you need it (not just from your desktop or laptop). For some business owners, this means you can operate your entire office—from bookkeeping to files—from the cloud.


Cloud storage is popular these days, because it can be cheaper, offers data tiering (meaning you can quickly retrieve files you may need more often), and stores multiple copies of your data, but there are some downsides. For example, by working remotely you will be without the benefit of your usual, faster internet service, and may not be able to access your files. Retrieval can also be slow at times and security is still questionable in some instances.










It Takes Two


Even if you’re starting as a sole proprietor, you should have at least two connected computers. It doesn’t have to be two desktop computers. If you travel a lot, one could be a laptop or tablet.


It’s only a matter of time before your hard drive crashes, you get a virus, or there’s some inscrutable problem with the first PC’s on/off button—whatever. Computers are durable, but all equipment can fail, and when it does it’s very unpleasant.


What will you do if the machine holding your critical business information happens to be among the 100,000 computers that lightning strikes every year? Even if you’re among that fraction of users who have their data backed up somewhere, how long will it take for you to run out and buy a new computer and add all your usual software configured the way you like it so that data can be read? How many hours or days can your business be offline from customers and business partners?





TIP



Remote backup services, such as Carbonite.com, and extremely low-cost, high-capacity external hard drives make it easy and inexpensive to automatically and continuously back up your data. Now you have no excuse for not properly backing up your data. So if something happens to your primary computer, you can be up and running, without losing any data, within minutes or hours—not days or weeks. To check out alternative back-up programs check out Capterra: capterra. com/p/223152/Carbonite/alternatives/.





Realistically, you need at least one duplicate of your main computer that you can turn to without losing a step. That could be a thumb drive, printed hard copies, or an external hard drive that keeps data safe and off your computer or the internet. For some businesses, cloud storage is enough to make a second backup computer or external hard drive unnecessary. But be aware: The cloud isn’t infallible. Some services have experienced outages that can last an hour or two—or up to 12 hours.







Serving It Up


Ultimately, you want to build a virtual network that ties your office and its equipment to all those other places and devices you use for work. Thanks to wireless networking, your home, back deck, a local coffee shop, the park, or even your car, van, or RV can be part of your extended office.


But the most logical place to start is by connecting your main computer and its backup. Your primary workstation will likely become the heart of your operation, where you generate spreadsheets, keep your books, create sales presentations, browse the web, and do your word processing. If you run a one-person operation, that’s usually where the master copy of everything is kept—and, if you have help, no one but you should have full access to its data.


Again, even if you’re a one-person operation, you need another computer mirroring that system (or a reliable data backup solution). As your company grows, you might find it cheaper and more convenient to keep master copies of software and even data on a central computer and give different workstations access to more or less of it, depending on the needs of individual employees.





SAVE



If you’re looking to create a network and link multiple computers and peripherals within your home office, many computer retailers will help you set this up for free (or for a small fee) when you purchase equipment from them. When shopping for computer equipment, ask what support services are available directly from the retailer.










Computer Networking


The traditional way to create your LAN (local area network) is to string inexpensive Category 5 cable between the Ethernet adapters of two or more computers. You may need to buy a small and inexpensive Ethernet card to plug into one or more of your computers, if any of them are old. Most computers today come with built-in Ethernet adapters.


Easier still is to network your computers wirelessly using wifi network adapters. These come in a variety of network speeds and adapter styles—Ethernet or USB ports or as an add-in card—for connecting computers. Wifi transceivers are hugely popular, a standard feature of laptops, and available in all smartphones and tablets. More U.S. households now use wifi wireless technology for home networking than cabled Ethernet. Wifi technology is built into most printers sold today as well. Wifi is now widely available at little-to-no cost in airports, hotels, coffee shops, and other public places, and it delivers this connectivity on the road. But exercise caution here: Your connection in these public places is not always as secure as you would like. To keep your data private, avoid doing bank transactions or work on highly sensitive materials in such locations.


Most smartphones can be set up with wifi hotspot capabilities for a small, additional monthly fee on your wireless plan. Some plans, like unlimited data plans from Verizon Wireless, T-Mobile, or AT&T, include the hotspot capability so you can always use your phone as a wifi connection for your laptop, tablet, or other wifi-capable device while you’re on the road.


Broadband data channels on cellular networks provide much wider connectivity. Cell phone networks are increasingly able to transfer data at lightning-fast speeds. Besides cell phones, this technology works with tablets, netbooks, and laptops—making the net available anywhere regardless of whether there’s a nearby electrical outlet or wifi hotspot.






It’s Now or Never


In most cases, you’ll probably find it more advantageous—and certainly more convenient—to expense, rather than depreciate, computer and telecommunications equipment on your tax returns. That way, there’s less paperwork and no mind-bending depreciation calculations that change every year. Also, the time value of money tells us that a lumpsum refund to you today is always worth more than pro-rata shares over the next three to five years.


Uncle Sam has been cooperating in recent years by raising the amount of business equipment you can expense rather than depreciate. No, he isn’t getting soft and generous. Why then? Adam Smith, the father of modern economics, said it first: New equipment generates new, higher levels of productivity, which generates increased profits, which generates increased taxes. Speak with your accountant about the latest tax deductions and allowances available.













Choosing Office Equipment


There are two things on which you can rely these days when buying just about any piece of office equipment:




	
1.The minimum configuration is going to support 95 percent (or more) of what you want to do.


	
2.Prices will be so low as to eliminate just about all chance of buyer’s remorse.





Add to that the ease with which internet shopping sites let you comparison shop, and you have a confluence of factors that make it pretty hard to go wrong when buying office equipment. Computers and peripherals are constantly evolving, but the choice of models and features are broad and deep.


When it comes to PCs, you can choose from dozens of wellknown manufacturers, such as Dell, HP, or Lenovo, all of which run the Windows operating system.




Apple offers greater ease of use, the availability of Apple retail stores nationwide, and a sleeker design than most PCs, but they’re also typically quite a bit more expensive and offer less software options. On that note, there is no one “right” computer brand, printer type, phone system, or fax solution for everyone, any more than everyone needs the same model Chevy or Ford. You’re unique, and your business probably is, too. Your enterprise will have its own unique set of equipment needs that probably differ from those of the business next door. Not a problem. Web shopping sites let you quickly find just what you need.




Buying Business Class


Your goal when purchasing computer equipment should be to select items that not only meet all your computing needs today, but will also grow with you over the next two to three years until your next upgrade. Buy more than you need now so you’ll be able to continue to run the latest versions of the software and applications you need to properly manage your business.


You’ll want a business-class, rather than a first-class, computer. That means instead of going for the cutting-edge graphics and processor speeds preferred by enthusiasts of multimedia entertainment, gaming, and other photographic activities, a business user’s money is better spent getting just a little more of all the standard stuff—memory, storage, a higher resolution or larger display—those things that not only make computing more pleasing, but also enhance your productivity. Of course, all of this is predicated on the type of business you are running.


Better computers, with more memory and faster processing speeds, can help with things like waiting for databases to update, web pages to download, and insufficient memory errors. You’ll want to get the best business productivity enhancer you can afford.







SAVE



How long will a computer last? To maximize your return on investment, replace it every three to four years, according to conventional practices. Older computers negatively impact security and productivity, and cost considerably more per year to support and maintain—often twice the cost of newer technology.










Take Note


When it comes to laptops, focus on their computing power (processor speed, memory, hard-drive capacity, available ports, DVD/CD drive if needed, etc.) and battery life as well as the overall size and weight of the unit. A laptop that weighs five pounds or less is a lot easier to lug around when you’re traveling than a larger laptop that weighs six to eight pounds.


However, if your laptop computer will be your primary computer, and you’ll need serious computing power while on the go, you may want to spend more for a unit with a larger display and extra computing muscle. On the flip side, if you’re looking for a small “backup” computer, you’ll want one that is lightweight. You can typically get a netbook, which might be the perfect solution.


A typical laptop will generally run a few hundred dollars less than an equivalent desktop model, and name-brand laptops can easily be found for as little as $500. Laptops suitable for serious business users typically cost $700 to $1,600.


Some of the big-box stores offer computer repair service plans. But read the contract carefully; often such plans are very specific in what they cover and leave out a lot of things. In some cases, they also take on more than they can service in a reasonable amount of time and you’re left waiting for them to get around to fixing your computer. For that reason, you’re better off finding local computer repair services that understand the problem and give you a reasonable cost and time frame to make the necessary repairs. Smaller businesses also offer the opportunity to work with the same person or a few people on a regular basis so that when you have computer issues, they have an idea of what your difficulties might be. It’s like having a good mechanic who knows your car rather than having to deal with someone new every time you have a problem.







The Well-Dressed Computer


The minimum you should look for in terms of technical specifications for a desktop or laptop changes constantly. As a general rule, look for a computer with a fast processing speed, a sizable amount of Random Access Memory (RAM), and a large-capacity hard drive. You also want to think about the screen size, resolution, and graphics card. Depending on your needs, a touch screen can make life easier if you’d like to get a break from having your fingers on the keyboard all the time.










Office Productivity Software


A computer is useless without the right software to support your business activities. The most popular suite of business-related applications is, without a doubt, Microsoft Office. It’s available for both PCs and Macs. There are, however, other business application suites that also offer word processing, spreadsheet, database management, scheduling, contact management, and presentation tools.


One of these software suites alone could cost $150 to $400 or more, depending on the components included. Computers are so cheap that not many computer manufacturers include an office suite on a standard hard drive, but most will offer Microsoft Office pre-installed as an upgrade.


In addition, a host of competitors have built business-friendly products that might work just as well for you—and they’re mostly free. Google has the most popular option, with its suite of Google Sheets (for online spreadsheets), Google Slides (for collaborative presentations), Google Docs (for creating collaborative documents), and more (including a forms library that is robust enough to meet the needs of almost any business). Because the programs are cloud-based, you don’t need to download software and you can access files from anywhere at any time. Other popular free applications include LibreOffice (libreoffice.org), Dropbox Paper (dropbox.com/paper), and Apple iWork (apple.com/iwork), which is for iOS operating systems—or for any systems via the cloud.


Two other kinds of software you need are a security suite and accounting program. You’ll want an all-encompassing security suite, such as those offered by companies like Norton (us.norton.com); Bitdefender (bitdefender.com); Broadcom, which now offers products by Symantec (broadcom.com); Trend Micro (trendmicro.com); McAfee (mcafee.com); and Panda (pandasecurity.com/usa). These applications include a firewall, regularly updated antivirus and anti-spyware definitions, email scanning, and other protections for $50 to $140 per year. If you’re running Mac computers, different types of security software may be needed, depending on how you’ll be using the computer. You can check out rankings, ratings, and articles on the latest versions of security software at PC Magazine (pcmag.com). Don’t skimp on buying what you need to keep your computer as safe as possible.


Whether you use an accounting professional, you also need a good basic accounting program from a company like Intuit (intuit. com), Sage (sage.com), or Microsoft (microsoft.com) to keep up with your checkbooks, bank accounts, invoices, bills, taxes, and inventory. Most of these programs let you pay bills and download bank account information electronically, use your printer to create checks, and link to tax preparation software so you can minimize your tax liability. Some popular programs are Intuit’s QuickBooks Pro, Bookkeeper, and Sage 50cloud Accounting.





Say No to Cash Flow Shortcuts



Got a cash-flow problem? Who doesn’t? Don’t solve it by succumbing to the gazillion counterfeit software offers filling your email inbox. If you get caught purchasing these low-cost knockoffs, you’ll be fined heavily and could face criminal charges.


Instead look into using open-source software, which is often just as powerful as the higher-priced commercial software, only it’s 100 percent free. SourceForge (sourceforge.net) is an excellent resource for finding and downloading a wide range of open-source software for any operating system.


However, if you use one of these programs, it’s important you keep in mind that free doesn’t always equate with safe. Blogger Patricia Johnson wrote in a blog post for WhiteSourceSoftware.com that “Open-source security vulnerabilities are an extremely lucrative opportunity for hackers.” She added, “Open-source software presents legal, engineering, and security challenges, and when organizations aren’t on top of the quality of open-source components they are using, they could unknowingly be incorporating vulnerable, risky, unlicensed, and out-of-date components.”







Peripherals


There are any number of things you can add to your computer these days—or wirelessly connect to your office network. Most popular besides printers are speakers, a webcam, external hard drive, headphones, a wireless keyboard, or a second monitor. If you have an iPhone or Android, you can also connect these devices to your computer to sync data.


Many businesses need at least one good-quality laser printer; however, if your printing needs involve color or photo-quality output, an inkjet or high-end photo printer will also be useful. When choosing printers, look at the unit’s resolution, print speed, and paper-tray size.


For most small businesses, an all-in-one device (sometimes referred to as a multifunction device, or MFD) that includes a printer, scanner, fax machine, and copier is ideal. Plus, you may want to invest in an external hard drive to back up important data; otherwise, invest in a cloud-based system like Carbonite to back up data.


Most peripherals these days connect to a computer via Fire-Wire, USB, or Bluetooth wireless connection. It’s common for a desktop computer to have up to ten or more devices and peripherals connected to it, all of which work seamlessly with your software.


As a general rule, focus first on your needs, then shop around for the most advanced technology you can afford. If you don’t need a color laser printer, for example, opt for a less expensive black-and-white laser printer with a faster print speed and larger paper tray. Or if you’re choosing between laser printers and inkjet printers, consider not only the cost of the hardware (the printer itself), but also the ongoing cost of toner or ink cartridges as well as the printer’s speed. If you’ll frequently be producing 100-page reports, a printer that churns out 15 to 30 pages per minute is much more useful than one that prints just 8 pages per minute with a feeder that holds only 25 sheets.


Once you determine your needs, shopping for computer peripherals online will typically save you time and money. Reserve a visit to the local consumer electronics or office supply superstore to see and touch the latest technology firsthand before making your purchases.


MFDs are priced between $100 and $800 for small businesses or several thousand dollars for larger companies with significant needs. You can get an MFD that packs an incredible amount of functionality from any of the well-known companies, such as HP, Canon, Brother, Epson, and Kyocera.






FYI


If your daily printing needs are limited and you primarily only print large single-order materials (like brochures, business cards, checks, etc.), consider an online printing service like Vistaprint (www.vistaprint.com).





In some cases, it might be useful to think of these categories of peripherals as supplies, rather than equipment, because the replacement toner cartridges for MFDs and individual copiers and printers can cost as much as the hardware itself. Your MFD choice will also depend on what you need. If you only need a printer, you don’t need an MFD and can scan that occasional copy with your iPhone. Keep in mind that the one big drawback to an MFD is that if something goes wrong with the machine, you are not only out one function but multiple functions.


Suffice to say, entrepreneurship is no longer a stationary activity. Entrepreneurs go where the action is, stay productive en route, and use technology to adapt to changing market conditions and ad hoc business needs. With today’s technology, you can make the most of what is available wherever you are.
















CHAPTER 2

Your All-Important Website






Building Your Web Presence


WHY PUT YOUR BUSINESS ONLINE? The answer is simple. In today’s business world, it’s essential that your business have an online presence if you want to stay competitive. Your prospective and existing customers use the internet for a wide range of purposes, such as researching products they need, then purchasing those items from the comfort of their homes, offices, or anywhere else they may be. Unless you’re running a very small local business, you won’t be taken seriously without a web presence.




Sounds Like a Plan


If you plan to sell anything online, having an ecommerce plan is as important as your original business plan.


The first step in writing an ebusiness plan is to decide what kind of experience you want your online customers to have. And that starts with website goals. Who are your target customers? What do they need? Are they getting information only or can they buy products from your site? These key questions, asked and answered early on, will determine how much time and money you’ll need to develop and maintain an online presence.


Second, decide what products or services you will offer. How will you position and display them? Will you offer both online and offline purchasing? How will you handle shipping and returns? Additionally, don’t overlook the need for customer service—consider creating chatbots to answer customer questions 24/7 without requiring a live person to be available. (If it’s appropriate for the type of business you have, a toll-free phone number should be prominently displayed that customers can call at designated times to get their questions answered.)


As you explore the web for vendors to support your ebusiness, have a clear idea of how you want to handle the “back end” of the business. If you decide to sell online, you’ll need a shopping cart component, which is a means of handling credit card processing, and an organized order fulfillment process. However, you may decide that your site is informational only, and you will continue to process transactions offline.




Steps to a Successful Web Business


More and more businesses are launching as online-only ventures because that’s where an ever-increasing number of customers are shopping. If you expect to get much of your revenue through your website, according to Allen Moon, founder of On Deck Marketing, you’ll need to consider these seven steps for successful ecommerce businesses:


1.Find a need and fill it. Look for a market first, not a product. If your business will be primarily online, look to online forums and social media to figure out the problem you’re solving and how to best position it.


2.Write copy that sells. Find compelling and enticing ways to draw people in. Create urgency and appeal to bring people through the sales process.


3.Design and build an easy-to-use (user-friendly) website. If it’s not simple, expect potential customers to abandon their purchase before they hit “buy.” Don’t go overboard with fancy interfaces that take too long to load or complex purchase systems to pay.


4.Use search engines to drive traffic to your site. Consider pay-perclick style advertising to start.


5.Establish an expert reputation for yourself. Give away free expert content. Write blogs or articles, post photos and videos, or any other content that people will find useful. Distribute that content through social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, or LinkedIn—and link to other websites like those of your local chamber of commerce or Rotary Club.


6.Follow up with your customers and subscribers via email. Build an opt-in list so you can email customers with new products and offers.


7.Increase your income through back-end sales and upselling. At least 36 percent of people who have purchased from you once will buy from you again if you follow up with them. Offer them products and services that complement their original purchase. Also entice them with discounts, specials, and online content that touts what they see and why they should buy from you.


The internet changes so fast that one year online equals about five years in the real world. But the principles of how to start and grow a successful online business haven’t changed much.





Finally, even if you build an amazing website, don’t assume people will find you on their own. If you simply build it, they will not come. If you want to develop a consistent flow of traffic to your site, it’s essential that you plan, execute, and maintain an ongoing and multifaceted promotional strategy that’s carefully targeted to your audience. This is in addition to the promotions, advertising, and marketing you already do if you also have a brickand-mortar business.


“The website should be viewed as an integral part of the marketing effort—as another ‘front door,’ if you will, into the business,” says Frank Catalano, a marketing strategy consultant. “After all, the site is a way to distribute information, gather customer feedback, and even sell a product or service. Just promoting a website without regard to overall business goals and other marketing efforts is pointless.”
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